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Introduction
Literature and Migration

William Boelhower
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Claus Zittel
Universita Ca’ Foscari di Venezia, Italia

In an article titled “Sopravvissuti” that recently appeared in the Ital-
ian weekly magazine L'Espresso, Igiaba Scego (2020) called for the
decolonization of Italian literature while lamenting the many obsta-
cles migrant/immigrant writers in Italy face in trying to get their
work published. Referring to the clamorous, decades-long biopolit-
ical crisis of immigration linking not only countries of postcoloni-
al Africa and the Middle East to Mediterranean countries such as
Greece, Spain, Italy, and Malta and the northern reaches of the Eu-
ropean Union but also poor to rich nations around the world, Scego
mentions a combative coterie of writers who have drawn largely on
their own lives to recount the harsh and at times unspeakable real-
ities of the migrant experience: Cristina Ali Farah, Gabriella Kuru-
villa, Laila Wadia, and Ingy Mubiayi.* For both existential and cul-
tural reasons, Scego calls these writers “survivors”.?

We wish to thank Stefania Sharra and Michela Vanon Alliata for helping us to navi-
gate through and beyond the Annali platform and for their unfailing support and edi-
torial advice.

1 See Sangiorgi 1996; Parati 1999; Matteo 2001; Capitani, Coen 2005.
2 See also Mengozzi 2015.
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Of course there are many other writers who have contributed to
the new Italian literature, often in the form of life-writing - one could
mention Salah Methnani, Pap Khouma, Yvan Sagnet, Mbacke Gad-
ji, Kossi Komla Ebri, Bay Mademba, Valentina Acava Mmaka, Chris-
tina de Caldas Brito, Fatou N’'Diaye, and Amara Lakous, among oth-
ers.? All together, their body of works provides richly detailed and
often moving testimony about what it means today to cross borders,
flee in the night from violence, leave loved ones behind, and experi-
ence the anxieties of detention and life as an undocumented alien.*
Needless to say, the all-devouring matter of migration presents diffi-
culties that go well beyond those of publication, as the writers them-
selves are the first to affirm. So ubiquitous and overwhelming has the
movement of peoples around the globe now become that writer and
performing artist Shailaja Patel was inspired to coin the term “mi-
gritude” to weave the single thread of her personal story (as a South
Asian growing up in Kenya, a South Asian student in England, and a
‘woman of color’ in the United States) into the border-transcending
fabric of political and collective history embracing the whole round
world (2010, 128, 145).

In a September 8, 2020, Brown University report on the “Costs
of War”, anthropologist David Vine and his team estimated conserv-
atively that America’s war on terror since September 11, 2001, has
alone displaced at least 37 million people (Vine 2020). According to
Vine, a more likely figure would be anywhere from 48 to 59 million.
The nations affected by this war on terror are Afghanistan, Iraq, Pa-
kistan, Yemen, Somalia, the Philippines, Libya, and Syria. The re-
port does not include countries where the United States is (or has
been) involved in smaller counterterrorism operations. These include
countries such as Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Central African Republic,
Chad, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mali, and Niger. But war is
hardly the only cause pushing people to flee for better shores. There
are also economic, religious, political, ethnic, sexual, and climate
factors that leave whole groups of people with no choice but to seek
asylum elsewhere. The alternative is often torture or death. Since
the US invaded Iraq, thousands of Iraqi women and girls have sim-
ply disappeared. As Shailja Patel notes, “When societies are blown
apart, women become prey” (2010, 20). In his important immigrant
manifesto, Suketu Mehta observes that as of 2017 more than 17 mil-
lion Indians now live abroad (2019, 216).

The moral Mehta draws from this startling data regarding his
homeland seems more axiomatic than descriptive: “mobility is surviv-

3 On the importance of life-writing as a major discursive genre of African Italian lit-
erature, see Boelhower 2001 and 2017.

4 See Sossi 2006; Liberti 2008; Di Maio 2016.

10

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020,9-22



William Boelhower, Claus Zittel
Introduction: Literature and Migration

al” (2019, 217). At the very outset of his book he provides us with an
ineluctable historical truth, “[W]e've become a planet on the move.
[...] Mass migration is the defining human phenomenon of the twen-
ty-first century” (9). In his book of essays A New World Order, Ca-
ryll Phillips adds an important corollary to Mehta’s obsevations, not-
ing that “whether we liked it or not we were all, at the beginning of
the twenty-first century, becoming multicultural individuals” (2011,
314). Across Europe and the United States populist politicians on the
right have used this fact to raise the wall of national identity. In ef-
fect, more than ever Europe’s major capitals are now being trans-
formed by waves of postcolonial immigrants and migrants who, in
Mehta’s words, have come to collect all the wealth that was extract-
ed from their countries for decades if not centuries. And many of
these migrants are forced to live invisibly, without documents veri-
fying their existence.

As the anthropologist Jason Hickel reminds us, “Europe didn’t de-
velop the colonies. The colonies developed Europe” (2015). In truth,
far from being an economic burden these migrants are actually Eu-
rope’s creditors.® According to figures provided by the Berlin-based
Global Migration Data Analysis Centre for 2018, well over three per-
cent of the world’s population are migrants (see GMI 2018). The re-
port breaks these figures down as follows. There are 258 million in-
ternational migrants overall, of which 124.8 million are women and
36.1 million are children. Of this total, 25.4 million are registered ref-
ugees, while 150.3 million are migrant workers. To complete the pic-
ture, there are also 4.8 million international students (GMI 2018, 9).
In Italy, the influx of migrants has led to a political backlash fomented
by fear-mongering parties of the populist right. But the statistics do
not indicate invading hordes. In 2018 only 23,400 migrants arrived in
Italy, 80 percent less than the 119,400 that arrived in 2017 (Saviano
2019, 21). According to data provided by Istat (Istituto Nazionale di
Statistica) for the year 2019, resident foreigners make up 8.8 percent
of the population or 5,259,483 out of a total population of 60,244,639
(Istat 2020). This means that 91.2 percent of the population is Italian.
For the year 2018 it is estimated that there were around 533,000 un-
documented migrants in the country (Saviano 2019, 8).

However remarkable in themselves, the above statistics remain
cold and abstract if not tethered to the personal and collective dra-
mas of the migrants themselves. For while multinational corporations
move in a border-free world, migrants do not. Much depends on what

5 As Suketu Mehta’s Indian grandfather, who worked much of his life in colonial Ken-
ya, said in reply to an elderly British man who aggressively asked him why he was
‘here’ in England, “You took all our wealth, our diamonds. Now we have come to col-
lect” (Mehta 2019, 3).
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documents they are carrying, what country they are from, what re-
ligion they profess, and what their reasons are for crossing borders.
It is worth noting that the word ‘migrant’ itself confusingly embrac-
es a wide range of conditions and profiles, each having their own le-
gal and cultural implications and their own set of existential scripts.
Let’s see if we can unpack this generic term into its several provinc-
es: asylum seekers, guest workers, political refugees, economic refu-
gees, clandestine, undocumented (or illegal) aliens, disaster migrants,
displaced persons, climate refugees, students, trafficking victims,
stateless persons, domestic workers, caretakers, itinerants, and expa-
triates. Some of these labels are prevalently used by government or-
ganizations, others by scholars, human-aid workers, and journalists.

The supposedly descriptive “clandestine”, for example, has been
used by some politicians in Italy to criminalize all refugees arriving
by boat from across the Mediterranean. Many of these same migrants
arrive without documents (or throw them away at sea), having fled
from war zones, and literally belong to no country.® In other words,
they are stateless. A special group of persons, like students and ex-
patriates, are voluntary migrants, but most of those who migrate do
so involuntarily, in order to survive. It is often difficult, if not futile,
to distinguish between voluntary and involuntary migrants. Climate
refugees, who for the most part tend to be internal or intranational
migrants, choose or are forced to move because of flooding, hurri-
canes and typhoons, fire storms, or industrial disasters. None of the
terms mentioned above help to appreciate intersectional features
such as gender, religious affiliation, ethnicity, geographical origin,
skin color, or mother tongue. Often these pivotal features (say, being
a Catholic in Iran or a Rohingya Muslim in Myanmar) need to be ac-
knowledged intersectionally, as a constellation of several contribut-
ing characteristics. Particularly in the case of women migrants, the
body often becomes a form of currency. Rape in detention camps and
at border crossings has become a frequent crime (see Nayeri 2019,
234, 254, 258). As Suketu Mehta notes, “When you move countries,
your greatest - sometimes only - asset is your body, which also be-
comes your greatest vulnerability” (2019, 11).

Apart from the above semantic mosaic, migrants invariably move
in order to survive or create a better life for themselves. But we can
not forget that the right to flee for one’s life remains a sacred law for
cultures the world over. In his prologue to the recent Afro-Italian po-
etry collection Migrazioni Migrations, Wole Soyinka observes, “In the

6 Innorth African dialects, especially Morocco, the clandestine migrant is called Har-
raag, meaning the one who burnt his identity papers. The verb coined to signify ‘to emi-
grate’ is H'rag, meaning ‘to burn’, because when crossing the sea, many migrants choose
to burn their documents so that no one can prove where they come from.

12
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Orunmila myth, or in the considerateness of the Christian god... is
established a foundation of ethical injunctions that would, aeons of
time later, be enshrined as a principle of obligations in the Charter of
Universal Human Rights - Article 14: ‘Everyone has the right to seek
and enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution’” (Soyinka 2016,
19). Would that it were true in practice. The Philippine-American jour-
nalist and film maker Jose Antonio Vargas wrote his prize-winning
memoir Dear America, Notes of an Undocumented Citizen on the run,
without a fixed residence, address or job, having received from the
Department of Homeland Security a “Warrant for Arrest of Alien”
(2018, xi). In his own words, “After twenty-five years of living illegal-
ly in a country that does not consider me one of its own, this book is
the closest thing I have to freedom” (xiii). His memoir is a searing in-
dictment against the Trump administration’s crackdown on migrants
as well as a fact-driven argument demonstrating that the country’s
estimated 11 million undocumented ‘aliens’ contribute enormously to
its economic well-being. And they do so while living haphazardly, on
the margins, and subject to all kinds of bribery and abuse. What Var-
gas’s clandestine condition ultimately means is rendered starkly by
Truman Capote: “The problem with living outside the law is that you
no longer have the law’s protection” (Vargas 2018, 73).

Once having reached an outlying island belonging to a Europe-
an Union country - say, Lesbos or Lampedusa - the Mediterranean’s
hapless boat people are then packed away in holding pens, barbed-
wire camps, or, as in Italy, one of thirteen CIEs (Centers for Identifi-
cation and Expulsion) until they pass the gauntlet of a grueling inter-
view process and are assigned a working permit or expulsion papers.
But if we look at the history of these centers, whether they be in Lon-
don or Amsterdam or Lampedusa, asylum hardly seems like an of-
fer of sanctuary. On September 8, in the Greek island of Lesbos, the
camp of Moria caught fire and was completely burned down. Thou-
sands remained unsheltered and left with nothing but the sky over
their heads. Built to contain three thousand migrants, there were
twelve thousand detained there at the time, making it Europe’s larg-
est holding center. The camp was not only overcrowded, it also had
terrible sanitary conditions. Due to the Covid-19 virus, the camp was
put on lockdown and the local police would not let the refugees out.”
Besides the barbed wire of the camps, there are also border walls
of various kinds that have sprung up across Europe and elsewhere,
supposedly to stave off the ‘invading hordes.” The most famous of
them all is undoubtedly the Trump administration’s insane attempt
to build a 1,900-mile cordon sanitaire between the US and Mexico.

7 Fabbrini, S., “La miscela esplosiva di Covid-19 e rifugiati”, Il Sole 24 Ore, Septem-
ber 13, 2020.
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Without further comment we might cite here a Spanish proverb which
warns against the folly of such an undertaking: “You can’t cover the
sun with a hand”.®

Any number of scandals could be recounted about the camp in
Lampedusa (Sossi 2006, 53-65) or the Schiphol Detention Centre out-
side Amsterdam (Nayeri 2019, 204-16). But beyond the humiliating
physical conditions of many of southern Europe’s camps (the food-
lines, the dirty toilets, the exposed bathing and sleeping conditions,
the crowding, the food, the waiting, the youth gangs), there is some-
thing even more basic at stake, namely the loss of personal dignity.
Evidently, camp and government officials often forget that migrants
are not just migrants; they are human beings. As Dina Nayeri recounts
in her memoir The Ungrateful Refugee, “I used to talk about the irony
of so many of the world’s refugees coming from the Middle East - we
are such prideful people, and a refugee is the most abject creature
of all, stateless, homeless, without control over her own food, educa-
tion, or health” (2019, 118). On top of it all, there is the sheer anxiety
of waiting to learn of one’s fate. This climactic moment is condensed
in the interview process itself, for it is here, usually in the presence
of a translator, that one’s future is at stake. Will they be understood?
Believed? Will they be offered asylum or will they be sent back for hav-
ing failed to convince an often tired, poorly paid immigration offic-
er? And if their story is accepted, which country will they be sent to?

At one point in her memoir Dina Nayeri asks an immigration law-
yer in London how long the interview process usually takes. It de-
pends, he replies: “When they're satisfied. Hours. Days. Often after
they find enough contradictions”. Nayeri then steps in to explain the
point, “[Tlhey’re not looking to rescue. They're looking to reject”
(2019, 224). In short, it all comes down to the stories the immigrants
tell about themselves. Unfortunately, there is also context to consid-
er, for over the last couple of decades, as Nayeri the collector of mi-
grant stories notes, the world has turned its back on refugees (131).
Jose Antonio Vargas makes a further point when he explains, “[Y]
ou cannot change the politics of immigration until you change the
culture in which immigrants are seen. Storytelling is central to our
strategy: collecting stories of immigrants from all walks of life...”
(2018, 122). In effect, it is through storytelling that migrants have of-
ten found some vindication or regained a sense of lost agency. In Var-
gas’s case, “As the years passed, as I kept on passing as an American,
sharing my story was a compulsion, a way of relieving myself of the
burden of lies I had to tell so I could exist” (91). In turn, Suketu Me-
hta observes, “Wherever there are immigrants there are stories; be-

8 De Santis, R., “Cosi connessi e cosi diseguali”, La Repubblica, September 12, 2020.
For a further reflection on borders, see Lalami 2020, 48-71.
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cause of their dislocation, they have need of recollection” (2019, 32).

Although the current migrant crisis leads us to focus on the pres-
ent, we can not forget the vast migrations that led to settler colo-
nies in the Americas and the incredible wealth that countries such
as Spain, Portugal, England, France, Belgium, Denmark, the Neth-
erlands, and the United States generated by shipping millions upon
millions of bonded African laborers to work its tobacco, indigo, rice,
coffee, and cotton plantations as slaves. Today, the literatures of the
African diaspora have deeply shaped and enriched the literatures of
the above nations and their colonies. At first sight, it may seem mirac-
ulous that African Americans, who for centuries were denied the right
to express a culture of their own let alone the right to have books or
practice writing of any kind, could produce such an overflowing cor-
nucopia of stories and songs. But for the writers and songsters them-
selves, it is not about miracles at all. As M. NourbeSe Philip writes
in her stunning book of poetry Zong! (the name of the infamous ship
whose captain threw some 140 slaves overboard during a storm in
order to collect the insurance on them), “There is no telling this sto-
ry; it must be told” (2008, 189).

In a very real sense, migrant writing provides us with the best
means to break through the crust of labels, commonplaces, and ste-
reotypes that populist politicians continue to wield in order to stir
fear in people and rally them around a hypothetical, purist notion
of national identity. In the words of Dohra Ahmad, the editor of The
Penguin Book of Migration Literature, “Just as there is no singular
migrant experience, there are myriad ways of writing about migra-
tion” (2019, xxiii). As the interview process in the detention centers
suggests, migrants and refugees live or die by their stories. Indeed,
Sekutu Mehta may startle us when he notes, “The first thing that a
new migrant sends to his family back home isn’t money; it’s a story”
(2019, 32). Although migrants are compelled to move across borders
and live in internment camps with little baggage, as if only things
and places defined them, they carry with them their stories - stories
in which they use their migrant self to put things and places in per-
spective. When written down or told to others, these stories invari-
ably introduce the reader or listener to deep histories. In his ground-
breaking memoir o, venditore di elefanti, Pap Khouma explains, “This
is the story of a Senegalese, the life I have known for what seems a
long time now, but at bottom fortunate because, as we say in my coun-
try, if you can recount something it means it brought you good luck
(1990, 143; Authors’ transl.).

kkk

In our special issue on migration literature we bring together contri-
butions from different countries and scholarly disciplines. The range
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of topics is wide, from Italian travel and migrant writing in Mexico in
the years 1890-1932 (Savarino Roggero and Zuccala) to recent ref-
ugee tales. Among these nine contributions four of them deal with
authors currently living in Germany. Given the rather distinct pro-
file of migration history in Germany, some preliminary remarks are
needed to better place these contributions in a broader transnation-
al context. While in disciplinary areas such as English and Romance
Studies the topic of migration is closely linked to postcolonial stud-
ies, the situation in German Studies is quite different due to the coun-
try’s distinct colonial history. Germany only became a colonial pow-
er in the mid-1880s and lost its colonies after the First World War
through the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. There are therefore no voic-
es from the former colonies to speak of nor any noticeable migration
from the colonies to Germany. If colonial history is the subject of dis-
cussion, then it is invariably by German authors such as Uwe Timm
in his novel Morenga (1978) or scholars in historical studies. During
the Third Reich, however, the East was regarded as a colonial area
that is now studied within the context of coming to terms with Nazi
history. Migration literature, on the other hand, embraces narratives
written mainly by the offspring of guest workers who came to Ger-
many in different waves from Turkey, Greece and Italy and is the re-
sult of relatively recent incoming waves of refugees. According to of-
ficial figures from the Federal Statistical Office, twenty-six per cent
of the German population today have a migration background. Giv-
en this framework, the separation of migration literature from “Ger-
man” literature has now become moot.

Currently in German literary studies (in Germany) there is a clear
separation between migration literature, intercultural literature, and
postcolonial studies. One is more likely to find postcolonial studies in
tandem with cultural studies, while the first two areas of scholarship
tend to be cultivated at certain universities having corresponding fo-
cuses, such as Flensburg and Bamberg. Scholarship dealing with mi-
gration and intercultural literatures evidently has not satisfied every-
body if we consider the fact that leading journals in German literary
studies such as Euphorion or the Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift (DvjS)
rarely or never include topics related to these thematic areas. The
reason for this is apparently due to a deep and widespread scepti-
cism towards a largely content-related political interpretation of lit-
erature, which ignores its aesthetic dimension. According to the basic
understanding of many representatives of German literary studies,
the latter should be primarily concerned with explaining how an aes-
thetic text differs from a common text, i.e. with working out and ex-
plaining the aesthetic surplus. As Walter Benjamin observed in his
famous essay “Die Aufgabe des Ubersetzers” (1921), it was “the in-
comprehensible, mysterious, poetic” dimension and not its simple
contents that make a literary text a work of art - in short, all those
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things that elude an exclusively semantic agenda. This is a position
that most scholars in German studies still subscribe to today.

Recently scholars in Germany - particularly those in comparative
literature - have tended to look at the consequences of major migra-
tory movements from a transnational, “world literature” perspective
(Ezli, Kimmich, Werberger 2009). One now speaks of migration lit-
erature as a generic focus to make it clear that the cultural chang-
es resulting from the migration of peoples, ideas, and languages can
no longer be adequately described from a national perspective alone.
Recent discourses on migration, on the other hand, have sought to il-
luminate a specific minority culture in order to appreciate more ful-
ly its models of self-representation. As a result, this literature also
provides an aesthetic reflection not only on problems of cultural in-
tegration but also on various forms of individual, social, and linguis-
tic disintegration.

Much of this problematic is reflected in the four contributions deal-
ing with authors writing in Germany. Of the four, only Martina Kofer
deals with texts which are related to the recent waves of refugees
in Germany and which could also be placed under the transnational
heading of ‘Refugee tales.’ Current migrations, mostly due to war and
expulsion, lead not least to identity problems springing from gender
roles, as Kofer demonstrates in her discussion of the novels of Olga
Grjasnowa (Gott ist nicht schiichtern) and Shida Bazyar (Nachts ist es
leise in Teheran). Sandro Moraldo, on the other hand, examines the
crime novels of Jakob Arjouni, which indirectly address the theme of
labour migration. Arjouni, of course, is a German author. His herois a
German Turk who, as Moraldo shows in detail, is given a background
story typical of a migrant in Germany. Faced with such a mis-en-scene,
the reader might be tempted to ask whether we are dealing with mi-
gration literature per se simply because a German writer chooses a
migrant for his protagonist. Moraldo’s essay raises an intriguing issue
involving not only problems of critical labeling but also deeper ones
related to creative empathy and ethnographic mimesis.

That this matter may seem somewhat skewed is made clear by Ga-
briella Pelloni’s essay on the German Turkish author Zafer Senocak.
In his work Senocak forthrightly deals with the current debates on
identity theory, but above all, he breaks away from the demand for
‘authentic’ descriptions of the fate of migrants by opting for the in-
vention of family history. For German literature scholars, this may
represent a step towards treating the family history of migrants in
the same way, say, as Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks. In this light,
Senocak’s work (and migration or ethnic literature tout court) may
be appreciated from not only a cultural studies but also an aesthetic
point of view. Of course this assumes that migration literature has
already fully entered the canon of German literature and is treated
on equal terms with traditionally canonical texts.
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Beatrice Occhini’s essay on the German poet Uljana Wolf embrac-
es some of the same issues as Pelloni. Occhini points out the impor-
tance of the Chamisso Prize in Germany for authors with a migration
background. Originally, the prize was introduced to honor writers
who came to Germany and began writing in German. Later, however,
the prize was also awarded to second-generation writers who were
already born in Germany, such as Zsuzsa Bank (born in Frankfurt in
1965), and even to authors without a migration background, such as
Esther Kinsky and Uljana Wolf. Along the way, the prize seemed to
have lost its meaning as it was overtaken by historical developments.
For the migrants now had arrived on the German literary scene in
some force, and many of the old segregating distinctions had become
meaningless. The prize was abolished after thirty-two years “because
of [its] success”, it was said. In effect, today the themes of migration,
visa permits, refugee status, ethnicity, and the border are no longer
divided up according to authors who are or are not migrants but are
negotiated in a more inclusive way. Indeed, Occhini situates Uljana
Wolf’s poetic thematisation of borders and foreignness as poetry in
a postmigrantische Gesellschaft (a post-migrant society).

Needless to say, many of the themes dealt with in the above essays
are not exclusive to Germany, although geocultural context remains
a crucial factor in dealing with them. Elena Shrojavacca’s and Lucio
De Capitani’s contribution, which is also dedicated to the compelling
topic of refugee tales, discusses the Serbian writer Elvira Muj¢i¢’s
fifth novel, Consigli per essere un bravo immigrato (2019) (Tips for
being a good immigrant), Alessandro Leogrande’s La frontiera (The
border), and a short story anthology Refugee Tales. Sbrojavacca and
De Capitani deal with a pivotal aspect of the migrant experience:
namely, what stories do refugees have to tell about themselves in or-
der to be believed and be granted asylum. The essay focuses on the
narrative patterns that lend credibility to refugee stories and also
the ‘trading zone’ that has to be created for the sharing of migrant
stories. Indeed, it is not simply a matter of authentically reporting
the drama of suffering and violence that one experienced - of testi-
fying to what actually happened - or simply of claiming that one is a
victim. Rather, one must tell the right kind of stories in order to be
given refugee status. In their important essay De Capitani and Sbro-
javacca not only sensitize us to all the ambiguities that arise when
someone - for example, a translator - recounts another person’s sto-
ry but also asks us to reflect on how one might tell such a story with-
out appropriating it. In short, the challenge is to respect the way in
which the refugees want their story to be told.

Simona Bertacco’s theoretically ambitious essay discusses the Pal-
estinian-American Emily Jacir’s art installation Via Crucis (2016) and
Valeria Luiselli’s Tell Me How It Ends: An Essay in Forty Questions
(2017), in which the author examines the often absurd screening pro-
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cess of child asylum seekers after they have crossed the US-Mexico
border. Luisella’s book is based on her role as a volunteer transla-
tor-interpreter for these children, and it is by leveraging this latter
role (also informing Jacir’s installation through a process of juxta-
position) that Bertacco aims to elaborate a reading hermeneutic not
only for current migrant literatures but also for navigating multicul-
tural and multiethnic textualities in a globalized context. Bertacco
calls for a new (ethical) sense of cultural and literary responsibility
which she designates a form of “translation literacy”.

Enrico Davanzo introduces us to the Bosnian American writer
Aleksandar Hemon, who a year ago appeared in the spotlight for his
criticism of the awarding of the Nobel Prize for Literature to Peter
Handke. In his work Hemon insists on fictionalizing his own life sto-
ry by underlining the unreliability of memory and the transform-
ing effects of narration of any kind. In this respect, Davanzo raises
comparisons to Pelloni’s discussion of the discursive maneuverings
of Zafer Senocak. But contrary to the latter, rather than question-
ing Bosnia and his childhood in Sarajevo as sites of memory per se,
Hemon uses these sites for his own literary production by thematiz-
ing his youthful experiences of strangeness through the fate of his
failing anti-heroes. Davanzo describes Hemon’s particular mixture of
fictional invention and autobiographical sincerity as a form of auto-
fiction, which inevitably becomes a self-reflexive strategy expressed
through linguistic markers, such as puns and intentional grammati-
cal errors. A closer look at Hemon'’s more recent novels leads Davan-
zo to view the writer’s use of autofiction more as ‘allofiction.” Thus
he fruitfully examines how the writer’s condition of otherness both
in the USA and postwar Bosnia has shaped his style and his themes.

In her essay on the Japanese American writer Karen Tei Yamash-
ita‘s novel Circle K Cycles (2001), Grazia Micheli focuses on second-
generation Japanese Brazilians’ return migration to Japan in the last
quarter of the twentieth century. This return to a basically romanti-
cized Japan and their failure to fit in leads them to long for their for-
mer homeland. Micheli explores this largely unstudied instance of
a form of counter- or dual-diaspora through the elusive concept of
nostalgia and a range of accompanying notions (homeland, cultur-
al hybridity, liminality). Having spent some time both in Brazil and
Japan, Yamashita decided to convert her research experiences into
what she calls a creative autoethnography. It is this discursive and
generic quest to find an appropriate form of representation that fil-
ters the Japanese Brazilians’ drama of return. The result is her mul-
ti-generic effort Circle K Cycles.

Finally, Franco Roggero Savarino and Brian Zuccala examine a
comprehensive corpus of Italian travelogues, studies, and memoirs
written about and in Mexico from before and after 1900. In fact, their
comparative study (of Italy and Mexico) discusses some of the hither-
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to overlooked and forgotten roots of what Edward Said famously la-
beled Western culture’s distorting lens of Orientalism. Many of the
texts, ranging from Luigi Bruni’s Attraverso il Messico (1890) to Emil-
io Cecchi’s Messico (1932), are largely unknown. But, as the authors
show, they shed important light on how, during the period of nation-
building, ideas of Orientalism emerged which had long been present
in European cultures. These ideas also helped to shape the connec-
tion between racialisation and nation-making in the Italian fin de sie-
cle and then in the emerging fascist cultures of the 1920s and 1930s.
Savarino and Zuccala also mention “the way in which an often latent
Orientalism is displayed by these Italian travellers and their texts
to reflect and counter a national and international discourse, which
was orientalising their own country”. Scholars will be indebted to
Savarino and Zuccala for providing a sweeping overview and bibli-
ography of a migrant text-type that offers extremely fertile ground
for studying a number of intercultural and transnational political in-
tersections defining today’s agenda.
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1 Premessa

La cosiddetta crisi dei rifugiati &€ da tempo al centro del discorso
pubblico europeo. Benché la percentuale di profughi che arrivano in
Europa sia molto bassa rispetto al numero delle persone in fuga da
conflitti, persecuzioni e poverta (cf. UNHCR 2020), i media sono so-
liti evocare al riguardo I'immagine di un’incontenibile ondata che si
riversa sulle coste europee. L'utilizzo di termini come ‘crisi’ riflet-
te, da un lato, le paure delle societa di accoglienza, sempre pil trin-
cerate in politiche ostili ai nuovi arrivi e sempre piu indifferenti alle
esigenze di ascolto, comprensione e tutela dei migranti. Dall’altro, &
un sintomo della divergenza fra la complessa realta delle migrazioni
e le semplicistiche rappresentazioni del fenomeno che predominano
nel discorso mediatico e politico.*

Molte opere letterarie, nel corso degli ultimi decenni, hanno pro-
vato a dare voce alle soggettivita migranti e alle loro storie, cercando
di contrastare le narrazioni sulla migrazione basate sul ‘senso comu-
ne’, cioé su di «un modo di spiegare fatti e problemi che non spiega
nulla ma che diviene popolare, cioé comune, perché riproduce inces-
santemente cio che il pubblico “pensa” e desidera quindi confermare»
(Dal Lago 2004, 53). Alcune opere letterarie hanno quindi 'ambizio-
ne di rendere noto il punto di vista - poco considerato - di chi vive le
migrazioni in prima persona. Non si tratta pero di un processo privo
di insidie, sia quando la storia narrata e la propria, sia quando ap-
partiene a qualcun altro. Nel farsi portavoce di una categoria esclu-
sa dal dibattito pubblico si corre il rischio di scadere nel paternali-
smo, di appiattire le vicende in rappresentazioni unidimensionali, o
di cristallizzare i protagonisti nel ruolo di vittime, non dando risalto
alla molteplicita delle esperienze individuali. Persino con le migliori
intenzioni, gli scrittori possono ricadere nelle criticita onnipresen-
ti nel discorso mediatico, sottraendo ai migranti voce e capacita di

Quest’articolo & frutto di un lavoro di ricerca e riflessione collettivo. La sezione 1 di que-
sto articolo € stata scritta a quattro mani dai due autori. Elena Shrojavacca ha scritto
la sezione 2. Lucio De Capitani la sezione 3.

1 Una precisazione terminologica: nel corso di questo articolo, indagheremo opere
che mettono al centro le storie di alcuni profughi, cioe di persone costrette a lasciare
la propria terra in seguito a persecuzioni, conflitti o disastri naturali, che possono ri-
chiedere, nel Paese di arrivo, la protezione internazionale. La situazione legale di chi
prova a ottenere lo status di rifugiato & specifica e, come si vedra nei testi analizzati,
ha precise implicazioni narrative che ci interessava indagare. Laddove le nostre con-
siderazioni ci sono sembrate valide per parlare del fenomeno migratorio in generale, e
non solo dei profughi nello specifico, abbiamo pero utilizzato il generico termine ‘mi-
granti’. In sintonia con gli autori dei testi selezionati, inoltre, rifiutiamo di distinguere
rigidamente fra rifugiati e migranti, non discriminando fra i motivi che spingono all’at-
traversamento delle frontiere e non volendo creare gerarchie tra persone in viaggio per
poverta, persecuzioni o per il desiderio di cambiare la propria vita.
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azione politica. Cosl, i migranti sono ridotti al rango di ‘informatori’
o ‘testimoni’ al servizio della voce autorevole di chi scrive, interpre-
te privilegiato delle esperienze altrui. Come ha messo in luce il sin-
dacalista ivoriano Aboubakar Soumahoro:

Per molto tempo, tanti in buona fede hanno ritenuto doveroso pren-
dere la parola al nostro posto. Mi viene da dire che il pensiero di
deriva paternalista a volte contamina involontariamente chi & im-
pegnato in difesa dei migranti, che vengono ritenuti incapaci di
generare, esprimere e declinare un pensiero politico e una forma
di lotta. (Soumahoro 2019, 48)

Se sempre pil avvertita e I'urgenza di parlare di questi temi in mo-
dalita alternative a quelle del discorso pubblico, resta ardua la sfida
di trovare forme narrative adeguate a raccontare le esperienze dei
migranti e dei profughi. Questo articolo affronta con un approccio
comparatistico delle opere italiane e britanniche che accettano tale
sfida: il romanzo di Elvira Mujci¢ Consigli per essere un bravo immi-
grato, il reportage La frontiera di Alessandro Leogrande e le tre rac-
colte di racconti del progetto Refugee Tales.

Con una varieta di scelte espressive e in contesti politici e geo-
grafici diversi, tutti gli autori dei testi presi in considerazione cer-
cano soluzioni formali ai problemi posti dall'incontro con le storie di
rifugiati, anche in relazione alle peculiarita del sistema giuridico e
delle politiche migratorie messe in atto dai rispettivi Stati. Queste
opere vogliono creare uno spazio di condivisione per le storie di vi-
ta dei rifugiati mettendo in rilievo al contempo le difficolta alle qua-
li tanto il rifugiato quanto lo scrittore si sottopongono diventando
narratori. Una delle questioni che metteremo a fuoco, ad esempio, &
il fatto che questi testi assumono la forma di «discorsi autobiogra-
fici eterodiretti» (Mengozzi 2013, 115), cioe di autobiografie scritte
‘per gli altri’: 'esigenza di mettere ordine nella propria vicenda per-
sonale raccontandola - col desiderio di farla capire, e magari accet-
tare - da parte di chi arriva va di pari passo col bisogno della socie-
ta di accoglienza di conoscere e classificare le vite dei migranti, non
senza profonde ambiguita.

Questi libri mettono in campo una modalita di trasmissione delle
storie di vita che potremmo definire «postcolonial custodianship»,
utilizzando un concetto di Filippo Menozzi (2014). L'espressione, nata
all'interno del dibattito sulla letteratura postcoloniale in lingua ingle-
se, descrive l'atteggiamento di chi prova a farsi portavoce di gruppi
subalterni e minoritari nella sfera pubblica. Menozzi insiste sull’im-
portanza di recuperare in senso positivo l'idea della trasmissione e
della custodia dell’alterita culturale. Elabora quindi un modello di cu-
stode postcoloniale il cui compito, né semplice né privo di lati oscuri,
e «taking charge of something that one does not possess» (Menozzi
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2014, 2) e «[transmitting] something without seizing it» (10). La sua
riflessione offre uno spunto utile per capire 'orizzonte in cui si muo-
vono, pur nelle loro differenze, Mujci¢, Leogrande e gli autori dei Ref-
ugee Tales. Abbiamo individuato nelle loro opere il tentativo di pren-
dersi carico delle storie di vita dei rifugiati «senza appropriarsene»,
di farsi, in altre parole, «custodi postcoloniali». Precisiamo infine che
utilizzeremo il termine ‘postcoloniale’ alla maniera di Bruce Robbins
(2018), che ha sottolineato come l'intellettuale postcoloniale sia tale
non tanto in virtu delle sue origini, ma perché scrive «about the re-
lationship between Europe and its others» (2018, 291).

2 Lafrontiera e Consigli per essere un bravo immigrato

2.1 Lemasse e le motivazioniindividuali

Pubblicato da Feltrinelli nel 2015, La frontiera di Alessandro Leo-
grande e un reportage narrativo che raccoglie numerose storie di
migranti giunti in Italia, ricostruendone i percorsi e mettendone in
luce le motivazioni. E il frutto di una serie di incontri fatti dall’au-
tore negli anni, di tanti episodi cuciti assieme perché in vario mo-
do collegati allo sfuggente tema della frontiera, intesa come elemen-
to - assieme geografico e mentale - di connessione, attraversamento
e separazione. Consigli per essere un bravo immigrato (2019), quinto
romanzo di Elvira Mujci¢, racconta il dramma di un richiedente asi-
lo gambiano, Ismail, e del rifiuto da parte della Commissione terri-
toriale che avrebbe dovuto conferirgli lo status di rifugiato. Nel ten-
tativo di vincere un ricorso e di tenere viva la sua speranza di rifarsi
una vita, Ismail e affiancato da una scrittrice di origine bosniaca, al-
ter ego dell’autrice e voce narrante. A lei Ismail chiede dei suggeri-
menti per raccontare la sua storia in modo piu convincente. Al cen-
tro di entrambi i volumi, diversi per genere, periodo di riferimento
e stile, ci sono il tema dell'incontro fra esperienze di vita apparen-
temente inconciliabili e la riflessione sulle modalita per raccontare
quel delicato momento di scambio.

La ‘frontiera’ & una linea invisibile e in perenne ridefinizione che
separa due mondi diversi: quello di chi lascia tutto per cercare la sal-
vezza in terre straniere e quella di chi assiste all’arrivo, nel proprio
orizzonte di vita, di persone che provengono da un altrove non spe-
cificato. Il libro di Leogrande oppone alle pervasive rappresentazio-
ni dei profughi come massa indistinta® una molteplicita di storie in-
dividuali. All'accumulo di statistiche che annullano la varieta delle

2 Sulla questione dei profughi come ‘ondata’, massa informe: Barretta 2019, 23.
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esperienze e iloro significati in un vuoto quantitativo, Leogrande ri-
sponde con l'invito al lettore a scavare dietro la superficie fredda dei
numeri con cui si indicano gli esseri umani:

Prendi 650 corpi. Prendi 650 corpi di uomini, donne, bambini, an-
ziani. Prendili uno per uno e disponili in fila. Quanti metri & lun-
ga la fila? Fin dove arriva? Non pensare ai loro volti, non pensa-
re a quello che hanno patito. Pensa solo a quanti sono. Entrano
tutti in un appartamento di medie dimensioni? Entrano in un ci-
nema? Sono sufficienti i gradoni della curva di uno stadio? (Leo-
grande 2015, 34-5)

L’attenzione dell’autore si concentra su di una serie di storie indivi-
duali, perché, come ha scritto Alessandro Dal Lago nel suo saggio de-
dicato alle rappresentazioni dei migranti nel discorso pubblico, «le
interviste e le storie di vita sono lo strumento privilegiato di ogni
analisi qualitativa della realta» (Dal Lago 2004, 16).

Scavare nelle storie dei migranti non significa pero affidare alla
pagina una vicenda carica di potenziale drammatico, per dare sale
a una letteratura che ricerca solo emozioni forti e traumi.* Significa,
piuttosto, cercare di superare I'impatto emotivo delle immagini de-
gli sbarchi - o dei naufragi - e indagare le ragioni che portano quel-
le persone alle nostre coste. Riuscire a dare voce a quelle ragioni e
l'obiettivo dichiarato di Leogrande:

Ebbi la sensazione di quanto fosse difficile capire la vita prima del
viaggio, 'ammasso di eventi che precede ogni partenza, per deci-
ne, centinaia di migliaia di migranti che si riversano ai confini del-
la frontiera europea. Eppure nessuno inizia a vivere nel momento
in cui I'imbarcazione che lo trasporta appare davanti alle nostre
coste: il viaggio ha avuto inizio prima, anche anni prima, e i motivi
che 'hanno determinato sono spesso complicati. Non sono tanto le
motivazioni individuali ad apparire incomprensibili. [...] Ad appa-
rirci spesso incomprensibili sono i frammenti di Storia, gli scon-
quassi sociali, le fratture globali che avvolgono le motivazioni in-
dividuali, fino a stritolarle. (Leogrande 2015, 13-14)

Capire le motivazioni dei viaggi significa innanzitutto provare ad ana-
lizzare i contesti da cui i rifugiati partono.* Leogrande si interroga,
per esempio, sui motivi del naufragio avvenuto il 3 ottobre 2013 da-

3 Faccio riferimento alle riflessioni di Scurati 2006 e Giglioli 2011.

4 Illibro di Leogrande & del 2015, e si occupa dei flussi migratori che interessavano
il territorio italiano all’inizio degli anni Dieci del 2000. Per una piu recente panorami-
ca sul fenomeno, cf. Anzalone, Carpaneto 2019.
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vanti alla spiaggia dei Conigli di Lampedusa, dove persero la vita 368
persone. 360 di queste arrivavano dall’Eritrea, un Paese a cui rara-
mente si fa riferimento considerando le provenienze dei richieden-
ti asilo lungo le coste europee. Da questa riflessione parte una rico-
struzione della storia della dittatura di Isaias Afewerki, capo di un
regime oppressivo al potere dal 1993. Leogrande non si limita a ri-
percorrere le vicende che hanno portato alla dittatura dell’ex leader
del Fronte di Liberazione per I'indipendenza dall’Etiopia, ma mette
anche in luce i rapporti che persistono fra I'Italia la sua ex colonia.
Emergono, soprattutto, dei forti legami simbolici fra i due Stati, co-
me il fatto che i campi di concentramento in cui sono rinchiusi gli op-
positori al regime sorgono negli stessi luoghi di quelli italiani, o co-
me la presenza, nei racconti in inglese dei rifugiati eritrei, di alcuni
termini in italiano, dovuta al fatto che «ci sono delle pratiche di tor-
tura che hanno ancora il nome dato loro dai vecchi occupanti» (Le-
ogrande 2015, 90).

Leogrande intervista alcuni rifugiati eritrei in Italia, come Ga-
briel Tzeggai, dissidente al regime ed ex militante nel Fronte di li-
berazione, o come Syoum, immigrato in Italia nel corso della prima
ondata migratoria dall’Eritrea, negli anni Settanta. Grazie a que-
ste testimonianze ci e offerta la possibilita di comprendere, alme-
no in parte, la complessita del fenomeno migratorio, i suoi effetti
di lungo corso nelle terre di partenza, oltre che in quella di arrivo.
Scopriamo, per esempio, che il regime di Afewerki cerca in tutti i
modi di insabbiare i naufragi: si sente minacciato dall’esodo degli
Eritrei, che rischia di dare risalto internazionale alle atrocita del-
la dittatura. Veniamo a sapere anche che in Italia sono numerosi
i sostenitori del regime - Eritrei emigrati negli anni Settanta che
non hanno smesso di sperare nell'utopia democratica e che rifiuta-
no di credere alla natura sanguinaria del governo. Alcuni di que-
sti Eritrei della prima diaspora chiamano i nuovi profughi, quelli
che si ammassano sulle coste libiche nel tentativo di fuggire, con
lo sprezzante nomignolo ‘Libia’. Quando si utilizza in modo generi-
co un’espressione come ‘migranti eritrei’, dunque, ci si riferisce a
un gruppo eterogeneo e animato da conflitti interni che sfuggono
a un’analisi superficiale.

2.2 «Nonvoglio che qualcuno prenda la mia storia e si metta
a strapparla»

Tanto Muj¢i¢ quanto Leogrande appaiono ben consapevoli delle am-
biguita proprie del parlare in vece di un altro, soprattutto di sogget-
ti socialmente emarginati. Dare alle vicende dei migranti la visibilita
che normalmente viene loro negata significa anche correre il rischio
di ‘oggettivarli’ e di impoverirne il vissuto. E una trappola che Leo-
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grande dimostra di conoscere bene in un’intervista concessa poco
dopo la pubblicazione del volume:

Bisogna porsi il tema dell’inefficacia di molte narrazioni, che fi-
niscono per assuefare, non contrastando la narrazione dominan-
te ma finendo, implicitamente, per condividere gli stessi parame-
tri del discorso dominante, pur rovesciandolo. C’¢ un problema
metodologico, e di scrittura. Le soggettivita vengono riarticolate,
rimodellate, di continuo, dagli stessi soggetti che vorremmo rac-
contare; alla luce di cio non é sufficiente la semplice registrazio-
ne passiva delle storie. Scrivendo La frontiera, mi sono reso conto
dell'inefficacia di certe narrazioni piatte e omologanti. Alla luce
di cio, & necessario porsi alcune domande, artistiche e politiche:
come riarticolare le biografie? Dove ci si posiziona? (Ferri 2016)

«Piu riduciamo il popolo del peschereccio affondato al rango di vit-
time, piu allontaniamo il contesto», leggiamo ancora ne La frontie-
ra (Leogrande 2015, 62); la generica definizione di ‘vittime’ oscura i
fatti che scatenano l'urgenza di migrare:

E cosi che ho sviluppato questa ossessione. [...] Provare a oltre-
passare la categoria di “vittima”, che non spiega niente della com-
plessa vita degli esseri umani. Provare a dipanare i fili di eventi
che a prima vista paiono incomprensibili nel loro ginepraio di vio-
lenza, lutti, oppressione, che pure determina la vita di tanti. (Le-
ogrande 2015, 15)

Nessuno dei personaggi di La frontiera & chiamato in causa come
semplice testimone di un vissuto; i migranti non vengono interpella-
ti in quanto ‘informatori’ privilegiati, utili soltanto a confermare le
tesi dell’autore, ma per 'apporto insostituibile delle loro valutazio-
ni e interpretazioni. E questo il caso di Yvan Sagnet, uno dei porta-
voce degli scioperi di braccianti che hanno animato le campagne del
Sud Italia nell’estate del 2011.° E il camerunense Sagnet a illustra-
re a Leogrande i modi in cui un insieme di persone tanto diverse per
lingua, cultura e provenienza si ritrovava a lottare unito grazie al
riconoscimento di modelli quali Nelson Mandela, Thomas Sankara,
Patrice Lumumba. E ancora Sagnet a spiegare a Leogrande le con-
seguenze profonde che il colonialismo italiano ha avuto nel caos po-
litico del Corno d’Africa:

5 Leogrande ha conosciuto Yvan Sagnet seguendo da vicino le rivendicazioni dei brac-
cianti agricoli del 2011 e lo ha aiutato nella stesura del suo libro sull’'argomento: Sa-
gnet 2012.
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Gli italiani non hanno lasciato uno stato. Alla base delle tragedie
del Corno d’Africa c’e il vuoto istituzionale creato in Somalia o in
Eritrea. La decolonizzazione distorta, le nuove dittature, I'integra-
lismo, 'emigrazione di massa nascono da qui. (Leogrande 2015, 78)

Nel libro compaiono figure come don Mussie, che & non soltanto un
essenziale punto di riferimento per i profughi che dal Corno d’Afri-
ca giungono in Italia, ma anche il fondatore del blog Habeshia, «tra
le migliori agenzie di stampa nate attorno ai flussi migratori» (101),
o come Alganesh Fessaha, a capo di una Ong che libera i profughi
tenuti in ostaggio dai predoni del Sinai. Per frammenti, il volume la-
scia intuire lo spessore culturale, il coraggio e l'intraprendenza di
alcuni migranti, spazzando via 'immagine stereotipica di fragili in-
dividui dipendenti dall’assistenzialismo europeo.

Una possibile soluzione alle trappole della rappresentazione e in-
fatti legata ai modi del racconto, alle scelte espressive con cui si ca-
ratterizza ‘l'altro’. Le tante figure di migranti che compaiono nel li-
bro di Leogrande non sono semplici comparse nel palcoscenico della
Storia, ma personaggi a tutto tondo che manifestano un’infinita di
tratti e un potenziale epico a cui viene giustamente dato rilievo. Fra
i rifugiati che confidano le loro storie a Leogrande ci sono persone
che hanno vissuto esperienze estreme, affrontando, per sfuggire al
pericolo dell’espulsione, sfide degne dei migliori romanzi di avven-
tura. Un esempio fra tutti & quello del giovane Aamir, fra i primi a
percorrere la ‘rotta dei Balcani’, cioé a tentare l'accesso ai Paesi del
Nord Europa senza passare dall’ltalia, andando a piedi dalla Grecia
all’'Ungheria. Aamir scrive un resoconto dettagliato del suo viaggio
in persiano e lo traduce in italiano da solo, con l'aiuto di un diziona-
rio: «si e cimentato con la traduzione per liberarsi da un peso che
gli schiacciava il petto», racconta Leogrande, «ma anche per comu-
nicare quello che aveva vissuto “agli altri”, a chi avesse avuto voglia
di ascoltarlo da questa parte del mondo» (2015, 262). E lo stesso Aa-
mir, dunque, a rendersi conto dell’eccezionalita della propria avven-
tura, a volerla condividere con chiunque abbia il desiderio di cono-
scerla: lungi dall’essere ‘oggetto’ della narrazione di Leogrande, il
giovane afghano si dimostra protagonista e autore consapevole del-
la propria storia, di cui sapientemente sceglie di omettere o enfatiz-
zare alcuni passaggi, al punto tale da far pensare a Leogrande stes-
so di essere stato preso in giro (cf. 273).

D’altro canto, né le storie raccolte in La frontiera né quella inven-
tata in Consigli per essere un bravo immigrato scadono in forzature
romanzesche. Pur comprendendo che, come ha scritto Jaques Ran-
ciére (2016, 56), «per essere pensato, il reale dovra essere reso fin-
zione», i due autori si sottraggono alla tentazione di costruire trame
fiabesche. Non scadono, cioe, in quella «organizzazione topografica
del vissuto», con facili riconciliazioni o scontati lieto fine, a cui spes-
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so ricorrono, secondo un’indagine di Chiara Mengozzi (2013, 119),
le produzioni letterarie a tema migratorio. Nei testi di Leogrande
e Mujci¢ la concatenazione degli eventi non appare scontata e le vi-
cende non si risolvono in modo da soddisfare le aspettative della so-
cieta di accoglienza.®

Gli stereotipi legati alla vittimizzazione del migrante sono anche
al centro di Consigli per essere un bravo immigrato, perché il roman-
zo ruota attorno alla mancata concessione della protezione interna-
zionale a Ismail. All'inizio della storia, la narratrice - co-protagonista
e trasparente alter ego della scrittrice, arrivata in Italia come esule
bosniaca negli anni Novanta - incontra il giovane a una tavola roton-
da dedicata alle migrazioni nel tempo, a cui é stata invitata in quan-
to immigrata «di successo» (Mujci¢ 2019, 22; corsivo nell’'originale).
L'argomento da lei scelto, I'importanza della menzogna nell’autobio-
grafia, introduce uno dei temi fondamentali del libro, volto a svelare
le insidie che la narrazione di sé presenta per chi, come Ismail, & co-
stretto a esporre la propria vicenda biografica nel documento C3 da
presentare alle Questure per ottenere lo status di rifugiato. I profu-
ghi devono infatti ripercorrere la propria autobiografia di fronte a
una Commissione che, a partire da essa, decidera del loro destino.
Se il racconto sara conforme a determinati parametri, la domanda
di protezione avra una possibilita di essere accolta; in caso contra-
rio sara respinta.

11 testo suggerisce che la classificazione dei migranti sulla base del
loro vissuto, che va rievocato fino ai dettagli pili cruenti, & problema-
tica sotto molti punti di vista. In primo luogo perché chi e preposto a
raccogliere le testimonianze ¢ istruito per non credere a quanto ascol-
tera: il romanzo si apre infatti con una e-mail che invita le Commis-
sioni territoriali a impegnarsi per ridurre la percentuale di protezioni
umanitarie concesse (Mujci¢ 2019, 9). Il testo della missiva inserisce
in un contesto finzionale uno spaccato di realta extradiegetica: la let-
tera riporta un monito realmente inviato dalla presidente della Com-
missione nazionale per il diritto d’asilo nel luglio del 2018.7 Il che getta
una luce sulle parole che, nel romanzo, la narratrice si sente rivolgere
da una misteriosa figura apparsale in sogno: «Vieni, qui le cose sono
vere, ma sembrano finte» (8). Un altro problema é costituito dal fatto
che spesso, messi di fronte alla Commissione che deve decidere della
loro sorte, i profughi sembrano avere difficolta nel ricostruire la pro-
pria storia in modo efficace, vincendo la diffidenza dei commissari: &

6 Alcune opere della letteratura italiana della migrazione presentano invece gli ste-
reotipi cari all’orizzonte di attesa delle societa di accoglienza; ne troviamo un nutrito
elenco in Mengozzi 2013.

7 Cf. «La stretta del Viminale sui richiedenti asilo. “Troppi permessi”», la Repubbli-
ca, 22 luglio 2018.
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quello che, nel romanzo, succede a Ismail. Alla commissione il ragaz-
zo appare una fonte inaffidabile: reca con sé un certificato che atte-
sta un disturbo da stress post-traumatico, ma sembra lucido ed equi-
librato, non presenta i segni della tragedia, non suscita compassione.
Eppure, come il lettore scoprira soltanto alla fine del libro, Ismail non
soltanto non ha mentito, ma ha anzi omesso i particolari pit doloro-
si della sua vicenda, incapace di riproporla per intero senza crollare.

Se Ismail esiste solo nell'immaginario di Mujci¢, la sua storia ap-
pare pero molto simile a quella - reale - raccontata a Leogrande dal
curdo iracheno Shorsh, giunto in Italia ai tempi della guerra con 1'I-
ran. A distanza di molti anni dalle traversie per l'ottenimento di asi-
lo, Shorsh spiega a Leogrande che, pur avendo subito torture di ogni
genere, una volta di fronte alla Commissione si era trovato incapace
di spiegare cio che aveva passato. Non avendo sul corpo prove tan-
gibili delle violenze ricevute, era stato costretto a mentire, a fingere
che le sue emorroidi fossero una conseguenza delle sevizie:

Non c’e mai stata nessuna bottiglia. Le emorroidi dipendevano da
altro, non dalle torture. Ma non avevo le parole, e questo era 1'u-
nico modo per rimanere qui. (Leogrande 2015, 277)

La menzogna di Shorsh e 'omissione di Ismail sono l'ideale sottote-
sto delle riflessioni dell’alter ego di Mujci¢ nel libro:

Mentire su se stessi significa anche proteggere una parte di sé, che
si tratti di un dolore o di una gioia; tenere quella parte al riparo
dal mondo ci permette di riconoscerci o di ritrovarci in un nostro
nucleo incorruttibile e inalienabile. (Mujci¢ 2019, 32)

Da un lato, dunque, & «la stessa procedura della richiesta d’asilo a
favorire, nel richiedente, un processo di autovittimizzazione» (Leo-
grande 2015, 278). Dall’altro, le strategie con cui i profughi vi si sot-
traggono, con menzogne e omissioni, possono rappresentare una for-
ma di resistenza non organizzata, «minoritaria»,® a un potere che
vuole delegittimare la loro stessa esistenza con la minaccia del reato
di immigrazione clandestina, che «non e che la definizione della con-
dizione a-legale dei migranti (se non sei un cittadino, uno di noi, al-
lora commetti un reato, o meglio “sei un reato”)» (Dal Lago 1996, 5).

Questa pratica di indagine sulle vite dei profughi riflette del re-
sto le aspettative della societa di accoglienza sui migranti: & opinio-
ne diffusa che meriti di essere accolto e protetto - e a ben definite
condizioni - soltanto chi puo presentare tracce tangibili di sofferen-
ze atroci (cf. Mujci¢ 2019, 46). Le narrazioni dominanti nel discorso

8 Utilizzo il termine di Deleuze, Guattari 1996 nell’accezione di Jossa 2019.
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pubblico sulle vite degli immigrati sono cosi semplificate e rigide da
non lasciare intravedere che due profili: quello dell'immigrato scan-
safatiche, parassita, o peggio ancora criminale, e quella del bravo
immigrato ubbidiente, vittima di un oscuro passato e grato alla terra
di accoglienza per la possibilita ricevuta. A Ismail questo non va git,
non accetta di doversi piegare a questo genere di aspettative distorte:

Odio questa cosa che noi immigrati abbiamo sempre bisogno di
aiuto e non possiamo mai rispondere male. Dobbiamo sempre fin-
gere di essere buoni, bravi e sorridere e dire grazie fratello, gra-
zie sorella. Mi sembra che questa cosa ci fa diventare stupidi.
(Mujcic 2019, 68)

In effetti, il paternalismo sotteso alle procedure di accoglienza toglie
dignita alle storie di vita dei migranti e li cristallizza in un ruolo pas-
sivo, non riconoscendone l'iniziativa, il coraggio e la forza di volonta:

Ismail andava in giro ripetendo che rammollivano i ragazzi, per-
ché li accudivano troppo, li accompagnavano ovunque come se fos-
sero bambini delle elementari, invece erano persone che avevano
attraversato mezzo mondo per arrivare li. (13)

Inoltre, li costringono a rivivere le proprie tragedie per esporle a chi
ha il compito di metterle in dubbio, di sondarne la tenuta, la credi-
bilita. Per questo, Ismail preferisce non raccontare tutta la sua sto-
ria, non lasciare che estranei preposti a darle la patente di validita
possano scavare nel suo dolore: «non voglio che qualcuno prenda la
mia storia e si metta a strapparla, tagliarla, forzarla. Ho gia sangui-
nato abbastanza» (79).

Questo stato di cose e legato a doppio filo con le disposizioni di leg-
ge e le politiche migratorie vigenti, che stabiliscono l'orizzonte en-
tro cui entrambi i libri si collocano, per arrivare, in contesti politici
leggermente diversi, alla stessa conclusione: nulla di quanto vissu-
to dai migranti una volta approdati a destinazione si verificherebbe
se fosse riconosciuto il diritto di chiunque allo spostamento, se tut-
ti i passaporti avessero lo stesso valore, se, ciog, ‘i migranti’ fossero
semplicemente viaggiatori in cerca di fortuna in una terra diversa
da quella in cui sono nati (cf. Muj¢i¢ 2019, 52; Leogrande 2015, 313).

2.3 Il narratore e «la violenza del mondo»

La letteratura puo diventare un antidoto alle retoriche dominanti in
fatto di migrazioni mostrando come esse siano una costante della sto-
ria umana. Non & un caso, allora, che tanto nell'opera di Leogrande
quanto in quella di Mujci¢ si faccia riferimento al grande romanzo
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moderno: se la protagonista femminile di Consigli ricorda a Ismail
di avere lo stesso nome del narratore di Moby Dick, anche in La fron-
tiera sono chiamati in causa i romanzi di avventure per mare, in mo-
do particolare La linea d’ombra. Joseph Conrad, scrive Leogrande,

intul che ci sono frontiere della propria biografia che coincido-
no con le frontiere del mare. Proprio li, dove i confini certi si fan-
no incerti, si aprono infiniti varchi per il passaggio in un’altra eta
della vita. (2015, 17)

Su questa intuizione si basano molti dei racconti contenuti ne La fron-
tiera: nel rinarrare le storie dei rifugiati che incontra, Leogrande puo
talvolta indugiare su toni iper-letterari, come avviene in questo pas-
saggio che descrive I'approdo di Ali, scappato dal Darfur e imbarca-
tosi in Libia in un peschereccio diretto in Europa:

Eppure, per quanto ora ogni cosa gli apparisse piu nitida, pensa-
va a quei volti e a quegli oggetti come appartenenti a un’epoca re-
mota. Non era solo la distanza fisica, il fatto di essere in Europa
e non pil in Africa, a indurlo a tali pensieri. Senti di avere oltre-
passato una linea, di essersi aggrappato con le unghie a una nuo-
va vita, rinunciando per sempre a un’altra. Solo allora comprese
che il travaglio cui era stato costretto aveva definitivamente dis-
sipato la sua giovinezza. (23)

Immagini come questa, che mettono in diretto rapporto la storia di
Ali con quella del protagonista della Linea d’'ombra e sembrano let-
teralmente prelevate dal romanzo conradiano,” hanno lo scopo di re-
stituire una dimensione epica alle traversie dei migranti, ma servo-
no anche a sottolineare come essi non siano fantocci passivamente
in balia dei rovesci della Storia, ma protagonisti a tutti gli effetti del-
le proprie scelte, col loro bagaglio di dolori, speranze e aspirazioni.

Su un versante diverso, il libro di Muj¢i¢, che ha vissuto in prima
persona le difficolta di alcuni protagonisti delle storie di Leogrande,
gioca in modo originale sul crinale fra fiction e autobiografia, scri-
vendo un testo finzionale che, da una parte, & permeato di elementi
tratti dalla vicenda personale dell’autrice e, dall’altra, mette a fuo-
co i problemi e le ambiguita del racconto di sé da parte di persone
con un vissuto simile al suo. Da un lato, infatti, & il profugo stesso a
sentire l'esigenza di condividere la propria storia, per rielaborarla
e darle senso, per creare un ponte che lo porti in contatto con gli al-
tri e lo faccia uscire dall’invisibilita: «Non serve a niente la vita se

9 Conrad 1995, 14: «Finché dinnanzi si scorge una linea d’ombra che ci avvisa che an-
che la regione della prima giovinezza deve essere lasciata indietro».
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non la si racconta a qualcuno, per passarla, regalarla» (Muyjci¢ 2019,
38). Dall’altro, il suo racconto e provocato da un’esigenza della so-
cieta ospitante, € la risposta all'implicita domanda «Cosa giustifica
la tua presenza qui?», una domanda nient’affatto neutra, che parte
dal presupposto che chiunque provenga da un Paese povero ed ex-
tra-europeo non abbia il diritto di stare dov’e, e debba dunque fare
buon uso della sua storia, con il giusto corredo retorico, per essere
accettato. Infine - e questo & un ulteriore livello di criticita che il te-
sto di Mujc¢ic¢ fa emergere -, raccontare la propria storia, quando essa
& piena di sofferenze ed ¢ marchiata a fuoco dalla Storia, puo signi-
ficare rimanere per sempre legati a un passato traumatico, ipoteca-
re le proprie possibilita di sviluppo futuro. Mettendo in campo que-
sto tema, Elvira Mujc¢i¢ propone una riflessione metanarrativa sulla
propria carriera di scrittrice migrante, costretta dai meccanismi del
mercato editoriale a parlare sempre e solo in quanto testimone, pe-
rennemente minacciata da quella che Igiaba Scego (2008, 170) ha de-
finito «la gabbia della storia vera».

Pur nella loro diversita di genere - un reportage narrativo e un
romanzo di autofiction -, il testo di Leogrande e quello di Mujcic¢
possono essere accostati per il comune tentativo di superare, senza
ignorarli, gli ostacoli della rappresentazione dei soggetti migranti. Il
risultato appare convincente innanzitutto perché i due autori hanno
saputo mettere in evidenza le ambiguita e i problemi legati al ‘parla-
re per l'altro’. In entrambi si coglie lo sforzo di andare oltre allo ste-
reotipo del migrante come vittima e di mettere in risalto la dimensio-
ne dei rifugiati come soggetti attivi e autoconsapevoli, ma anche di
dare rilievo al trauma e al bisogno, spesso inascoltato, di accoglien-
za e comprensione. Per questo potremmo considerarli, con le parole
di Chiara Mengozzi, modelli di contro-narrazioni

rispetto al circuito discorsivo dominante, non perché si pongano in
alternativa rispetto ad esso [...], ma perché [...] lo citano e lo met-
tono in scena, per esempio esibendo e giocando con le norme che
consentono e strutturano il racconto di sé. (2013, 130)

Entrambi nascono da una spinta intima, personale, e rendono evi-
dente fin dal principio il posizionamento del narratore rispetto al-
la materia trattata. Se Mujci¢ si muove sul confine esplicito fra in-
venzione e autobiografia, Leogrande dichiara fin dalle prime pagine
del libro, raccontando il suo primo incontro con Shorsh, che le im-
magini di guerra che il giovane curdo gli ha mostrato hanno avuto
un impatto determinante, accendendo in lui il bisogno di confronto
con chi vive, nel suo stesso tempo, delle vite cosi diverse dalla sua.
La ‘frontiera’ & infatti innanzitutto un discrimine interiore che di-
stingue la scelta fra Vedere e non vedere, come recita il titolo di cin-
que capitoli del libro. Il testo e costellato da interrogativi sul senso
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delle testimonianze ascoltate, sui modi in cui rendersene «custo-
de», sulle difficolta dell’assistere al dolore degli altri e sull’incapa-
cita di rielaborarlo:

Fino a che punto e lecito scavare, porre e porsi domande, interro-
gare i superstiti? Qual e il punto esatto in cui il dovere della me-
moria sconfina nella morbosita?

Come evitare di essere parte di un enorme processo di spetta-
colarizzazione?

Cosa raccontare, su cosa fissare davvero lo sguardo per sot-
trarsi a tale rischio?

Come scansare il rischio di dire il gia detto, di scivolare nella
reiterazione delle tragedie che, viste da una certa distanza, come
dalla costa in mezzo ai bagnanti, possono apparire tutte uguali?

Come farsi testimone dell'unicita di ogni ferita? (Leogrande
2015, 145)

Leogrande paragona il suo sguardo a quello di Caravaggio che, nel
Martirio di San Matteo, si dipinge nell’atto di assistere impotente al
massacro del santo.*® Chi sceglie di vedere, di non ignorare quello
che succede ai migranti, si trova comunque inerme di fronte alla «vio-
lenza del mondo» (2015, 309), incapace di arrestarne 'impatto sulle
vite altrui. Proprio come Caravaggio, Leogrande non puo in nessun
modo fermare la brutalita del mondo né distogliere lo sguardo; deci-
de allora che la deve raccontare, dipingendosi inerme e svelando le
aporie della narrazione. Proprio nel carattere non pacificato di que-
ste narrazioni, nel loro mettere in luce le contraddizioni inelimina-
bili del raccontare ‘'altro’ in un contesto in cui ‘I'altro’ non ha voce,
risiede la loro forza, critica ed etica insieme.

3 Refugee Tales
3.1 Contro lhostile environment

Refugee Tales ci porta a discutere la letteratura sui rifugiati all’in-
terno del contesto britannico, che presenta alcune particolarita. Co-
me sottolinea Robert Winder nella sua storia della migrazione ver-
so le Isole Britanniche, «Britain has absorbed foreign genes since it
was first discovered by continental wanderers» (Winder 2004, X), in
una serie di ondate migratorie ‘diffuse’ (cf. 2004, 8) che vanno da-
gli invasori normanni ai migranti postcoloniali. Anche limitandosi
alle migrazioni piu recenti, la Gran Bretagna, come risultato della

10 Per un approfondimento su questo tema, cf. Milani 2018.

36

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020, 23-46



Lucio De Capitani, Elena Sbrojavacca
Le trappole della testimonianza

sua storia imperiale, ha affrontato relativamente presto la questio-
ne multiculturale, per lo meno a partire dalla partire dal 1948, quan-
do la nave Empire Windrush fece sbarcare sul suolo inglese i primi
migranti caraibici. D’altra parte, & proprio la sua natura di societa
multiculturale ad aver dato forza alle scelte politiche radicalmente
ostili all'immigrazione degli ultimi anni. Oltre alla Brexit, la cui sto-
ria e indissolubilmente intrecciata alla mobilitazioni di ideologie xe-
nofobe e sovraniste, vi sono per esempio le piu recenti leggi sull’im-
migrazione, mirate a costruire, nella definizione di Theresa May,
«a really hostile environment for illegal immigrants».** Questa idea
di ‘ambiente ostile’ e diventata realta concreta, in particolare, con
I'Immigration Act del 2016. Va ricordato che in questa cultura politi-
ca I'immigrazione in sé e considerata ‘illegale’, salvo nei casi di mi-
granti altamente qualificati e/o benestanti: lo rende particolarmente
chiaro il nuovo sistema di immigrazione ‘a punti’, in programma per
il 2021, che mira esplicitamente a negare l'ingresso nel Regno Uni-
to a chi non sia skilled - categoria che viene definita con criteri edu-
cativi ed economici estremamente restrittivi.

Per quanto riguarda le richieste di asilo, uno dei pilastri dell’ho-
stile environment ¢ la detenzione a tempo indeterminato senza pro-
cesso (indefinite detention). Come si legge sul sito della Association of
Visitors to Immigration Detainees (AVID), la Gran Bretagna é 1'unico
Paese europeo in cui le persone soggette a pratiche burocratiche le-
gate all'immigrazione - dalla richiesta di asilo alle procedure di rim-
patrio - possono venire detenute per un tempo indefinito mentre si sta
deliberando sui loro casi; si tratta peraltro di una procedura ammini-
strativa, non un procedimento penale (AVID Detention 2020). Questo
significa che individui gia vulnerabili sono messi completamente alla
mercé dello Stato, che di fatto sospende i loro diritti, riservandosi di
poterli detenere in regime carcerario, nonché di poterli trasferire a
piacimento. A questa situazione di assoluta precarieta si aggiunge il
fatto che i richiedenti asilo, una volta rilasciati, non possono lavorare,
ma sono costretti a sopravvivere con un sussidio che puo essere spe-
so solo per specifici prodotti, in specifici negozi e comunque non sui
mezzi di trasporto, il che rende molto laborioso assolvere l'obbligo di
fare rapporto regolarmente al proprio Home Office Reporting Centre
di riferimento. Infine, & sempre costante la minaccia di nuove deten-
zioni. Questo sistema crea in chi deve subirlo fortissimi danni psico-
logici, che, lungi dall’essere una conseguenza secondaria, sono parte
integrante dell’hostile environment auspicato da May.

11 Kirkup, J.; Winnett, R. «Theresa May Interview: ‘We're Going to Give Illegal Mi-
grants a Really Hostile Reception’». The Telegraph, May 25, 2012. https://www.tele-
graph.co.uk/news/0/theresa-may—interview-going-give—illegal-migrants-re-
ally-hostile/.
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E contro questa situazione, e contro il silenzio e I'invisibilita che
caratterizzano le storie dei detenuti, che & stato avviato il proget-
to Refugee Tales. Ogni anno, a partire dal 2015, il progetto organiz-
za una marcia in cui persone che hanno fatto esperienza del siste-
ma di detenzione camminano insieme a ‘normali cittadini’, in quella
che uno dei promotori, David Herd, definisce «a kind of spectacle
of welcome» (RT 3, 184). A questa marcia partecipano inoltre vari
scrittori, ciascuno dei quali ha incontrato un rifugiato, ha ascoltato
la sua storia, e ha collaborato con lei/lui per produrre un racconto
che documenta la realta della vita dei profughi. A ogni tappa della
marcia viene data pubblica lettura di alcuni dei racconti, rendendo
visibili, in un gesto di storytelling collettivo, le storie che il sistema
di detenzione cerca di nascondere. I racconti vengono poi raccolti
in antologie (al momento sono tre), che saranno l'oggetto dei pros-
simi paragrafi.

Questo modello di racconto itinerante si basa sui Canterbury Tales
di Chaucer, di cui non si fa tanto una riscrittura o un commento pun-
tuale, ma si recupera, oltre al modello narrativo, un’idea di comuni-
ta inclusiva centrata sull’atto del raccontare e capace di riscrivere i
confini e la geografia della nazione inglese (cf. Barr 2019). La ripre-
sa pil evidente di Chaucer sta nei titoli dei racconti, che identificano
il protagonista della vicenda narrata (nel primo volume abbiamo, ad
esempio, «<The Migrant’s Tale», «<The Chaplain’s Tale», «<The Unaccom-
panied Minor’s Tale»). A differenza dei Canterbury Tales, chi compa-
re nei titoli puo non essere il narratore. Di ciascuna storia si specifi-
ca che é stata raccontata «allo/alla» scrittore/scrittrice che la firma
(«as told to...»). Si sottolinea quindi che lo scrittore & prima di tutto
un tramite per il racconto altrui, un ascoltatore.

3.2 Svelare le carte: cornici narrative

Sinotera che i protagonisti delle storie - i co-autori - rimangono ano-
nimi: questo per proteggerli da eventuali rappresaglie delle autorita,
una prospettiva non improbabile all’'interno di un sistema burocrati-
co punitivo, crudele e arbitrario. Proprio perché l'atto di ‘affidamen-
to’ delle storie agli scrittori coinvolti & parte dichiarata e integran-
te del progetto, questa struttura narrativa si presenta come un buon
case study delle sfide - e delle trappole - della «custodia postcolonia-
le»: & possibile riuscire a trasmettere, dopo averlo ricevuta in custo-
dia, qualcosa che non ci appartiene - in questo caso, una storia - sen-
za appropriarcene? Se esiste un’ottima ragione perché i protagonisti
restino anonimi, come si puo evitare che la loro storia non si riduca
a un materiale su cui scrittori affermati possano mettere in pratica
la loro arte? I Refugee Tales, o perlomeno alcune delle decine di rac-
conti pubblicati in queste antologie, sono particolarmente interessan-
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ti in questo senso, perché affrontano il problema della ‘custodia’ sia
a livello tematico che formale, chiedendosi come la formula «as told
to» che li introduce possa divenire pil di un accenno alla loro auto-
rialita condivisa, e influenzare l'esperienza di lettura.

Molti dei racconti di Refugee Tales, ad esempio, registrano l'esi-
stenza della collaborazione, nonché la natura orale della storia che
viene riportata. Una tecnica usata di frequente é la drammatizzazio-
ne del momento dell’incontro tra scrittore e rifugiato. Un esempio pa-
radigmatico & quello di David Herd, che inizia «The Appellant’s Ta-
le» illustrando le esatte modalita in cui il racconto & stato trasmesso:

You tell me your story on Monday March 30th 2015, in an office
building by a crossing on the road out of Crawley. As you speak I
take notes, asking you to pause periodically. You talk slowly and,
in case I miss something, I make a recording on my phone. When
you are done and the room is quiet, I ask if you wanted to tell your
own tale. You said no, in the interests of security, you wished to
remain anonymous. (RT, 69)

Questa cornice narrativa svela le carte dell’'operazione, mettendo il
lettore a conoscenza delle circostanze in cui la storia e stata affida-
ta al suo custode. Inoltre, I'uso di una you-narrative, richiamando co-
stantemente la presenza di un interlocutore, mantiene vivo un ele-
mento dialogico in tutto il corso del racconto. Questa stessa strategia
e replicata in diversi altri racconti, ad esempio in «The Student’s Ta-
le as told to Helen Macdonald» e in «The Abandonded Person’s Tale
as told to Olivia Laing», in Refugee Tales 2, e in «The Dancer’s Tale
as told to Lisa Appignanesi» in Refugee Tales 3.

Altre cornici danno maggiormente rilievo allo scrittore-coautore
come personaggio. Un esempio & «The Migrant’s Tale as told to Dra-
gan Todorovic», la cui prima scena illustra I'incontro tra Todorovic e
Aziz, migrante siriano «dressed in loosely fitting clothes, at least a
size bigger» (RT, 1). La scena si svolge in un ufficio a Birmingham, di
fronte a una torta al cioccolato portata dallo scrittore, da cui Todo-
rovic finisce per essere quasi imbarazzato - «Cream over pain» (RT,
1), la definisce - ed & mediata da un interprete, richiesto da Aziz, il
cui operato permette al migrante di dirottare immediatamente il rac-
conto in una specifica direzione:

Iwould like to start as far as possible from the recent events in his
life, so I ask about his childhood in Syria. What were his favour-
ite toys? The interpreter must have used the word ‘game’ when
speaking of toys and Aziz says, ‘I was a basketball player, a team
captain. My family was big and important. We were wealthy, and
never had any problems that I can remember’. (RT, 1-2)
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La cornice sottolinea come Todorovic non abbia il completo control-
lo del processo narrativo: lo scrittore sembra avere un’idea preci-
sa di come strutturare il racconto, ma, complice un’incomprensione
linguistica, & costretto a fare a patti con lo specifico taglio che Aziz
vuole dare alla propria storia. Quando poi il racconto si conclude, To-
dorovic commenta:

Our talk is over. Aziz stands up to take the glass of water from
the other table, and only now I realise that his clothes are the
right size, but that he shrinks when he sits down, as if expecting
a blow. (12)

Todorovic si rivela quindi al lettore come un ‘osservatore inaffidabi-
le’ per sua stessa ammissione: solo al termine della storia si rende
conto di un dettaglio cruciale nel linguaggio del corpo dell'uomo che
gli sta di fronte, che rifletti i traumi fisici e psicologici che Aziz ha
subito e interiorizzato. Il disvelamento di questo dettaglio fa si che
il lettore sia costretto, come Todorovic, a rivedere la sua prima im-
pressione di Aziz, ripercorrendo i passaggi del processo conosciti-
vo tra scrittore e rifugiato. Si evidenzia cosi la natura mediata (cioe
non oggettiva, imperfetta e parziale) del racconto.

Lisa Appignanesi, nel gia citato «The Dancer’s Tale», sfrutta inve-
ce la cornice narrativa per ricordare al lettore come il dialogo tra ri-
fugiato e scrittore-custode debba comunque destreggiarsi tra aspet-
tative e pregiudizi. Cosi inizia il suo racconto:

I know it’s you before we meet. [...] Yet you don’t look like a refu-
gee. You are calm. You are erect and perfectly poised as you bal-
ance on a stool near a window. I must be wrong, I tell myself. I
scan the hall once more.

I have come early to observe from a distance. There is plenty of
time to interrogate my own perceptions. What do I actually think
a refugee look like?

Harrowing images of women and babies on sinking boats leap
into my mind [...]. (RT 3, 85)

Appignanesi mette a nudo il divario tra le proprie aspettative e la
realta della persona che ha di fronte - un elegante danzatore sri-
lankese. Molto simile, nel mettere in luce le aspettative dello scrit-
tore-custode, e l'incipit di «The Refugee’s Tale as told to Patience
Agabi», una sequenza di sonetti che raccontano la storia, in prima
persona, di una profuga Sudanese, una cristiana copta nata da ge-
nitori egiziani. Rivolgendosi (verosimilmente) alla scrittrice, la pro-
tagonista dice:
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Maybe the real story begins here

in this office, before you press record

and we look in the mirror of each other’s eyes, we're
first time meeting; maybe you say the word
‘Refugee’ in your head when you call me Farida,
Refugee, what is that burn mark on your hand?

You already have a story of torture

I suffered in my war-torn homeland.

But these marks are from cooking bread for my family,
this is the first time I'm cooking in my life!

I never even made a cup of tea

back home. I make a very good falafel,

you must try. Are you recording? Food of the homestead:
Christians, Muslims, we bake the same flatbread. (RT, 125)

Il segno della bruciatura e quindi legato a un ricordo felice, anche se
questo non significa che la donna non abbia, effettivamente, una sto-
ria tragica alle spalle: semplicemente quella storia va ricercata ol-
tre le apparenze, nelle sue parole. Sia «The Dancer’s Tale» che «The
Refugee’s Tale» raccontano di vicende estremamente crude di tortu-
ra, perdita e rischi mortali, ma ricordano al lettore (e allo scrittore-
custode) che i segni di traumi e violenze non sono necessariamente
visibili o conformi alle nostre aspettative (il parallelismo con Ismail
di Consigli per essere un bravo immigrato & significativo, in questo
caso). Inoltre, evidenziando aspetti vitali dei propri protagonisti (l'a-
more del danzatore per la propria arte e il desiderio di convivialita
della donna), entrambi i racconti sottolineano come il rifugiato non
si possa ridurre a un manifesto ambulante del suo passato doloroso.

Anche al di fuori delle cornici narrative che collocano esplicita-
mente lo scrittore-custode nella scena, i Refugee Tales portano avan-
ti una riflessione metanarrativa su come le storie vengono raccon-
tate, trasmesse, recepite, evidenziando le ambiguita del processo
di scambio, pur affermandone la necessita etica. In questo portano
avanti un’operazione del tutto analoga ai due testi italiani discussi
nella prima parte. Come «The Refugee’s Tale» riassume efficacemen-
te, «the story depends where you put the frame» (RT, 131). L'osser-
vazione ricorda al lettore la natura inevitabilmente parziale di qua-
lunque racconto. Se e vero che i fatti di ogni storia necessitano, per
dirla con le parole di Hayden White (1978), di un emplotment che fi-
nisce per collocarla in uno specifico genere letterario, per i rifugiati
questo puo significare venire richiusi in una cornice narrativa soffo-
cante o limitante. La narratrice sembra pero disposta a correre que-
sto rischio a patto che la sua storia si salvi, come sintetizza nel disti-
co finale: «the story ends where you put the frame | but however it
begins, remember my name» (RT, 132). L'appello & a salvaguardare
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l'unicita di ogni storia, pur nella necessita di inserirla, per cosi dire,
in un genere letterario. Un altro racconto che analizza lucidamente
questa tensione & «The Embroiderer’s Tale as told to Patrick Gale»,
storia di un rifugiato iraniano che afferma:

Every traveller here, every refugee, has their own story as differ-
ent as they are. The trouble is that all stories become the same in
the same way because they all, sooner or later, narrow down to a
lorry, a box, a cell. (RT 3, 79)

Uno dei compiti del custode € riuscire proprio a preservare la diver-
sita delle storie dei profughi pur nella loro apparente ripetitivita.

3.3 «Alistening heart»: nuove pratiche di ascolto

Un’altra operazione che, collettivamente, i Refugee Tales portano
avanti e riflettere e promuovere una prassi di ascolto etico, da co-
struire in opposizione alla «culture of disbelief», come la definisce
Jonathan Wittenberg in «The Erased Person’s Tale» (RT 3, 112), che
e alla base dell’hostile environment. Nel corso dei racconti, vengono
sistematicamente presentate e contrapposte due situazioni: da un la-
to, le interviste dei rifugiati con funzionari e giudici, che, come nel
contesto italiano, sono centrate sul sospetto; dall’altro, i momenti in
cui la storia puo essere raccontata a un ascoltatore empatico, che ga-
rantisce al profugo-storyteller che «in a world which so often seeks
to deny and disbelieve such accounts, his story has been absorbed
by a listening heart» (RT 3, 110). Il racconto che forse piu efficace-
mente esamina questo contrasto e «The Orphan'’s Tale as told to Da-
vid Constantine», la storia del migrante liberiano M, che inizia con
uno straziante colloquio con dei funzionari:

M wants to be believed, to persuade, to get them feel the living
truth of it and be moved to pity. At first he thought the plain facts
would do the trick, but when he paused in relating them he looked
into faces which were dubious. He was easy to catch out. This now
doesn’t match that then. He was new to the game and they were
old hands and to be honest (they said) sick to death of it. One case
was much like the next in their experience. The harder M strove
to be persuasive, the worse he became at it. [...] He slipped from
trying to remember and answer in good conscience to trying to
guess what they wanted him to say. Pretty soon he was all at sea
and in a sudden rage he said things that would be taken down - al-
most sorrowfully, as it seemed - and used in evidence against him.
(RT 3, 11-12)
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I1 passaggio evidenzia come il rifugiato che deve raccontare la sua
storia sia costretto a navigare tra 'inefficacia di un racconto sempli-
ce e sincero e I'implacabile determinazione dei funzionari a rigetta-
re chiunque non riferisca solo ‘fatti nudi e crudi’. Questo passaggio
e agli antipodi rispetto a una scena successiva dello stesso racconto,
in cui M e Céline, la donna di cui poi M si innamorera, si raccontano
a vicenda le proprie storie nell’appartamento di lei:

She had a council flat near the railway station. She told him her
story and he, hesitantly, told her his. He spoke almost in a whis-
per, she had to lean close, her child was at the kitchen table, draw-
ing, and seemed absorbed. When he halted, shrugged, and said
that was enough for now, they looked at one another with differ-
ent eyes. Anyway, you're safe here, she said. (RT 3, 15)

Lessere al sicuro si riferisce alle circostanze - che non vengono svela-
te al lettore - da cui M ha dovuto fuggire. Ma si puo anche riferire al-
la sicurezza, nell'ambiente domestico a cui Céline gli da accesso, che
la sua storia possa venire raccontata nei modi, nei tempi e nei dettagli
che preferisce. Questo scambio illustra la dimensione dell’ascolto che
gli scrittori-custodi di Refugee Tales - e chiunque sia chiamato a rac-
cogliere una testimonianza - devono a loro volta cercare di garantire.

I Refugee Tales, tuttavia, non nascondono le difficolta di assicu-
rare questa forma di scambio, anche perché le necessita di chi rac-
conta la storia o di chi vuole conoscerla possono essere diverse. Per
esempio in «The Student’s Tale as told to Helen Macdonald», la scrit-
trice e il profugo si trovano inizialmente in un’impasse su come im-
postare il momento del racconto:

We sit at the table and I don’t know where to begin.

I don’t know anything about you.

It is hard to ask questions.

You want me to ask questions, because you say it is easier to an-
swer questions than tell your story. I don’'t want to ask you ques-
tions because I think of all the questions that you must have been
asked before. (RT 2, 3-4)

11 blocco pero viene infine superato:

But you want me to ask questions, and so I begin with: ‘when did
you get here?” And you write, in careful Persian numerals, 12,
2016. December. And I ask more questions, and you answer them,
and when the English words won’t come, you translate using your
phone, and this takes some time, and the sun slaps its flat gold light
upon the table and the bowl of grapes and the teapot, all these quiet
domestic things, as I wait to know what you might mean. (RT 2, 4)
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Questa forma di accomodamento, questo procedere per tentativi, &
anch’esso esemplificativo del progetto nel suo complesso. Con una
grande varieta stilistica, esplorando le dinamiche di scambio fra pro-
fughi e scrittori e facendo emergere le trappole dell’ostilita istituzio-
nale, i Refugee Tales documentano la ricerca di una forma che possa
trasmettere le storie dei rifugiati senza appropriarsene, rispettando
le modalita con cui vogliono raccontarsi.
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Itis not compassion that is called for but citizenship - the
spectator’s responsibility toward what is visible.
Sarah Sentilles, Draw Your Weapons, 189

1 Introduction

In her powerful book Draw Your Weapons, Sarah Sentilles reflects
on art and violence, on the ways in which images - particularly doc-
umentary photographs - affect us and alter the way we understand
the world. “Photographs”, she writes, “allow viewers to be some-
where they could not otherwise be, to see what would otherwise re-
main invisible. The theorist Ariella Azoulay calls photographs ‘tran-
sit visas,” and [...] she insists the camera grants a kind of citizenship
that transcends borders” (Sentilles 2017, 187-9). At the core of Sen-
tilles’s scholarship, writing and activism is a commitment to inves-
tigating the roles that language, images, and cultural practices play
in supporting oppression, violence or social transformation, and she
advocates for what she calls “a visual literacy”, that is, a pedagogical
project that questions received ways of seeing and puts the emphasis
on the viewer’s agency. Sentilles’ project, especially her analysis of
our ability to respond as well as our responsibility as viewers, aligns
with the preoccupation with a ‘translation literacy’ that I would like
to articulate in the pages that follow.

Through a close reading of works by Emily Jacir and Valeria
Luiselli, in this essay I will articulate the possibility of a translation
literacy as a responsible way of reading stories of migration in the
present. Even more than photographs, in fact, translation grants us
transit visas to different cultures, places, and epochs, while train-
ing our hearts and our minds as citizens of the world. A transit visa
is a powerful image for a view of translation grounded in stories of
migration; it subverts the dynamic between sameness and otherness
which is often implicit in conventional views of translation and em-
phasizes, instead, the foreignness in the receiver (i.e. the potential
traveler). Jacir’s and Luiselli’'s works grant us such temporary tran-
sit visas: they show us a picture of the world as heavily translation-
al and a picture of ourselves as agents of translation but also, simul-
taneously, as ‘translated people’.

The descriptor “translated people”, made famous by Salman Rush-
die in the early 1990s (Rushdie 1991, 17), has prophetically stretched
to symbolise the condition of an ever-increasing number of subjects

I would like to thank the editors of this issue of Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occiden-
tale for their invitation to submit an essay and, in particular, William Boelhower and
the anonymous reviewer for their generous and thoughtful feedback in the process of
developing this essay.
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of different kinds, from common travellers to work migrants, from
cosmopolitan globe-trotters to immigrants, from asylum seekers to
deportees. By connecting the act of translation to the physical move-
ment of people, Rushdie was pointing to a simple yet important fact.
It is not only texts, ideas and languages that are translated, but hu-
man beings, too. And this is at the centre of so many news stories
that we read, watch, and consume every day. How do we understand
these stories? Through which schemas of the world? Using transla-
tion as the method with which to approach today’s stories of migra-
tion, this paper questions what literary and cultural criticism might
look like if representation is understood as experimental and expe-
riential, and what it does to critics’ long-held categories regarding
cultures, people, and languages.

2 A Mediterranean Via Crucis

Born in Palestine, raised and educated between Rome, Ramallah
and New York, Emily Jacir has built a compelling oeuvre that ex-
plores translation, mobility, resistance, and cultural erasure in the
Mediterranean region. Her work investigates personal and collec-
tive movement and its implications on the physical and social experi-
ence of trans-Mediterranean space and time, in particular between
Italy and Palestine as the two countries Jacir considers her home-
lands. Her work has received many accolades and awards, but it has
also met with protests and censorship.* Starting with her 2003 in-
stallation Translate Allah, in the aftermath of September 11, cover-
ing the Queen’s Museum of Art building in New York City, we can
follow Jacir’s attempt to read the world around us through transla-
tion or a lack thereof. Translate Allah has been widely analysed by
several scholars, and Emily Apter perceptively notices how the re-
fusal to translate “Allah” as “God” - which is the “correct, stand-
ard English translation of the word” - by many American media af-
ter the September 11 attack in effect limns the process of othering
and the “politics of offense” implicit in the “translational interdic-
tion” (Apter 2013, 99). The two pieces by Jacir that I want to discuss,
instead, capture translation as a way of living and knowing, have a
Mediterranean context of reference, and were created in response
to the global discourse around the ‘migration crisis’ and its impact
on European culture.

1 Emily Jacir is the recipient of many prestigious awards, including a Golden Lion at
the 52nd Venice Biennale (2007); a Prince Claus Award (2007); the Hugo Boss Prize
(2008); the Herb Alpert Award (2011); and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Rome Prize
Fellowship at the American Academy in Rome (2015) (https://darjacir.com/Team).
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Stazione was created for Palestine c/o Venice, a side event of the
Venice Biennale in 2009. Jacir translated into Arabic the name of each
of the twenty-four stops of the vaporetto along the Linea 1, going from
Piazzale Roma and Santa Lucia train station along the Grand Canal
to Rialto and San Marco.

Venice is a translational city. It is the city where the first Jewish
ghetto was instituted in 1516 and where the word ghetto originates,
where street names are painted on nizioleti (tiny sheets) in Venetian
dialect on the walls of the buildings, and it is the only European city
that has an Arabic name: Al-bunduqiyya. According to the Somali-
Italian writer Igiaba Scego, there is a metropolitan legend surround-
ing its origin:

Bundugqiyya in Arabic means ‘gun’, ‘rifle’, or even ‘bullets’. The
common belief is that Venice was given this name because of its
important role as a centre of production and distribution of fire-
arms. However, the word bundugiyya has been used to refer to fire-
arms only after the fourteenth century, whereas Venice was called
Bundugqiyya in much earlier days. The metropolitan legend, there-
fore, seems to have little credibility, if any. But Lord, how fasci-
nating! (Scego 2013, 2)

Jacir’s intention was to create a bilingual network of transport
through the city, and the words in Arabic were meant to unearth
and visualise the shared hidden history of Venice and Palestine - Pal-
estine c/o Venice - and reclaim Venice’s Arab cultural heritage. Dis-
cussing her work on the Herb Alpert Award in the Arts website, Jacir
writes: “Addressing this rendered invisibility, my project aims to re-
mind visitors and citizens of Venice, not only of its deep and varied
cultural origins, exchanges and influences but also of possible fu-
tures of exchange” (Jacir 2011).

The project also entailed the printing of a trilingual map (in Ital-
ian, Arabic and English), inscribed within the comprehensive map
of the public transportation system. Before the opening of the Bien-
nale, the Venice Transport Consortium (ACTV, or Azienda Consorzio
Trasporti Veneziano) revoked the authorisation without explanation.
The artist was not allowed to issue a statement for the cancellation of
the event, she was only allowed to add the writing “THIS PROJECT
HAS BEEN CANCELLED” to the trilingual maps of the city which
had been printed for distribution. The artist comments on the events:

My work was completely secular, addressing cultural exchange
between Venice and the Arab world. I really don't think the fact
that I am a Palestinian was the issue in Venice... I think it is more
likely that the work was being presented in the public realm, in
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the streets of Venice, and not being confined to a designated ‘art’
space... I do believe that the Arabic script was a problem... When
Arabic crawls out of... borders... and becomes part of the city-
scape... perhaps this was the very thing that was so threatening
to them. (Jacir 2011)

Jacir’s idea to use the material translation of the stops of the vaporet-
to to invite her audience on a journey along the Grand Canal, zigzag-
ging from one bank to the other, and re-activating lost associations,
forgotten exchanges, disclaimed heritages is particularly ingenious
and adds an unearthing element to the translation as migration nex-
us explored in this essay. During the boat ride, in fact, borders are
crossed multiple times and translations occur; however, translation
is also the movement from one bank to the other of the Canal and,
symbolically, the Mediterranean.

‘Untranslatability’ has emerged in recent years as a key concept
in discussions of cultural translation. Articulated mostly by the com-
paratist Emily Apter in her works The Translation Zone (2006) and
Against World Literature (2013), advocates of untranslatability are
trying to halt the absorption of many literatures and postcolonial lit-
eratures into an assimilationist super-sized English-language curric-
ulum and insist, instead, on the persistence of areas of incommensu-
rability across different cultures. For Apter, untranslatability offered

a cosmology that recognized the universe of comparison as more dark
space than connective constellation; a cartography that added voids
and subtracted from solids. This would entail pedagogical practices
that did not just substitute “difference” for cross-cultural equivalen-
cies, but a way of thinking language opacity as philosophically, spa-
tially and temporally everywhere. (Apter 2016, 10; emphasis added)

In Jacir’s work, however, ‘untranslatability’ is shown to be less about an
incommensurable distance between cultures and more about the po-
litical refusal, what Apter calls the “translational interdiction” (2013,
99), to engage in translation and enter the translational exchange.
The artist’s antidote to political untranslatability is to take the under-
standing into our own hands, as translated and translating people, by
getting on board the vaporetto and seeing Venice/Al-bundugiyya, first
from one bank of the Grand Canal and then from the opposite one.

In 2016, Jacir re-created a Mediterranean Via Crucis in a small
church in the very centre of Milan to contemplate the current refu-
gee and migrant crisis which is urgently calling for a redefinition of
European culture. Like Stazione, this project tells its story through
travel and translation, and it establishes an important link between
the shared legacies of Italy - as the country that hosts the Catholic
Church’s State - and Palestine, as the place of origin of many of the

51

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562
54,2020,47-68



Simona Bertacco
APlanetary Via Crucis. Migration and Translation in the Work of Emily Jacir and Valeria Luiselli

relics found in Italian churches. The translatio of relics from the Ho-
ly Land provides the first translational palimpsest through which we
approach this installation which, in line with Jacir’s previous work,
can be described as translation art. The second translational pal-
impsest is religious - the Via Crucis which is chosen as the narrative
device for the composition. The story is told through large rounds of
steel placed above square- or rectangle-shaped glass cases contain-
ing the objects from Palestine. The story begins at the top of the left
nave, below the altar steps, with the first seven stations of the cross
identified in Arabic to resume, symmetrically, on the right side of the
altar, with stations VII through XIV signalled in Italian.?
This is the full schema of the composition:

. Ggally 4xle asSaa g 9w [Yasue mahkum ealayh bialmawt] [ Jesus is con-
demned to death.
Keys from Palestinian homes.
Nakba.

Il dga8ia e daulial) Jala g g [Yasue hamil salibiat ealaa mankibial [ Jesus
carries his cross
Valise
Disposession. Exile.

. oY) 34l Qulsall @ad hilu g 9w [Yasue sagitanaan taht aslib lilmarih
al’uwlaal [ Jesus falls for the first time
Barbed wire from West Bank
Occupation. Separation

V. 433320 Auly Lidida £ s [Yasue multagiaan bi’amih alhazina] | Jesus meets
his mother
Glass castin Venice
The sea.

V. Giadaall Jua e L3908 (laaw Lia 4dle) 38 [Waqd ‘aeanah huna samean al-

giriwani ealaa hamal alsalib] | Simon of Cyrene helps Jesus carry the cross
Piece from fisherman’s boat from Gaza
Vittorio Arrigoni.

VI, 48339598 Auugadl) £ gausd) 429 Lia Aawis [Msihat huna wajhah algadisat vyrwny-
ka] | V eronica wipes the face of Jesus
Photograph from Bethlehem (circa 1915)
Lampedusa. Lost photographs.

2 I am grateful to Federico Pozzoli, doctoral student in Humanities at the Universi-
ty of Milan, and Soukaina Tarraf, MA student in Women'’s, Gender, and Sexuality Stud-
ies at the University of Louisville, for their help transcribing and interpreting the Ar-
abic portion of Jacir’s work.
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VI 433500 8 ad] qpduall @iadlia adg g sl [waqae huna taht alsalib lilmarat altha-
nia] [ Jesus fall the second time
Iron rusting
Political prisoners. Child prisoners. Prisoners
“Iron always rusts”.

VIll. Gesu incontra le donne di Gerusalemme / Jesus meets the women of Je-
rusalem
Piece of traditional Jerusalem woman’s dress (embroidered in Bethlehem 120
years ago).
Tears. Resistance.

IX. Gesl cade per la terza volta / Jesus falls for the third time
Cement.
The Apartheid Wall.

X. Gesl é spogliato delle vesti [ Jesus is stripped of his garments
Olive wood from Bayt Jalla
800.000 trees. And more. Uprooted. Destroyed.

XI.  Gesu éinchiodato sulla croce / Jesus is nailed to the cross.
M16 shells from the West Bank
Violence.

XIl.  Gesumuore sulla croce [ Jesus dies on the cross.

Fishing nets from Gazan fishermen
3 km perimeter. Forbidden.

Xlll. Gesu & deposto dalla croce / Jesus is taken down from the cross.
Keffiye from Hebron
Shroud.

XIV. Ilcorpo di Gesu & deposto nel sepolcro [ Jesus is laid in the tomb.
Slayeb stone from Bayt Jalla
Right to be buried in our homeland
Palestine.

The iconic correlation of station to object makes this installation com-
pelling and moving: the first station (Jesus is condemned to death)
showcases a tangle of rusty keys to recall the image of Palestinian
homes abandoned during the Nakba in 1972 [fig. 1]. A symbol both of
an exile/death sentence and of the hope of a return to the homeland,
the abandoned key is turned into an equally powerful symbol of long-
ing for belonging for displaced people throughout history.

The second station (Jesus carries his cross) shows the first tool
of all journeys: in a small glass square case a leather suitcase is so
crumpled as to be unrecognisable [fig. 2]. The icon for the third sta-
tion (Jesus falls for the first time) is a crown made of barbed wire
from the West Bank. In Station IV (Jesus meets his mother), a glossy
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Figure 1 Emily Jacir, Via Crucis. Figure 2 Emily Jacir, Via Crucis. Figure 3 Emily Jacir, Via Crucis.
2016. Station I: Jesus carries 2016. Station II: Jesusiis 2016. Station VII: Jesus falls
his cross condemned to death the second time

tile of azure glass blown in Venice recalls the colour of Mary’s veil
in western iconography. The semi-circle begins with the rusty “keys
from Palestinian homes” and ends with a tile of rusty iron in Station
VII: Jesus falls for the second time. A slab of rusty iron. Political pris-
oners, children prisoners. Prisoners [fig. 3]. The caption in the cata-
logue reads: “iron always rusts” (Jacir 2016, 53).

This is “a story told in things”, John Lansdowne writes in Transla-
tio, the collaborative book that accompanies the installation, inspired
by the medieval tradition of collecting and displaying the relics of
saints brought from Palestine in Italian churches (2016, 11). There
are so many layers of symbolism to be unpacked and to respond to,
starting from the matching of the language script with the direc-
tion of the physical movement of the Via Crucis (the stations in Ara-
bic script proceed anti-clock-wise in the left nave and the stations in
Italian clock-wise in the right nave of the church); to the evocation
of places and communities through elaborate artifacts or, instead,
through materials such as iron, cement, marble, wood, glass. Jacir’s
relics are, in many cases, the things left behind - the literal mean-
ing of relic - as in Station VI where a water-damaged photograph is
showcased and connected to the stories of migration that the Med-
iterranean Sea has witnessed from Bethlehem to Lampedusa, or in
Station XI in which M16 shells collected in the West Bank are dis-
played to form an artistic symmetry.
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As Lansdowne points out, the “thinginess” (Lansdowne 2016, 9)
of Jacir’s objects is perhaps stronger in the artifacts created for the
installation, because the materials she chooses - the piece of olive
wood, marble as part of the land, cement, iron - do not by them-
selves convey sacredness until they are understood in the cultur-
al terms that make them unique for an individual or a communi-
ty. The last station, the one that commemorates Jesus being laid
in the sepulchre for instance, is a slab of red slayeb marble from
Bayt Jalla, from the quarries now inaccessible to the local Chris-
tian community since they have been incorporated into the Israeli
settlement of Gilo (MacEvitt 2016, 107-8). The red and bloody col-
our of the marble associated with the caption in the book - Right to
be buried in our homeland. Palestine - is particularly touching for
a modern viewer [fig. 4].

Figure4 Emily Jacir, Via Crucis. 2016. Station XIV: Il corpo di Gesu
édeposto nelsepolcro / Jesus s laid on the tomb

Jacir’s relics are iconoclastic, an oxymoron in terms of figuration, as
they speak of people without showing them and intensely evoke plac-
es through the materials, the crafts, the techniques with which they
were created. As the viewer has to make an effort to decipher some
of the objects given the position of the stations and the paucity of
light in the church or to connect them with the religious narrative of
the Via Crucis, the viewer turns into a pilgrim moving from station
to station. In its origins, the Via Crucis was meant to be “a pilgrim-
age by proxy” (Lansdowne 2016, 12) for all the Christians who could
not go to Jerusalem and worship at the actual places through which
Jesus had carried the cross. In other words, the Via Crucis translat-
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ed Jerusalem to Italy so that would-be pilgrims could worship. Even
today, the Stations of the Cross create a physical space for prayer
and meditation in commemoration of Christ’s passion and crucifix-
ion, but also a space to think about and initiate action, and Jacir’s
stations add an extra layer to the meditation that becomes simulta-
neously intimate and spiritual, social and historical.

For the Catholics who pray in this church, these are the Stations of
the Cross, their pilgrimage by proxy, as there are no indications that
this is an art installation;* however, with half the station titles writ-
ten in Arabic and half in Italian, it functions, properly, as a transla-
tion while simultaneously posing the question: which is the original?
It should also be noted that the title of the installation, Via Crucis,
is in Latin, since that is the name used within the Catholic liturgy in
Italy, which, on the one hand, acts as a reminder of the persistence
of Latin as the official language of the Catholic Church and, on the
other, unearths the historical reasons why this is so.*

The fact that Via Crucis speaks its message of adoration and de-
votion through translation is what moves us - on an intellectual
plane - to a halt. The Passion of Christ is represented through the
contemporary passion of Palestinians as well as of all the people dis-
placed from their homes.* Migrants, Jacir seems to be saying, are to-
day’s Christs, but who are they saving? What is palpably absent is
the idea of Jesus’s salvific suffering that turns the passion into the
powerful metaphor of redemption that it is for Christians. Yet the
question is looming and permeates the viewer’s experience. What is
certain is that suffering of this scale and proportion, which the in-
stallation in its overpowering materiality emphasises, cannot leave
the viewer untouched.

Translatio - another Latin term left untranslated in Jacir’s installa-
tion catalogue - is the term used to describe the transfer of a saint’s
body or a relic from one place to another. When relics were acquired
and ‘translated’ to Italy, thanks to the will of important patrons such

3 The church of San Raffaele is associated to a cultural centre by the same name and
regularly houses artists’ collections and installations.

4 Twould like to thank the anonymous reviewer for directing my attention to this fur-
ther layer of translation which, as an Italian accustomed to the use of Latin in the Ital-
ian Catholic liturgy, I had missed. I am extremely grateful.

5 According to the UN 2017 International Migration Report, 2016 was the record year
for the number of people displaced from their homes since World War II when the UN
started keeping the records. By population, the report said Syria still accounts for the
biggest number of displaced people at 12 million, followed by Colombia with 7.7 mil-
lion, Afghanistan with 4.7 million, Iraq with 4.2 million and South Sudan at 3.3 million.
Those rankings do not include the long-standing Palestinian population of roughly 5.3
million, but that figure is included in the total. Cf. https://www.un.org/en/develop-
ment/desa/population/migration/publications/migrationreport/docs/Migra-
tionReport2017_Highlights.pdf.
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as Saint Helena (Emperor Constantine’s mother), or Theodelinda
(Queen of the Lombards), the churches in which they were placed
were renamed as the relics’ presence gave them a new meaning and
function. Good examples of this, both in Rome, are the Basilica Her-
ulaem, which is today Santa Croce di Gerusalemme, or Santa Maria
Maggiore, which is today Santa Maria ad Praesepe (Lansdowne 2016,
MacEvitt 2016). Similarly, Jacir is the translator, she is the agent of
the translatio of secular relics, and she brings or re-creates them, for
people to see, worship, and meditate on. How do these relics change
the meaning and function of the church in which they are placed?

San Raffaele is considered as one of Milan’s minor churches, built
in the late sixteenth century in proximity to the church of Santa Ma-
ria Maggiore, today known as the Duomo, and is so tightly squeezed
in between the glittering Rinascente shopping mall and the majestic
cathedral, which is two steps away, that it can very easily be over-
looked. Indeed, the marginal status of the church in which the in-
stallation is located seems to mirror and call attention to the invisi-
ble status of migrants and their suffering, which is the subject of the
installation itself.® The contrast, as often happens with Jacir’s art, is
powerful and arresting.

Like in Stazione, Jacir insists on the deep historical and cultur-
al ties connecting Italy and Palestine; but at the centre of this work
is not the history of the city, of Milan, rather it is the Palestinians’
forced exile, placed side by side with the sufferings of today’s mi-
grants, presented as different facets of the same martyrdom. Trans-
lation as a mode of understanding the world allows Jacir to turn the
tables on the standard narrative of migration given in political dis-
course and circulated by the media: the story of migration is told
from the point of view of the people who have left the keys to their
homes behind, who have had to abandon their beautiful, tradition-
al clothes, their mothers, their children, or who have lost the photo-
graphs of their loved ones at sea. This is the story of migration that
Jacir bears witness to, and translation - or rather translatio - pro-
vides the language for the story to be told.

3 A Pan-American Via Dolorosa

Moving from the fourteen stations of Jacir’s Mediterranean Via Cru-
cis, to the forty questions of the intake questionnaire for child asylum
seekers in Tell Me How It Ends: An Essay in Forty Questions by Vale-
ria Luiselli, which describes a pan-American Via Dolorosa, the tran-
sition is disturbingly seamless. However, while Jacir’s ingenious use

6 Iam very grateful to Pamela Beattie for bringing this parallelism to my attention.
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of the trope of the translatio of relics puts the emphasis on the ‘mi-
grational’ aspect of translation, Luiselli’s book looks at a key location
where translation and migration meet, the immigration court system.

Tell Me How It Ends collects the Mexican American writer and es-
sayist Valeria Luiselli’s reflections on the screening sessions of child
asylum seekers after they have crossed the US-Mexico border and
on her role as a volunteer translator-interpreter for the New York
court system. This extremely readable, 120-page long essay is for-
matted after the questionnaire the court uses to interview the chil-
dren. It was met with great success when it was published in 2017
at the height of the immigration crisis on US soil: a finalist for the
National Book Critics Circle Award in Criticism in 2017, it was also
adopted as common reading in some General Education programmes
in colleges across the US.” Tell Me How It Ends has achieved a vis-
ibility and won accolades that are inversely proportional to what is
perceived as the dominant political rhetoric of migration in the US,
and this fact alone is worthy of notice. Some reviewers state that it
has “opened doors” to the discussion of the migrant crisis in Amer-
ican society in “new terms” (de Ledn 2019). In fact, Luiselli’s intent
was to reframe the way we think and talk about migration by tak-
ing a hemispheric - this is one of the new terms she proposes - ap-
proach and digging into the historical, political, and cultural context
of the current crisis.

Situations of interpreting within the immigration court system
represent translation - understood as linguistic/cultural transfer - in
action. Indeed, when we start taking into account people rather than
texts, the ethical implications of translation are suddenly foreground-
ed. In her study of the conditions of interpreting within the asylum-
seeking legal process, Moira Inghilleri emphasises the active role
played by interpreters and translators, a role almost as important as
that played by the immigration officers, even though the public and
media perceptions seem to ignore or belittle their essential contribu-
tion. By law, asylum seekers are to be provided with an interpreter
before a formal interview with an immigration officer can take place,
and Luiselli’s essay details the risky process through which the in-
formation is collected and organised prior to a formal hearing with-
in the US immigration system.

The year of the events described in Luiselli’s essay is 2015 when
the dominant rhetoric surrounding migration in the US invoked the

7 lamindebted for this information to Hilary Levinson’s reflections on her own expe-
rience at Virginia Commonwealth University’s Common Book Program, a programme
that distributes the selected book among its first-year students. It also invites the wider
Richmond community to read it since the author is invited to campus for a public lecture.
The other notable book in recent years that has had a similar success and general ed-
ucation trajectory is Citizen by Claudia Rankine published in 2014.
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same trope of a fortress invaded and under siege that was circulating
in Europe. By organising her essay around the forty questions of the
intake questionnaire, Luiselli leaves this polarising rhetoric behind
and directs the reader’s attention to the actual vocabulary of immigra-
tion, its underlying assumptions, and its current usage: “screening”,
for instance, is the term used for the interviews; “aliens” is the legal
term for non-citizens; “removal” the word for deportation; “sending
countries” are opposed to “receiving countries”, and so forth. Behind
these words a precise image of the world materialises: it is the world
as an inter-national agglomerate of distinct nations established as a
model by European modernity. In her signature incisive manner, Lui-
selli draws attention to the world view behind the words:

The intake questionnaire for undocumented children [...] reveals
a colder, more cynical and brutal reality. It reads as if it had been
written in high definition, and as you make your way down its for-
ty questions it’s impossible not to feel that the world has become
a much more fucked-up place than anyone could have ever imag-
ined. (2017, 10)

The language of the current immigration systems is not the language
of “universal hospitality” invoked by Kant in Perpetual Peace (Kant
1957, 20).% Since the terrorist attacks in 2001 and the global war on
terror, it has been transformed into the language of homeland se-
curity, protection, and control of the nation’s entry-points. We need
only look at the news and see the images of the detention/hospitali-
ty centres designed to contain migrants and refugees and separate
them from the rest of the population to bring this point home. How-
ever, for lack of better words, interpreters negotiate this vocabu-
lary in their job every day. They are aware that the interviews they
translate at the early point in the process are highly significant and
can determine the final outcome of the migrants’ cases; they partic-
ipate in the excluding practices of screening through which nation-
states exert their control over those who demand entrance while, on
the other hand, they bear witness to the stories of the migrants and
provide a form of real hospitality - linguistic and cultural - that is vi-
tal in the process (Inghilleri 2012, 76-8).

Luiselli’s book sheds some much needed light onto interpreting as
a crucial aspect of the legal migration process while also underscor-
ing the necessity of reviewing the schemas behind translation and,

8 Several scholars have highlighted, by referring to Hannah Arendt’s work, how the
case of asylum seekers explodes the logic of possibility of the nation-state and its asso-
ciation of rights with citizenship. See Agamben 1998, 126-35; Polezzi 2012, 353-3; Ho-
mi Bhabha (NEMLA Keynote, Washington, DC, 22 March 2019).
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by extension, interpreting through which we operate. The opposi-
tion often drawn between interpreting and advocacy when migrants
come face to face with legal institutions is a case in point, as Lore-
dana Polezzi points out (Polezzi 2012, 349). This opposition is artifi-
cial at best and misleading at its core since it does not consider how
mediation works, simplifying a process that is, in reality, very com-
plex and fraught with potentially consequential errors. Within the
prevalent skills-based approach, interpreters are imagined as pas-
sive “conduits” of information (Inghilleri 2012, 85), and migrants are
“translated” between places and cultures, with no attention given to
the active role of participants in the interpreting event, i.e. the in-
tricate social, ideological and emotional components that inform the
communicative exchange at entry-points. Luiselli showcases the in-
terpreter’s dilemma:

But nothing is ever that simple. I hear words, spoken in the mouths
of children, threaded in complex narratives. They are delivered
with hesitance, sometimes distrust, always with fear. I have to
transform them into written words, succinct sentences, and bar-
ren terms. The children’s stories are always shuffled, stuttered,
always shattered beyond the repair of a narrative order. The prob-
lem with trying to tell their story is that it has no beginning, no
middle, and no end. (2017, 7)

Tell Me How It Ends explodes the conduit schema of interpreting by
describing the difficulty and, at times, impossibility of translating the
words of the children she interviews who often cannot understand
the questions they are being asked: “interpreters have to reconfig-
ure the questions, shift them from the language of adults to the lan-
guage of children, breaking the intake questions up in smaller phras-
es until she finds a way to connect with the children” (63). In making
the interpreter’s role fully visible and acknowledging its importance
but also its challenges, Luiselli is showing what a migration-based ap-
proach to translation (and interpreting) has to offer: the recognition
of the political and ethical dimension of any translational encounter.

As an immigrant to the United States, Luiselli reflects on the in-
commensurable distance between her own process of immigration
and her status as a ‘Legal Permanent Resident’ and that of the chil-
dren she is screening. She is both translated and translator, mirror-
ing the common experience of immigrant children who become the
official interpreters for their families. In other words, Luiselli shows
the multilayered notion of agency that is a crucial part of the transla-
tional phenomena surrounding migration, and she does it through me-
ta-linguistic musings about her exchanges with the young migrants.
The traditional schema of translation with its idealised view of ho-
molingual speakers and enunciation, and of interpreters as passive
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conduits of transfer, proves sorely inadequate to represent transla-
tion as it lives and is lived in contexts of migration.

As in the case of Via Crucis and Stazione by Emily Jacir, transla-
tion constitutes the subject matter of this book, but also, and beau-
tifully, it constitutes its form. Tell Me How It Ends fully participates
in the genre of testimonial texts,? texts that can be read as transla-
tions, or versions, of original stories, stories that would be lost with-
out translation. Writing about AIDS narratives, Ross Chambers de-
scribes these texts as relays, texts that:

imply or make use of a metaphor of relay in their account of what
the writing of testimonial entails, or they employ other metaphors
suggestive of portability such as reporting or fostering. Such
tropes describe the witnessing writer as a mediating agent, con-
necting or attempting to (re)connect those who cannot speak (the
dead) and those (the living) who seem oblivious to their fate, as if
it were not relevant to them. (2004, 37)

Even though the children are alive and not dead, like in most tes-
timonial writing, the book is explicit about its witnessing function:

Telling stories doesn't solve anything, doesn’t reassemble broken
lives. But perhaps it is a way of understanding the unthinkable.
If a story haunts us, we keep telling it to ourselves, in silence, re-
playing it in the silence while we shower, while we walk alone
down streets, or in our moments of insomnia. (Luiselli 2017, 69-70)

Following the rhetoric of testimonial writing, which entails a de-au-
thorisation of the author, Luiselli’s book lists the questions one by
one, commenting on the typology of answers they elicit and on the
words that are repeated in the exchanges and that we learn to un-
derstand as we read (coyotes, pandrilleros, La Bestia, the hielera, La
Migra), as in the example below where two little sisters from Guate-
mala, age five and seven, are being screened:

Why did you come to the United States?
I don’t know.

How did you travel here?

A man brought us.

A coyote?

9 Iwould like to thank Hilary Levison for pointing out the connection between trans-
lation and testimonial writing at the 2019 ACLA annual convention held at Georgetown
University. See her Disturbing Translations: Distance, Memory, and Representation in
Contemporary Latin American Literature (2015).
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No, a man.

Was he nice to you?

Yes, he was nice, I think.

And where did you cross the border?
I don’t know.

Texas? Arizona?

Yes! Texas Arizona.

(Luiselli 2017, 55-6)

Stealing a sad smile from the reader, Luiselli shows how complicat-
ed things are when lives are being translated into a place that does
not seem to want them. The fear of saying the wrong thing or get-
ting in trouble often determines the wrong answers, and by record-
ing them Luiselli points to the paradox of the interpreter’s predica-
ment: the correct answers to the questionnaire are those that as a
human being she would not want to hear as they refer to the violent
circumstances the children are fleeing; yet they are those that she
dutifully records and conveys to the lawyers because she knows that
they can ‘strengthen’ the children’s cases:

Thirty-nine: “Are you scared to return?” In this same conversa-
tion, Alina also tells me that she brought the girls over after some
pandrilleros from the gang that killed Manu'’s friend started wait-
ing outside her eldest daughter’s school every day, following her
slowly back home on motorbikes as she walked along the side of
the road, trying not to look back.

Up until then, the idea of letting the children travel alone with
a coyote had been unimaginable - crossing borders, mounting La
Bestia. Suddenly the idea of allowing them to stay in Tegucigalpa
became even more unimaginable. (89)

According to the UN statistics, the numbers of global migrants were
at their highest before the COVID-19 pandemic. However, numbers
and maps do not convey the horror that is taking place across the
continents with the same impact as images and stories. Translating
and recording the children’s stories has been Luiselli’s act of witness-
ing. Ours begins in the event of reading, or in what Attridge calls
our “readerly hospitality, [our] readiness to have one’s purposes re-
shaped by the work to which one is responding” (Attridge 2004, 81).
Both artists discussed in this essay make palpable the ways in which
migration touches our lives directly through images and stories that
sometimes come back to haunt and perhaps shame us but yet can-
not be ignored. As we have seen, both Jacir and Luiselli tell their sto-
ries via translation and it might be interesting to follow their lead
and use translation as the way to read current stories of migration.
The step forward that a reflection on migration through the lens of
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translation offers, therefore, is to see the broad spectrum of translat-
ed lives around us but also to ask some important questions of our-
selves as readers, critics, translators, and intellectuals receiving and
interpreting these stories.

4  Translation Literacy and Global Citizenship

In his recent public lectures, Homi Bhabha has turned his attention
to the usefulness of the humanities to understand the cultural and
political “lifeworlds” of our times. In his words,

[hJumanistic disciplines articulate the changing relationships
between cultural meaning and social value as they shape civic
‘agents’ who participate in the creation of public opinion and the
definition of public interest. (2018, 7)

While it goes without saying that the relationships between cultur-
al meanings and social values change according to place, time, pol-
itics etc., the same does not seem to apply to our educational meth-
ods, our intellectual categories or our disciplines. A case in point is
the shared view of language, culture and translation that still circu-
lates in most western educational models. Viv Edwards and Maria
Tymoczko, among others, claim that, although we are accustomed
to imagining monolingualism as the norm, it might be the case that
plurilingualism is more common worldwide (Edwards 2004; Tymoc-
zko 2006): this is almost always invariably true in postcolonial con-
texts where translation emerges from within the culture itself as a
major mode of communication and self-expression. Thus, theorising
language and culture from within the social, cultural, and political
contingencies of today means engaging with migration as a fact of
our culture, with plurilingualism as the normal condition of plane-
tary cultural life, and with translation as a way of life, perhaps even
as a model of ‘the good life".

On the other hand, translation, as the works by Jacir and Luiselli
show, indicates much more than mechanical processes of transfer-
ring concepts and texts from one language, literary or cultural tradi-
tion, to another on an illusionary horizontal plan of equity and equiv-
alence. Rather, it speaks of the many and diverse life experiences of
millions of people who move individually or collectively across bor-
ders and touches us daily, in books, on television, online, at school,
sometimes without us even realising it. A “translation literacy,” as
Brian Baer insightfully points out, should become a pressing concern,
next to digital or information literacy, in our global university syllabi
(2000, 157). In fact, seeing translation and translations around us al-
lows us to achieve an understanding of globalisation also in human-
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istic - and educational - terms and to see translation, to use a visu-
al metaphor, in high definition, outside of “a Romantic discourse of
loss and distortion” (140) as is still often the case. The study of trans-
lation through the lens of migration allows us to close the gap that
is often left open between our experience of the world and the theo-
retical categories through which we make sense of that experience.
Translation is here understood not as an action to be performed or
a skill to be learned but as a condition of living - temporary or per-
manent - and a form of “worldly knowledge” a la Said (Said 1993).

What I have chosen to explore through the close reading of Jacir’s
and Luiselli’s works is the central role of translation as a key epis-
temological concept as well as a hermeneutic and ethical practice
in relation to the phenomenon of global migrations and their cul-
tural representations. As Lawrence Venuti writes (2013), transla-
tion changes everything it touches: a translation methodology can
radically change the way we see the world but also ourselves, the
way we hear other people’s stories, and the way we “view, practice,
share, and develop knowledge” (Blumczynski 2016, 30). Indeed, like
a vaporetto in Emily Jacir’s Stazione, translation carries us across,
in body and spirit, and creates a space not only for what Homi Bhab-
ha calls the in-betweenness of cultural translation (1994), but also
for the thought process through which, as cultural agents, we make
sense of what we see. What is occupied by translation is not really an
interstitial space; it is, rather, a semantically and semiotically over-
crowded space where signs and concepts contain multiple meanings
at the same time, as Jacir’s Via Crucis installation powerfully shows,
and enable unique and embodied hermeneutic experiences. This is
perhaps the aspect of the connection between migration and trans-
lation that fascinates me the most in the works analysed in this es-
say - the interwovenness of the physical and intellectual experience
that both translation and migration entail, the concreteness of reloca-
tion and the abstractness of its categories, the theories that explain
migration and the practices through which it takes shape.

In Ubiquitous Translation, Piotr Blumczynski writes that

translation is not just a matter of gaining access to information,
but coming to grips with it, positioning oneself against its WHAT
as well as the WHOS involved: those it is coming from or going
to as well as those whom it concerns. (2016, 48; emphasis in the
original)

Using translation as a method to come to terms with and position
oneself vis-a-vis migration has been the aim of this essay. And it of-
fers not only a useful and different perspective on what translation
is, or who the translator is or can be, but also on who is at the receiv-
ing end of this process.
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Within a translative framework, in fact, a person, a text, a cultur-
al or political event does not just speak, it speaks to me in a particu-
lar way and may ask that I set aside or re-examine my received ide-
as or preconceptions (Blumczynski 2016, 59-61). Therefore, for a text
to be able to communicate, there needs to be a reader or a listener
willing to do the work to receive it and make sense of it. As we saw
in the case of Luiselli’s essay, the author translates the children’s sto-
ries for the court system, but also for us as readers who, by reading,
become concerned and touched by these stories, too.

The shift that is generally used to describe the semantic transfer
in translation affects the receiver as much as the enunciator and it is
well illustrated by postcolonial literature, that is to say, the language
practice par excellence to be shaped by the nexus of migration and
translation. As the most visible body of literature to have emerged out
of the colonial journey, the postcolonial is emblematic of all migrant
writing: on the one hand, it highlights the extent to which it is only the
direction of the global journey that has changed from colonial times;
on the other, as Rushdie writes in Shame - his signature translation-
al novel - “the immigrants [and] the mohgjirs” now have “the job of
rewriting history” (1983, 86). Bill Ashcroft goes as far as to cast the
reader of postcolonial literature as ‘translated’ - to match the im-
age of the postcolonial writer as a ‘translated’ writer - as a reader
who is willing to respond to the profound reconfiguration of the lit-
erary event that occurs in all migrant writing (Ashcroft 2009, 159).

A similar radical perspectival shift is available if we adopt trans-
lation as a lens for reading contemporary texts about migration. As
readers and scholars, we might not be able to identify with the pro-
tagonists of current stories of migration and, for many reasons hav-
ing to do with the type of privileged lives that we lead, we should not;
but we can hear, see, read those stories and allow them to challenge
our view of the world, or the canon that defines our disciplines, or the
definition of home and land, or the meaning even of common words
such as ‘ice’. In Tell Me How It Ends, for instance, Luiselli talks about
the meaning of la hielera (the icebox) in the context of pan-American
migrations which highlights the sinister echoes that the word ‘ice’
rings with to a Central and North American ear:

The ice-box derives its name from the fact that the children in it
are under ICE (Immigration and Custom Enforcement) custody.
The name also points to the fact that the detention centers along
the border are a kind of enormous refrigeration for people, con-
stantly blasted with gelid air as if to ensure that the foreign meat
does not go bad too quickly - naturally, it must be harboring all
sorts of deadly germs. The children are treated more like carri-
ers of diseases than children. (2017, 22)
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Another word that is being re-signified by migration, especially on
the European front, is relocation.

Commonly used to refer to the redistribution of migrants in so-
called ‘receiving nations’, relocation also indicates the material ex-
periences lived by people who have crossed national borders and are
being relocated; therefore it needs to be understood in its double sig-
nification of control and hospitality - on the one hand as a form of con-
tainment and policing and, on the other, as a form of assimilation, ar-
ticulation, and agency. In other words, when we consider migration
through the lens of translation, the responsibility for and to the oth-
er that translation entails is immediately foregrounded.

Derek Attridge has written eloquently on the topic of our ethical
responsibility as readers, and, as a literary critic, I find his obser-
vations particularly pertinent to the view of translation that I have
tried to articulate here. Translation is the ideal concept to discuss
the responsibility for the other and to the other not as something that
is intentionally embraced; rather as something that constitutes the
pre-condition of all translative acts and defines us as agents of trans-
lation at either end of the spectrum.

Translation establishes a call-and-response relationship between
its actors and in it we find ourselves - always and already - respon-
sible for the other. “A responsible response”, in Attridge’s words, “is
one that allows the work of art to refigure the ways in which I, and
my culture, think and feel” (Attridge 2004, 125; emphasis added).
If we apply Attridge’s model to the works of art analysed, we see
that it fully illuminates the testimonial aspect that both artists have
wrought into their works and that makes them so compelling as cul-
tural texts. “Without responsibility for the other”, Attridge writes,
“there is no other” (127). Nothing perhaps more than this single point
makes translation the ideal partner concept to migration within the
current cultural debate and a translation literacy a pressing concern
for “an aesthetic education in the era of globalization”, to quote the
title of Gayatri Spivak’s famous book (Spivak 2012). What this essay
wants to suggest is a different approach to translation as an appro-
priate tool to conceptualize the complexity of contemporary forms
of migration and to apply it to an analysis of different kinds of repre-
sentations in order to break the commonly held divide between art
and politics that relegates the humanities to an ancillary role when
it comes to understanding the problems of the ‘real’ world.

In conclusion, translation, seen through stories of migration, re-
quires a theoretical apparatus that re-thinks its own foundations in
constructive ways, going beyond a critique of disciplinary structures,
and even cultures of scholarship complicit with national and imperial
languages (Mignolo 2000, 273), and that, instead, puts forth a model
of education of the mind and the heart - the aesthetic and sentimen-
tal education that Sommer, Spivak, Mignolo, Santos have been call-
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ing for - that moves from the “lifeworlds” (Bhabha 2018, 7) around
us in order to work out the categories adequate to their study. Glob-
al migration is one of the major defining events of our times, and it
poses important challenges to our understanding of cultures, peo-
ples, and languages as neatly separated. At the same time, migration
cannot be solely reduced to a political, social or economic ‘problem’,
it is a human, living, and knowing condition as the work of the art-
ists, critics, and educators mentioned in this essay illustrate. And it
is our responsibility as readers, translators, and critics, to establish
a new vocabulary for reading it.
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1  Einleitung

Der vorliegende Beitrag will versuchen, unter Beriicksichtigung un-
terschiedlicher Perspektiven, ein moglichst ausgewogenes biographi-
sches Bild von Jakob Arjounis Krimi-Serienhelden Kemal Kayankaya
zu vermitteln. Die Vorgehensweise ist dabei zunachst rein positivis-
tisch. D. h.: Aus den Kayankaya-Romanen werden jene Stellen her-
ausgefiltert, die in Bezug auf die identitare Fragestellung Kayan-
kayas von Bedeutung sind. Die Daten werden aber nicht um ihrer
selbst willen erhoben, sondern in einem weiteren Schritt methodo-
logisch insofern reflektiert, als aus deren Summe die ,poetologische
Differenz'* gezogen, mit einer post-integrativen Perspektive verbun-
den und dem Hybriditats-Konzept abgeglichen werden. Stellungnah-
men des Autors selbst, z. B. in Interviews, erganzen die Angaben.
Die Arbeit ist wie folgt unterteilt: Die Einleitung (Kapitel 1) benennt
die Frage- und Problemstellungen, wahrend das 2. Kapitel kurz auf
die Poetik von Jakob Arjounis kriminalliterarischer Arbeit eingeht,
die insofern relevant ist, weil der Held des klassischen Kriminalro-
mans wesentlich zu einer Asthetisierung der Wirklichkeit beitragt,
einer Asthetisierung, die im fiktionsimmanenten Bereich durch eine
formelle Schlissigkeit unterstrichen wird, wohingegen Arjounis li-
terarische Beitrage zur Gattung dariiber hinausgehen und eine sub-
stantielle Schlissigkeit statuieren, die sich im fiktionstranszenden-
ten Bereich abspielt.? Dazu tragt nicht unwesentlich die Wahl eines
desillusionierten Protagonisten bei, mit dem Arjouni kritisch das gen-
respezifische Selbstverstandnis hinterfragt und auf die Herausfor-
derung mit hochster Kunstfertigkeit antwortet. Uber ,einen tiirki-
schen Helden zu schreiben, der aber ein echter Frankfurter und dort
verwurzelt ist” (Arjouni in Kronsbein 2001, 190) und ihn sogar zur
Hauptgestalt seiner Kriminalromane zu machen, zeugt von ebenso-
viel Mut wie erzahlerischer Bravour. Kemal Kayankaya entwickelt
als Vertreter einer Generation mit Migrationshintergrund namlich
eine Sensibilitat fur die Problematik von Grenzziehung und Unter-

Ich danke den beiden anonymen Gutachtern fiir ihre ausfiithrliche und detaillierte, kon-
struktive Kritik am Manuskript.

1 ,Die poetologische Differenz”, so Horst-Jiirgen Gerigk (2002, 17), ,ist die Differenz
zwischen der innerfiktionalen Begriindung und der auBerfiktionalen Begriindung ei-
nes innerfiktionalen Sachverhaltes”. Wer die poetologische Differenz denkt, so Gerigk
weiter, ,sieht die Dichtung als Produkt einer an sich selbst ablesbaren Verwirklichung
eines Sachverhalts, den sich der Autor als sein Intentum zu eigen gemacht hat” (2002,
31; kursiv H.-J.G.).

2 Zur Unterscheidung von formeller und substantieller Schliissigkeit vgl. die Ausfiih-
rungen von Gerigk (1975, bes. 18f.). Genau genommen sind nicht alle Kriminalromane
von Arjouni formell schliissig in dem Sinne, dass die Verantwortlichen auch immer zur
Verantwortung gezogen werden.
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scheidung, ohne dass sein Erfinder an das Verstandnis einer kultu-
rell subversiven und politisch instrumentalisierenden Hybriditat an-
kniipfen muss, wie das bisweilen in der Literaturkritik gesehen wurde
und auch weiterhin behauptet wird. Vielmehr wird hier die These ver-
treten, dass Kemal Kayankaya weniger ein ,bi-kulturelles Selbstbe-
wusstsein” hat, als vielmehr eine , post-integrative Perspektive” ein-
nimmt (Wippermann, Flaig 2009, 5). Das lasst sich - wie in Kapitel 3
gezeigt werden soll - auf ein entscheidendes Strukturprinzip in sei-
ner Biographie zurickfihren. Welche Konsequenzen seine - wenn
auch letztendlich ungliicklichen familidren Umstanden zu verdanken-
de - Integration in die bundesdeutsche Gesellschaft auf seine Identi-
tatskonstruktion hat, fokussiert schlieBSlich Kapitel 4. Wenn namlich
Kemal Kayankayas Wertorientierung, Lebensstil sowie soziale Lage
nicht das Problem doppelter kultureller Zugehorigkeit darstellt, so
kann auch von einer wechselseitigen Durchdringung verschiedener
Kulturen, die ihn als Prototypen einer ,Figur des Dritten’ aus- und
kennzeichnen wiirden, nicht die Rede sein. Eine wertende Zusam-
menfassung der Ergebnisse schlief3t die Arbeit ab (Kapitel 5).

2 Jakob Arjounis Kriminalromane

Mit seinem ersten Kriminalroman gleich in die Literaturgeschichte der
Gattung einzugehen, das ist sicherlich bisher nur wenigen Schriftstel-
lern gelungen. Der Deutsche Jakob Michelsen, alias Jakob Arjouni,* hat
es mit Happy birthday, Tiirke! zwar iiber einen kurzen Umweg, aber
dann doch im Handstreich geschafft. Denn nur einem gliicklichen Um-
stand ist es zu verdanken, dass der erste Kayankaya-Krimi ein so gro-
Ber Erfolg wurde. Erschienen ist er zuerst 1985 bei dem kleinen Ham-

3 Obessich bei der Entscheidung, den,exotisch’ klingenden Nachnamen seiner dama-
ligen Freundin und dann ersten, marokkanischen Frau, Kadisha Arjouni, anzunehmen,
und einen tiirkischstdmmigen, deutschen Privatermittler als Zentralfigur seiner Kri-
minalromane zu wahlen, um eine wohl durchdachte Strategie des Autors handelte, die
vermeintliche Fremdwahrnehmung von der Fiktion in die Realitédt zu verlegen und ab
absurdum zu fithren, ist schwer zu entscheiden. Immerhin hielt sich lange Zeit sowohl
in der Offentlichkeit als auch in der Forschung das Geriicht, der Autor habe einen tiirki-
schen Familienhintergrund und schreibe in seinen Kayankaya-Romanen aus eigener Er-
fahrung. Fakt ist, dass Jakob Arjouni zum einen nicht als Sohn des bekannten Dramati-
kers Hans Giinter Michelsen und der Verlegerin Ursula Bothe, oder wie er selbst in ei-
nem Interview gesagt hat: ,nicht als Sohn von irgendjemandem” wahrgenommen wer-
den, sondern sich eigenstandig literarisch durchsetzen wollte. Zum anderen fiihlte er
sich in den frithen 1980er-Jahren wahrend seiner Zeit in Montpellier ,manchmal doch
recht einsam” und hat sich schlieflich ,diesen Freund Kemal Kayankaya erfunden”. Auf
die Frage, warum es gerade ein tirkischer Freund sein musste, antwortete er: ,Ach,
damals war ja ein Tirke automatisch immer nur ein Strafenkehrer. Die Linken fanden
das toll, die Rechten wollten ihn raushaben. Aber ein Tiirke war in aller Augen immer
nur ein Stralenkehrer. Und mir gefiel die Idee, iiber einen tiirkischen Helden zu schrei-
ben, der aber ein echter Frankfurter und dort verwurzelt ist” (Kronsbein 2001, 190).
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burger Buntbuch Verlag. Als dieser bankrott ging, kaufte der Diogenes
Verlag 1987 die Rechte, publizierte das Buch in der schwarz-gelben
Taschenbuchreihe und machte aus Kayankaya eines der erfolgreichs-
ten Markenzeichen ,hartgesottener’ deutscher Kriminalliteratur und
Arjouni auf Anhieb zu einem der meistbeachteten Autoren der jun-
gen Generation. Das Buch gilt noch heute als eines der klassischen
Krimi-Biicher der 1980er-Jahre und als erfolgreich(st)er Versuch, in
Deutschland den Kriminalroman in der Tradition der amerikanischen
hard-boiled school eines Dashiell Hammett und Raymond Chandler de-
finitiv zu etablieren.* Arjouni machte aus Kemal Kayankaya das, was
Raymond Chandler mit Philip Marlowe aus Dashiell Hammetts Sam
Spade gemacht hatte, namlich ,eine geheimnisvoll-singulare [Figur],
ein[en] Privatdetektiv, dessen einzelgangerischer, melancholischer He-
roismus” (Busche 1976) aus dem Eingestandnis resultiert, dass keiner
frei von Schuld ist, dass die Schuldigen von den Unschuldigen kaum zu
trennen sind. In den klassischen ,Kreuzwortratsel-Krimis” a la Aga-
tha Christie, die ,eine rechnerische Losung fiir schlaue Leser bereit-
halten” (Alberts 1990, 42) war immer die Verlasslichkeit der Zuschrei-
bung von Gut und Bése konstituierend. Bei Arjouni bedarf es nur eines
geringen Anstofles, um den sauberen Trennungsstrich zwischen der
Rechtschaffenheit und dem Verbrechen zu verwischen und die mora-
lischen Bruchstellen und das untergriindige Rumoren einer Zeit und
Gesellschaft bewusst zu machen.

Mit seinem Krimi-Erstling etablierte Jakob Arjouni aber nicht nur
einen Serienhelden, der dann noch in vier weiteren Fallen (Mehr
Bier!; Ein Mann, ein Mord; Kismet und Bruder Kemal) seinen jeweils
spektakularen Auftritt hat,” sondern auch einen privaten Ermittler
mit Migrationshintergrund und damit ,eine der ersten bekannte-
ren interkulturellen Detektivfiguren der deutschen Kriminallitera-
tur” (Bartl 2018, 332), dessen Lebensweise allerdings nicht von der
der autochtonen Bevolkerung abweicht.® Mit der Meisterschaft ei-
nes grofSen Erzahlers nutzt Arjouni einerseits ein genretypisches

4 Arjounis Spannungsdramaturgie folgt eigentlich eher den Gesetzen des Detektiv- als
denen des Kriminalromans, denn ,, [d]er Kriminalroman erzahlt die Geschichte eines Ver-
brechens, der Detektivroman die der Aufdeckung eines Verbrechens” (Alewyn 1975, 343).

5 Jakob Arjounis Kriminalromane werden mit einfacher Sigle (HBT: Happy Birthday,
Tiirke!; MB: Mehr Bier; EMEM: Ein Mann, ein Mord; K: Kismet; BK: Bruder Kemal) und
nachgestellter Seitenzahl zitiert.

6 ,Eine Person hat einen Migrationshintergrund®, so das Statistische Bundesamt,
,wenn sie selbst oder mindestens ein Elternteil nicht mit deutscher Staatsangehorig-
keit geboren wurde. Im Einzelnen umfasst diese Definition zugewanderte und nicht
zugewanderte Auslanderinnen und Ausldnder, zugewanderte und nicht zugewander-
te Eingeblirgerte, (Spat-) Aussiedlerinnen und (Spéat-) Aussiedler sowie die als Deut-
sche geborenen Nachkommen dieser Gruppen”. https://www.destatis.de/DE/The-
men/Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Migration-Integration/Glossar/migra-
tionshintergrund.html.
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Grundmuster zur Unterhaltung seiner Leser, setzt aber andererseits
den Migrationshintergrund eines Serienhelden ein, um die gesell-
schaftliche Wirklichkeit der Bundesrepublik und ihre Konflikte aus
einer,anderen’, vermeintlich fremden Perspektive zu beleuchten und
deren Konfliktpotenzial(e) offen zu legen. Dadurch, dass Kemal Kay-
ankaya namlich als Fremder markiert wird, gelingt ,ein dekuvrieren-
des Spiel mit den Exklusions- und Homogenisierungspraktiken staat-
licher Machtakteure” (Geng 2018, 51). Nicht von ungefahr spielt in
Arjounis Analysen die politische Indifferenz als wesentlicher Faktor
im schicksalhaften Kraftespiel zwischen Gut und Bose eine markan-
te und nachdriicklich herausgearbeitete Rolle. Arjounis Kriminalro-
mane sind vor allem Biicher gegen die Illusion aufklarerischer Wahr-
heit. Sie sind weder trostlich noch moralisch; dass nicht Zynismus
aus ihnen spricht, spiirt man an der melancholischen Gestimmtheit,
mit der sie unterlegt sind. Arjouni halt, wie Siegfried Kracauer (1978,
104) es formuliert hat, ,dem Zivilisatorischen einen Zerrspiegel vor,
aus dem ihm eine Karikatur seines Unwesens entgegenstarrt”. Al-
lerdings geht es ihm letztendlich ,gerade nicht um die realistische
Wiedergabe sozialer Wirklichkeit”, sondern vielmehr um deren spie-
lerische Verfremdung (Kniesche 2015, 105).

3 »Geboren in der Tiirkei. Deutsche Staatshiirgerschaft«:
Kemal Kayankayas irregulirer Lebenslauf

In seinen Krimis - die als Untertitel alle das Markenzeichen Ein Kay-
ankaya-Roman tragen - bietet Jakob Arjouni viele Detailinformatio-
nen zur Lebensgeschichte und sozial grundierten -umstanden sei-
nes Serienhelden. Mit grofSem Geschick hat er es verstanden, in den
Strang der jeweiligen Ereignisse Informationen iiber den ,legendar-
en turkischstammigen Frankfurter Privatdetektiv Kemal Kayankaya“
(Kronsbein 2001, 188) einzuflechten, die vordergrindig eine eher
nachgeordnete Rolle zu spielen scheinen. Tragt man sie jedoch mit
dem prazisen Blick des Biographen zusammen, lasst sich ein einiger-
malien vollstandiges Bild seiner Person nachzeichnen.

Geboren ist er am 11. August 1957 (,Es war der elfte August [...],
mein Geburtstag”; HBT, 5) in Ankara als Sohn von Tarik und Ulkii
Kayankaya. Die Mutter starb im Alter von 28 Jahren bei seiner Ge-
burt (,Meine Mutter starb neunzehnhundertsiebenundfiinfzig bei
meiner Geburt”; HBT) und sein Vater, ,Schlosser von Beruf, entschied
sich daraufhin ein Jahr spater nach Deutschland zu gehen” (HBT,
10). Drei Jahre lang arbeitete Tarik Kayankaya in Frankfurt bei der
Stadtischen Miullabfuhr ,bis ihn ein Postauto iiberfuhr” und er an
den Folgen des Unfalls starb. Sein Sohn Kemal ,kam ins Heim und
wurde zwei Monate darauf” (BK, 108) von dem Ehepaar Max Holz-
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heim, Mathematik- und Sportlehrer an einer Grundschule, und An-
neliese Holzheim, die drei Tage in der Woche als Kindergartnerin ar-
beitete, adoptiert. Er ,erhielt die deutsche Staatsbiirgerschaft, ging
auf die Schule, ,machte ein durchschnittliches Abitur” (HBT, 10),
studierte nach der Hochschulreife Jura, brach aber nach nur einem
Jahr das Studium ab, weil ihm ,das standige Aktenkoffer-auf-und-zu-
knallen Halbwiichsiger auf Hirn und Magen schlug” (EMEM, 131).
1980 bewarb er sich schliefflich ,um eine Lizenz fir Privatermitt-
lungen”, die er, wie er selbst schreibt, ,merkwurdigerweise auch er-
hielt” (HBT, 10). Seitdem ermittelt er als , Tiirke mit deutschem PaRk"”
(EMEM, 44) in Entfithrungsfallen, Mord, Drogenhandel, Nationalis-
mus und Rassismus usw. und bietet sowohl Personen- als auch Be-
gleitschutz. Ernst Slibulsky, ein Kleinkrimineller, der sich im Ver-
lauf der Serie zum besten Freund Kayankayas entwickelt, halt den
eingefleischten Borussia Monchengladbach-Fan fir ,'ne Mischung
aus Robin Hood und Bulle” (MB, 113). Nach einer anfanglich harten
Zeit hatte Kayankaya zuletzt als Detektiv ,keinen schlechten Ruf in
der Stadt, die Mund-zu-Mund-Propaganda funktionierte und die Ge-
schafte liefen” (BK, 36).

Kemal Kayankayas Lebensgeschichte ist geradezu ein Musterbei-
spiel dafiir, wie einst historisch fundierte Identitaten im Zuge der
Zuwanderungswellen und jetzt auch der zunehmenden Globalisie-
rungs-Mobilitat ihres Anachronismus tiiberfithrt werden. In einer Zeit,
in der kein Mensch mehr ,mit einer strengen linearen Biographie auf-
warten kann®, ist seine Geschichte der Inbegriff eines ,irregularen
Lebenslauf[es]” (Zaimoglu 2001, 8 und 10). Noch bevor die Bundes-
republik am 30. Oktober 1961 ein Anwerbeabkommen mit der Tirkei
schloss, migrierte Kayankayas Vater schon 1958 aufgrund von , Krieg
und Diktatur” (HBT, 10) in seiner Heimat nach Deutschland, wo mit
dem wirtschaftlichen Aufschwung die Nachfrage an Arbeitskraften
wuchs, die mit Einheimischen nicht mehr zu decken war. Drei Jahre
lang arbeitete der Gastarbeiter Tarik Kayankaya als Millmann,” bevor
ein todlicher Unfall seinen Wunsch nach mehr Anerkennung, grofSe-
rem Freiraum und Hoffnung auf ein materiell besseres Leben zunich-
te machte. Seine Existenz war gepragt von emotionalen Entbehrungen
und einer korperlich anstrengenden Arbeit. Aufgrund dieser gren-
zuberschreitenden Migration schien Kemal Kayankayas Leben vor-

7 Riuckblickend auf seinen Erstlingserfolg aulSert sich Arjouniin Bezug auf das Thema
Integration in einem Interview wie folgt: ,Dass Integration, verschiedene Lebensweisen,
verschiedene Religionen und unterschiedliche Herkunft grofSe, kontrovers diskutierte
Themen in der deutschen Gesellschaft sind, ist ja gut - endlich! Ich erinnere mich, als
ich 1985 Happy birthday, Tiirke! schrieb, gab es beim deutschen Durchschnittsbiirger
eigentlich nur zwei Ansichten: ,Tirken raus’ und ,Beim Turken schmeckt’s gut’. ,Der
Tirke war im 6ffentlichen Bewusstsein damals Miillmann oder fithrte einen Imbiss,
Punkt. Da gab es noch das unsinnige Wort Gastarbeiter” (in Kaindl 2012, 75).
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gezeichnet. Durch den plotzlichen Tod des Vaters und seine anschlie-
[ende Adoption seitens einer deutschen Familie wird allerdings alles
vollkommen in Frage gestellt. Er wachst so nicht mehr in heterogenen
sozialen Milieus auf, die einer problemlosen Individualisierung unter
bestimmten Umstanden vorerst Grenzen gesetzt hatten. Durch seine
Adoption unterlauft er namlich einen moglichen Konflikt, der gera-
de aus der kulturellen Distanz zwischen Herkunfts- und Aufnahme-
gesellschaft hatte resultieren konnen, zumal die turkisch-stammige
Migrantengruppe aus einem Kulturkreis stammt, ,dessen historisch
gewachsene Familien- und Verwandtschaftsstrukturen sich von de-
nen in Westeuropa unterscheiden” (Baykara-Krumme, Klaus, Stein-
bach 2011, 42).% Es tritt eine Entwicklung ein, in der Kemal Kayan-
kaya vom Aus- zum Inlander und schliefllich zum ,Staatsbiirger der
Bundesrepublik“ mutiert (,,Ich bin Staatsblirger der Bundesrepub-
lik. [...] Seit ich denken kann, bin ich in diesem Land“; MB, 20), mit
der eine volle rechtliche Gleichstellung und sprachliche Integration
(,Und wieso sprechen Sie so gut Deutsch [...]? Weil ich keine andere
Sprache gelernt habe”; EMEM, 7) einhergeht. Aufgrund der Datenla-
ge ware demnach auch die These, Kayankaya verfiige iiber ein aus-
gepragtes ,bi-kulturelles Bewusstsein®, das vornehmlich auf einer
ethnisch-kulturellen Differenz basiert, nicht haltbar. Vielmehr ist ei-
ne ,post-integrative Perspektive” anzusetzen, denn er versteht sich
ja selbst gar nicht so sehr als Migrant, ,sondern als selbstverstandli-
cher Teil der deutschen Gesellschaft und Kultur” (Wippermann; Flaig
2009, 5). Allerdings reduziert sich dadurch das gesellschaftlich-sozi-
ale Konfliktpotenzial nicht, zumal er sich auch selbst in bestimm-
ten Situationen, in denen seine  deutsche’ Identitat aufgrund seines
Aussehens in Zweifel gezogen wird, als Tiirke inszeniert (,Ohne den
Stift abzusetzen, fragte sie: Staatsburgerschaft? - BRD. [...] - Sollten
Sie tatsachlich Deutscher sein... - Tirke mit deutschem PaR“; MB,
43f.). Im Spannungsfeld dieser Gegensatze kampft Kemal Kayankaya
um ein selbstbestimmtes Leben jenseits kultureller Zuschreibungen
und nationaler Identifikationsmuster. Seine Einstellung zeugt von Be-
wusstsein und Selbstversicherung in einer facettenreichen und in ei-
nem tief greifenden Wandel befindlichen Gesellschaft. Die ,kulturel-
le Zwitterrolle’, die ihm dabei zufallt, wird ihm immer wieder nur von
aulen zugetragen. Anspielungen und Fragen nach seiner Herkunft,
die stereotypisiert, befremdlich und sozial-diskriminierend wirken,

8 Die so genannte ,Konfliktthese” wurde in diesem Falle als Worst case-Szenario an-
gesetzt. Demgegeniiber steht die ,Solidaritdatsthese”, die davon ausgeht, ,dass sich
die Herkunftskulturen der wichtigsten Migrantengruppen in Deutschland sowie die
Migrationserfahrungen ihrer Mitglieder in einer groBeren emotionalen Verbunden-
heit der Generationen niederschlagen” (Baykara-Krumme, Klaus, Steinbach 2011, 42).
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kontert er mit spitzziingiger und resilienter Souveranitat.’ Als ,Tir-
ke von Geburt” (HBT, 10), aber ,Staatsbhiirger der Bundesrepublik”
(MB, 20), betrachtet er die Ereignisse aus dem Blickwinkel eines Au-
Renstehenden, namlich als vermeintlicher Fremder unter seinesglei-
chen, und dies gleich im doppelten Sinne: Sein Aussehen weist ihn ein-
deutig als Tiirken aus (,Ich heilse Kayankaya und sehe so aus, wie ich
aussehe”; BK, 46), er spricht aber kein Wort Turkisch (,Ich erklarte
ihr, ich sei zwar ein Landsmann, konne aber Turkisch wegen beson-
derer Umstande weder sprechen noch verstehen”; HBT, 12; ,Ich hab’s
nicht gelernt, ganz einfach”; EMEM, 122). In einer deutschen Familie
aufgewachsen, sehen die Deutschen in ihm wiederum nur den Zuge-
wanderten (,Bisde net vom Balgan?“; HBT, 26), dem sie misstrauisch
und fremdenfeindlich (,Na, Aladin, wo haste deine Lampe gelassen?”;
HBT, 32) entgegentreten. Auch dies wiederum ein Indiz dafiir, dass
Kemal Kayankaya beruflich zuweilen ,zwischen den Fronten seiner
turkischen Herkunft und seiner deutschen Sozialisation” steht (Mo-
raldo 2009, 3).

Kemal Kayankaya entspricht voll und ganz dem klassischen Modell
des ,Exzentriker([s]” (Alewyn 1975, 347), der eben ,aufSerhalb der Mit-
te’ steht und dadurch erst unvoreingenommen und vorbehaltlos er-
mitteln kann. Aber reprasentiert er deswegen gleich ,eine tlirkische
Figur” (Karakus 2007, 282), einen , ethnic detective” (Kutzbach 2003,
240) und damit ,das gesellschaftliche und ethnische Grenzganger-
tum eines Menschen, der zwischen zwei Kulturen aufgewachsen ist
und weder ganz zu der einen noch zu der anderen gehort” (Wilczek
2003, 268)? Dagegen spricht doch allein schon die Tatsache, dass er
»in einer durch und durch deutschen Umgebung auf[wuchs]“ (HBT,
10). Und auch der Diskurs um ,Jakob Arjouni’s Turkish German pri-
vate detective” (Teraoka 1999, 273), dem ,, deutsch-tiirkischen Privat-
detektiv” (Gellner 2012, 126), geht m. E. am Kernpunkt der Sache vor-
bei, denn von einer so genannten ,Bindestrich-Identitat” (Zaimoglu
1999, 8) ist Kemal Kayankaya weit entfernt, wie das Jakob Arjouni ja
selbst in einem Interview unterstrichen hat, ohne die politische Bris-
anz zu unterschlagen, die aus dieser vermeintlichen Zuschreibung
entsteht: ,Dadurch, dass Kayankaya ein angeblicher Tirke ist - er
ist ja keiner, er ist ja Frankfurter -, wird das Ganze auf eine politi-
sche Ebene gehoben” (in Bax, Weidermann 2001).*° Dessen Existenz

9 Vgl. zu diesem spezifischen Aspekt von Kayankayas kommunikativer Strategie auch
Sandra Beck (2019, 198): ,Throughout the series of five Kayankayas novels, the provoc-
ative quick-wittedness of their main character, together with the increasingly sarcas-
tic emphasis on and grotesque exaggeration of images and stereotypes, yields comic
effects, demonstrating the banality of everyday racism“.

10 Im Sinne dieser Identitat in-between deuten im Handbuch Kriminalliteratur auch
Schuchmann (,die deutsch-tirkische Detektivfigur Kemal Kayankaya“; 2018, 39),
Geng (,Arjounis,deutsch-tiirkische[r] Detektiv Kayankaya“; 2018, 51) und Bartl (,der
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steht weder fur eine ethnische noch eine ,existentielle Fremdheit in
Deutschland” (Ruffing 2011, 298). Die Collage aus biographischen
Informationen widerlegt ganz eindeutig diese These des , Zweihei-
mischen” (Spohn 2006), der aufgrund einer kulturellen Unterschied-
lichkeit eine neu zusammengesetzte Identitat entwickelt und die im
Falle von Kemal Kayankaya gerne zur ,Metapher kultureller Hybri-
ditat” stilisiert wird (Sgholm 2007, 291).

4  Kemal Kayankaya eine ,,dritte Person‘?

»Hybride Identitat”, so Foroutan, Schafer, ,bedeutet, dass ein Mensch
sich zwei oder mehreren kulturellen Raumen zugehorig fithlt” (2009,
11). Diese Hybriditat resultiert aus der unaufloslichen Spannung von
Identitat und Alteritat im Rahmen interkultureller Verflechtungen,
die sich in einem ,dritten Raum” (,third space”) abspielt, wie Homi
Bhabha dies in seinem Standardwerk The Location of Culture (1994)
theoretisiert hatte. Ob nun Migranten, Fliichtige, Ein- oder Zuwande-
rer: Als Akteure ringen sie an der ,Schnittstelle oppositioneller Be-
stimmungen” (Breger, Doring 1998, 1) um ein neues Selbstbewusst-
sein. Threr Herkunft und Tradition stehen sie distanzierter gegentiber
als die Elterngeneration, aber auch ihre Erwartungen und Hoffnun-
gen in der neuen Heimat werden desillusioniert und weichen einer re-
alistischeren Einschatzung. Sie befinden sich sozusagen in einem Aus-
handlungsprozess, der sich in einem ,Zwischenraum’ abspielt, ,in dem
die Konstitution von Identitat und Alteritat weder als multikulturelles
Nebeneinander noch als dialektische Vermittlung, sondern als unlos-
bare und wechselseitige Durchdringung von Zentrum und Peripherie
[...] modelliert wird” (Griem 1998, 221). Diese Raumlichkeit zeichnet
sich ,durch eine instabile Kommunikationslage aus, die aus der De-
plazierung und Dekontextualisierung von Personen und Gegenstanden
sowie aus dem Aufeinandertreffen kulturdifferenter Verhaltensweisen
eine eigene Spannung und Beweglichkeit gewinnt” (Bachmann-Medick
1998, 22). Fiir Bhabha besteht letztendlich die Bedeutung von Hybri-
ditat aber nicht darin, ,to trace two original moments from which the
third emerges”. Vielmehr ist die wechselseitige Durchdringung ver-
schiedener Kulturen und Traditionen die conditio sine qua non fur ei-
ne mogliche Uberwindung bindrer Oppositionsstrukturen: ,hybridi-

Deutsch-Tiirke Kemal Kayankaya“; 2018, 332) Arjounis Serienhelden. Ein anschauliches
Beispiel einer Bindestrich-Identitat wére z. B. Su Turhans Zeki Demirbilek, alias Kom-
missar Pascha, der diese Thematik in seinem ersten Fall wie folgt reflektiert: ,Immer
wieder holte ihn seine Herkunft ein. Er hatte es aber satt, sich zu rechtfertigen und
klarzustellen, dass es zwei Welten in ihm gab. Mal war es der Tiirke in ihm, der sein
Recht forderte, mal gewann der Miinchner die Oberhand” (2013, 39).
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ty to me is the ,third space’ which enables other positions to emerge”
(Bhabha in Rutherford 1990, 211). Das ZusammenflielSen und die Kon-
frontation der eigenen mit der neuen, ,anderen’ Kultur ist also fur die
Bestimmung von Hybriditat kennzeichnend und ,ihre Trager sind zwei-
heimisch, bi- oder trinational” (Foroutan, Schafer 2009, 12).

Rein theoretisch betrachtet, lieSe sich Kemal Kayankayas Identi-
tat durchaus unter die Kategorie der Hybriditat subsumieren, denn
die urspringlichen, kulturellen Unterscheidungsmerkmale lassen
sich bei ihm ja auch rekonstruieren, und typische Vertreter ,hybri-
der Identitaten sind deutsche Staatsbiirger, haben aber haufig Na-
men, Gesichter, Haut- und Haarfarbe, die sie fiir Andere ,erkennbar’
machen” (Foroutan, Schafer 2009, 12). Bei genauem Hinsehen besta-
tigt aber die Figur des Kemal Kayankaya diese Theorie, die insbeson-
dere im Zuge der postkolonialen Kultur- und Literaturtheorie entwi-
ckelt wurde, nicht. Sein Welt- und Kulturverstandnis ist nicht nach
diesem Schema modelliert. Seine Erfahrungen und seine Sozialisati-
on basieren nicht auf zwei unterschiedlichen Erfahrungswelten, son-
dern sind ganz eindeutig einer einzigen, der deutschen, zuzuordnen.
Ein ,Riickgriff auf traditionelle Muster der imaginierten Herkunfts-
kultur” (Foroutan, Schafer 2009, 14) findet ebenso wenig statt, wie
eine ,Entfremdung von der Herkunftskultur” oder gar ein , Sinnver-
lust bzw. Sinnloswerden traditioneller heimatlicher Werte und Nor-
men” (Hammig 2000, 34). Auch ein Zwang zur einseitigen kulturel-
len Verortung wird weder vorausgesetzt noch gefithlt, geschweige
denn eine Assimilation von aulSen aufgezwungen. Kemal Kayankaya
gehort also sicherlich nicht zu jenen literarischen Helden, die die Fi-
gur des Dritten inkorporieren, die in einem ,third space des in-bet-
ween” (Ruffing 2011, 295)** leben oder auf einem imaginaren ,dritten
Stuhl” (Badawia 2002) sitzen und ,ein liminales ,Spiel auf der Schwel-
le" (Koschorke 2010, 18) inszenieren, wie es prototypische Vertre-
ter des hybriden Identitatsstatus tun, denen ,trotz oder wegen der
Freiheit der kulturellen Lebensgestaltung erhebliche Anpassungs-
leistungen abverlangt [werden]” (Bommes 2007, 4).** Sie fungieren
dann meist als Projektionsflache und fangen alle Bilder einer Aus-
einandersetzung mit der Problematik des ,Fremden’ ein und dienen
so als Kontrastfigur, wenn es darum geht, die eigene, d.h. nationale
Identitat von der des Fremden abzugrenzen. Schon allein aufgrund
seines jungen Alters, Kayankaya ist erst 4 Jahre alt, als sein Vater
stirbt und er von einer deutschen Familie aufgenommen und adop-
tiert wird, lasst eindeutig darauf schliefSen, dass schon im Laufe sei-
ner Kindheit ein sukzessives Hineinwachsen in die deutsche Kultur

11 Die Begriffe werden in Anlehnung an die Theorie Homi Bhabhas (1994) verwendet.

12 Vgl in diesem Sinne auch Zeller (2015, 46ff.), die von einem ,doppelten Bewuft-
sein” Kemal Kayankayas spricht.
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und ,kollektive Identitat” (Foroutan, Schafer 2009, 13) begonnen und
im Laufe seines Heranwachsens vollzogen und abgeschlossen wur-
de. Negative Auswirkungen auf die Psyche, das Verhalten oder gar
den Sozialisationsprozess des Kindes scheint die veranderte familia-
re Lebensform jedenfalls nicht gehabt zu haben. Zumindest wird dies
an keiner Stelle beim Losen seiner funf Falle thematisiert, geschwei-
ge denn kritisch hinterfragt. Durch den frithzeitigen Tod seines Va-
ters durchlauft er nicht den traditionellen Weg eines Gastarbeiter-
kindes der 2. Generation, der moglicherweise deutsche Elemente mit
denen seines Ursprungslandes kombiniert. Er muss weder seine ur-
spriinglichen Wurzeln aufgeben, noch seine Muttersprache, Religi-
on und Kultur, weil seine biologischen Eltern aufgrund ihres frithen
Dahinscheidens als Akteure bei der Bewaltigung komplexer Lernpro-
zesse, in denen er immer wieder neue Entwicklungsaufgaben bewal-
tigen musste, erst garnicht in Erscheinung treten. Im Grunde redu-
ziert sich sein Turkischsein lediglich auf das Geburtsland, das er nur
einmal, mit 17 Jahren auf der Suche nach seinen Wurzeln - und dann
auch noch erfolglos - aufsucht (,Mit siebzehn fuhr ich in die Turkei,
doch mehr, als ich durch die Heimakte schon wufSte, habe ich iiber
meine Familie nicht herausfinden konnen“; HBT, 10), und auch dies-
beziiglich nimmt Arjouni prazis Stellung: ,Dal er in der Tirkei ge-
boren ist, interessiert ihn so wenig wie mich, dal$ ich in Deutschland
geboren bin“ (in Moraldo 1996, 24). Es ist also nur folgerichtig davon
auszugehen, dass er in der Familie Holzheim , Sprache, grundlegende
Fertigkeiten, gesellschaftliche Normen und soziale Kompetenzen” er-
lernt und ,in ihr Personlichkeitsstrukturen, Charaktereigenschaften,
Denkstile, Erlebensweisen, Rollenerwartungen und Einstellungen”
entwickelt, wie sie flir jedes Kind entscheidend sind (Textor 1993, 16).

Schon allein aus diesen Griinden scheint der Begriff Ethnokrimi
auf Arjounis Kayankaya-Romane bezogen nicht nur problematisch,
sondern unpassend und irrefithrend, denn Ethnokrimis sind nach Ruf-
fing (2011, 13) ,Kriminalromane mit ethnischen Ermittlern, in denen
marginalisierte Kulturen und deren problematische gesellschaftliche
Stellung eine wesentliche Rolle spielen” und ,die Auseinanderset-
zung mit den Identitatsproblemen multikultureller und postkolonialer
Gesellschaften geschickt in eine spannende Morderstory verpacken
wollen“.** Pragt die Ermittlerfigur wirklich eine ,ethnische Hybri-
ditat” (Geng 2018, 51)? Vollzieht Jakob Arjouni mit der Wahl Kemal

13 Indie gleiche Richtung geht die Behauptung von Kutzbach (2003, 241): ,ethnic al-
terity causes alienation that is both cultural and psychological”. Daher versuchten die
,hartgesottenen’ Detektive ,to come to terms with the ambivalence of their located-
ness in a fractured ethnic and cultural environment”. Das fithre zwangslaufig zur ein-
er ,correlation betweeen the protagonists’ lack of orientation regarding their ambiva-
lent cultural location and their need to have recourse to typical hard-boiled behavior”.
Hanauska (2018, 228) spricht von einer ,spielerische[n] Variante des ethnic detective”.
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Kayankayas als Vertreter einer ,ethnic subalternity” tatsachlich ,a
displacement of the subaltern from a marginal to a central perspec-
tive” und verleiht ihm die Stimme , 0of ,decentered cultural empower-
ment“ (Kutzbach 2003, 241)? Gerade dies ist in den Kayankaya-Ro-
manen wenn iiberhaupt, dann nur bedingt der Fall. Jedenfalls setzt
sich an keiner Stelle weder der Autor noch der Protagonist mit der
Aushandlung einer kulturellen Zugehorigkeit auseinander. Zudem
verfolgen alle Kayankaya-Romane die narrative Strategie, ,die Wirk-
lichkeit des Geschehens und der Reflexion dariber” einzig und allein
aus der Sicht einer Figur zu erzahlen, , die zugleich ,Auflenseiter* der
Gesellschaft und intimer Kenner dieser Gesellschaft ist”. Dadurch
wird eine Erzahlperspektive etabliert, ,die sich nicht auf einen eth-
nischen Standpunkt festlegen lasst” (Kniesche 2005, 31), auch wenn
»der hessische Sam Spade” (sth 2012) als Mensch mit Migrations-
hintergrund seine Identitat sowohl deutschen Mitburgern als auch
Auslandern gegeniiber rechtfertigen muss. Statt individuell beur-
teilt zu werden, determinieren Abstammung, Herkunft und Hautfar-
be die ihm zugeschriebenen Eigenschaften. In Bezug auf Kismet hat
Arjouni diese Thematik und Problematik wie folgt auf den Punkt ge-
bracht: ,Wenn das Buch eine Moral hat, dann die, dass Leute nie fiir
eine Gruppe stehen sollten, sondern nur fiir sich selbst. Diese Sehn-
sucht hat doch jeder. Jeder kennt das ja, dass er aufgrund seines Au-
Reren oder seiner Herkunft beurteilt wird, und keiner mochte das”
(in Bax, Weidermann 2001).

Hegte Kemal Kayankaya lange Zeit die Illusion, dass sich die Ge-
schehnisse als bloBe Kriminalfdlle betrachten liefen, kommt er
schliel8lich zu einer bitteren Erkenntnis: ,Ich mache meinen Job“, so
heilt es in Mehr Bier,

weil es zum Anwalt nicht gelangt hat. Ich hatte geglaubt, Privat-
detektiv ware so eine Art Hausarzt. An den grofSen Schlachter-
eien und dem allgemeinen Dreck andert es zwar nichts, aber fiir
den einen oder anderen kann es vielleicht doch wichtig sein, dafs
er da ist. [...] Na, ja. Inzwischen weil8 ich auch, es ist vollkommen
egal, ob ich da bin oder nicht. Ich mache meine Arbeit so gut es
geht, das ist alles. (MB, 115)

Trotz des sich Einlebens in die Gesellschaft Deutschlands, die sich
auch sprachlich manifestiert, wobei er sowohl das standardsprach-
liche (,Babbelst en gudes Deutsch”; HBT, 26) als auch das regional-
sprachliche, hessische Register (,Isch bin suppa dicht, Alda. Awwer
isch hab zu schaffe”; BK, 126) beherrscht, iberkommt ihn einmal im
gesetzten Alter ein Hauch von Schwermut, ,eine Art Heimatrausch®,
wie in der Szene, als er in Bruder Kemal von seiner ersten Begeg-
nung mit dem rumanisch-stammigen Octavian Tatarescu erzahlt:
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Als wir dann irgendwann noch anfingen, aus Spafs und zum Beweis
unseres Heimischseins hessischen Dialekt zu sprechen und liebe-
voll zu verspotten, dachte ich kurz, dass der Tiirke und der Ruma-
ne sich ihrer Zugehorigkeit vielleicht doch nicht so sicher waren,
wie sie glaubten. Jedenfalls kannte ich keinen Frankfurter Hans-
Jorg, der so euphorisch und kindlich stolz den Ort bejubelt hatte,
den ihm seit seiner Geburt kein Meldeamt, kein Stammtisch oder
Wahlkampf je streitig gemacht hatte. (BK, 84 und 85)

Doch die Momente, in denen sich Melancholie breitmachen konnte,
sind eher selten und die Angleichung seiner Lebensverhaltnisse an die
der deutschen Mitbhiirger scheint ,mit dreiundfiinfzig Jahren” (BK, 107)
endgiiltig vollzogen. So entspricht er nach knapp einem halben Jahr-
hundert in Deutschland und dreiSig Jahren Ermittlungstatigkeit eher
den gangigen Klischees und Stereotypen eines Durchschnittsdeutschen,
der sich nach Gemitlichkeit, Geselligkeit, Biertrinken und hauslichem
Gluck sehnt: ,Ich war Anfang funfzig”, konstatiert er in Bruder Kemal
(34), ,ich erledigte meine Arbeit, zahlte meine Rechnungen, ich hatte
es geschafft, mit dem Rauchen aufzuhoren, trank fast nur noch gepflegt
zwei, drei Bier am Abend oder ein paar Flaschen Wein mit Freunden,
und ich plante mit Deborah unsere Zukunft“.** Kayankaya ist mit den
Jahren ruhiger, gesetzter und gelassener geworden, was sicherlich mit
seinem Privatleben zu tun haben diirfte. Spielte die Privatsphare des
Detektivs in der harten, realistischen Kriminalliteratur amerikanischer
Pragung keine oder nur eine marginale Rolle, wird sie fur Kemal Kayan-
kaya von Fall zu Fall immer wichtiger. Seit Kismet (2001) ist er mit De-
borah liiert (, Deborah hief3 eigentlich Helga, den Kiinstlernamen hatte
sie sich als Table-Dancerin zugelegt und als Hure beibehalten. Deborah
war der Name ihrer GroSmutter”; BK, 88), die ,ein paar Jahre im ,Mis-
ter Happy' gearbeitet (hatte), einem kleinen, schicken, von einer ehe-
maligen Hure fair gefithrten Puff am Mainufer” (BK, 41). Mit ihr teilt
er - ,umhiillt von weiblicher Nestwarme“ (BK, 154) - in Bruder Kemal
eine Wohnung im Frankfurter Westend (,Vier-Zimmer-Kiiche-Bad“; BK,
37) und am Ende des Buches scheint sich der Wunsch Deborahs nach ei-
nem lang ersehnten neuen Familienmitglied endlich zu erfiillen. Neben
seiner ,Verlasslichkeit” manifestieren sich nun ,Bodenstandigkeit” und
»eine gewisse SpielSigkeit” als weitere wichtige Charaktereigenschaften
seiner Person (Arjouni, Seiler 2012, 5). Er stellt fest, dass er als Privat-
detektiv auf dem besten Weg ist, genau das stille, regelmafige und biir-
gerliche Leben zu fithren, das ihn bisher von den anderen unterschieden
und seine ex-zentrische Stellung determiniert hatte (vgl. Seeber 2016).

14 Bruder Kemal widerlegt letztendlich die Feststellung von Ruffing (2011, 256), Kay-
ankaya sei eine ,unwandelbare Figur [...], immer am Rande der Pleite, mit prekaren
Frauenbeziehungen”.
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5 Fazit

Mit Kemal Kayankaya prasentierte Jakob Arjouni Mitte der 1980er Jah-
re dem deutschsprachigen Krimilesepublikum eine neue Ermittlerfigur
von bisher unbekanntem Zuschnitt. Dessen fiktive Biographie weist ihn
eindeutig als zugewanderten Auslander aus. Mit dem in der Tirkei ge-
borenen und in Deutschland aufgewachsenen Privatdetektiv nimmt Ar-
jouni - sowohl in seinem Erstlingswerk Happy birthday, Tiirke! als auch
in seinen weiteren vier Kayankaya-Kriminalromanen - jene Diskussio-
nen um die Integration von Migrantinnen und Migranten vorweg, die
in der Folgezeit die politische wie 6ffentliche Debatte um die multi- wie
interkulturelle Gesellschaft der Bundesrepublik Deutschland bestim-
men sollte. Zu Recht sieht Thomas Kniesche (2019, 15) in diesem Sin-
ne den Kriminalroman als interkulturelle Einfallstir: ,political debates
on interculturality seem to sneak in through the backdoor”. Diese neue
Wirklichkeit bleibt auch nicht ohne Riickwirkungen auf die Ermittlerfig-
ur selbst: Kemal Kayankaya ist nicht mehr einfach nur die gattungsge-
recht vereinfachte Ausfertigung des Aufklarers schlechthin, der nach
althergebrachter Manier seine Falle 10st. Er gehort vielmehr zu jener
literarischen Reihe von Detektiven, die die Wirklichkeit sozusagen ,ge-
gen den Strich’ lesen miissen: ,in order to cope with the crimes of to-
day’s multicultural society, detective characters need to be able to read
the clues against the backdrop of coexisting sign systems” (Kniesche,
2019, 15). Als ex-zentrische Figur steht der Privatermittler seit jeher
zwischen den Fronten. Bei Kemal Kayankaya kommt aufgrund seiner
tirkischen Wurzeln und seiner deutschen Sozialisation noch entschei-
dend die inter-kulturelle Position und Perspektive hinzu, die es dem Le-
ser erlaubt, ,to observe the ways in which the German-Turkish demar-
cation [...] is constantly constructed and destabilized, exaggerated and
compromised” (Beck 2019, 205).

Dem Serienhelden ist also ,die Zuwanderung in die Familienbio-
graphie eingeschrieben” (Bommes 2007, 3) und eine Zwei-Kultu-
ren-Sozialisation scheint vorgezeichnet. Doch aufgrund tragischer
familidrer Umstande kommt es nicht zu einer kulturellen Distanz
zwischen Herkunfts- und Aufnahmegesellschaft. Ganz im Gegenteil:
Durch den tragischen Verlust seiner leiblichen Eltern nehmen nach
erfolgter Adoption das deutsche Ehepaar Max und Anneliese Holz-
heim die Vater- und Mutterrolle ihm gegeniiber wahr. Tragt man die
vielfach verstreuten Daten in den Romanen, aber auch in den Inter-
views Jakob Arjounis zusammen, wirkt Kayankayas Biographie in der
Sache aullerordentlich informativ, auch wenn sie nicht in der notigen
Detailliertheit iber die Umsténde seiner Sozialisation in Deutschland
Auskunft gibt. Diese lassen sich allerdings flir den Leser leicht dedu-
zieren, denn das erhobene Datenmaterial ermoglicht zumindest den
Entwurf eines Steckbriefes, der uns kurz und knapp tiber seine Vor-
geschichte, sein Verhalten, sein Denken und schlieRlich seine Wir-
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kung auf die Umwelt informiert. Dadurch werden genauere Einblicke
in seine Identitat ermoglicht, die Anlass geben zu einer plausiblen
Erklarung fir seine Stellung innerhalb der deutschen, speziell der
Frankfurter Szene. Die durch die Migration des Vaters anfangs sich
konstituierte Bikulturalitat und die Bedeutung, die das Herkunfts-
land fur das Adoptivkind hatte haben konnen, spielen im weiteren
Verlauf der Erziehung keine Rolle mehr. Zumindest riicken in den
funf Kayankaya-Romanen die tiirkischen Verwandtschaftsstruktu-
ren Uberhaupt nicht in den Fokus. An keiner Stelle wird auf die Bin-
dung zu den Familienangehorigen zumindest seiner leiblichen Mut-
ter in der Tlrkei Bezug genommen.** Diese fehlende Bedeutung der
Herkunftskultur im privaten wie beruflichen Alltag muss folgerich-
tig mit dem jungen Alter des Kindes zum Zeitpunkt der Adoption und
mit dessen fehlenden Erfahrungen begriindet werden. Einen Zusam-
menhang mit dem alltaglichen Erleben kultureller Differenzen zwi-
schen Deutschen und sich als vermeintlichem Tiirken stellt Kemal
Kayankaya ja auch nur dann her, wenn er als solcher direkt apostro-
phiert wird. Dieses ,fremd gemacht werden” (Cujié 2015, 64) ist ein
weiteres Indiz fir dessen tlrkische Identitatsinszenierung, der aber
jeglicher kultureller Background fehlt. In diesem Sinne ist der Uber-
gang von Klischees zu sozialer Diskriminierung in Arjounis Kayan-
kaya-Romanen flielSend, und auf die festgefiigten, oberflachlichen
und verbreiteten Vorstellungen, die auf zugeschriebenen Eigenschaf-
ten und Verhaltensweisen seines aufSeren Erscheinungsbildes grun-
dieren, reagiert Kemal Kayankaya gelassen und kontert mit nuchter-
nem, lakonischem und unverwechselbar eigenem Sprachwitz. Es ist
diese Kunst, den Schein immer wieder mit dem Sein zu konterkarie-
ren, die Arjouni in seinen Krimis auf hochstem Niveau pflegt. Trotz
dieser scheinbar unversohnlichen Polarisierung darf nicht der Ein-
druck entstehen, die kritischen, gar fremdenfeindlichen Einstellun-
gen und Irritationen gegeniiber dem Serienhelden seien bevorzugter
Gegenstand seiner auflergewohnlichen Erzahlkunst. Eine solch ein-
seitige Betrachtung wird dem kriminalliterarischen Gesamtwerk des
Autors nicht gerecht. Die Welthaltigkeit seiner Kayankaya-Romane
resultiert auch aus anderen Szenen, die in wenigen Satzen Lebenssi-
tuationen und Schicksale umreifRen. So leicht und verspielt Arjounis
Erzahlen anmutet, es umkreist dunkle Erfahrungen von der Fragili-
tat der moralischen Ordnung, von Fremdenfeindlichkeit und langsa-
men Prozessen der wechselseitigen Vertrauensbildung, von legalen
und illegalen Wirtschaftspraktiken, Geldfliissen und politischer Ver-
quickung. So vielfaltig die Fragen sind, die Arjouni aufwirft, so inte-
ressant und aufschlussreich sind die Antworten, die er gibt.

15 Uber die Familienmitglieder seines Vaters heifSt es: ,Krieg und Diktatur hatten
seine Familie umgebracht” (HBT, 10).
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I negri [sic] d’America non sono barbari; barbari erano i
bianchi che mercanteggiavano la carne umana,

e la davano al miglior offerente d’America.

(Bruni 1890, 26)*

Fu la memoria delle popolazioni indigene che la
conquista volle distruggere [...]

il passato era troncato, la storia non esisteva piu.
Si era abolito il tempo.

(Barzini 1923, 218)*

Quelle forze indie - Azteche, Tolteche e Maia - [...] da

sole non possono fronteggiare

la Sfinge dei grattacieli, ma possono trovare nella loro fusione
con lo spirito latino quella divina materia con cui

gli uomini creano la Civilta del mondo.

(Appelius 1929, 13)*

1 Introduction

The notion of ‘Modern Italy’ is perhaps even more problematic® than
those of ‘modernity’ and ‘nationhood’ or their entanglement(s).® Yet,
what is by now (relatively) uncontroversial is the unquestionably im-
portant role played, in the construction of these concepts, by “Great-
er Italy” (Choate 2008, 6)¢ - that is, by the transnational ‘transit’ of
people, goods and ideas as well as by the cultural production that
has stemmed from such movements.” This is one of the fundamen-
tal premises upon which this essay’s specific focus on literary pro-

This essay is the result of the concerted efforts of the two authors. Should a distinction
be made for institutional reasons, sections 1, 2, 3 were written by Zuccala; and sections
4, 5 as well as the abstract were written by Savarino Roggero.

1 ‘American negroes [sic] are not barbarians, barbaric were the whites, who traded
in human flesh, | and gave it to the top bidder in America’ (Unless otherwise indicated
all translations are by the Authors).

2 ‘It was the indigenous people’s memory that the conquerors sought to destroy [...] |
the past was truncated, history no longer existed. Time was abolished’.

3 ‘Those indigenous forces - Azteque, Tolteque and Maia - [...] cannot face | the Sphinx
of the Skyscraper on their own, but can find in their fusion with the Latin Spirit that di-
vine matter with which men create the world’s Civilization'.

4 The notion is indeed thought-provoking enough to be worthy of a major British pub-
lication bearing the same name (Modern Italy: https://www.cambridge.org/core/
journals/modern-italy).

5 See at the very least: Allen, Russo 1997 and, from a postcolonial angle, Romeo,
Lombardi-Diop 2012, as well as the perhaps overly pessimistic monograph by Grazi-
ano (2013).

6 See also Gentile 2006.

7 As to both Italy and ‘physical’ travels, see at least: Verdicchio 1997, Choate 2008,
and Gabaccia 2000. More broadly, it will suffice to mention Chakrabarty’s (2007) radical
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duction is based. It may be argued that the nation-making aspects
of travel and migrant writing a fortiori become even worthier and
more promising of scholarly investigation if the destination of such
travels - ‘in dialogue with’ which such writing is produced - is con-
currently confronted with ‘identity issues’ comparable to those fac-
ing the place/community ‘of origin’ of those narratives.

Drawing on these combined premises, this article focuses on a by
and large neglected and diverse corpus of literary works in Italian on
Mexico: ‘avventuriero’ Luigi Bruni’s Attraverso il Messico. Miei viaggi
e mie avventure (1890); Milanese entrepreneur Ubaldo Moriconi’s Da
Genova ai deserti dei Mayas (Ricordi d’un viaggio commerciale) (1902);
renowned reporter Luigi Barzini (Sr.)’s Sul Mar dei Caraibi (1923);
“Anglophobe” (Burdett 2007, 67) journalist Arnaldo Cipolla’s Monte-
zuma contro Cristo (1927); ‘openly’ fascist sympathizer® and globe-
trotter Mario Appelius’ L’Aquila di Chapultepec (1929), and posh Emil-
io Cecchi’s Messico ([1932] 1996). Apart from some relatively minor
exceptions,® this corpus has remained for the most part unpublished
and largely unexplored, to the point that some of these works - par-
ticularly those by Bruni and Moriconi - are virtually unknown and
impossible to retrieve from public or private collections. Likewise,
the majority of these works are not only untranslated and unavailable
to an Anglophone public but also almost entirely untouched*® by An-
glophone cultural historians and literary and cultural studies schol-
ars alike. This limited corpus, while by no means exhaustive, aims to
give the reader a sufficiently representative sample of Italian writ-
ing ‘focusing on’ and ‘written from’ Mexico, in two key historical mo-
ments. The two periods selected are crucial both for the ‘modern’**
Italian nation*?> and a Mexico that was also beginning, during the
Porfiriato Era (1876-1910), its uneasy journey towards a ‘modernity’

‘decentring’ intellectual gesture, and Mignolo’s (1995) equally destabilizing postulate,
as well as his influential ‘spatial’ work on border thinking, to be mentioned again later.

8 See Savarino Roggero 2015, 91-101.

9 Emilio Cecchi’s work was republished (1% edition in 1985, 2" edition in 1996) by
Adelphi in Milan, with Italo Calvino’s preface.

10 Some exceptions, such as the aforementioned British historian Charles Burdett,
will be discussed below.

11 Scare quotes are linked to methodology, as explained later.

12 In the aftermath of its tumultuous, quasi-colonial unification in 1861-70, the Ital-
ian nation was “a new creation” (Choate 2008, 3) to be understood as little more than
Anderson’s “imagined community” (1983): “Long before its formal constitution as a na-
tion-state, Italy had a well-defined linguistic and cultural shape imposed on it by the
economic, social, cultural, and political elites of the peninsula, but also by the foreign-
ers who periodically invaded or toured it (or both). These epics of the nation as a cul-
tural and linguistic community contrasted enormously with the cultural and linguistic
diversity of the Italian states of the pre-unification period, and with the social realities
of the country after its formal unification” (Forlenza, Thomassen 2015, 10).
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(Gilbert, Buchenau 2013, 15-36) that for many remains both a goal
yet to be achieved and one that is intrinsically ill-defined.*?

The cogency of such a comparative Italian-Mexican investigation
is ‘quantitatively’ strengthened by the fact that, starting from the
fin de siecle and more intensively during the first half of the 20th
century, Mexico became a sought-after destination for Europeans,
in particular periodistas, writers and public intellectuals of differ-
ent calibre. They all went to Mexico looking for what appeared to
be, at first glance, a vaguely ‘exotic’ subject for their narrations,
chasing after archaeological sites, indigenous cultures, spectacu-
lar tropical deserts, volcanic formations and pristine, ‘authentic’
landscapes, as well as, particularly in this period, political exper-
iments. What attracted not only other Europeans but Anglophone
Americans as well (widely quoted by Cecchi) also attracted the Ital-
ian and Italian-Mexican authors of the works examined in this piece.
The intrinsically seductive late 19th-century blend of ‘Mexican-ness’
that triggered the mal d’avventura*® of these ‘cultural explorers’ be-
came irresistible with the explosion of the 1910 revolution. The rev-
olution in many ways (see for example Knight’s ‘classic’ monograph,
1990) followed up on the Porfiriato’s nationalistic and caudillistas
policies - much like Italy in the 1920s and 1930s did with preceding
liberal Italy, and both ‘Italie’, did with the unfulfilled myth of Risor-
gimento’s nation-building. It confronted and attempted to blend (at
every level, from the political and the cultural to the religious) exist-
ing, hybrid indigenous pre-Hispanic cultures with what, for some, re-
mains nothing more than a superficially ‘modern’ Hispanic overcoat.

13 We left certain works out of the corpus for various reasons. We do not focus on Carlo
Cattaneo’s essay on Mexico, Gli antichi messicani (1860, then in Cattaneo 1884-87, later
in Cattaneo 1942), not only because it does not fit into our chosen timeframe, but more
importantly because the book does not engage with contemporary Mexico as much as
it does with pre-Hispanic Mexican cultures. These are analysed from the point of view
of an anti-diffusionist scholar, who uses the Mexican case study to try to disprove he-
gemonic theorists of Eurasian origin of Meso-American cultures, such as the influen-
tial Paduan professor and author Paolo Marzolo. Likewise, we did not include Aldo Bar-
oni’s Yucatan (1937) because it is a text first published in Spanish, and one that poses a
number of readership- and market-oriented questions, which cannot logistically be ad-
dressed in the limited space of this piece. The very little known Avventura Sudamericana
by Enrico Rocca (1926) was also omitted owing to the limited space it devotes to Mexi-
co (slightly over 20 pages - from 281 to 304 - and less than 1/10 of the overall narrative
space). Along the same lines we did not analyse the Mexican section of Pietro Belli’s Al
di la dei mari (1925) or the second take on Mexico by Cecchi in America amara (1940-
3). The heavily quantitative Messico (1926) by G.V. Callegari is also not explored in de-
tail here, noris Dollero’s Il Messico d’oggi (1914). Lastly, Enrico Carrara’s Ventotto porti
dell’America Latina con la R. Nave Italia (1925) ought to be mentioned for its brief account
of Mexico, but without the need to include it in a corpus of Mexico-centred travel writ-
ings. These works will feature in our book-length publication, currently in preparation.

14 I borrow the captivating formula used in Livio Sposito’s only existing biography
of Appelius (Sposito 1993).
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2  Orienting the ‘Modern’ Nation

This essay both anticipates and ushers in a larger, book-length pro-
ject of which this methodological section may well be seen as repre-
senting a pre-text and/or an inter-textual overture. The essay aims
to (re)introduce this corpus of largely forgotten texts to the scholar-
ly and general public (mostly Anglophone but also Italian- and Spanis
speaking), from an angle which is less either purely historiographic or
‘eruditely impressionistic’*® than the few previous works on these au-
thors or, more generally, Italian authors dealing with Mexico (see Sa-
varino Roggero 2007; Raveggi 2011; Schiliro 2015). Thus, this essay
focuses on the cultural and postcolonial studies angle of an ‘oriental-
ized’*¢ alterity, almost entirely overlooked by previous commentators.

The ‘Oriental(ist)’ approach adopted for this investigation may
appear to be ‘geographically/spatially’ counterintuitive while, at a
closer look, it is in fact utterly timely. There are at least two theo-
retical reasons related to methodological “distant reading” (Moretti
2013), and a third reason based on close cross-examination of textu-
al elements. To begin with, since the early 2000s, transnational and
transcultural Italian Studies scholarship has progressively, if be-
latedly, opened up to the field of postcolonial studies (see Ponzane-
si 2012; Virga 2017; Bouchard 2018; Virga, Zuccala 2018). For two of
the members of its so-called “Holy Trinity”, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri
Spivak (Young 1995, 163; Moore-Gilbert 2013), the field is inextrica-
bly linked to the vastly influential, if controversial book Orientalism
([1978]1 1979) by E. Said. Said’s work, in turn, has given ‘theoretical’
as well as ‘linguistic’ consistency to the very notion of ethno-socio-
cultural alterity in the area of cultural studies.

In other words, it is simply no longer theoretically/methodologi-
cally viable to approach any Mediterranean South-to-Global South
discursive relations - in this case the (Italian) literary rendition of
(Mexican) ‘alterity’ - without at least considering the many postcolo-
nial, theory-centred exegetic paths that have stemmed from the ad-
mittedly wide entry point of Saidian Orientalism. Secondly, recent

15 Iborrow from Rimmon-Kenan’s notion of “impressionistic criticism” ([1987] 2002).

16 See Miguel Mellino’s succinct rendition of the ‘essence’ of Said’s book:
“L'Orientalismo, attraverso la sua graduale metamorfosi storica da mero campo del
sapere (accademico e testuale) a ‘disciplina di accumulazione sistematica di territo-
ri e di popolazioni’ (Said 1978, 126), [riesce] a trasformare progressivamente 1'Orien-
te da semplice ‘esterno-costitutivo’ [...] dell’Occidente a un (s)oggetto-altro separato,
inferiore, arretrato, silenzioso, passivo, femmineo, estraneo ed esotico” (Orientalism,
through its gradual, historical metamorphosis from mere (textual and academic) field
of knowledge to a ‘discipline of accumulation of territories and people’ (Said 1978, 126)
[managed] to turn the Orient from a simple ‘external constituent’ of the Occident into
a Sub-/Ob-ject which is Other, separate, inferior, backward, silent, passive, feminine,
foreign and exotic; Mellino 2009, 17).
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studies such as De Donno (2019, building on De Donno 2006, 2010),
and Spackman - for whom “it is the lability of Italian identity, and its
not quite ‘European-ness’, that brings the process of ‘Westernization’
and ‘Europeanization’ [through orientalization(s)] into higher relief”
(2017, 4) - have focused on how a by no means flawless (Macfie 2000)
yet undeniably influential scholarly concept is theoretically enabling
in the Italian context. The concept is especially useful when it comes
to the negotiation of hybrid and often blurred sociocultural and ‘ra-
cial’ identities (Giuliani, Lombardi-Diop 2013).*" It is also very useful
in understanding the progressive articulation of the notion of (Ary-
an-) Mediterranean latinidad as a basis for all discourses of ‘regen-
eration’ and ‘modernization’ of the Italian nation in liberal Italy and
subsequently in fascist Anni Venti and Trenta.

Yet, it is not only this set of intersecting theoretical premises
that motivates choosing ‘Orientalism(s)’ as one of the methodologi-
cal foci around which to build the ellipsis of our argument. In fact,
when one approaches the actual corpus, one cannot help but pro-
gressively connect this ‘abstract’ methodological notion of ‘Otheri-
zation’ as a meaning- and identity-making device for ‘Orienting the
nation’, with the proliferation of textual evidence indicating how a
certain notion of the ‘Other = Orient’ equation is part of the “Incon-
scio Strutturale” (Structural Unconscious; Mellino 2009, 11-17) of
these observers and cultural mediators. ‘Orienting the nation’, then,
far from serving as a prescriptive framework, is to be understood
here in the two-fold sense of:

1. The (Italian) narrative act of applying some sort of Oriental
lens to the representations of a country (Mexico) that, albeit
not geographically ‘Oriental’ from a Mediterranean Europe-
an perspective, was nonetheless the receptacle of orientaliz-
ing projections and fantasies.

2. The meaning-making operation through which to exploit that
very ‘aura’, in order to make an ideological contribution in
the way of orienting/steering/shaping the ‘shaky’ cultural
and political identity of a newborn nation (Italy). The nation
was in itself internally traversed by North vs South oriental-
izing patterns as well as not immune from being treated as
the “Oriente domestico” (Di Gesu 2015) of Europe.

Some, but not all the writers taken into consideration here are “Acci-
dental Orientalists” (Spackman 2017). They reached Mexico from Ita-
ly after extensive East-bound peregrinations: Barzini mostly through

17 We shall use ‘race’ in scare quotes when referring to Italian discourses and con-
text, in keeping with the intersectionality and social constructiveness of this concept
in relation to Italian-ness. See Poidimani 2009.
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Japan and China, Cipolla and Appelius mostly to India and China, as
well as throughout the African continent. They found themselves pon-
dering whether and to what extent indigenous Mexican culture might
have been, in fact, the result of ‘pre-historical’ West-bound migra-
tions of ‘some Orientals’, and reached different conclusions.

It will be shown how these cultural explorers, while being neither
government nor diplomatic representatives, displayed some version
of an orientalizing “Structural Unconscious” (Mellino 2009, 11-17).
For all of them, each in their own peculiar way, some projection of
the “Other = Orient” dyad - be it intermittent, latent, patent, sup-
pressed or exasperated - becomes a novel and theoretically neces-
sary angle from which to investigate their comparative discussions
on how the modernity of the Italian nation could be made modern, or
at least nudged in that direction. As to modernity itself - the second
methodological focus of our argument - we will not evoke the frank-
ly outmoded anxiety of trying to prove the ‘objective’ state of ‘non-
backwardness’ to which Italy is ritually condemned.** Rather, we will
adopt (and adapt)*® a much more promising framework of “competing
narratives of the modern”, as convincingly formulated by Forlenza
and Thomassen (2015, 2). For these two scholars, (especially Italian)
‘modernity’ is more fruitfully approached as a “specific kind of his-
torical self-understanding”, as a “multitude of historical narratives
that took shape during crucial junctures in the country’s political his-
tory, narratives that in different periods came to underpin cultural
identity and political legitimacy” (Forlenza, Thomassen 2015, 2). This
framework, with its focus on both narrative and memory and its ba-
sis on individual as well as collective “experientiality” (and “rituals
and symbolism”; Forlenza, Thomassen 2015, 13), appears particularly
useful when applied to a corpus of what is in fact not only literature,
hence narrative par excellence, but one that pays particular attention
to Mexican private and public rituals,?® to ‘translate Mexican culture’
to an Italian readership via negotiating domestication and foreigni-
zation of cultural/’racial’ diversity.** This chosen hybrid framework

18 “As anation, Italy has ritually been described, in popular, academic, and political
discourse, as ‘backward’, a country struggling to catch up with modernity [...]. The met-
aphor has become the preferred way of dealing with Italian differences relative to an
idealized European modernity” (Forlenza, Thomassen 2015, 2-3). The critics continue:
“The ‘running-behind-modernity’ approach to Italy is normatively problematic, analyt-
ically obfuscating, and theoretically disabling” (5). See also Agnew 1997.

19 On the ‘permeability’ of theory, and the way in which theory is itself filtered and
changed by the (very choice of the) corpus to which it is applied, Rimmon-Kenan’s in-
troduction to Rimmon-Kenan (1996, 1) comes to mind.

20 For example, la corrida, featuring heavily in the works of the Anni Venti as a na-
tional allegory of sorts.

21  We borrow here from David Katan'’s influential monograph (2004). On ‘domestica-
tion’ vs ‘foreignization’ see at least the ‘classic’ Venuti 1995.

93

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562
54,2020, 87-120



Franco Savarino Roggero, Brian Zuccala
Orienting the Occident: Italian Travel and Migrant Writing in Mexico (1890-1932)

will also help one avoid retrospective ideological projections and re-
frain from de-historicizing these authors’ inevitable idiosyncrasies.*

3 Bruni (1890) and Moriconi (1902). Liberal Italy vis-d-vis
Diaz’s Mexico

For Forlenza and Thomassen, “liberal Italy’ (1861-1915) must be un-
derstood first and foremost as the sociohistorical juncture in which
a particular “philosophy of modernity” (Forlenza, Thomassen 2015,
23; our emphasis) is elaborated and promoted. This philosophy re-
volves around the “civilizing mission” (social, economic, cultural),
carried out “in the name of human progress” (2015, 28) by a liber-
al, monarchic (northern) elite. Such a self-assigned mission, and the
perception that there were entities and forces constantly threaten-
ing it triggered what, in her insightful book on Pinocchio as a nation-
al allegorization, Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg calls “[post-unification]
anxiety” (2007, 2).2®

Our reading will focus on the intertwining of this “complesso del-
lo stato d’assedio” (siege complex; Duggan 2011, 24) narrative and
the varyingly latent - in the Saidian sense - Otherizing and orien-
talizing patterns displayed by the texts. The themes of liberal Italy
are, to a large extent, the same that came to maturation during the
year of fascist rule. Likewise, the themes one finds in the first pair
of texts under consideration here, by Bruni and Moriconi respective-
ly, are in nuce those representing a fil rouge unfolding throughout
the corpus. Alongside and intertwined with the underlying trope of
the Other/Orient, are 1) the negotiation of the relationship not only

22 Dijkstra’s words come to mind: “Inspired by the creative fervor and imaginative
sweep of a talent [...] we tend to assume that innovative thought accompanies innova-
tive form” (1986, ix). On the contrary: “exceptional talent in art does not necessarily
imply an exceptional analytic capacity on the part of the artist” (1986, ix). While this
is not to claim ‘exceptional talent’ on the part of these artists (with the possible excep-
tion of E. Cecchi, and with the 19'*-century authors, on the contrary, appearing artisti-
cally mediocre at best), the point about ideology seems fair enough.

23 This concept is well illustrated by Lucia Re: “Proprio nella fase in cui si sta final-
mente profilando e consolidando su scala nazionale l'affermazione non solo economi-
ca e politica, ma anche ideologica e culturale della classe borghese in ascesa, e dei co-
siddetti ‘galantuomini’, subentrano tensioni e rivendicazioni di classe ma anche di ge-
nere, che la mettono immediatamente in crisi e sulle difensive, portando alla ribalta
in Italia le perturbanti istanze dell’anarchia, del socialismo e del femminismo” (At the
very moment when the emerging bourgeoisie of the so-called ‘gentlemen’ is consoli-
dating its national power, not only economically and politically but also ideologically
and culturally, class as well as gender tensions and revendications arise. These ten-
sions generate a crisis and open the door to the destabilizing rise of anarchism, social-
ism and feminism; 2009, 73).
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with the nation of Italy but with diasporic and increasingly imperi-
alist ‘wannabe’ “Greater Italy”; 2) the negotiation/articulation of the
notion of a Rome-centred latinidad vis-a-vis those of a) “la questione
indiana” (the indigenous question; Barzini 1923, 219) and b) the in-
timidating proximity of the Anglo-Saxon empire of the neighbour-
ing United States. Our cursory analysis of how these themes emerge
in the earlier post-unification texts, albeit rather unsystematically,
will provide the footprint for analysing the very same tropes in the
Ventennio-centred section. In addition, what brings together liberals
Bruni and Moriconi, thus enabling their joint analysis - alongside the
timeframe - is the fact that they both are for all intents and purposes
unknown as authors beyond what can be inferred from their respec-
tive texts. Each text is the only known publication for each author.

As is well exemplified ex negativo by the very existence and con-
tent of Cattaneo’s famous essay Gli antichi messicani (1884-87, 409-
40),** liberal Italy is the time in which diffusionist theories of Amer-
ican and European civilization begin to circulate.?® The first of our
authors, the unknown Luigi Bruni, migrant and avventuriero from
the “antico ducato di Parma e Piacenza” (the ancient Duchy of Par-
ma and Piacenza; Bruni 1890, 4), points this out rather early on in
his equally unknown memoir Attraverso il Messico. Miei viaggi e
mie avventure:

24 The essay was then republished in 1942 as part of the India, Messico, Cina book
by Bompiani, from which we will be quoting.

25 These notions spread despite the fierce opposition of, for example, Carlo Cattaneo
himself: “Le immaginazioni commosse da una qualunque somiglianza, vedono tra questi
monumenti l'identico e non vedono il diverso” (Imaginations susceptible to these resem-
blances focus on what is similar and ignore what is different; 1942, 127). And again: “Per
tutto cio, se nelle arti, nelle religioni o nelle lingue del Anahuac si potesse rinvenir qual-
che vestigio ben certo di popoli stranieri all’America, cio che finora non avvenne, [...] la
chiave di questa somiglianza primigenea non é da cercarsi nell’Asia o nell’Africa, ma nel-
la natura umana” (Even if in the arts, religions and languages of Anahuac one could find
some real evidence that they are not from America, which has not been the case thus far,
the key for those resemblances would not be in their Asian or African origins, but rath-
er, in human nature; 1942, 151-2). Lastly: “I discordi tentativi fatti da molti eruditi di di-
verse scole per identificare 1i Aztechi ora ai Giaponesi, ora ai Chinesi, ora ai Mongoli,
ora agli Indo-europei, ora agli Egizii, ora agli Ebrei, ora per la lingua, ora per le pirami-
di e i papiri, ora per le fattezze del volto, ora per le idee religiose, finiscono a elidersi mu-
tualmente e darsi una generale negativa [...]. Noi invitiamo eruditi della forza dell’ami-
co Biondelli e dell’amico Marzolo, a cercare nel complesso delle lingue dell'imperio mes-
sicano le vestigia dell’azione reciproca che quei popoli ebbero fra loro” (The arguments
made by many scholars from different backgrounds to identify the Aztecs with the Japa-
nese, the Chinese, the Mongolians, the Indo-Europeans or the Jews - in relation to either
their language, their pyramids, their papyri, their features, or their religious ideas - end
up cancelling each other out [...]. We invite intellectuals of the calibre of our friends Bi-
ondelli and Marzolo to search the bundle of languages of the Mexican empire for signs
of their influence on one another; 1942, 155-6). Bernardino Biondelli and Paolo Marzolo
are therefore presented as Italian precursors of diffusionist theories.
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Secondo questa opinione di cotali eruditi, ammessa come piu pro-
babile dalla maggior parte degli scienziati, gli uomini che primi
arrivarono al continente americano passarono dall’Asia all’Ameri-
ca o per un gran braccio di terra [...] o per una non interrotta suc-
cessione di piccole isole. (1890, 37)

According to the view held by these intellectuals and shared by
most of the scientific community, the first humans to get to the
American continent crossed over from Asia to America either
through a narrow strip of land or through a row of small islands.

These explicit opening remarks enable the reader’s “overcoding”
(Eco 1976, 134), in which (some notion of) orientalization plays a sig-
nificant role. Other than this framing consideration, all the (modern)
reader knows about Bruni - which is not the case with the more fash-
ionable, widely read travelling-reporters of the Anni Venti - is what
one can gather from the only text he managed to publish. In addi-
tion, there are no paratexts of any sort to guide further our exege-
sis: self-portrayed, northern middle-class Bruni leaves Italy in 1858
for France after receiving what appears to be - from his occasion-
ally scholastic style - a classical as well as patriotic education - and
then returns to newly Unified Italy in the years when Florence was
its temporary capital. In 1868, upon his father’s death, he leaves the
then-unified patria once again and reaches Mexico only in 1872, after
spending some time in Texas. Bruni does not travel as a missionary,
nor as a diplomat, and only briefly considers the option of “fondare
una colonia” (founding a colony; Bruni 1890, 33).?° Furthermore, he
does not have the backing of a large and mighty news agency, unlike
some of those who would follow (Cipolla and Appelius in particular).

Yet, on the one hand he does keep fellow diasporic Italians, scat-
tered throughout “Greater Italy”, in mind, hence aiming his writing
both at the “compatrioti sparsi nelle Americhe, od altrove” (fellow
Italians in the Americas or elsewhere; Bruni 1890, 9)*” and at Italians
in Italy, to whom “far conoscere le bellezze di questo Paese [Mexico]”
(to show Mexico’s beauties; 24). On the other hand, he does not for-
get to thank liberal leader, order-and-progress advocate and “xen-
ophile” Porfirio Diaz (2). The line between travel and migrant writ-
ing is intrinsically blurred,*® and Bruni indeed appears to toe the

26 Iborrow the framework used by Finaldi’s new history of Italian colonialism (2018).

27 “Il fine [...] di mantener vivo fra gli italiani 'amore della lontana patria” (The ob-
jective of keeping the love of the homeland alive; Bruni 1890, 6).

28 The line separating a ‘traveller’ from a ‘migrant’ is equally blurred. With Braid-
otti’s influential notion of ‘nomadism’ (1994) in mind, one might be tempted to locate
this line/distinction somewhere along a choice-necessity continuum. See also Scapp,
Seitz (2018), from which one may derive the notion of “thinking in transit”, useful here.
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line during the twenty years spent in Hispanophone North-Ameri-
ca. Mexico becomes his “seconda Patria” (second homeland; 56) by
the time the narration stops, with the narrated self rejoining the el-
derly narrator in 1890. In Bruni there is a quasi-academic, catego-
rizing curiosity towards the Mexican ‘Other’, as he endeavours to
describe what he sees in some detail and rigour. In particular, he en-
deavours to taxonomize the demographic variety he encounters: “le
molteplici famiglie etnografiche di cui si compone la razza indigena”
(the many ethnographic families of which the indigenous race is ma-
de; 45). Likewise, he contextualizes what he regards as the cruel re-
ligious practices of the Aztechi, by making a transcultural effort to
understand them in the context of ‘another’ conception of the sacred
(91). His taxonomic discourse therefore does go beyond what would
be, in Saidian terms, an “us vs them”?? dichotomy. Yet, in attempt-
ing to pursue this quasi-academic, positivist route (De Donno 2019)
at times the (counter-)discourse of his fundamentally binary “incon-
scio strutturale” emerges. To begin with, the ‘privilege’ of historical
precision is reserved to the rise of (Western) ‘modern’ civilization
(e.g. “Cortez abbandono l'isola di Cuba il giorno 10 febbraio 1519”,
Cortez left the island of Cuba on February 10, 1519; 64),*° which he
refers to as a “scoperta [of the continent] del famoso Navigatore” (a
discovery [of the American continent] made by the famous Naviga-
tor; 57) - indeed without transcending the sociocultural framework
of his positionality. In addition, he displays an overall preference for
la razza pura (the pure race), chiefly European but also indigenous,
and, on the contrary, a thinly disguised unease when facing any form
of mestizaje. Overall, “I'indiano” comes across as beautiful and no-
ble (91), even though intrinsically prone to cruelty, on occasion. As to
“gli indiani” in Nueva Laredo (Mexico), Bruni goes as far as assert-
ing that their family customs are so admirable that “pil di una nazi-
one europea potrebbe prendere lezioni in una capanna messicana”
(more than one European nation could learn things in a Mexican hut;
92). But when dissecting the kind of life lessons one (in Italy) might
learn in said Mexican shack, one finds that these are, quite literally,
what one might read about in the educational bestseller Libro Cuore
(Heart, 1887) by Edmondo De Amicis (Verdicchio 1997, 38): from re-
specting the elderly and one’s parents to the value of hard work, all
the way through an unquestionably problematic, ‘gendered’ resigna-
tion to domestic violence.

29 But Said himself discusses how the urge for categorization on the one hand, and
essentializing binarism on the other, idiosyncratically coexist ([1978] 1979, 225).

30 Further and clearer: “Non & qui uopo di parlare dei re che si succedettero fino alla
conquista di Cortez, giacché questa non é storia” (This is not the appropriate place to
talk about the Kings who came before Cortez, because that is not history; 57).
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[S]e [tuo marito] ti maltratta, lamentati con dolcezza. (1890, 94)
[T]f [your husband] beats you, do complain, but gracefully.

Meanwhile, in Italy, the parliament was unsuccessfully debating di-
vorce laws (Seymour 2009).

At the opposite end of the spectrum, il meticcio generally comes
across as corrupt, ambiguous and hard to classify, hence inherent-
ly dangerous and anxiety-inducing.®* This characterization is rather
insistent, with an entire chapter devoted to describing the mischiefs
of a mestizo who runs a game house; the story ends with a murder
and the owner fleeing into the night (Bruni 1890, 127-35). Italian
cultural historians have long highlighted that if there is something
that links liberal and fascist Italy it is the progressive attention to
‘race’ and ‘race’ discourses as a unifying national concept. Bruni’s
leanings echo what recent scholarship (Giuliani-Caponetto 2015) has
been pointing out: that dealing with meticciato in Africa Orientale
Italiana - resulting from quite inevitable miscegenation - was one
of the great challenges of the Italian colonial presence on the conti-
nent, as beautifully narrated and dramatized by Gabriella Gherman-
di in her masterpiece Regina di fiori e di perle (2007), with respect
to post-1935 Ethiopia.

In 1890, the year of publication of Attraverso il Messico, the new-
ly acquired Italian possessions of Massawa e Assab are merged to
form the Italian Colonia Eritrea. Bruni does not in fact appear to dis-
like colonial enterprises/endeavours. He reads them as a military
display of national “strong volition” (Cammarano 2011) and as a way
of making “la grande Italia” (Great Italy; Gentile 2006) even Great-
er.*?> He even celebrates those efforts in one of the poems - titled “Il
Messico e I'Italia” - included in Attraverso il Messico as an appendix:

11 soldato [italiano] non pave sembiante:
E si I’Africa il puote ridir (1890, 227)

No one scares the [Italian] soldier
as Africa can tell

The only redeeming feature of the intrinsically suspicious and con-
founding mestizo seems to be assimilation-through-acculturation.

31 “The ambiguous position of the biracial subject confounds any sense of ‘truth’ in racial
identity, recasting race as an uncertain and shifting field of differences” (Bost 2003, 19).

32 This attitude is corroborated by his assertion that: “le leggi dei paesi nascenti &
sempre quella del piu forte; sebbene son di avviso che la medesima legge [...] sia pure
quella dei paesi inciviliti” (the law regulating newborn countries is the law of the jun-
gle, but I think the same law [...] applies to civilized countries too; 1890, 41).
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Amongst the mestizo upper classes what can be thought of as Bhab-
ha’s “mimicry” (1984) occurs, which patently serves to reassure
Bruni:

11 carattere degli abitanti e lodevole, ché [our emphasis] I'alta so-
cieta messicana e pulita, benevola, gentile con gli stranieri, segue
il costume europeo e specialmente il francese. (Bruni 1890, 147)

The character of the people is lovely, because [our emphasis] the
Mexican high society is clean, kind, gentle with foreigners; it fol-
lows European customs, especially French.

On the contrary, he criticizes all that appears to be detrimental ei-
ther to an idea of progress based on ‘speed’ and ‘technology’, which
Crispi’s Italy was struggling to achieve, or to the appreciation of one’s
own country. Primarily, he deprecates an orientalized “indolenza” (in-
dolence), which he attributes to people from the Tropics, and which
was equally attributed to Southern Italians in those years.**

Devesi rimproverare spesso la loro indolenza; ma questa malattia
€ comune nei Paesi Tropicali. [...] Gli abitanti messicani [di classe
bassa], o per apatia, o per qualsiasi altra ragione, non sono presi
dalle maestose bellezze del loro Paese. (Bruni 1890, 87)

[Lower-class] Mexicans, be it for apathy or for whatever other rea-
son, do not appreciate the monumental beauties of their country.
[...] Their apathy is to be blamed, but that’s common to all Tropi-
cal places.

Yet, with discourse and counter-discourse here increasingly short-
circuiting throughout the corpus, the model of continental efficiency,
order and progress used to undermine the mestizo’s integrity is the
same model vehemently rejected by Bruni when deployed to draw a
parallel between Latins/Italians and Anglo-Saxons. In so doing, the
text paves the way for what will become a love-hate relationship with
“The Yankees” (see, famously, Gentile 2003) during the Ventennio:

Una sola parola: Siete voi uno Yankee?
Giammai: Mi vanto italiano. (1890, 33)

Are you American?
Most certainly not: I am proud to be Italian.

33 See ‘classic’ Dickie 1998; Moe 2002, 2004 and Wong 2006, as well as Zuccala 2018
for a case study.
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Bruni’s rather restrained, descriptive and scholastic literary style do-
es not enable a true Bakhtinian polyphony (Bakhtin 1981) of compe-
ting discourses. Nonetheless, his text gives us a glimpse of how the
identity of the liberal Italian elite (northern, bourgeois, fundamen-
tally conservative) began to take shape at that time as an intermedi-
ate entity, ‘in-between’ the equally undesirable poles of ‘The Yankee-
Anglo-Saxon’ and the ‘Mexican-mestizo Other’. Unless, of course, the
latter is Spivak’s “native informant” (1988): docile because domesti-
cated by exposure to European culture and thereby de facto accept-
ed and assimilated into a white/European casta.** Amidst these un-
systematic narrativizations of identity, the narration fades away with
a display of the elderly Bruni’s “pleasing melancholy” (Duncan 1999,
152). He is by now inhabiting the hybrid third space** of a diasporic
Italian-ness, imperfectly forged through layers of reciprocal Other-
ization. From a “primitive” Mexican border he yearns nostalgically
for a long-lost “paese dove [...] si parla la dolce favella dell’Alighieri
(the country where the people speak the sweet language of Alighie-
ri; 109), which he wistfully hopes to be able to see again some day.

The polyphonic intertwining of discourse and counter-discourse
(Terdiman 1985) emerges more clearly from the text of Milanese en-
trepreneur Ubaldo A. Moriconi, of whom also very little is known
other than what emerges from his neglected book Da Genova ai de-
serti dei Mayas. For his text too, once “the author is dead” (Barthes
[1967] 1977) what remain is - post-structurally - the narration with
its tensions and patterns.

As Eco (1983) suggests, the title represents an unavoidable condi-
tioning of interpretation. Along these lines, the operation of cultural
mediation/translation attempted by Da Genova ai deserti dei Mayas
(1902, published in Bergamo) is to be understood as more deliberate
than Bruni’s: the pre-Hispanic picturesque element is exoticized in
a manner that transcends temporal and spatial accuracy, insofar as
Mexican deserts are evidently not in the Maya region (and one could
speculate, the desert could be more easily associated with the Orien-
tal Egyptians who, like the Mayas, built pyramids, and the Eastern Af-
ricans, who had shattered Italy’s imperialist dreams in Adwa in 1896).

As Choate noted (2008), for most fin de siécle Italians of all social
and cultural backgrounds emigration was thought of as an unavoida-
ble reality, and the only variable was the destination.*® That is indeed

34 Onthe intersectional notion of caste in the Latin American context, see Bost 2003.

35 A hybrid space that also turns linguistic, with Bruni’s Italian getting increasingly
idiosyncratic and dense with Hispanicisms, even beyond the superficial stratum of vo-
cabulary, and down into the depth of syntax.

36 This is not to say that there was no opposition to the concept of emigration. Suf-
fice it to mention nationalist Enrico Corradini, who famously regarded emigration as
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the case for Moriconi, who published his book at the height of Italian
emigration - the year after, in fact, Italy passed its (second) farsight-
ed emigration law for protecting migrants’ rights, which he mentions
in passing (1902, 102). He explicitly intends to make a contribution in
steering migratory fluxes.*” With a clear(er) political agenda and tar-
get audience in mind, his narrative endeavours to inform as well as
to persuade potential emigrants, as compared to Bruni. Playing with
his role of supposedly “reliable” narrator (Shen 2013) and self-reflex-
ively addressing the reader in more than one occasion, Moriconi tells
us that he will try to be - in his recounting - both entrepreneur and
touriste (tellingly using two words of Anglo-French derivation, pos-
sibly in an attempt to evoke some ‘updated’ version of extra Europe-
an grand touring). He thus shows a self-conscious awareness, more
than Bruni does, of being able to orient the reader-response by giv-
ing them information dense with “exotic mystique” (Choate 2008, 8).
Moriconi also proves to be more skilfully inter-medial, by using the
then emerging art of photography, and declaring that he will repro-
duce Mexico through transmedial “istantanee” (pictures - taken with
his Eastman - accompanied by descriptions).*®

We might say that, in Moriconi, ‘orienting’ domestic migratory
fluxes strikingly prevails over ‘orientalizing’” Mexico for the amuse-
ment-reassurance of European readers,*® but by this we should not
leave the broad ‘Otherizing’ patterns in the text go unacknowledged.

In Moriconi’s travelogue one witnesses a substantial gendering
(feminization) of all things (lower casta) Mexican. He devotes an en-
tire chapter to a rather stereotypical - yet interestingly not over-
sexualized - Yucateca “Venere” (Venus),*° but also narrativizes the
idea of a widespread oriental-like femininity of Mexican (mestizas)

the quintessential failure of the liberal state and compared it to the tragedy of Jewish
diaspora (Choate 2008, 7). See also Moricola 2008 on Latin America.

37 “Come sidovrebbe fare per dirigere al Messico almeno una piccola parte del nos-
tro contingente migratorio?” (How could we steer at least a small portion of our mi-
grants towards Mexico?; Moriconi 1902, 158).

38 On (Italian) photography and (Italian) ideology see Minghelli, Hill 2016 as well as
Andreani, Pazzaglia 2019.

39 Yet a passing reference to a version of diffusionist theory does appear at page 69.
It is the version according to which the first Oriental colonizers of central America were
the inhabitants of disappeared Atlantis, a thesis to be later espoused by Vasconcelos.

40 The chapter features no fewer than 14 photos of Mexican women. While the ac-
tual photographic representation does not suggest full assimilation of the trope of the
Black Venus - at least in as far as there is no sexualization of the photographed sub-
jects - a flirtation with the theme emerges more clearly from the descriptions that ac-
company these “istantanee”. His gendered rendition of Mexico starts with the Yucate-
ca Southern woman from Merida, which is exemplary: the narration focuses on and ex-
alts her reclusive nature, her modesty, her self-control, which is nonetheless, admit-
tedly, corroborated by the overwhelming jealousy of her male counter-part, the ‘na-
tive’ man, so as to suggest that there might be in fact, however hidden, an over-sensu-
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lower classes: the coach-driver is an effeminate youth characterized
by “dolci insistenze” (a gentle insistence; 1902, 120) and elsewhere
the lower classes are equally characterized by a “falsetto femmi-
neo” (effeminate falsetto; 120). This is idiosyncratically linked to a
certain in-built, child-like hypocrisy and “una vocina infantile” (an
infantile voice; 133-4), which metonymically marks their infantili-
zation. Likewise, feminization and infantilization of the Other pair
with the portrait of a lack of self-restraint reified by a general lack
of tidiness, in a way that recalls the description of the secluded Ot-
toman harem by Italian travelling princess Trivulzio di Belgiojoso
(Spackman 2017):

Messico supera le metropoli europee per la poca pulizia che ca-
ratterizza il basso ceto, composto esclusivamente di indi [by
which - confusingly enough - he means mestizos] apatici e acer-
rimi nemici della pulizia. (1902, 128)

Mexico City beats European cities as far as the lack of cleanliness
of the lower classes go, made up exclusively of indigenous people
[...] apathetic and fierce enemies of cleanliness.

All these partially essentializing associations (Oriental-untidy = child
= woman), predictably draw upon the reassuringly positivistic tax-
onomy of Lombroso,** and his studies of physiognomic determinism,
on which Lombroso’s followers such as Giuseppe Sergi (1841-1936)
would dwell in their pseudo-racial profiling of the Italian Southern-
er (Giuliani 2014):

Osservisi quel gruppo di piccoli galantuomini, dai cui ceffi non tra-
spare alcuno di quei tratti antropomorfistici che ricordino le buo-
ne intenzioni del creatore. (Moriconi 1902, 138)

Have a look at that gathering of small ‘gentlemen’, on the faces of
whom there are no anthropomorphic traces of the Creator’s good
intentions].

Moriconi’s text also makes more explicit and transparent how - a la
Said - the description of the subaltern Other is by and large a way
to address problems of the (national) Self, in an attempt to consoli-
date its (narrated) identity:

ality to be tamed. This highlights what appears to be a tendency of polarization in the
rendition of the Other.

41 See for example his fundamental work L'uomo delinquente (Lombroso 1876).
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Fino ad oggi, noi altri italiani, credevamo di avere il primato in fat-
to di lazzaronismo. Ebbene & tempo di far cadere anche quest’al-
tra illusione. (137-8)

Up to this day, we Italians have been thinking that we had some
sort of primacy regarding laziness. Well, it is now time to debunk
this myth, too.

In fin de siecle Italy the emerging questione meridionale was indeed
one of the more pressing questions, and this specific cultural pre-
occupation implicitly informs Moriconi’s text. In his statement, “noi
Italiani credevamo” (we Italians believed; 138), there is all the ambi-
guity of a newborn nation marred by a North-South divide, which is
acknowledged and discursively constructed, both domestically and
by judgmental and ‘developed’ liberal continental Europe. As De Don-
no puts it, “As in the case of the Orient, the Mediterranean is also a
domesticated trope used for a variety of purposes related to the cul-
tural renewal of modern Italy” (2019, 2; see also seminal Verdicchio
1997). Accordingly, the representation of the ‘orientalized’ mestizo
conjoins with that of the ‘beyond-Rome’#* Southerner, also oriental-
ized ‘under the Western eyes’ of Lombard bourgeois Moriconi:

In un bugigattolo oscuro e fetente, dove lavoravano attorno a un
deschetto da ciabattino due giovinotti calabresi [our emphasis],
fra le grida giulive di quattro o cinque marmocchi nudi, i cui cor-
picini sembravan carte topografiche, tanto erano incrostati di su-
diciume [...] mi ricevette cortesemente il capo di casa.

In a dark and filthy little room, two young Calabrese boys were at
work around a cobbler’s table. Four or five little naked kids were
joyfully screaming and shouting. Their filthy bodies looked like
topographic maps. [...] Then along came the head of the house-
hold. (169)

In a narrative attempt, on Moriconi’s part, to assimilate the “dis-
sonant national subject” of “The South” (Verdicchio 1997, 23), this
poor shoemaker, who lives like the lower-class mestizo Mexicans,
has nonetheless given his newborn son the tria nomina, “i patriottici
nomi di Vittorio Umberto Garibaldi (the patriotic names of Vittorio
Umberto Garibaldi; 171), in a Roman onomastic revival anticipating

42 Luigi Cazzato (2017), one of the theorists of ‘Pensiero Meridiano’, alongside inter-
nationally renowned philosopher of ‘slowness’ Franco Cassano (1995), argues that Eu-
ropean auto-orientalization started at Naples. See also Verdicchio (1997, 52-3) on Ita-
lian auto-Orientalism.
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fascist resurgences. That is, much like Moriconi and Bruni (and pre-
sumably their readers), even the shoemaker is facendo gli Italiani:**
he is depicted as spontaneously attempting to participate in the Ital-
ian State project of nation-making.

4 Barzini and the Ventennio Writers

4.1 LuigiBarzini (1923), Emilio Cecchi (1932):
Thinking People, Rethinking Borders

On the one hand, so-called revolutionary modernity is as important
a feature of liberal Italy’s political discourse as it is of fascist nation-
making narratives. Recent studies by political historians have ana-
lysed the importance of the notion of the Risorgimento ‘revolution’ in
the nation-making narratives promoted by liberal Italy - with a par-
ticular emphasis on the end of this period, the 1911 Jubilee** - but
even more vehemently by the fascist nationalist political project-
turned-regime (from 1925). At the same time, “the Mexican Rev-
olution is the defining event of modern Mexican history” (Gilbert,
Buchenau 2013, 1). It is therefore not surprising that all post-1910
travellers and reporters’ texts inevitably filter their miradas through
the ‘entry point’ of the notion of revolution and the way it impacts
Mexican people. From 1922 onwards, in particular, Italians cannot
help but compare (post)revolutionary Mexico with the new fascist
experiment ‘launched’ that very year, while at the same time tran-
scending the revolutionary topic itself.

Not all texts examined here appear to negotiate and filter the
variously veiled discussions of domestic issues and ideological pre-
occupations in the same way. Out of the four pieces of writing un-
der consideration from the fascist period,** Luigi Barzini’s and Emil-
io Cecchi’s texts ought to be considered together for their seemingly
quite detached and literary take, whereas Arnaldo Cipolla and Mario
Appelius appear to form a narrative block of their own.

Barzini is a typical Italian liberal man of the 19 century, one for
whom history is a “galoppata” (gallop; Barzini 1923, 180) towards a

43 This is the programmatic formula of post-Unification policy-making famously (al-
beit unconfirmed) attributed to Massimo D’Azeglio.

44 The ideals promoted by the Jubilee celebrations were to be solidified through both
internal consolidation and political (colonial) expansion - celebrated for example by
Pascoli in the famous “La Grande Proletaria si € mossa” composition (Forlenza, Thom-
assen 2015, 25). See also Gentile 2006.

45 Inpost-‘intentionalist’ literary criticism, we believe one ought to focus on the texts,
avoiding venturing into ultimately disabling speculations about ‘authorial intention’.
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fundamentally Christian modernity and (Western, post-Enlighten-
ment) technology-fuelled rationality. He is also the first (but not the
last) of our authors to travel to ‘the Orient’ extensively*® before ar-
riving in Mexico. Barzini never speaks of his (Tuscan and Italian)
homeland, much like Cecchi and unlike the other writers. Neverthe-
less, similar cultural preoccupations progressively emerge, especial-
ly from what, in a postcolonial optic, can be regarded as the silenc-
es and margins of his narrative. A consummate reporter, he skilfully
plays with familiarization/domestication®” and defamiliarization/for-
eignization*® so as to firmly grab his reader’s attention, before delv-
ing into the topic that appears to interest him the most: “il popolo”
(the crowd) and its faltering, yet possible ‘civilization’ in a time of
revolutionary transition.

At the core of Barzini’s analysis - alongside an explicit endorse-
ment of diffusionist theories** complemented by numerous curso-
ry parallels with Oriental cultures and human types®° - there is in
fact the question of the Mexican “massa” (crowd; 1923, 180). For
Barzini, as was the case for Moriconi, la massa is fundamentally
and generically indio (even though mostly mestiza in actuality) and
fundamentally subaltern and muted,** trapped in an ahistorical im-
mobility: “Quando si arriva al Messico si trova che quel passato lon-
tano vive ancora sotto una sottile scorza di modernita e di cristiane-

46 He became famous especially for reporting on the Russian-Japanese war (1904-05;
see Barzini 1906). Barzini, born in Orvieto in 1874 and son of an entrepreneur, start-
ed off as a correspondent in 1899 with the Corriere della Sera. In 1900 he covered the
Universal Exposition in Paris and the Boxers rebellion in China, then moved to Argen-
tina. He went back to Russia in 1902, then to the Balkans, then Japan (1904) to follow
the war. A few years later he reported on the Pekin-to-Paris race (Barzini 1908), in a
book which became a bestseller. His work features in Corriere della Sera in Italian. His
proclivity to and experience in covering war zones is evident in the highly descriptive
opening of his Mexican reportage (Barzini 1923, 166-75).

47 “La Piazza di Veracruz mi porta in Sicilia” (Veracruz’s square takes me to Sici-
ly; Barzini 1923, 168).

48 “La disposizione a terrazze della terra messicana fa pensare alla conformazione
diun altro pianeta” (The terraced structure of the Mexican land reminds one of anoth-
er planet; Barzini 1923, 174).

49 “Tutto nella cultura azteca ricorda I’Asia” (Everything in the Aztec culture re-
minds one of Asia; 216).

50 “Il loro aspetto non ci &€ nuovo: osservando quei corpi piccoli e robusti [...] ques-
ti indigeni sembrano Giapponesi senza sorriso [...] chissa che non fossero veramente
una discendenza di navigatori giapponesi venuti dall’Alaska” (Their appearance is not
new: observing their small, chunky bodies [...] these indigenous people look like smile-
less Japanese [...] perhaps they really were the descendents of Japanese seafarers who
had come from Alaska; 214).

51 “Quel che avviene intorno a loro non li interessa. Guardano senza vedere, chiusi,
separati dal resto del mondo in un’inerzia timida” (What happens around them does
not interest them. They look without seeing, secluded, sealed off from the rest of the
world by a shy inertia; 212).
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simo” (When one gets to Mexico, one finds that a supposedly long-lost
past actually still lives under a thin overcoat of modernity and Chris-
tianity; 1923, 180). All his narrative excursions into religion,* corri-
das, politics and revolutions®* are in fact nothing but digressions to
discuss more or less obliquely what he considers the crucial issue:
how the “massa india” (the Indian masses) behave and the relation-
ship with their leader, underneath which both the Italian reader of
the time and the contemporary scholar cannot help but detect the
rise of the Italian (fascist) leader.**

The corrida metonymically represents the (‘irrational’, ‘emotion-
al’) way Mexican people always conduct themselves:

E difficile vedere dei cambiamenti pil rapidi e pill profondi nel
cambiamento di una folla. Cosi il popolo messicano € in ogni cosa.
Esso si precipita come il toro dietro I'illusione. (Barzini 1923, 198)

It is difficult to see deeper and more abrupt changes than those
characterising the Mexican people. They are always like this. They
rush ahead, bull-like, to chase after the illusion.

Yet, a degree of counter-discursive complexity comes to the fore. On
the one hand, Barzini insists on the Otherizing immobility of the Mex-
ican ‘subaltern’ - “le moltitudini indiane [...] in un’amnesia spaven-
tosa [...] sono immobilizzate in un’ [...] infanzia della razza” (the in-
digenous multitude [...] in a full amnesia [...] are immobilized in an
infancy of the race; 218). But on the other hand, he undermines his
own stereotype by openly blaming colonial endeavours in ways that
presage a postcolonial understanding of history:

Fu la memoria delle popolazioni indigene che la conquista volle
distruggere [...] il passato era troncato, la storia non esisteva piu.
Si era abolito il tempo. (Barzini 1923, 218)

It was the indigenous people’s memory that the conquerors sought
to destroy [...] the past was truncated, history no longer existed.
Time was abolished.

52 “L'indio ha un modo barbaro di essere pio” (The indio is pious, yet in a barbaric
way; 181). And again: “La religione non insinua nella coscienza indiana in sentimento
del male e del bene [...] la religione della massa & un feticismo esaltato e fanatico [...] la
religione cattolica non ha tentato di mutare I’anima del popolo” (Religion does not instil
in the indio’s heart the notions of good an evil [...] for most people religion is an exalt-
ed fetish of fanaticism [...] religion has not tried to alter the soul of the masses; 201-3).

53 “Daanni Messico & il centro di una convulsione politica, economica e sociale” (Mex-
ico has been in the middle of political, economical and social convulsions for years; 186).

54 See Duggan 2011 and Gentile 2016.
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Even though the book was published in 1923, the new fascist polit-
ical formation is not mentioned at all in Barzini’s discourse and yet
the “political unconscious” (Jameson 1981) is clear enough: with its
exaltation of the role of a Mexican caudillo, the only one capable to
lead and create and instil a sense of patria in an otherwise “atona
moltitudine” (mute multitude; 228),°° Barzini’s text echoes the efforts
of the Italian political formation-turning-regime, which at the time
was busy creating a “culto del Duce” (cult of The Duce; Duggan 2011,
20). To corroborate this overt scholarly association, there is one sin-
gle resurfacing’ of the Italian subtext. The indigenous male, with his
“cortesia asiatica” (Asian courtesy), is said to “battersi a modo suo,
come l'ascaro” (fight in his own way, like the Ascaro; 178), the local
soldiers from Eritrea who were enrolled in the Royal Corps of Colo-
nial Troops of the Royal Italian Army since 1889.

Lastly, Barzini also provides an anti-American tirade which will find its
full manifestation in Cipolla and Appelius. But it is given limited space®®
and used primarily as a device to provide the moltitudine with a unified
nationalistic and ultimately redeeming feature: that of being the “baluar-
do avanzato dell’America Latina contro la penetrazione del gigante del
Nord” (Latin America’s first bastion against the Northern Giant; 230).

Like Barzini, “Cecchi rarely expressed himself directly on issues of
political significance” (Burdett 2007, 69). In Emilio Cecchi’s Messico
the discussion of both diffusionism and civilization takes a markedly
higher cultural turn,*” bordering on modernist, playfully self-reflex-
ive literature. Diffusionism is discussed and substantially endorsed®®
in relation to, for example, visual arts:

Osservando questi dipinti, subito colpisce la loro vicinanza all’ar-
te orientale. In America, il richiamo all’Oriente ha spesso ragione
di prodursi. (Cecchi 1996, 55)

55 “Finché un’evoluzione non si compie, & necessario che il governo centrale sia
I’espressione di una forza soverchiante” (Until some sort of evolution is not complete,
it is necessary that the central government be the expression of an overreaching force;
1923, 226).

56 Barzini was, after all, corresponding in English for the Daily Telegraph. On the in-
trinsic ambiguity of anti-American discourse in the Ventennio, see Gentile 2003.

57 “Part of the greater sophistication of Messico derived from its author’s awareness
of the relation between the impressions that he formed during his journey and those
recorded by other travellers in different epochs to the same places” (Burdett 2007, 68).

58 “Si sa che alcuni studiosi, dalla affinita di quei motivi ed altri elementi, vorrebbero
documentare un diretto trasporto d’influenze, dal bacino Mediterraneo e indiano all’Ameri-
ca del Nord; se non addirittura 1'origine degli Indiani d’America e degli antichi Messicani,
da popolazioni emigrate dall’Egitto e 1'Oriente” (It is a known thing that, drawing on tho-
se similarities and correspondences, some scholars argue that a direct influence has taken
place, from the Mediterranean and the Indian areas to North America; some even link Native
Americans and ancient Mexicans to people who migrated from Egypt and the Orient; 59).
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Looking at these paintings, what immediately strikes the observ-
er is their proximity to Oriental art. In America, the association
with the Orient is often well motivated.**

The entire text is a homage ante litteram to Kristevan (1980) intertex-
tuality, with allusions and evocations ranging from classics such as
D.H. Lawrence’s Mornings in Mexico (1927) to Brenner and Leighton’s
The Wind That Swept Mexico (1943) to (Italian) local works such as
those by historian Niccolo Rodolico.®® Everything is assessed in rela-
tion to the capacity to produce art and by extension ‘culture’, as dem-
onstrated by the quasi-Bourdieusian (Bourdieu, Darbel, Schnapper
1990) analysis of the presence of indigenous people in the National
Museum ([1932] 1996, 111).5* It is precisely the more pronounced lit-
erary quality of Cecchi’s work that brings the anxieties of his mildly
fascist inconscio strutturale into higher relief. During summer break
after teaching at Berkeley (1930-31),°* Cecchi goes from California
to Mexico City and returns, via Arizona and New Mexico. The Messi-
co reader is accompanied, if not haunted, by images of deterioration
and decay,® but they are not as unilateral as one might expect. The
originality of his “border thinking”®* lies in the fact that these im-
ages are to be found both on the Anglo-Saxon U.S. side and on that
of Mexico. Through the lens of cultural production Cecchi achieves
what can be understood as a liberating relativization of hierarchies

59 “Dall’Alaska a Citta del Messico, al Peru. E le molteplici concordanze fra certe
decorazioni, nelle ceramiche del Nuovo Messico, e motivi d’arte caldea, persiana,
dell’India asiatica e delle isole del Pacifico, da tempo furono rilevate. [...] lo stesso ri-
chiamo s’impone con speciale evidenza per le nostre pitture” (From Alaska to Mexico
City to Peru. And the many correspondences between decorations, the New Mexico pot-
tery, and tropes and themes of Caldean, Persian, Indian, Pacific Islands art have long
been pointed out. [...] and the same echoes one finds in our paintings; 55).

60 And Vasconcelos and Guzman and Traven, and the list could continue.

61 A museum which, by the by, “non potrebbe competere con altri d’America e
d’Europa” (could not compete with those in the United States and in Europe; [1932]
1996, 115). “Da un lato, nel chiostro, camminano decrepiti mendicanti e peoni; o sie-
dono su qualche pietra, nobilmente atteggiati negli scialli. Discorrono a voce bassa,
con parole rade. A coppie vanno lenti lenti, d'un passo senza rumore. Con quella digni-
ta asiatica, e una cera dalle privazioni fatta trasparente, sembrano vivere fuori del se-
colo, in una specie di limbo” (On one side of the courtyard, beggars and peons stum-
ble around, or sit around on a stone, with noble demeanour. They speak softly, with few
words. They walk very slowly in pairs, with no noise. They bear an Asian dignity, and a
transparent air of deprivation, they seem to be living out of time, in a kind of limbo; 125).
62 For more on Cecchi’s itinerary, see Raveggi 2011.

63 Images such as desolated ghost towns in California, ancient reptiles, ancient-
looking Indians on the U.S. side, “il funerale di un bambino” (the funeral of a child;
[1932] 1996, 107) in Xochimilco, the “sinistre allegorie cosmiche” (sinister cosmic al-
legories; 117) and the “emblemi macabri” (macabre emblems; 117) in the Mexican Na-
tional Museum.

64 We are loosely thinking of Mignolo here. See for example Mignolo, Tlostanova 2006.
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of civility: “E forse, tutto considerato, sarebbe meglio che le stirpi
e i popoli, quando sentono di andar giu, che non ce la possono fare,
si facessero di buona voglia ammazzare” (And perhaps, all in all, it
would be better if races and people demanded to be eliminated, when
they feel that they are declining and that they cannot make it; [1932]
1996, 48), is Cecchi’s wistful conclusion, which leaves the (Italian)
reader not knowing what to think or better, whom to think of. Who
is the ‘primitive’ and/or ‘decayed’ (and who, by contrast, the modern
and the civilized/er)? The American “indiani”, with their commodi-
fied spectacles contrived for visiting gringos? Or the “furious” Mex-
icans with their corridas, their accompanying songs,®* and their ex-
hibited eroticism? Or indeed the Anglo-Saxons, with their “delusione
della modernita”(delusion of modernity; 64), their “innocenza incred-
ibilmente rozza [...] da non intendere neanche la possibilita del do-
lore [di chi gli e assoggettato]” (incredibly unsophisticated naivety
[...] to the point where they cannot even understand the pain [of their
subjects]; 69), their ugly museums or their obsessions with the bu-
reaucratic, formalistic, soulless nonsense of the Immigration Office?

4.2 Cipolla (1927), Appelius (1929), and the Indo-(Aryan-)Latin
‘Race’

The set of themes and ultimately the post-unification/(post)colonial
anxieties that already exist in embryo in the 19th-century avventurieri
Bruni and Moriconi and become more articulate in the literati Barzi-
ni and Cecchi emerge in the most prominent and controversial way in
the last two travel writers. The U.S. growing plutocracy and the pro-
blema indio in particular come to the fore in their texts, couched in
an underlying, albeit often latent, orientalizing subtext. A little more
bibliography exists on these writers, and detailed bio-bibliographical
profiling can therefore be omitted. As per the preceding pairs, also
Arnaldo Cipolla’s (1927) and Mario Appelius’ (1929) texts can be ana-
lysed jointly for a number of reasons: both authors held more or less
explicit diffusionist views regarding the origin of Mexican native cul-
tures, which have been entirely overlooked by critics and yet are cru-
cial to these authors’ racialized - not simplistically racist - take. Be-
fore Mexico, they both had been to India®® and spoken to and written

65 “Come non preferire la loro estrosa malinconia alle brillanti convenzionalita di una
perpetrazione hollywoodiana?” (How could one not prefer their creative melancholy
instead of the brilliantly executed conformism of a Hollywood performance; [1932]
1996, 87).

66 See Cipolla [1922] 1925 and Appelius 1925. An overall idea of their global itiner-

aries is given by the list of their publications: see Appelius 1924, 1925, 1926a, 1926b,
1929, 1931, 1934 and Cipolla 1923, [1922] 1925, 1927, 1930, 1933.
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about Gandhi. Cipolla considered him little more than an agitator,
while Appelius admired him greatly and compared him to Lenin and
Mussolini (Burdett 2007). In addition, they both had criticized what
they regarded as the overly separatist style of British rule. More cru-
cially, they were both invested in the meaning-making processes of
fascist nationalist narratives, even though in different degrees.

For Arnaldo Cipolla,®” diffusionism is a scientific quasi-certainty.
He speaks of the first people of Mexico as of “quella civilta misteri-
osa di sacrificatori di uomini [...] venuta probabilmente attraverso il
Pacifico dall’estremo Oriente” (that mysterious civilization of sacri-
ficers who are likely to have come via the Pacific from the Far East;
1927, 10). He regards them as “la vera popolazione del paese” (the
country’s true people; 1927, 87). Yet, he also considers them as a by
now fundamentally, historically, and racially degenerated populace:
“Vedo che gli indi del Messico sono fratelli degeneri dei mongoli, asia-
tici intristiti nell’esilio” (I see that the indigenous people of Mexico
are the degenerated brothers of the Mongolians, Asians made sad-
der by exile; 1927, 92). As to the possibility that they might ‘elevate’
themselves, Cipolla remains rather vague, only commenting on the
positive, if superficial, impact of the Church. This explains the overt-
ly religious title of his book, referring to the anti-clerical measures
taken by the new Calles government, which Cipolla harshly criticiz-
es. He generically reports the view of “chi ben li conosce” (those who
know them well; 1927, 101) for whom “alla loro elevazione si oppone
la mancanza, nella razza, di ogni senso volitivo e la falsita della sua
natura” (the race’s lack of willpower and intrinsic falsity counters the
possibility of their elevation; 101).

He then manages to link this (to him) obvious cultural/‘racial’®®
degeneration to the second big issue that he sees Mexico must con-
front: the United States.

Chi ha detto che il Messico & un feudo degli Stati Uniti non ha certo
colto nel segno [...]; tutta ’America Latina [...] lo considera il cam-
pione dell’anti-anglosassonismo e dell'idea Pan-Sudamericana. (13)

Those who say that Mexico is one of the U.S.” feudal possessions
are gravely mistaken [...]; the whole of Latin America [...] consid-
ers Mexico to be the ‘champion’ of anti-Anglo-Saxonism and of the
Pan-South-Americanist ideal,

67 Cipolla stayed in the country between May and July 1926. Using the capital as his
base, he made excursions west to Puebla and Guadalajara as well as to Veracruz and
Tampico on the eastern shoreline.

68 As Burdett (2007) notes, the race-culture synonymity remains unchallenged in the
two authors, much like in the preceding and the following ones.
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he affirms early on. Most of his narration thereafter is counter-punc-
tual, insofar as it is aimed at highlighting Mexico’s ‘latinidad’ vis-a-
vis the incumbent Anglo-Saxonness of the U.S.

Esso ¢ la barriera, probabilmente valida ancora, della latinita o
perlo meno dell’anti-anglosassonismo contro la strapotenza dell’A-
merica del Nord. (6)

It is the only still-valid barrier of Latin-ness and anti-Anglo-Sax-
onism against the North American superpower.

When reporting about India (1925), Cipolla had discussed at length
the “material benefits” (Burdett 2007, 55) and the supposed superi-
ority and modernity of British rule, and yet his perspective appears
to shift significantly when an element of (Spanish, colonial) latini-
dad is introduced. His narrative plays with both the oriental and ori-
entalized immobility of the indio and the all-consuming striving for
(a specific kind of) modernization that characterizes the “strapote-
re” (overwhelming power) of the Anglo-Saxons: “Il Messico e un po-
co la Russia d’America, dove vi si rappresenta altresi I'Oriente, nei
suoi antichi usi e costumi” (Mexico is a bit like the Russia of Ameri-
ca, where the Orient is also represented, with its ancient traditions
and customs; 23).

Along these comparative lines he goes as far as criticising Mexi-
co precisely for promoting an abstract “nazionalismo azteco” (Aztec
nationalism; 35) on the one hand, while playing ‘pigmentocratic’ and
Anglo-Saxon on the other, instead of genuinely embracing its role of
champion of Latinized Pan-Americanism:

11 tipo indigeno autoctono e il suo folklore sono quasi introvabili
nella rappresentazione grafica del paese [...] il governo ostacola
accanitamente la loro diffusione. I messicani, insomma, vorrebbe-
ro essere tutti rosei al pari di Anglosassoni. (87)

Native individuals and their folklore are almost impossible to find
in the visual renditions of the country [...] the government strong-
ly opposes their visibility. That is to say: Mexicans would like to
look all rosy, like the Anglo-Saxons.

Such a keen interest, on Cipolla’s part, in what was happening in
Mexico at the time - especially with regard to the forgotten indige-
nous masses and the mistreated foreign clergymen (many of whom
were Italian) - is certainly due to the intrinsically compelling sce-
nario that unfolds before the reporter. This is “un prezioso campo
esperimentale” (a precious experimental terrain), as Appelius (1929,
105) would call it two years later. Cipolla’s interest also echoes, how-
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ever indirectly (Burdett 2007, 55), the domestic preoccupations and
issues that Mussolini’s post-1925 (post-“Delitto Matteotti”) increas-
ingly authoritarian regime was confronting. Mussolini was then en
route towards a politically convenient conciliazione (1929) with the
Catholic Church while competing (until 1936) strategies for dealing
with indigenous colonial subjects in Africa Orientale Italiana® were
being negotiated within a regime that had not yet reached full total-
itarian status. The very pivot of the whole argument, the notion of a
fundamental and shared, albeit hybrid, latinidad, was at the basis of
Anni Venti and early Trenta ambitious, if largely ineffectual, politics
aimed at Latin America.™

The very same concerns are echoed in Mario Appelius’ text. Ap-
pelius’ work is possibly the most systematic and ‘treaty-like’ as well
as the most ideologically assertive. It is therefore also the one from
which one can arguably draw the most substantial conclusions as far
as “nation and [travel] narration” go.” In his Mexican reportage Ap-
pelius sets out - not without criticism and perplexities - to look for
what the visionary and controversial, yet widely influential, Mexican
philosopher Vasconcelos had called the Indo-Latin race (in his famous
work The Cosmic Race, 1925):"

La mia fantasticheria dilatino [...] sa di trovare in Messico uno dei
campi di battaglia della Latinita, dove la civilta latina lotta con-
tro la formidabile pressione anglosassone. [...] Come latino io ve-
do soprattutto nel Messico il popolo che monta la guardia al Rio
Bravo. (Appelius 1929, 13-14)

In my Latin fantasies, I regard Mexico as one of the battlegrounds
of Latin-ness, where Latin civilization resists the formidable An-
glo-Saxon pressure. As a Latin myself, I see Mexico, first and fore-
most, as he who guards the Rio Bravo.

69 See Poidimani 2009, and Barrera 1996 as well as Giuliani-Caponetto 2015.

70 See Savarino Roggero 2002, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2015 and Bertonha
2010. If one were to look for an episode that might be regarded as the breaking point of
these trans-Atlantic liaisons, one should mention the Italian invasion of Ethiopia (1935).
In this instance the Italians hoped to receive the support of fellow ‘Latin’ Mexicans, who,
on the contrary, supported the Ethiopians against fellow Latins-turned-imperialists.

71 While the evocation of Bhabha is obvious, we are also referring to the Italian Stud-
ies scholar Lucia Re (2009).

72 See Manrique 2016 for a detailed account of Vasconcelos’ syncretism, which bas-
es the ‘dream’ of the decline of the white race on its essentialized superiority and on
the ‘gift’ of religion:
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Amidst open concessions™ to romance and eroticism (see the chap-
ter titled “Amante Maia di una notte tropicale”, Appelius 1929, 183-
95),long and naturalistic descriptive digressions, and a pathos-lad-
en account of his visit to the Italian community of Chipilo,” Appelius’
quest for rapproaching “latinidades distantes” (Savarino Roggero
2015) does not pivot on the explicit, ‘scientific’ acknowledgement of
(Oriental) diffusionism. Yet, apart from isolated counter-instances,’®
that is unmistakably the underlying assumption.”” About the indio he
says, for example: “Piccolo, quadrato, color terracotta, fortemente
asiatico, il vogatore [di Xochimilco] & in genere un indio puro, paca-
to e silenzioso” (Small, square, terracotta-coloured, strongly Asian,
the [Xochimilco] rower is a pure, docile, silent kind of indio; 112), be-
fore praising the girls and “iloro corpi indo-asiatici” (their Indo-Asian
bodies; 135). We seem to be - with Appelius - at the level of ‘impres-
sionism” “A volte si ha I'impressione di essere dinanzi ad una fan-
tastica esposizione di tappeti d’Oriente” (Sometimes one has the im-
pression to be looking at a wondrous exhibition of Oriental carpets;
516). Yet, the seemingly random use of orientalizing comparisons ac-
quires a more distinctly tactical connotation if one considers - along-
side seminal studies by Italian-British historian Fabrizio De Donno
(2006, 2010) - what had been the trend among Italian Orientalists

73 These romanticizations are informed by a textbook (see Loomba [1998] 2015, 98)
‘colonial desire = sexualization of the land’ equation: sufficit to mention Appelius’ de-
scription of the Southern capital city Mérida: “L'amore é nell’aria. Il plenilunio avvolge
le cose e le persone in un vago pallore. Nella perlacea chiarezza della notte Mérida, la
bianca, sembra ancora piu bianca. Quasi si direbbe che ¢ pallida. Pallore di deliquio.
Pallore voluttuoso di una donna insonne che abusa della sua forza” (Love is in the air.
The full moon embraces people and things in a vague paleness. In the pearly light of
the night, Mérida, the white, looks even whiter, paler, even. A swoony paleness. Volup-
tuous pallor of a sleepless woman who abuses her strength; Appelius 1929, 187). Like-
wise, the “Notte tiepida del Yucatan [¢] soave come un bacio di donna!” (The tender Yu-
catan night is sweet as a woman’s kiss; 201).

74 Concessions of the same kind of those one finds in his India (1925): see Burdett 2007.

75 Inhomage to the “Ubi Italicus - IbiItalia” (Appelius 1929, 218) fascist motto. Equal-
ly moving, or supposedly so, is the anecdote of the suicidal former fascist soldier An-
tonio Furlaneto (217-26), which gives the narrator the opportunity to magnify the ac-
tion of i fasci, who are portrayed as taking care of the corpse in ways unthinkable in a
time of “altri governi” (other governments). On the Nave Italia commercial expedition,
which is also referred to in Appelius’ text, see Savarino Roggero 2015.

76 “Lageneralita delle figure e strettamente originale” (shapes are overall fully orig-
inal; 58), says Appelius on one occasion, speaking of the materials on display at the Ar-
cheology Museum.

77 Underneath this assumption, in turn, ‘textbook’ Saidian Orientalism lurks: “I Maia
sono una vecchia razza india, pacifica, paziente, tenace, che ha la rassegnazione [italics
added] degli asiatici” (Mayas are an ancient Indian race, a peaceful and patient one, a
stubborn one bearing an Asian resignation; Appelius 1929, 167). Quantitatively: ‘Asia’
and derivatives appear 38 times, with 5 occurrences of ‘Oriente/ale’ complementing
it. Idiosyncratically enough, he does not cease to refer to 1492 as “scoperta dell’Ame-
rica” (discovery of America; 199).
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since the Risorgimento and especially in the first phases of the fas-
cist era. Orientalism was strategically used by fascist discourse in
the early 1930s to enhance a racial and non-racist discourse in oppo-
sition to the English and other continental powers, as De Donno has
convincingly illustrated. More specifically, Italian Orientalists had
gradually tried to strengthen the link between ‘the Orient’ (Aryan)
and ‘the Mediterranean’ (Latin) as a route towards regenerated yet
alternative (not simply Aryan-Anglo Saxon) modernity. The concept
of a “(Greek-Indo-Italic) Aryan unity” (De Donno 2006, 397) put forth
by these scholars is implicitly echoed by the Latin-Indo-Oriental uni-
ty promoted by Appelius.

Quelle forze indie - Azteche, Tolteche e Maia - [...] da sole non pos-
sono fronteggiare la Sfinge dei grattacieli, ma possono trovare nel-
la loro fusione con lo spirito latino quella divina materia con cui
gli uomini creano la Civilta del mondo. (14)

Those indigenous forces - Azteque, Tolteque and Maya - [...] can-
not face the Sphinx of the skyscrapers on their own, but can find
in their fusion with the Latin Spirit that divine matter with which
men create the world’s Civilization.

Appelius praises the incorporation (through miscegenation) of these
by-now ‘degenerated’”® Orientals into “quello che in un non lonta-
no domani dovra essere il tipo indo-latino del messicano moderno”
(what in a not-so-distant future will have to be the Indo-Latin type
of the modern Mexican; 1929, 38), in line with what some fascist in-
tellectuals (e.g. Dr. Nicola Pende’s school) were doing, while cam-
paigning for somewhat inclusive racial policies to be adopted by the
fascist regime.

5 Some ‘Opening’ Conclusions

Within the confines of this introductory overview one cannot hope to
engage in an exhaustive literary, cultural or sociopolitical analysis of
a corpus that proves to be rich and largely unexplored - particular-
ly in the English language - and situated at the intersection of theo-
retical studies on peripheral (e.g. Italian) Orientalisms and alterna-
tive narrative conceptualizations of modernity.

Indeed, this relatively cursory analysis aims to raise more ques-
tions than it manages to fully answer - and it could not be any differ-

78 He echoes Vasconcelos.
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ent.” Specifically, what remains to be explored further can be under-
stood along four cultural studies-bound trajectories: 1) the uniquely
layered way in which an often latent Orientalism is displayed by these
Italian travellers and their texts to reflect and counter a national and
international discourse, which was orientalizing their own country;
2) the full extent of how the notion of a hybrid and orientalized lati-
nidad - characterizing both the target and the source culture(s) of
these narrations - complicates even further our understanding of
how Italian fin de siecle and fascist cultures dealt with racialization
in relation to nation-making; 3) the extent to which gender plays an
important role in the self-understanding and narrations of nation-
al modernity; 4) the extent to which, in these specific case studies,
transitioning from liberal to fascist, as much as the transition from
Porfiriato to post-revolutionary Mexico, is a process of continuity
rather than one of rupture.
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1 Introduzione

Da circa quarant’anni la letteratura contemporanea di lingua tede-
sca conosce un’apertura dei suoi confini culturali e linguistici. Tale
nuova composizione riflette I'eterogeneita sociale che caratterizza il
Paese sin dai primi fenomeni migratori del Dopoguerra.* Grazie so-
prattutto all'influenza esercitata dal progetto dell’Adelbert-von-Cha-
misso-Preis, riconoscimento letterario che dal 1985 al 2017 ha censi-
to le prove artistiche di autori di origine e lingua non (solo) tedesca,?
la produzione letteraria che da forma a tale pluralizzazione culturale
acquisisce sempre maggiore centralita nel Literaturbetrieb, emanci-
pandosi dalla nicchia dell’Ausldnderliteratur.® I confini di questo fe-
nomeno letterario e culturale sono oggi ben pili ampi del passato,
come dimostra la nuova terminologia usualmente adoperata per de-
finirlo: interkulturelle o transkulturelle Literatur.* Se decenni fa la ri-
flessione sui fenomeni migratori, sull’attraversamento e sulla natura
dei confini, sulla contaminazione culturale e linguistica della societa
tedesca erano prerogativa di autori associabili a fenomeni migratori
collettivi e percio riconducibili alle minoranze presenti nel Paese,*
oggi questi temi trovano espressione nelle poetiche di scrittori lega-
ti piuttosto alla pilt ampia mobilita globale, che fa dell'ibridazione la
sua regola precipua.

Una delle voci contemporanee che in modo pil innovativo parteci-
pa alla costruzione di questo nuovo immaginario & certamente la po-
etessa Uljana Wolf. L'autrice e traduttrice nata a Berlino Est nel 1979
debutta nel panorama lirico tedesco con la raccolta kochanie, ich ha-
be brot gekauft (2005). E un esordio salutato con entusiasmo, come
dimostra 'assegnazione del prestigioso Peter-Huchel-Preis. Seguo-
no altri due volumi lirici, falsche freunde (2009a) e meine schonste
lengevitch (2013), nei quali l'autrice costruisce uno stile plurilingue
altamente innovativo a partire da interferenze e contaminazioni tra
la lingua tedesca e quella inglese: «blasen im speichel gebildet, ge-

1 Per questi cambiamenti letterari, le loro congiunture storiche, i canali che li hanno
veicolati e le voci artistiche in cui hanno trovato espressione, si veda Chiellino 2000,
tuttora il testo che offre I'inquadratura piu dettagliata su tale evoluzione, sebbene la
prospettiva teorica adottata appaia ad oggi superata.

2 Perlastoria del progetto e i cambiamenti della sua parabola, si vedano Ackermann
2004 e Weinrich 2008. Per la funzione di ente creatore di un canone che il Premio ha
esercitato e per le ambivalenze che hanno caratterizzato la sua attivita, si vedano Ke-
gelmann 2010, Pabis 2018 e Occhini forthcoming.

3 Perle prime codificazioni del termine, si veda Ackermann 1985.

4 Perun’elaborazione del concetto di Interkulturelle Literatu, si veda Hofmann 2006.
Per la definizione di transkulturelle Literatur, si veda Kimmich, Schahadat 2012.

5 Basti guardare il cambiamento dei profili degli autori premiati con il Chamisso-
Preis. In merito si veda Esselborn 2004.
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bubbelt, gebabelt» (Wolf 2013, 73). Si tratta di una modalita lirica
che Wolf battezza translinguale Lyrik (Wolf 2018).

A ognimodo, a partire dalla sua sperimentazione estetica, dotata
di una cifra indubbiamente ludica, 'autrice sviluppa una poesia che
vuole essere prima di tutto impegnata. Non e un caso infatti che tale
stile, unitamente alla critica al monolinguismo e alle raffigurazioni
omogenee della cultura che in esso trova voce, valga a Wolf1'assegna-
zione del Chamisso-Preis nel 2016, prima occasione in cui il Premio
viene conferito ad una scrittrice senza storie di migrazioni alle spalle.

Attraverso l'analisi di due cicli della raccolta falsche freunde, in
questo contributo s’intende indagare la natura di tale impegno poe-
tico a partire dalla scelta di ambientare la scrittura presso il luogo
del confine, inteso come spazio linguistico e geografico.

2  Lapoetica dellintraducibilita

Fin dal titolo della raccolta viene segnalato come la priorita della scrit-
tura poetica risieda nella dimensione di contatto tra le lingue: «falsche
freunde» & una traduzione letterale dell’inglese false friends, che in lin-
guistica designa due termini di altrettante lingue che presentano ana-
logie acustiche o grafiche, ma che hanno significati diversi. Si tratta di
ingannevoli legami tra idiomi, i nemici giurati dei traduttori. Nella poe-
tica wolfiana il termine si svincola dalla connotazione negativa dell’am-
bito linguistico a cui finora era relegato, ampliando il suo campo se-
mantico. Lesplicitazione di queste ‘amicizie ingannevoli’ diventa infatti
uno strumento creativo, una matrice poetica: attraverso di essa e pos-
sibile liberare il potenziale polisemico delle parole. Lespressione «fal-
sche freunde», a sua volta un false friend, e dunque un atto di libera-
zione messo in moto attraverso un processo traduttivo non normativo.

Da un punto di vista strutturale, il volume € incorniciato da due
brevi componimenti che fungono da introduzione e conclusione, ri-
spettivamente «dust bunnies» e «look on my card». Nel mezzo tro-
viamo tre cicli: DICHTionary, subsisters ed aliens (I-II). Nella cor-
nice del nostro discorso sara sufficiente soffermarsi sulla prima e
sull'ultima sezione.

In DICHTionary viene sviluppato un vero e proprio dizionario poe-
tico dello stile di Wolf, che in 26 brevi componimenti esplicita le con-
nessioni tra altrettanti gruppi di falsche freunde, uno per ogni let-
tera dell’alfabeto inglese e tedesco. Questa l'introduzione al ciclo:

ein deutsch - englisches

wérterbuch

fiir falsche freunde

verstreute cognates

und andere verwandte (Wolf 2009a, 9; corsivo nell’originale)
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a DICHTionary of false friends
true cognates
and other cousins (Wolf 2011a)

Analogamente a «falsche freunde», «cognates» ha origine nel campo
della linguistica, dove designa termini di lingue diverse che condivi-
dono la medesima origine etimologica. Qui, tali parenti lontani sono
«verstreut», ‘disseminati’, ‘sparsi’. Cifra del dizionario sembra esse-
re il riconoscimento di legami non immediati, nuove parentele («an-
dere verwandte»).

Questa l'operazione che si cela anche dietro il titolo del ciclo. DI-
CHTionary ¢ infatti una crasi tra il tedesco dichten, ‘poetare’, e I'in-
glese dictionary, ‘dizionario’, due termini che condividono la me-
desima radice etimologica latina: il primo deriva da dictare, forma
intensiva di dicere, a sua volta base per il termine latino dictionarium,
da cui deriva la forma inglese. Reincontrandosi, questi lontani paren-
ti danno vita a un nuovo concetto, quello di un dizionario poetico di
nessi acustici irriguardosi delle regole linguistiche.

Ogni pagina del DICHTionary é divisa in due parti: in alto trovia-
mo una rappresentazione grafica di ‘falsche freundschaften’, ovvero
gruppi di parole unite da linee, che ricordano degli alberi semantici.
Metz definisce questi grafici «Matrizen» (2018, 29) da cui scaturisce
nella parte inferiore di ogni pagina un Prosagedicht,® una ‘prosa po-
etica’ che sviluppa i legami terminologici della matrice, aggiungen-
done degli altri [fig. 1].

Nella prima prosa poetica si incontrano le parole «art» e «apart».
Suo nucleo tematico ¢ la dimensione fisica della lingua, intesa come
intreccio della sua natura acustica e corporea:

am anfang war, oder zu beginn, welche art laut, oder leise: listen,
when they begin the beguine, und wann ist das. und muss, wer
a sagt, gar nichts, wer b sagt, der lippen sich gewiss (gebiss erst
etwas spater) und sein (Wolf 2009a, 10)

in the beginning though or at the start, what art, what sort of
sound, of silence, listen, when they begin the beguine, when'’s that?
and mustn't a lead to b, to being sure of one’s lips (teeth soon to
follow) (Wolf 2011a)

Il primo atto poietico che genera il mondo («am anfang war») non
avviene nella scrittura, bensi nella dimensione acustica della lingua
(«welche art laut»). Qui viene chiamata in causa una delle parole del-
la matrice, «art», che nel contesto linguistico tedesco si riferisce al

6 Wolf dedica a questa forma poetica un intero saggio: Wolf 2009b.
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apari

am anfing war, ader zu beginn, welche art lawt, oder leise: listen,
when they begin the beguine, und wann ist das. und muss, wee
a sagt. gar niches, wer b sage, der lippen sich gewiss (gebiss et
etwas spater) und sein: sei sprechen dann die are of falling ans

einander, der stille, dem rahimen, immer apart, so ausgefallen wie
nur chen ein.

Figura 1l Prosapoeticaapart-art

‘tipo’, alla ‘categoria’ del suono evocato. Attraverso l'opposizione tra
«laut» e «leise» la frase successiva arricchisce il significato appena
costruito, per cui i termini vanno a identificare l'intensita del suono.
Attraverso le numerose allitterazioni viene evocato il termine ingle-
se «listen», posto dopo i due punti che, arrestando 'andamento del-
la frase, rafforzano l'invito all’ascolto della dimensione acustica del-
le parole, al di la del loro significato.

Grazie all’attacco dato da tale termine, il secondo rigo prosegue in
inglese. «begin» richiama il «beginn» tedesco della prima riga e pre-
senta un‘omofonia quasi perfetta con «beguine»,” termine la cui oscu-
rita sembra evidenziata dalla domanda che segue: «und wann ist das».
Questo vortice acustico permette al tedesco dirifare il suo ingresso nel-
la poesia, senza che alcuna frizione tra le due lingue venga avvertita.

La frase successiva si sofferma sulle modalita attraverso cui i suo-
ni vengono prodotti: /a/ € un libero fluire d’aria, per produrre /b/ e
necessario mettere in funzione le labbra, ma non ancora chiuderle
in un morso, cosa che accade per suoni come /f/, /6/, /v/. Si tratta di
sonorita analoghe tra inglese e tedesco, come hanno provato le ri-
ghe precedenti, dove si € compiuto, senza che ce ne accorgessimo,
un passaggio da /a/ a /b/ che ha riguardato entrambi gli idiomi. Al di

7 Questa espressione e un riferimento a una canzone jazz di Cole Porter «So don't let
them begin the Beguine».
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la delle diverse realizzazioni grafiche i suoni pertengono dunque a
piu dimensioni linguistiche: sono pil liberi della dimensione seman-
tica della lingua.

Cosli continua la poesia:

sei sprechen dann die art of falling aus-
einander, der stille, dem rahmen, immer apart, so ausgefallen wie
nur eben ein. (10)

to utter the shall, and then the art of falling apart, falling on the
part of silence, of sense but never not strikingly, struck in twain
just as it strikes you. (Wolf 2011a)

«die art of falling auseinander» e espressione ibrida: al tedesco ap-
partengono l'articolo «die» e 'avverbio «auseinander», mentre all’in-
glese «of falling». E su «art» che Wolf puo attuare il suo innesto, poi-
ché il termine della matrice é riconducibile a entrambe le lingue, dove
assume il significato di ‘tipo’ o ‘arte’. Dunque, 'espressione «die art
of falling aus-einander» crea un cortocircuito semantico e ottiene
cio che esplicita, giacché parlare significa spezzare i legami, uscire
dal silenzio e da ogni cornice normativa: «apart» e «auseinander»,
pur essendo traducibili l'uno con l'altro, non si incontrano mai, i ter-
mini restano «ausgefallen», ‘insoliti’, poiché rifuggono qualsivoglia
legame d’equivalenza.

Come sinota fin da questa breve analisi, DICHTionary rappresen-
ta un esercizio sovversivo rispetto alle norme grammaticali ed eti-
mologiche: i normali dizionari hanno una struttura alfabetica e si ba-
sano su un principio di differenza tra le due lingue, di cui mostrano
lineari analogie terminologiche. wi falsche freunde che compongono
il dizionario poetico wolfiano creano rapporti rizomatici e danno vi-
ta a momenti di stridore in cui le lingue vanno a toccarsi.

Per quanto paradossale possa sembrare, si tratta di una scrittura
che prende le mosse da processi traduttivi, ma che diventa intradu-
cibile: siamo di fronte a traduzioni ‘errate’, potenzialmente continue
e che non arrivano mai a compimento, ossia, non creano mai equiva-
lenze terminologiche. Le parole coinvolte non sono piu riconducibi-
li a nessuna delle due lingue e, per questo, si sottraggono a un atto
traduttivo inteso come passaggio da una lingua all’altra.® Che tale
sia la direzione intrapresa dalla parola wolfiana & suggerito dall’epi-
grafe che apre la sezione:

8 Non & un caso che proprio a partire da falsche freunde la poesia di Wolf si presti a
essere tradotta esclusivamente attraverso la riproduzione della sua cifra sperimenta-
le, strada intrapresa dalla poetessa Sophie Seita che, insieme a Wolf, ha tradotto in in-
glese estratti dalle ultime due raccolte. A riguardo si veda Brezsny 2017.
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At the moment of translation, there is a synapse.
The uncrossable that will be crossed. (7)

La citazione dalla poetessa canadese Erin Moure (Avasilichioaei et
al. 2007, 38) evidenzia il ruolo centrale che in questo ciclo occupa
la traduzione intesa come modalita di scrittura poetica e non unica-
mente come attivita di trasposizione di un testo da una lingua all’al-
tra. Il momento traduttivo da infatti vita a una nuova sinapsi, ossia
a nuovi collegamenti neuronali che permettono di elaborare stimoli
precedentemente impercettibili. Si tratta dunque di un atto creati-
vo dotato di potenzialita cognitive. Inoltre, 1'uso del futuro («will be
crossed») preannuncia un attraversamento che non e ancora risulta-
to, quanto processualita: il momento traduttivo resta sempre in sta-
to potenziale e, per questo, si rigenera continuamente.

3 Lapolitica dellintraducibilita

I rifiuto di concepire i rapporti tra le lingue in termini di equivalen-
ze e traducibilita e esplicitato da Wolf stessa, quando distingue il suo
stile poetico translingual dalla scrittura ‘plurilingue’ (mehrsprachig):

Ein mehrsprachiges Gedicht ist nicht notwendigerweise ein trans-
linguales Gedicht. [...] Wenn wir von translingualer Lyrik spre-
chen, heiflt das keineswegs zwangslaufig, dass wir nur von einer
quantitativ messbaren Prasenz mehrerer Sprachen im Gedicht
sprechen miissen. Im Gegenteil, ein mehrsprachiges Gedicht kann
in seinem Denken nach wie vor einsprachig sein. [...] Wir hatten es
dann zu tun mit einem Nebeneinander von Sprachen, einer Viel-
sprachigkeit [...], die auf dem Paradigma von klar geschiedenen
Einzelsprachen aufbaut, zwischen denen Bedeutung hin und her
iubersetzt werden kann. Die beteiligten Sprachen aber werden vom
Fremdsprechen wenig affiziert, sie bleiben stabil, Trager von Be-
deutung. Die Differenz zwischen Sprachen ergibt zwar eine mehr-
sprachige Polyfonie, nicht aber eine Polysemie. (Wolf 2018)

Un componimento plurilingue non e necessariamente anche
trans-lingue. [...] Parlare di poesia trans-lingue non significa af-
fatto parlare della mera presenza di diversi idiomi in un compo-
nimento, misurabile in termini di quantita. Al contrario, una po-
esia plurilingue puo essere concepita in modo monolingue. [...]
In questo caso si avrebbe a che fare con una giustapposizione di
lingue, con un plurilinguismo [...] fondato sul paradigma secondo
cui i diversi idiomi sono nettamente distinguibili 'uno dall’altro
e secondo cui tra loro e possibile tradurre significati, in una di-
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rezione e nell’altra. Tuttavia, le lingue in questione vengono mo-
dificate solo in piccola parte dall’estraneita linguistica, resta-
no stabili portatrici di significato. La separazione tra le lingue
non genera tanto una polisemia, quanto una polifonia plurilin-
gue. (trad. dell’Autrice)

Cifra della translinguale Lyrik non € una caratteristica formale, quan-
to piuttosto il principio linguistico su cui si fonda: i confini tra le lin-
gue sono arbitrari, sono spazi attraversati da movimenti continui. La
concezione einsprachig si basa, al contrario, sulla divisione tra i si-
stemi linguistici e gli spazi culturali che essi codificano, i cui rappor-
ti sono descrivibili in termini di equivalenze traduttive.

Per comprendere appieno la dimensione intraducibile del linguag-
gio che Wolf sviluppa in questo dizionario ed esplicitarne la connes-
sione con lo spazio del confine, € necessario ricorrere alle posizio-
ni critiche che a partire dagli studi culturali e traduttologici hanno
proposto un ripensamento della tradizionale rappresentazione degli
atti traduttivi come attraversamenti di frontiere.? Come ricorda Po-
lezzi, diversi sono i punti di contatto metaforici tra i processi migra-
tori e la traduzione, incontri che hanno tuttavia una valenza ambi-
gua: «The terrain on which translation encounters migration is [...]
represented either as a utopian or as a dystopian location - but al-
ways one where crucial stakes are placed and played out» (2012,
346). Secondo Emily Apter (2013) il parallelismo tra processi tradut-
tivi e dinamiche di attraversamento dei confini genera la convinzio-
ne che in ambito culturale tutto sia traducibile. A suo avviso, questo
«translatability assumption» (Apter 2013, 3), eredita del pensiero e
della prassi coloniale, occulta i rapporti di forza tra gli spazi cultu-
rali che si generano nel corso dei loro incontri:

I have noticed that “border-crossing” has become such an all-pur-
pose, ubiquitous way of talking about translation that its purchase
on the politics of actual borders - whether linguistic or territori-
al - has been attenuated. (100)

Al contrario, lo spazio del confine possiede un’elevata potenzialita
cognitiva, in quanto al suo interno le dinamiche geopolitiche diven-
tano visibili nella loro struttura ineguale. I confini sono, per Apter,
luoghi fondamentali per osservare la distribuzione e 'esercizio del
potere nel mondo contemporaneo (114). Per questo motivo, alla con-
cettualizzazione dei processi traduttivi come attraversamenti di con-

9 Ricordiamo a riguardo la celebre definizione dei migranti elaborata da Salman Ru-
shdie nel suo saggio Imaginary Homelands: «Having been born across the world, we are
translated men» (Rushdie 1991, 17).
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fini, la studiosa oppone la poetica del checkpoint, inteso come mo-
mento d’osservazione interno allo spazio di frontiera, essenziale per
generare consapevolezza politica:

Work by a number of artists has proved crucial to understanding
how a translational checkpoint may be mobilized as a kind of “anti-
border border”, [...] a critique of the way in which translation theory
has used “border-crossing” as a prime metaphor of general equiva-
lence, ready meaning-exchange, and interdisciplinarity. (114)

Da un punto di vista artistico, Apter evidenzia quindi il potenziale
critico di pratiche creatrici di conflitti, che evidenziano non la tra-
ducibilita, quanto I'intraducibilita degli spazi culturali. Cosi facendo
la studiosa introduce la dimensione poetica degli «untranslatables»,
intesi come «[a] linguistic form of creative failure» (20). Lo spazio
traduttivo cosi concepito non deriva da analogie, quanto dalle frizio-
ni che evidenziano le tensioni alla base di ogni incontro culturale:

we see the translation zone defined not as a porous boundary facil-
itating supranational comity and regimes of general equivalence
but as a threshold of untranslatability and political blockade. (114)

A mio avviso, i falsche freunde wolfiani possono essere ricondotti agli
untranslatables di Apter: momenti di stridore all'interno di una scrit-
tura basata su un processo traduttivo continuo e non lineare, dotato
di una chiara valenza sovversiva. Qui risiede il contatto tra intradu-
cibilita plurilingue in quanto cifra stilistica e rifiuto delle equiva-
lenze culturali, metaforizzate nell’attraversamento di confini notato
da Apter: i falsche freunde concretizzano il processo traduttivo nel-
la sua dimensione processuale, evidenziandone gli stridori e i falli-
menti. L'intraducibilita stilistica diviene, quindi, il modo attraverso
cui la poesia di Wolf dimora nel confine tra piu lingue e, allo stesso
tempo, lo decostruisce: usando la terminologia di Apter, le falsche
freundschaften costituiscono un «antiborder border».

Non € un caso, quindi, che la sessione successiva sia ambienta-
ta nello spazio di confini reali, concreti, all’interno dei quali pren-
de forma in modo ancora piu evidente I'intento politico dell’autrice.

4 Alfabeti al confine

Il secondo ciclo della raccolta sviluppa una riflessione sui confini, sui
loro attraversamenti e sui dispositivi di controllo biopolitico nell’am-
bito dei fenomeni migratori, osservati da una doppia prospettiva: nel-
la prima parte aliens I: eine insel risuonano le voci dei circa 12 mi-
lioni di immigrati che tra il 1892 e il 1954 nell’isola antistante New
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York, Ellis Island, vennero sottoposti a frettolose visite mediche, dal
cuiverdetto dipendeva I'ingresso nel Paese (Schmitz 2009). La secon-
da, aliens II: liquid life, si compone di riscritture dei documenti che
accompagnano i controlli biometrici delle frontiere contemporanee.

In queste sezioni di falsche freunde, dunque, la parola poetica non
si attarda lungo la frontiera tra lingue, ma piuttosto nella fisicita di
confini reali: coerentemente con quanto affermato da Apter, Wolf si
sofferma in questi spazi evidenziando gli scontri che qui si consuma-
no tra forze egemoniche e forze marginali che cercano i loro canali
espressivi. A ogni modo, sebbene siano evocate nella loro storicita e
contemporaneita, la costruzione di entrambe queste ambientazioni
& prettamente linguistica.

In primo luogo apre il ciclo una definizione di dizionario del ter-
mine alien (Wolf 2009a, 54) di cui, in un climax di estraneita, vengo-
no riferitii tre significati principali: dall’alterita rispetto al soggetto,
codificata nell’aggettivo strange, passiamo a quella dell’appartenenza
nazionale e culturale, declinata in foreign, per giungere fino all’estra-
neita assoluta di chi dista anni luce dal nostro mondo, l'extraterre-
strial. L'intero ciclo & quindi una riflessione sulle modalita attraverso
cui tale determinazione viene attribuita e sulle conseguenze di tale
attribuzione. Presso il confine la parola e I'identita alien acquisisce
infatti un significato che va oltre la sua definizione di vocabolario:
nell’ambito delle verifiche che avvengono all’interno delle frontiere
il ruolo occupato dalla lingua &, per Wolf, quello di uno strumento di
controllo biopolitico.

In secondo luogo, similmente a DICHTionary, aliens: eine insel
prende le mosse dalla sovversione di un alfabeto: non si tratta qui
della lista normativa di un dizionario, bensi del sistema di lettere usa-
to dai funzionari di Ellis Island per codificare il responso delle visite
mediche a cui gli immigrati venivano sottoposti. Sui vestiti di quanti
erano sospettati di non essere abbastanza sani per entrare nel Pae-
se venivano disegnate lettere che indicavano le patologie riscontra-
te o le parti del corpo che presentavano problematiche: X- suspected
mental defect; B- back; C- conjunctivitis; G- goiter e cosi via.*®

Attorno al perno dell’alfabeto ruota il rapporto oppositivo tra DI-
CHTionary e aliens: nella dimensione del confine di una semplice let-

10 Come ricorda la citazione che apre il ciclo: «auch auf Ellis Island hatte das
Schicksal die Gestalt eines Alphabets. Sanitatsoffiziere untersuchten rasch und zii-
gig die Ankommlinge und zeichneten denen, die sie fiir verdachtig hielten, mit Kreide
einen Buchstaben auf die Schulter, der fiir die Krankheit oder das Gebrechen stand,
die sie ausgemacht zu haben glaubten» (Wolf 2009a, 55; Anche a Ellis Island il destino
aveva le sembianze di un alfabeto. I funzionari sanitari visitavano velocemente i nuovi
arrivati e, sui vestiti di quanti reputavano sospetti, segnavano con il gesso una lettera
indicante la malattia o il malanno che credevano di aver riconosciuto; trad. dell’Autri-
ce). La citazione & presa dal volume di Georges Perec e Robert Bohr: Geschichten von
Ellis Island oder wie man Amerikaner macht (1998).
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tera si cristallizza il destino dei soggetti, che vanno a coincidere con
la patologia evidenziata. In questo luogo sospeso l'alfabeto esercita
un potere biopolitico in relazione ai corpi di chi sta attraversando la
frontiera: su questi viene impresso, questi codifica e di questi limita
la possibilita di movimento.

Ognuno dei 17 componimenti della sezione & dedicato ad una di
queste lettere e alle voci che identifica. Analogamente alla struttura
del ciclo precedente, ogni pagina e divisa in due sezioni [fig. 2]: in al-
to troviamo l'elenco di lettere usate dagli ispettori, con le patologie
corrispondenti. In basso si snoda nella forma di una prosa poetica la
narrazione di un soggetto plurale, che si esprime con il pronome wir.

SUSPRCTED MENTAL DEFECT

x marks the spoe? und ob. wir, libeefithee allemn durchs irre hier-
sein, aufl der stelle, am kopf der steilen treppe, in sechs sekunden
ist alles entdecke: wir sind die stelle selbst. stinkende inseln. in
tlicher gehiillt, ible see im leib, imbecile, labil, im besten fill
blof! durch den wind. cin fateernder zette] zwischen den 23hnen,
name, passage, dic scharzkarte. selbst ansgegraben, selbat herge

tragen, in der geplickstation: sein blick anf die biindel, ich weils
alles, die knoten verraten den kniipfer, seine aitternde hand.«

Figura2 Prosa poeticax- suspected
mental defect

Questa voce commenta il verdetto degli ispettori: il Prosagedicht
prende le mosse dalla patologia riscontrata, in parte confermandola,
ma allo stesso tempo rivendicando la complessita della storia e iden-
tita dei soggetti patologizzati. Cosi facendo, Wolf crea delle istanta-
nee di momenti drammatici, sospesi nell’attesa del verdetto dei fun-
zionari: riattraversare ’Atlantico in direzione dell’Europa significava
per molti la morte certa, per le famiglie una separazione che non si
sarebbe mai conclusa. Allo stesso tempo, si tratta di prose poetiche
che possiedono una funzione contronarrativa, poiché sovvertono il
discorso dominante codificato nell’alfabeto di Ellis Island.
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Ad aprire il ciclo & la lettera X, che identifica un «suspected men-
tal defect» (56):

x marks the spot? und ob. wir, iberfiihrt a allein durchs irre hier-
sein, auf der stelle, am kopf der steilen treppe, in sechs sekunden
ist alles entdeckt: wir sind die stelle selbst. stinkende inseln.

x marks the spot? you bet. we are convicted by simply being pre-
sent, at the drop of a hat, at the top of steep steps, in six seconds
everything’s revealed: we are the spot itself. rotten islands. (Wolf
2011b, 5)

Lincipit in inglese & un riferimento all’espressione idiomatica con cui
sulle mappe, in particolare quelle del tesoro, si indica il luogo dove
si trova cio che si va cercando, segno dalla valenza multipla che il
componimento decodifica. La voce collettiva che prende la parola si
& messa in viaggio spinta dalla volonta avventurosa di cercare altre
possibilita, ossia un tesoro. In virtl di questa ricerca il soggetto wir
si trova, nel presente narrativo, in cima alle scale che collegano la
zona delle visite mediche a quella dove si determinera il suo futuro.

L'esperienza della traversata, implicita nel termine «iiberfithrt»
(‘trasportati’, ‘tradotti’), insieme alla condizione presente che vivo-
no i soggetti a Ellis Island, sono totalizzanti: in quell’«irre[s] hier-
sein» non si cela soltanto la situazione caotica che secondo tutte le
testimonianze caratterizzava l'isola,** bensi soprattutto la forza di
uno stato ontologico, poiché l'individuo sospeso su quelle scale arri-
va a coincidere totalmente con la sua condizione di immigrato e con
la lettera impressa sui suoi vestiti.

E infatti, se la X sembrerebbe poter indicare Ellis Island in quanto
isola del tesoro, la terra promessa degli Stati Uniti, la scoperta che
aspetta gli individui e affatto diversa. Durante i sei secondi della vi-
sita medica si compie una traslazione: il luogo segnato dalla X non &
Ellis Island, bensi il corpo degli immigrati, che vengono cosi reifica-
ti. La trasformazione in ‘isole puzzolenti’ & un riferimento al senso
di solitudine provato da questi individui, che in virtu di questo segno
vengono separati anche dai loro compagni. Il resto del Prosagedicht
svela, senza nominarla, I'inumanita del processo descritto:

in ticher gehillt, iible see im leib, imbecile, labil, im besten fall
blol durch den wind. ein flatternder zettel zwischen den zahnen,
name, passage, die schatzkarte. selbst ausgegraben, selbst her-

11 Ho avuto modo di consultare diverse testimonianze nonché di percorrere lo stes-
so tragitto previsto per gli esaminati durante una visita all'Immigration Museum di
Ellis Island.
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getragen. in der gepackstation: «ein blick auf die biindel, ich weifs
alles. die knoten verraten den kniipfer, seine zitternde hand.»

wrapped in rags, sick sea in the body, imbecile, unstable, at best
left to twist in the wind. a fluttering ticket stuck between our teeth,
name, passage, the treasure map. we are the treasure, we dug our-
selves out. inside the luggage room: “one glance at the bundles
and i know it all. the knots reveal who tied them, their trembling
hands.” (Wolf 2011b, 5)

Ilegami creati dalle allitterazioni e dalle rime tra «lible see im leib»,
«imbecile», «labil» evidenziano la trasformazione del corpo attraver-
sato dalla nausea in un segnale di malattia mentale («<imbecile», «la-
bil»): nei sei secondi della visita il malessere generato dalla traversa-
ta poteva essere scambiato per un ritardo mentale. L'inglese imbecile,
in rima con «labil», era uno dei termini classificatori dei disturbi psi-
cologici, oggi considerato offensivo.

Nella riga successiva tale patologia viene limitata ironicamente
da «im besten fall blof§ durch den wind» (letteralmente, nel migliore
dei casi solo nel vento), che ha un doppio riferimento. durch den wind
sein & un’espressione idiomatica che identifica lo stato di confusio-
ne o incoerenza che segue un evento traumatico o estremamente fa-
ticoso. Lorigine di questa espressione e da ricercare nel gergo nau-
tico e qui dipinge su due livelli la terribile esperienza di traversata
che gli immigrati hanno appena concluso e che li ha lasciati treman-
ti, avvolti in teli, ancora in preda alla nausea e, soprattutto, esausti.
Questa espressione inoltre sembra suggerire come la X fosse in real-
ta il minore dei mali, poiché evidenziava unicamente un ‘sospetto’ di
malattia, che non necessariamente determinava il divieto d’accesso
al Paese. Al contrario, il Prosagedicht successivo, «definite signs of
mental disease», si concentra sulla malattia mentale data per certa,
il cui codice era una X cerchiata. A differenza della condizione de-
scritta nel primo componimento, quest’ultima comportava, presumi-
bilmente, un respingimento incontrovertibile.

Le righe successive continuano a seguire gli immigrati di Ellis
Island nel loro percorso sullisola: stretto in un telo, solo tra i den-
ti tremanti di freddo e angoscia il soggetto collettivo puo portare il
pezzo di carta con il permesso di entrata nel Paese, prezioso come
una mappa del tesoro.

A questa prima sezione segue la seconda parte del ciclo, aliens II:
liquid life, che aggiunge un importante tassello nel discorso interpre-
tativo che stiamo compiendo. Con il riferimento al concetto di «mo-
dernita liquida» di Zygmunt Bauman ([1999] 2002) Wolf intende ri-
ferirsi qui alla condizione di precarieta che subiscono i nostri corpi
nel corso dell’attraversamento delle frontiere contemporanee. Al fine
di mostrare questo aspetto, 'autrice rielabora nelle nove pagine suc-
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cessive il materiale linguistico che struttura i controlli biometrici, os-
sia quelli che richiedono la condivisione di dati personali relativi alle
proprie funzioni vitali, come il riconoscimento della retina o il rilievo
delle impronte digitali. Testi del genere, di cui Wolf stila un elenco in
chiusura del volume, sono di primaria importanza nelle strutture di
controllo biopolitico che determinano gli spostamenti permessi nella
societa contemporanea. Sullo sfondo di questa sezione l'autrice evi-
denzia la superficialita con cui i cittadini delle democrazie occiden-
tali sacrificano privacy e liberta sull’altare della sicurezza:

Mir war dieser Begriff deshalb wichtig, weil, ja weil er sehr gut
angebracht ist, auch um die Grenzerfahrung, die wir heute ha-
ben, beim Einwandern oder beim Uberschreiten der Grenze zu
beschreiben. Der Korper [...] ist flissig geworden, er ist ein Da-
tenpaket, dass [sic] uns sozusagen vorausreist und dann mit uns
abgeglichen wird, wenn wir die Grenze iiberschreiten. (Wolf,
cit. in Schmitz 2009)

Questo concetto per me & importante in quanto particolarmente
adatto a descrivere anche l'esperienza che viviamo oggi quando
immigriamo o attraversiamo confini. Il corpo [...] e diventato li-
quido, € un pacchetto dati che ci precede, per cosi dire, e che poi
viene confrontato con noi stessi nel momento in cui superiamo il
confine. (trad. dell’Autrice)

Le fonti originarie usate da Wolf subiscono cancellature e sposta-
menti, cosi che i testi della sezione (tre in inglese, i restanti in te-
desco) appaiono frammentati coacervi verbali, a prima lettura privi
di ogni contenuto comunicativo. In realta, lo svuotamento della se-
mantica della lingua allude all’alienazione quotidiana che I'individuo
prova di fronte a questo materiale linguistico. Un esempio per tut-
ti € il testo che Wolf rielabora a partire dalla procedura online per
la richiesta del visto temporaneo per l'accesso agli Stati Uniti (Wolf
2009a, 82) [fig. 3].

A una lettura attenta, appare chiaro come le diverse parole gene-
rino dei nuovi significati, sia attraverso degli accostamenti lineari,
sia nei legami che si instaurano nel loro ordine sparso. Cosli in que-
sto poco materiale testuale riconosciamo: «you are property of US»;
«There is no privacy»; «US alters damages destroy us» - notare la
contrapposizione tra US e us -, «any subject is a wrongdoing».

L'accostamento delle due sezioni di cui si compone il ciclo aliens ri-
sulta particolarmente significativo. I controlli medici subiti da quanti
attraversavano l’Atlantico, nella loro dimensione disumana che Wolf
sempre sottolinea, rivelano analogie con la nostra esperienza con-
temporanea, quotidiana e percio normalizzata. In primo luogo, no-
tiamo come il confine delimitabile di Ellis Island oggi sia pil perva-
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activities without notice aliens II: liquid life

sivo: se possiede ancora una dimensione materiale esso compare sui
nostri schermi come pop-up. A differenza degli aliens dell’isola new-
yorkese I'individuo contemporaneo € sottoposto di continuo a control-
li che accetta di buon grado, spinto dalla paranoia di sicurezza che
caratterizza la societa contemporanea. Non si tratta di un’esperien-
za eccezionale, bensi della normalita per moltissimi individui, scot-
to da pagare per la liberta di transito globale.

Questo immaginario del rapporto tra confine e corpo che aliens co-
struisce & ancor piu pregnante se osservato a partire dalla prospetti-
va teorica della postmigrantische Gesellschaft, elaborata recentemen-
te da Erol Yildiz e Marc Hill (2014).** Attraverso questo paradigma
gli studiosi suggeriscono una nuova concezione del fenomeno migra-
torio, che rifiuta la sua delimitazione temporale, sociale e spaziale,
e ne riconosce invece il ruolo di esperienza costituiva delle societa
contemporanee (2014, 17-22). Le dinamiche migratorie riguardano
0ggi ogni singolo individuo e non soltanto alcuni strati della popola-
zione (ovvero i migranti):

12 Gli studiosi si sono ispirati al concetto di «postmigrantisches Theater» di Sher-
min Langhoff, direttrice artistica del teatro berlinese Ballhaus NaunynstraBe. Ques-
to il suo obiettivo estetico: «[Es] geht [...] um Geschichten und Perspektiven derer, die
selbst nicht migriert sind, diesen Migrationshintergrund aber als personliches Wissen
und kollektive Erinnerung mitbringen. Dariiber hinaus steht “postmigrantisch” in un-
serem globalisierten, vor allem urbanen Leben fiir den gesamten gemeinsamen Raum
der Diversitat jenseits von Herkunft» (Langhoff 2011; Si tratta [...] di storie e prospet-
tive di quanti, pur non essendo mai immigrati in prima persona, dispongono di questo
trascorso di migrazione come sapere personale e memoria collettiva. Inoltre il “postmi-
gratorio” identifica nelle nostre vite globalizzate e soprattutto urbane l'intero spazio
collettivo della diversita oltre il concetto di origine; trad. dell’Autrice).
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Denn langst leben wir in einer postmigrantischen Gesellschaft,
die uberall und dauerhaft von den Erfahrungen und Wirkungen
des Kommens, Gehens und Bleibens gepragt ist. In den etablier-
ten Diskursen, die um «Einwanderung» und «Integration» kreisen,
rangiert Migration jedoch noch immer als gesondertes Problem,
so als hatte eine im Gegensatz dazu gedachte, wie selbstverstand-
lich als national und weils geltende «Mehrheitsgesellschaft» da-
mit nichts zu tun. (Romhild 2014, 37)

Ormai é da lungo tempo che viviamo in una societa postmigrato-
ria, caratterizzata ovunque e ininterrottamente dalle esperienze
e dagli esiti del partire, dell’arrivare e del restare. Nei discorsi uf-
ficiali che ruotano attorno a «immigrazione» e «integrazione» il
fenomeno migratorio compare ancora come un problema a sé stan-
te, come se non avesse nulla a che fare con quella «societa mag-
gioritaria» che, proprio in contrapposizione a esso, viene pensata
come implicitamente nazionale e bianca. (trad. dell’Autrice)

In relazione a falsche freunde, quindi, possiamo concludere che in
virtu della centralita dell’esperienza di transito e migrazione all’in-
terno delle societa occidentali, descrivibili in termini di costellazio-
ne ‘postmigratoria’, il confine costituisce la postazione privilegiata
per sviluppare una riflessione sulla contemporaneita globale, sulle
dinamiche di potere che qui si esercitano, sugli strumenti disponibi-
li per riconoscerle e per sovvertirle.

5 Conclusioni

Nella raccolta falsche freunde la poetica di Wolf dimora nella dimen-
sione del checkpoint, tra lingue in DICHTionary, geopolitico in aliens.

A ben guardare, la doppia dimensione liminale che abita questa
poesia & sempre interna alla lingua stessa, che qui rivela la sua na-
tura ambigua. Essa e strumento di oppressione e mantenimento del-
lo status quo, ma anche luogo in cui identita marginali possono svi-
luppare contronarrazioni, nel momento in cui vengono rifiutati i suoi
usi normativi: del dizionario, che parte da un presupposto di netta
divisione tra le lingue, delle culture e nazioni che gli idiomi rappre-
sentano e dell’alfabeto di Ellis Island, produttore di aliens.

E infatti nel linguaggio poetico «transligual» che Wolf intende
esprimere il contrasto tra la contemporanea eterogeneita culturale
delle societa occidentali (soprattutto di quella tedesca) e le forze po-
litico-sociali che ne rifiutano il riconoscimento:
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Ich erinnere beispielsweise nur daran, wie der Bundesvorsitzen-
de der FDP [...] die Brotchenbestellung in gebrochenem Deutsch
beim Backer mit mangelnder Rechtschaffenheit oder gar Illegali-
tat in Verbindung bringt. Dass immer ofter Politiker aller Partei-
en mit solch ziindelnden Verkniipfungen o6ffentlich diesem Sprach-
denken Vorschub leisten, lasst fir die Zukunft nichts Gutes ahnen.
(Wolf 2018)

Vorrei soltanto ricordare che il presidente federale dell’ FDP [Freie
Demokratische Partei, Partito Liberale Democratico] [...] associa
chi ordina il pane in un tedesco imperfetto alla disonesta, se non
addirittura all'illegalita. Il fatto che sempre piu politici di tutti i
partiti alimentino pubblicamente questo pensiero linguistico non
lascia sperare nulla di buono. (trad. dell’Autrice)

In tale cornice, il plurilinguismo rappresenta una delle espressioni
piu evidenti della gia esistente costellazione transculturale delle so-
cieta occidentali, che non viene soltanto negata da alcune posizioni
politiche, ma persino criminalizzata. Si tratta, al contrario, di un’e-
sperienza di socializzazione che ormai riguarda l'integrita della po-
polazione, anche di chi non sia un parlante plurilingue:

Wir leben in einer Welt, [...] in der unterbrochene Vergangenhei-
ten und diasporische Zukiinfte zu grundlegenden Erfahrungen ge-
horen. Damit einhergeht die Ausbildung verschiedenster Sprach-
kompetenzen -von fliefender Mehrsprachigkeit ibers Holpern der
Lernsprachen zu Kiez-Kreol oder frohlich brokener Literaturspra-
che. Immer mehr Menschen wachsen polyglott auf. Andererseits
navigieren auch solche Menschen, deren Alltag einsprachig bleibt,
zunehmend heterogene linguistische Zonen und lernen, auf Ver-
stehen und Nichtverstehen sprachlich zu reagieren - nicht nur mit
Unverstandnis. (Wolf 2018)

Viviamo in un mondo [...] in cui passati interrotti e futuri diaspori-
ci appartengono alle esperienze fondamentali. Cio implica anche
lo sviluppo delle competenze linguistiche pit disparate - a parti-
re dal fluente plurilinguismo passando per il balbettio nella lin-
gua che si sta apprendendo, fino al creolo del Kiez [quartiere, so-
prattutto di Berlino] o alla lingua letteraria allegramente broken.
Sempre pil persone crescono poliglotte. Dall’altra parte anche chi
vive in una quotidianita prevalentemente monolingue naviga zone
linguistiche sempre piu eterogenee e impara a reagire nella lin-
gua a situazioni di comprensione e di incomprensione - e non so-
lo generando malintesi. (trad. dell’Autrice)
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Come si puo intuire, l'autrice vede nelle esperienze diasporiche non
un’eccezione, bensi la regola delle societa contemporanee: analoga-
mente alla continuita che Wolf traccia tra i controlli presso i confini
di Ellis Island e quelli odierni, anche qui l'autrice parte da una pro-
spettiva ‘postmigratoria’ sul contemporaneo, dove dinamiche che un
tempo riguardavano soltanto una parte della popolazione oggi inte-
ressano lo spazio sociale nella sua totalita.

Com’é chiaro dal riferimento al linguaggio politico, la poesia di
Wolf vuole essere lo strumento espressivo di quelle forze e identi-
ta progressiste che contrastano le misure e posizioni culturalmente
conservatrici. Il legame qui tracciato tra discorso culturale e pras-
si politica e presente, a mio avviso, anche nella dimensione poetica
di aliens, presso le frontiere concrete di Ellis Island e dei checkpoint
contemporanei. Cio e evidente nella scelta terminologica compiuta
da Wolf: il concetto codificato in alien & infatti del tutto diverso da
quanto denotato dall’espressione fremd, termine che attraversa mol-
ta letteratura contemporanea dedicata all’alterita e alla sua costru-
zione. Se nella tradizione letteraria recente il Fremde & arrivato a
indicare un’estraneita soprattutto esistenziale, psicologica e cultu-
rale, I'inglese alien definisce nella cornice di Ellis Island un’alterita
prodotta da dispositivi di controllo, che, a loro volta, sono inseribili
in costellazioni economiche e geopolitiche ben riconoscibili e diret-
tamente legate all’esistenza dei confini tra gli Stati nazionali.** At-

13 Ladistinzione fra Eigene e Fremde e 'analisi della costruzione testuale di queste
due dimensioni ¢ alla base della categoria dell’interculturalita: in ambito letterario,
Hofmann (2006) distingue tre sfaccettature semantiche della Fremdheit tedesca, che
declina riferendosi alle possibili traduzioni in altre lingue. La prima accezione riguar-
da un’alterita topografica: «Fremd ist, was aulRerhalb des eigenen Bereichs vorkommt.
Hier ist also ein topografischer Aspekt entscheidend [...]. Fremdheitserfahrungen ha-
ben also zu tun mit dem Auszug aus der vertrauten Umgebung, mit Reise, Eroberung.
Der ,Fremde” in diesem Sinne ist der von weit her Kommende» (Fremd [‘estraneo’, ‘alie-
no’, ‘sconosciuto’] & cio che si trova al di fuori dell’ambito del proprio. In questo ca-
so 'aspetto decisivo e di stampo topografico [...]. Le esperienze dell’estraneo hanno a
che fare, quindi, con l'uscita dall’ambiente familiare, con il viaggio, con la conquista.
In quest’accezione, ‘I'estraneo’ & chi viene da lontano; trad. dell’Autrice). A quest’acce-
zione corrisponde l'inglese foreigner. Esiste poi una Fremdheit che deriva dall’assen-
za di familiarita, «Fremd ist, was von fremder Art ist und als fremdartig gilt. Hier er-
scheint das Fremde als das Unvertraute, als das, was in seiner Erscheinung und mogli-
cherweise auch in seinem ,Wesen” als grundsatzlich verschieden von dem Subjekt be-
trachtet wird, von dem die Bestimmung ausgeht» (Il fremd & quanto appartiene a una
tipologia diversa e viene percepito come inconsueto. Qui il fremd € lo sconosciuto, cio
che nel suo aspetto esteriore e in certi casi anche nella sua ‘essenza’ & considerato so-
stanzialmente diverso dal soggetto che formula la definizione; trad. dell’Autrice). Que-
sta seconda accezione corrisponde all’inglese strange, ha un carattere relazionale (si
& sempre fremd per qualcun altro) e determina, per converso, lo spazio dell’Eigene: si
tratta della dicotomia che, secondo Hofmann, € alla base dell’ermeneutica intercultu-
rale, con cui analizzare la produzione artistica dedicata alla pluralizzazione culturale
e all’alterita. Una terza accezione, su cui lo studioso non si sofferma, costituisce, a mio
avviso, la dimensione scelta da Wolf: «Fremdheit ist was einem anderen gehoért, wo-
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traverso la sovversione dell’alfabeto dei funzionari e del linguaggio
automatizzato dei controlli biometrici, Wolf cristallizza il momento
in cui il soggetto viene trasformato in alien. Tale identita viene crea-
ta presso il confine, non si tratta di un’estraneita connaturata all’in-
dividuo, un’esperienza esistenziale inscritta nella sua posizione di
straniero in una cultura che non gli appartiene, quanto dell’effet-
to di misure di controllo biopolitico esercitato sui corpi e sulla lo-
ro liberta di movimento. In effetti, riferendosi al potenziale politico
della propria scrittura, Wolf insiste che la poesia ‘translingue’ pos-
sa sprigionare «[e]in Zittern zwischen den Zeilen der Nationalspra-
chen» (Wolf 2018), un ‘tremore tra le righe delle lingue nazionali’. A
questa poetica Wolf riconosce la potenzialita di incrinare la dimen-
sione delle «Nationalsprachen» e non solo delle lingue intese nella
loro funzione comunicativa o performativa: poiché e collegata alla
determinazione identitaria dell’individuo in termini di appartenen-
za a uno Stato o a uno spazio culturale, la dimensione linguistica €,
per Wolf, intrinsecamente politica.

Per concludere, all’interno della tradizione in cui 'assegnazione
del Chamisso-Preis in parte la colloca e a cui abbiamo brevemente
accennato nell'introduzione, Wolf costituisce senza dubbio una voce
artistica innovativa. Nel suo stile poetico translingual e intraducibi-
le intende dare voce a una societa costruita sull’esperienza della mi-
grazione e del transito (postmigrantisch), scegliendo come prospet-
tiva privilegiata quella del confine. Cio le permette di elaborare la
tematica dell’alterita dal punto di vista politico e non culturale, di-
versamente dalla tradizione maggiormente in voga nella letteratura
di lingua tedesca contemporanea. A mio avviso, si tratta di un’inte-
ressante variazione su temi che nel quadro letterario odierno risul-
tano ancora assolutamente attuali e centrali, variazione che cosi si
puo sintetizzare: «Dass man zuerst von Dichotomien sprechen muss,
von den Grenzen. Dass diese Dichotomien im selben Atemzug auf-
gelost werden» (Wolf 2009b, 11; Bisogna parlare prima delle dicoto-
mie, del confine. E nello stesso istante queste dicotomie vengono at-
tivate; trad. dell’Autrice).

beiin diesem Verstandnis auch der Aspekt der Nationalitat eine wichtige Rolle spielen
kann» («La Fremdheit [‘estraneita’] & cio che appartiene a un altro, laddove in questa
concezione anche I'aspetto della nazionalita puo assumere un ruolo importante; trad.
dell’Autrice). A questo significato del termine Hofmann associa proprio l'inglese alien
(2006, 14-15). E interessante notare come nella sua prima raccolta kochanie, ich habe
brot gekauft, dove la dimensione politica & quasi completamente assente e non vi e trac-
cia di sperimentazione plurilingue, Wolf evochi la categoria della Fremdheit nel secon-
do significato declinato da Hofmann.
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1 Zafer Senocak

In diesem Beitrag wird der Roman Gefdhrliche Verwandtschaft*
des deutsch-tiirkischen Schriftsteller Zafer Senocak unter die Lu-
pe genommen, und zwar mit dem Ziel, die darin vertretene Sicht-
weise in Debatten um Migration und Integration zu rekonstruieren
und die damit verbundene Geburt einer Autorschaft grundsatzlich
zu befragen, die auf alternativen Deutungen der Gegenwart grin-
det. Zafer Senocak (1961-) gehort zu den bekanntesten Autoren, die
turkisch-deutsche Geschichts- und Erinnerungskonstellationen litera-
risch reflektieren.? 1961 in Ankara geboren, ging er 1970 mit seinen
Eltern nach Miinchen. 1983 veroffentlichte er seinen ersten Lyrikband
Elektrisches Blau. Seit 1990 ist er auch essayistisch tatig und schreibt
flir grolSe Tageszeitungen.® In seinen Essays und journalistischen Bei-
tragen tritt Senocak als Intellektueller auf, der durch die Vermitt-
lung von Wissen und neuen Sichtweisen in Debatten um Migration
interveniert. Sein dichterisches Werk, das neben Lyrik auch Romane
und Erzahlungen umfasst, greift aktuelle gesellschaftliche Konflik-
te und Kontroversen auf und nimmt Identitatszuschreibungen, Fest-
legungen des sogenannten Fremden und blinde Flecke des eigenen
Selbstverstandnisses so in den Blick, dass Funktionen kulturellen Zu-
schreibungs- und Abgrenzungsmechanismen demaskiert werden. Be-
kanntlich hinterfragt Senocak die Assimilationsinstanz kritisch und
pflegt in diesem Sinne auch eine literarische Mehrsprachigkeit. Zu-
gleich wehrt er sich vehement gegen orientalisierende Rezeptionser-
wartungen und entwickelt eigene Schreibweisen als Gegenstrategie.

Gefihrliche Verwandtschaft gehort zu Senocaks frither Roman-Pro-
duktion,” die postmodernes Erzahlverfahren wie die Destruktion
koharenter Erzahlinstanzen mit der Entgrenzung von Korperlichkeit
und Identitatszuschreibungen verbindet. Obwohl der Text Uber die
Gegenwartsbeziige ausgeht und die Gegenwartsdiagnose mit einer
transnationalen Vergangenheitsdeutung verbindet, ist Gefdhrliche
Verwandtschaft kein historischer Roman, wohl eher ein Roman iiber
Identitatspolitiken im neu vereinten Deutschland, der als solcher auch
historische Wahrnehmungsweisen und Vergangenheitsdeutungen in

1 Der Roman, der 1998 erschien, erlebte 2013 und 2016 zwei weiteren Auflagen. Zi-
tiert wird hier aus der dritten Auflage.

2 Zu Senocak liegt bereits eine Monographie vor, die sein Gesamtwerk unter die Lu-
pe nimmt (Cheesman, Yesilada 2003).

3 Senocaks essayistische Produktion, die um interkulturelle Fragestellungen kreist,
umfasst inzwischen fiinf Sammlungen: Atlas des tropischen Deutschland (1992), War Hit-
ler Araber? (1994), Zungenentfernung (2001), Das Land hinter den Buchstaben. Deutsch-
land und der Islam im Umbruch (2006), Deutschsein. Eine Aufkldrungsschrift (2011).

4 Zusammen mit den Romanen Der Mann im Unterhemd (1995), Die Prdrie (1997) und
Der Erottomane (1999) bildet Gefdhrliche Verwandtschaft eine Tetralogie.
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den Blick nimmt. Ein besonderer Wert des Werkes liegt in der pro-
vokativen Hinterfragung der Debatten iiber Erinnerungskultur und
-politik im Deutschland der 90er Jahre, sowie in der polyperspektivi-
schen Reflexion iiber die Konsequenzen einer gesellschaftlich wie in-
stitutionell etablierter Erinnerung an den Nationalsozialismus fiir die
Wahrnehmung von Migration. Damit verbunden ist die Auseinander-
setzung des Protagonisten mit seiner eigenen, auf einer problemati-
schen Herkunft grindenden Identitat, die ebenfalls Gegenstand der
vorliegenden Betrachtung ist.

2 Der Roman Gefdhrliche Verwandtschaft

Der Roman Gefdhrliche Verwandtschaft erteilt der Vorstellung eines
in sich geschlossenen Werkes mit koharenten Handlungsstrangen ei-
ne Absage: zusammengesetzt aus zahlreichen Kurzkapiteln, die in sich
auch wieder verdichtete Einheiten bilden, wirkt der Roman als ein
Textgeflecht, das wiederum Teil weiterer Vernetzungen mit anderen
Prosawerken Senocaks ist. Der Protagonist ist der Schriftsteller Sasha
Muhteschem, wiederkehrende Erzahlinstanz anderer Romane und Er-
zahlungen. Der Roman zeichnet sich allerdings durch die konkrete his-
torische Verortung in Berlin zu Beginn der 90er Jahre aus. Reagiert
wird auf ein neues deutsches Selbstverstandnis nach der Wende so-
wie auf Migrationsdebatten nach den Brandanschlagen in Auslander-
wohnheimen und Gewaltakten gegen Migranten. Der Ausgangspunkt
der Handlung, die Riickkehr des Erzahlers und Protagonisten aus den
USA, wo er sich wahrend der Wende als Writer in Residence aufhielt,
ist als Ortwechsel signifikant fiir die folgende Beobachtungsperspek-
tive und ermoglicht die charakteristische kritisch-lakonische Haltung
Sashas zu den aktuellen deutschen Verhaltnissen.

Im Roman verflechten sich zwei narrative Ebenen: zum einen die
von Sashas beobachtete und kommentierte Gegenwart, zum anderen
Sashas Familiengeschichte, durch die eine deutsch-tiirkisch-jidische
Geschichte modelliert wird, die auch auf das Familiengeheimnis, die
Involvierung des tirkischen GrofSvaters in Deportationen von Arme-
niern, verweist. Das auf der Gegenwartsebene dargestellte neue ge-
sellschaftliche Selbstverstandnis, das wesentlich um ein neues deut-
sches Identitatsverstandnis kreist, iiberlagert sich somit mit einer
historischen Tiefendimension. Denn zeitlich fallt Sashas Zeit in Ber-
lin mit dem Tod seiner Eltern zusammen, die, obwohl frith geschieden,
gemeinsam bei einem Autounfall sterben. Damit riickt Sashas fami-
liare Herkunft in den Blickpunkt, denn Sasha erbt nun das Haus sei-
ner Mutter in Miinchen und einen silbernen Kasten mit tagebucharti-
gen Notizen seines Grofsvaters vaterlicherseits. Dieses Erbe dient als
immediater Anlass, sich mit seiner eigenen Familiengeschichte aus-
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einanderzusetzen:® Seine Mutter, die deutsch-judischer Herkunft ist,
floh mit ihren Eltern vor dem Nazi-Regime in das Istanbuler Exil, wo
sie ihren zukiinftigen tiirkischen Mann kennenlernte. Die Familienge-
schichte vaterlicherseits ist stark durch den GrofSvater bestimmt, der
wahrscheinlich als Agent flr Atatlirk arbeitete und die junge tiirki-
sche Republik unterstiitzte. Dariiber hinaus vermutet Sasha, dass er
am Genozid der Armenier beteiligt war.® Aufschliisse hieriiber glaubt
er in den Notizen des Tagebuchs zu finden. Da diese Notizen aber
durch den Gebrauch der arabischen und kyrillischen Schrift und die
Verwendung des Turkischen und des Russischen mehrmals kodiert
sind, ist Sasha ein eigener Zugang zunachst verwehrt. Wenn er sich
nach langem Hinzdgern endlich entscheidet, die Notizen ibersetzen
zu lassen, findet der Leser nur eine kurze Tagebuchpassage zitiert,
in der Grofsvater den Unterschied zwischen Schuld und Sinde re-
flektiert. Ab diesem bestimmten Punkt wird der Handlungsstrang
abgebrochen. Die Auseinandersetzung mit der eigenen ,Geschich-
te von Opfern und Tatern“, die auch von Briichen und Tabuisierun-
gen innerhalb des Familiengedachtnissen gekennzeichnet ist, fithrt
somit keineswegs zur faktischen Aufklarung der Schuld des Grofva-
ters. Es schlieBen sich stattdessen Beobachtungen zu aktuellen ge-
sellschaftlichen Themen und zum Berlin der Nachwendezeit, Inter-
views und weitere kurze Texte an.” In den Blick genommen werden
dann auch Sashas journalistische Beitrage, die Stimmen der Migran-
ten in Deutschland thematisieren. Die kritische Hinterfragung der
Assimilationsinstanz, die hier zu Wort kommt, wirkt als impliziter
Kommentar zu bundesrepublikanischen Integrations- und Migrations-
debatten. Erst am Ende des Romans riickt die Familiengeschichte wie-
der in den Fokus. Sasha hat mittlerweile beschlossen, die Geschichte
seines GrofRvaters als Stoff fiir seinen ersten Roman zu verwenden:

Ich hatte langst beschlossen, das Leben meines GrofSvaters nicht
zu rekonstruieren, sondern zu erfinden. (Senocak 2016, 38)

Mit dem von Sasha prasentierten Entwurf eines moglichen Endes
fur seinen Roman kommt auch Gefihrliche Verwandtschaft zum Ab-
schluss: Erzahlt wird vom Freitod des GroRvaters, der sich in eine Ar-
menierin verliebte und zugleich von den Deportationen materiell profi-
tierte. Mit Sashas Entscheidung fiir die literarisch-fiktive Darstellung

5 Die Frage der Herkunft im Roman in Bezug auf die Problematik der Identitat ist be-
sonders bei Hall (2003) und bei Stirmer (2017) ein Thema.

6 Zum Thema des Genozids an den Armeniern und des jidischen und armenischen
Gedachtnisses im Roman und im deutsch-tiirkischen Diskurs vgl. vor allem Prinz 2015
und Hofmann 2013.

7 Auf die raffinierte narratologische Komposition des Romans geht vor allem McGo-
wan (2011) ein.
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ist zugleich die Geburt des Autors verbunden. Die Entwicklung eige-
ner Autorschaft erfolgt iiber die Verwandlung der eigenen Familien-
geschichte in einen literarischen Stoff, was fiir Sasha zugleich die
Uberwindung einer langeren Schreibblockade bedeutet. Wie sehr der
Roman die Frage nach Autorschaft mitreflektiert, wird noch einmal
deutlich, wenn man den Text von Schluss her betrachtet: Das Ende
vom Roman Gefdhrliche Verwandtschaft bildet Sashas vorgestelltes,
fingiertes Ende seines Romans iiber den Grol3vater. Deutlich zeigt sich
hier ein Schreibverfahren, das nicht so sehr die geschichtliche Dar-
stellung fiktiv iberformt, sondern insofern historisch gepragt ist, als
das in den Archiven gesammelte Material die literarische Kreation
begleitet, prift und eventuell korrigiert:

Ich [...] musste sammeln, wahrend ich schopferisch tatig war. Mit
dem gesammelten Material wollte ich meine Kreationen kritisch
hinterfragen, wenn notig korrigieren. (Senocak 2016, 52)

3 »Schrebergirtner des Bewusstseins*

Der Geschlossenheit des Werkes und der Erzahlinstanz wirkt die Mon-
tage der Texte entgegen: die Einfiihrung standig neuer Kapitel wirft
oft Fragen nach dem Status des Erzahlers, da es an vielen Stellen in
der Schwebe bleibt, ob tatsachlich Sasha oder eine andere Instanz
sich aullert, die sich auf der Grenze zwischen intratextueller Hand-
lungsebene und metatextueller Kommentarebene bewegt. Die Unbe-
stimmtbarkeit der Erzahlinstanzen, die eine klare Einordnung der
einzelnen Passagen verweigert, ist mit einer selbstreflexiven Schreib-
verfahren verbunden, das die Verflechtung zwischen literarischer
Fiktion und kommentierend-essayistischer Darstellung bedingt. Der
Wechsel zwischen Darstellungsformen, die auch abrupte Ubergénge
zwischen fiktionalem und nicht-fiktionalem Schreiben zulésst, bedeu-
tet nicht nur eine radikale Irritation von Gattungsgrenzen, sondern
eroffnet auch die Moglichkeit, ansonsten unabhangig voneinander be-
handelte Kategorien aufeinander zu beziehen und neue Sinnzusam-
menhéange zu kreieren.

Besondere Brisanz gewinnen in diesem Kontext Sashas Beobach-
tungen iiber die Entstehung eines neuen deutschen Kollektivgefiihls
nach der Wende. Im kritisch-distanziertem Ton ironisiert der Protago-
nist iiber die sogenannte ,Elite der Erinnerung”, die in Deutschland
der 90er Jahre die Narration der historischen Ereignisse ibernimmt
und somit festlegt, wer zur sogenannten ,Schicksalsgemeinschaft”
gehort und wer hingegen die AuRenseiter sind. Damit schreibt sich der
Protagonist die Rolle des aullenstehenden Beobachters der neuen In-
klusions- und Exklusionsdynamiken der Nachwendezeit zu, als deren
paradigmatisches Zentrum die wiedervereinte Hauptstadt fungiert:
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Es muss etwas Aufllergewohnliches geschehen, damit Menschen
zusammenriicken. Wenn etwas Aulergewohnliches geschehen ist,
sei es eine Katastrophe oder ein historisches Ereignis, haben viele
plotzlich das Gefiihl, auf dieses Ereignis hin gelegt zu haben. Sie
interpretieren das Ereignis als schicksalhaft. Das ist etwas ganz
anderes, als das Schicksal anderer nachzulesen. Man ist unmittel-
barer Teil eines Projekts, man ist Teilhaber. Man kann nicht unbe-
teiligt sein. Und was passiert, wenn man ein solches Ereignis ver-
passt hat? Man ist ein Fremder. Erst jetzt versteht man, was es
heift, ein Fremder zu sein. [...]

Alsich in Berlin ankam, war alles vorbei, von der Stimmung der
Wende nichts mehr ibrig. Man sprach dariiber wie ein historisches
Ereignis, das bereits in ferner Vergangenheit lag. Die Mauerres-
te waren eine touristische Attraktion, Mauersteine eine Beute der
Souvenirhandler. Ich hatte also das historische Ereignis verpasst.
Gehorte ich noch hierher? Es half mir nicht weiter, dass es nicht we-
nigen so erging wie mir. In Berlin sind die AufSenseiter immer stark
gewesen. Die Elite der Erinnerung, die Eingeweihten, die Schick-
salsgemeinschaft ist hier mehr als anderswo daran gewohnt, dass
AuRenstehende dazugehoren wollen (Senocak 2016, 120-1)

Die Spannung zwischen gesellschaftlichen bzw. institutionellen Sinnkon-
struktionen und personliche Gegenwarts- und Vergangenheitsdeutung
spitzt sich im Roman mit der Frage nach einer Wahrnehmung der Gegen-
wart jenseits bestehender Muster von Vergangenheitshewaltigung zu.
Damit wird ein typisches Phanomen bundesrepublikanischer Gedacht-
nisbildung aufgegriffen, das zentrales Thema eines Essays mit dem Ti-
tel Schrebergdrtner des Bewusstseins. Uber Schuld und Unschuld der
Deutschen ist, der in der Essay-Sammlung Atlas des tropischen Deutsch-
lands erschienen ist.? Der Beitrag hinterfragt die Bedeutung von Schuld
fiir die Analyse von Geschichte sowie fiir ein gegenwartiges gesellschaft-
liches Selbstverstandnis. Kritisiert wird eine historische Wahrnehmungs-
weise, die Geschichte als ,Synonym fur Schuld” begreift, das , Pradikat
Schuld” reproduziert und so aktuelle Debatten dominiert:

Fragen nach den Schuldigen beschaftigen die Deutschen unent-
wegt. Wer ist schuld an der DDR-Vergangenheit, wer ist schuld am
Volkermord an den Juden, an den Sinti und Roma, an den Kriegsto-
ten des zweiten Weltkrieges? Wer war schuld daran, dass der Ers-
te Weltkrieg verloren wurde. (Senocak 1993, 31)

8 Zitiert wird hier aus der 2. Auflage, die 1993 erschienen ist. Die erste Auflage ist
1992 publiziert worden. Viele der hier behandelten Themen, u.a. die Frage der Migration,
der Vieldeutigkeit von Identitat und der Mehrsprachigkeit, sind in der Essaysammlung
Deutschsein. Eine Aufkldrungsschrift (2011) wiederaufgenommen und vertieft worden.
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Die Frage nach Schuld wird nach Senocak mit dem Bediirfnis verbun-
den, Bilanz zu ziehen, um die Rollen von Schuldigen und Unschuldi-
gen klar zu verteilen. Dieses Muster deutscher Vergangenheitsbewal-
tigung wiirde sich hauptsachlich in Reaktionen auf Gewalttaten gegen
Fremde ausdriicken. Aktuelle Vorgange werden nach dieser Argumen-
tation in das Muster der deutschen Vergangenheitsbewaltigung ein-
gesperrt und tragen ohne Analyse zu einer ,Verganglichung der Ge-
genwart” (Senocak 1993, 34) bei:

Durch die vereinfacht und identitatsbezogen gestellte Schuldfra-
ge wird die Gegenwart totgeschlagen, zumindest aber in Vergan-
genheit verwandelt, schneller als es der Lauf der Zeit vermag. (32)

Nach diesem Ansatz konstituieren sich gegenwartige Deutungen we-
niger aus aktuellen Debatten und gesellschaftlichen Analysen, son-
dern folgen vielmehr bereits existierenden historischen Mustern. Ge-
genwartige gesellschaftliche Kontroverse und Konflikte erscheinen
von vergangenen Geschichtsdeutungen gepragt. Kritisiert wird so-
mit eine Form des Gedachtnisautomatismus, der nach der Identifizie-
rung von Schuldigen und Unschuldigen auch in der Gegenwart ver-
langt. An der offentlichen Thematisierung des Rechtsrucks und der
Gewalttaten gegen Auslander in Deutschland hebt Senocak die Diffe-
renzierungsunfahigkeit hervor: sie wiirde sich in eine Schuldrheto-
rik niederschlagen, die zu Missverstandnissen, Pauschalisierungen
und letztlich zu einer Verscharfung des Konflikts zwischen fremd-
feindlicher und solidarischer Front fiihren wiirde. Interessanterwei-
se verbindet Senocak damit eine spezifische Identitatskonstitution,
die durch ein immunisierendes Verhalten gepragt ist:

Schuld und Unschuld als Kategorien gesellschaftlicher Auseinan-
dersetzung verleihen Immunitat und Identitat. (Senocak 1993, 32)

Was hier unter Immunitat zu verstehen ist, wird am Schluss des Es-
says deutlicher: Die Sicherheit der moralischen Uberlegenheit und die
darauffolgende Befreiung von den Mithen einer Selbstkritik, die jede
wirkliche Begegnung verhindert. Senocak schreibt dazu:

Die Betrachtung der anderen als Projektionsflache fur die eigene
Unschuld verhindert die Veranderung des eigenen Bewusstseins.
Dieses bleibt jener ordentlich gepflegte Schrebergarten, an dessen
Pforte ein uraltes Schild angeschlagen ist: ,Unbefugten ist das Be-
treten verboten!” (1993, 38)
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4  Schuld vs. Siinde, Trauer vs. Betroffenheit

Der 6 Jahre spater erschienene Roman Gefdihrliche Verwandtschaft
fuhrt dieses Phanomen aus, indem er die Konsequenzen einer institu-
tionell und gesellschaftlich etablierten Erinnerung an den National-
sozialismus fiir die Wahrnehmung von Migration betont. Im Roman
besteht die eigentliche Provokation in Sashas Beschreibung der Auf-
l6sung der Unterscheidung von schuldigen Gewalttatern und guten
Gegendemonstranten zu Beginn der 90er Jahre. So wird eine Argu-
mentation iiber die Gemeinsamkeit zwischen den kontraren Positio-
nen entwickelt, die darin besteht, dass beide den Fremden benétigen,
um ein neues Nachwende-Deutschsein selbstvergewissernd auszua-
gieren. Konkret auert sich dies, wenn Sasha die Demonstranten als
Karikaturen der Tater bezeichnet:

Als neue Nazis in Deutschland wieder getotet hatten, ging man
mit Kerzen auf der Stralle. Warum mit Kerzen? Mir kamen all die
Protestierer mit den Kerzen in ihren Handen wie die Karikaturen
der Tater vor. Die zittrige Flamme von Kerzen, kaum geschiitzt vor
dem Wind, gegen die wuchernden Flammen der Brandstifter. Jede
Nicht-Zugehorigkeit hat ihren Preis. (Senocak 2016, 121)

Die Erzahlinstanz, die hier klar mit dem Protagonisten identifizier-
bar ist, betont die eigene aullenstehende Beobachtungsperspektive,
die sich aus der Nicht-Zugehorigkeit ergibt. Obwohl Sashas Herkunft
sogar eine doppelte Schutzbedirftigkeit als Tiirke und als Jude nahe-
legen konnte, fligt er sich nicht der Opferrolle; er bleibt auf Distanz
und schildert vielmehr konkrete Situationen, in denen Festlegungen
auf die Opferrolle stattfinden:

Menschlichkeit darf nicht nur schweigend, sondern muss auch
sprachlich demonstriert werden. Der eine findet es zum Kotzen in
Deutschland, ein anderer fithlt sich an 1933 erinnert und fragt, ob
Juden in diesem Haus wohnen. Er bietet ihnen fiir alle Falle seinen
Schutz an. (2016, 122)

Der Text spielt solche Festlegungsmechanismen durch und demaskiert
die Gedenkkultur unserer Gegenwart als Gruppenfarce:

Wir trauern nicht nach unseren Empfindungen, sondern nach dem
Kalender. Wir miissen Trauer nachstellen. Alle Trauernden kennen
sich von Veranstaltungen. Sie griilSen sich mit einem Kopfnicken,
und jeder weils, welchen Platz er einzunehmen hat. Man hat sich um
einen Gedenkstein herum versammelt, an einem Ort, dessen Name
die Namen der Opfer ersetzt, derer man gedenken will. Man trau-
ert, weil einem etwas fehlt. Wir haben lange im Labyrinth der Trau-
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er suchen missen, um herauszufinden, was uns fehlt. Wir haben
feststellen miissen, dass wir um etwas trauern, was wir vor nicht
langer Zeit verloren haben. Die Opfer sind tot. Die Tater leben. Wir
sind nicht mehr erinnerungsfahig. Wir trauern um die Erinnerung.
Fiir die Tater gibt es keine {iberlebenden Opfer. Alle Uberlebenden
sind Tater. Das ist die Basis fiir die Versohnung zwischen Tatern und
Opfern. Die Trauer verheimlicht den Trauernden den Grund ihrer
Trauer. Dieses Phanomen wird Betroffenheit genannt. Die gemeinsa-
me Trauer der Tater und der Opfer findet im Namen der Betroffen-
heit statt. Die Trauer, der korperlichste aller seelischen Zustande
- Herz, Kopf und Koérperflissigkeit sind direkt miteinander verbun-
den - wird zur Betroffenheit, wenn der Korper der Trauer im Korper
der Betroffenheit ganzlich verschwunden ist. Betroffenheit ist die
passende Befindlichkeit fiir Gedenktage, ein sentimentaler Begriff,
der die korperliche Trauer aufhebt. Wenn die Trauer nicht von ein-
zelnen ausgedrickt, sondern von einer Gruppe nachgestellt wird,
hat sich die Betroffenheit gegeniiber der Trauer durchgesetzt. Es
ist die Geburt der Farce aus dem Geist der Tragodie. (2016, 61-2)

Das Zitat macht klar, dass die Analyse der Gegenwart im Roman dar-
auf hinzielt, alternative Deutungsweisen zu entwickeln, die eine we-
sentliche Leistung des Textes darstellen. Auf dem Priifstand steht hier
zunachst die Idee von Schuld als Kategorie kollektiver Auseinander-
setzung. Der Roman entfaltet eine alternative Deutung von Schuld, de-
ren Unubertragbarkeit auf die nachsten Generationen oft betont wird:

Ich bin ein Enkel von Opfern und Tatern. Ich glaube nicht, dass
Schuld ubertragbar ist. Auch nicht von den Tatern auf die Opfer.
Schuld versinkt in die Erde, auf der die Tat veribt worden ist.
(2016, 40)

Eine Notiz aus dem Tagebuch des GrofSvaters spinnt den Gedanken-
gang weiter, indem sie zwischen Schuld und Stinde unterscheidet.
Wahrend die Siinde die eigene Verantwortung einem gottlichen Wesen
gegeniiber umreift, ist Schuld immer eine personliche, intime Frage,
die eine Person allein vor die eigene Verantwortung stellt:

Schuld ist eine personliche Frage. Man ist mit seiner Schuld im-
mer allein. Wir sind es nicht gewohnt, allein zu sein. (2016, 119)

Auch Trauer stellt einen personlichen, intimen Zustand dar, wie die
oben zitierte, ein ganzes Kapitel umfassende Textpassage beleuch-
tet. Der Text fithrt eine Gegeniiberstellung ein zwischen der Trauer
als ,Zustand des Einzelnen” und dem , korperlichsten aller seelischen
Zustande” und der Betroffenheit als ,, Gruppenphanomen®, ,sentimen-
talem Begriff” und - noch pointierter - ,passender Befindlichkeit fir
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Gedenktage”. Die Unterscheidung basiert auf der Opposition zwischen
dem Korper des Einzelnen und dem sogenannten Korper des Gemein-
wesens, das in Wirklichkeit entkorperlicht und unbeteiligt ist und in
dem die korperliche Trauer des Einzelnen aufgehoben ist. Nicht nur
wird also die Gegenwart durch das Muster der Vergangenheitsbe-
waltigung gedeutet - der Text entlarvt, dass solche Deutung wieder-
um neue Gesellschaftsformen, Handlungsmuster, Rituale und selbst
neue Sprachfloskel und -formulierungen produziert.

Gegen diese Tendenz scheint der Protagonist an anderen Stellen, die
Schwierigkeit, ja Unmdglichkeit der Bewaltigung des Schmerzens und
der Trauer durch Sprache zu behaupten, beispielsweise wenn er sich als
,Vagabund” in der Sprache bezeichnet, der keinen Mittelpunkt besitzt:

Ich war ein Vagabund, dem die Welt nicht weit genug war und der
in der Sprache vagabundiert. (Senocak 2016, 23)

Statt zu helfen, tiefere Schichten des eigenen Selbst zu entdecken,
dient die Sprache vielmehr dazu, sich zu ibersehen:

Meine Wirklichkeit ist ein dunkles Loch, dessen Weite oder Enge
ich nicht einschatzen kann. Die Sprache dient uns nur dazu, uns
zu ubersehen. (2016, 90)

Sprache tragt demnach nicht zur Selbst- und Welterkenntnis bei. Die-
se melancholische, auf einer ersten Lektiireebene eher sprachskep-
tisch anmutende Aussage kann jedoch auf der poetologischen Ebene
als eine Absage an der dokumentarischen Darstellung einer wie auch
immer zu verstehenden historischen Wahrheit und zugleich als ein
Pladoyer fir die fiktiv-imaginare Sprache der Literatur gelesen wer-
den, das im Roman die Entstehung der Autorschaft begleitet.

5 Eine ,,prothesenartige‘ Identitit

Die standige Neuformierung von Sinnzusammenhangen, die bereits
in der Kurzkapitelstruktur angelegt ist, entspricht auf der Ebene der
Erzahlinstanz einer sich standig verandernden Inszenierung Sashas:

Ich bin nicht Ganzes. Mir fehlt eine Halfte, um fiir ganz genommen
zu werden. Ich ersetze die fehlende Halfte mit einer prothesenarti-
gen Identitat, etwas Geborgtem, das ich je nach Zeit und Ort wech-
seln kann. (Senocak 2016, 121)

Dabei konstituieren sich seine Rollen im Wechselspiel von Selbst- und
Fremdzuschreibung. Zu diesem Inszenierungsspiel gehoren auch die
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unterschiedlichen Erscheinungsformen Sashas: er verkorpert u.a. den
in sich widerspriichlichen Spurensucher in seiner eigenen Familienge-
schichte, den leidenschaftlichen Sammler von Dokumenten und Hand-
schriften aus der Nazi-Zeit, den Erkunder des Lebens der Gemein-
schaft der Exilanten in Istanbul in den 30er Jahre sowie den Kritiker
aktueller gesellschaftlicher Kontroversen zum Thema Migration. Die-
ses selbstinszenierende Moment ist selbstverstandlich auch Teil des
selbstreflexiven Schreibverfahrens, das u.a. eine radikale Kritik ge-
gen literarische Rezeptionserwartungen inszeniert. Laut Senocak tra-
gen diese unweigerlich dazu bei, dass Schriftsteller mit Migrations-
hintergrund ihre Herkunft zur Schau stellen, indem sie beispielsweise
auf sprachliche Hybridisierungen zurtckgreifen oder sogar literari-
sche Tendenzen etablieren, wie z.B. die Wiederbelebung der Mar-
chenkunst arabisch- und tiirkischstammiger AutorInnen.’ Eine weite-
re Zuschreibung Sashas ist die des Journalisten, der aufgrund seines
Migrationshintergrundes den Ruf eines Insiders erhalt. So bekommt
er wegen seiner Herkunft den Auftrag, junge Turken in Deutschland
zu portratieren, ,die Stimmen der Stimmlosen aufzusptiren und sie
der Sprache zuzufithren” (Senocak 2016, 94), was als eine Anspie-
lung auf Feridun Zaimoglus 1995 und 1998 erschienene Bande Kanak
Sprak. MifStone vom Rande der Gesellschaft und Koppstoff verstan-
den werden soll,*° die damals als innovatives Paradigma galten, das
sich bewusst von den bis dahin dominanten Kategorien der Migrati-
onsliteratur absetzte.** Damit verbunden ist ein weiteres Selbstver-
standnis Sashas als ,Ubersetzer”. Im Gegensatz aber zum allgemei-
nen Verstandnis, das von einer Ubersetzung eine wahrheitsgeméafie
Transferierung von Sinnzusammenhangen erwartet, und vermutlich
mit Blick auf das italienische Wortspiel ,traduttore-traditore” (der
Ubersetzer ist ein Verrater), dessen Bedeutung hier eine Zuspitzung
erfahrt, definiert er den Ubersetzer als LLugner der anderen”:

9 ,Einige arabische und tiirkische Kollegen hatten inzwischen die Erzahlkunst ihrer
Urvéter entdeckt, die sie in Klassenzimmern in Volkhochschulen und anderen o6ffent-
lichen Orten ausiibten. Marchen waren wieder erfolgreich. [...] Deutschland war ein
Land der Marchenerzahler und Bittstellern geworden, ein Land, das meinen niichternen
Vorstellungen nicht mehr entsprach” (Senocak 2016, 130-1) Virtuos karikiert Senocak
die literarische Produktion seiner ,Kollegen”, die auf solche Art und Weise den orien-
talistischen Rezeptionserwartungen des deutschen Lesepublikums entgegenkamen.

10 Angelehnt an Zaimoglus Bande Kanak Sprak und Koppstoff, ist die Struktur des 26
Romankapitels, das kurze Monologe von tiirkisch-stdémmigen Frauen und Méanner ent-
halt, die in Deutschland wohnen und den Zustand des Dazwischen-Seins reflektieren.
Darunter tragt ein Monolog die Uberschrift ,Zafer, Schriftsteller” und ist somit als au-
tobiographische Stimme des Autors erkennbar.

11 Zu Zaimoglu vgl. u.a. Begemann 1999. Zur Ausbreitung und Differenzierung der
Migrationsliteratur in den 90er in Deutschland vgl. Fischer, McGowan (1997). Zu den
Begriffen Gastarbeiterliteratur und Literatur der Betroffenheit, die Zaimoglu fir iiber-
holt erklart, vgl. Biondi, Schami 1981.
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Wenn er eine Wahrheit erkennt, die nicht der Wahrheit der anderen
entspricht, muss er sie fir sich behalten. Gabe er diese Wahrheit
preis, wiirden sich die anderen nur iiber den schlechten Uberset-
zer argern. Ohne den Ubersetzer wiirde die Welt an vielen Stellen
auseinanderfallen. Durch ihn werden viele Nahte unsichtbar. Nur
die, die zu nahe an den Nahten sind, spiiren den Schmerz, das Ju-
cken und Brennen an der Naht. (Senocak 2016, 95)

Ubersetzen wird demnach zu einem Adaptationsprozess, bei dem
Bedeutungszusammenhange an den Horizont des anderen ankniip-
fen, aber auch passend gemacht werden. Interessanterweise wird
die Selbstpositionierung Sashas ,an der Naht” mit dem Bild eines
korperlichen Schmerzes verbunden, dessen Jucken und Brennen As-
soziationen zu Narben weckt. Diese Selbstverortung integriert sich
auf paradigmatischer Weise in eine Reihe von Selbstbildern, die
Ungreifbarkeit und Unbestimmbarkeit der Identitat des Protagonis-
ten veranschaulichen, der sich durch wechselnde Inszenierung je-
der Festlegung entzieht. Diese Selbstbilder sind aber durch den all-
gegenwartigen Bezug auf die Korperlichkeit gekennzeichnet, durch
den die Dimension des Leidens hervorgerufen wird. Wenn man solche
Bilder in Erwagung zieht, erscheint der Protagonist als kein distan-
zierter, ironisch-kritischer Beobachter der gesellschaftlichen Zustan-
de, der aulSerhalb des Wirkungsfeldes von Vergangenheitsdeutungen
und gesellschaftlichen Zuschreibungen und Sinnproduktionen steht,
sondern als ein Leidender, dessen Nicht-Zugehorigkeit exemplarisch
im Bild der Dreieckskonstellation zwischen dem deutschen, jiidischen
und tiirkischen Teil seiner Identitat zum Ausdruck gebracht wird:

Drei bockende, blockierende Teile. Zwei davon stiirzen sich sofort
aufeinander, wenn sie glauben, den dritten ignorieren zu konnen.
(Senocak 2016, 90)

Interveniert dieses Modell gegen die Festlegung und Reproduktion
von Oppositionen wie Tater und Opfer, Deutschen und Juden bzw. Tiir-
ken, indem es etablierte Dichotomien auflost und alternative Neufor-
mierungen einfiihrt, so schildert der Protagonist unter Riickgriff auf
das Bild eines wunden, bruchstiickhaften Leibes seine eigene Wirk-
lichkeit als ein ,Leben in der Leere”, das keine Haltepunkte fur die
L,immer dinner werdenden Faden” bietet, die ihn mit den drei Teilen
seiner selbst verbinden sollen (Senocak 2016, 90). In dieser Perspek-
tive erscheint Sashas standig verandernde Inszenierung als kein ent-
bundenes, postmodernes Spiel mit Rollen und Masken, sondern sie
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gewinnt eine uniitbersehbare pathetische Akzentuierung.** Unterstri-
chen wird diese Leidensdimension durch einen indirekten Hinweis
auf den Mangel elterlicher Liebe und durch die Feststellung, dass die
Herausforderung der Migration nur zu iiberstehen ist, wenn man ,ein
geborgenes Zuhause” hat (Senocak 2016, 105).*

6  ,Man kann nur durch Erinnerung erkennen¢**

In lakonischer Haltung verortet die Erzahlinstanz Sasha die Entschei-
dung, sich mit der eigenen Herkunft endlich auseinanderzusetzen, in
der Atmosphéare der Nachwendezeit, deren steigendes Unsicherheits-
gefiihl er wie folgt portratiert:

Ich hatte keine Identitat. Damit hatten Menschen in meiner Umge-
bung zunehmend Probleme. Es war, als hatte der Fall der Mauer,
der Zusammenbruch der alten Ordnung, nicht nur eine befreien-
de Funktion gehabt. Ohne Mauer fithlt man sich nicht mehr gebor-
gen. Identitat ist zum Ersatzbegriff fir Geborgenheit geworden.
Man fixiert sich, den anderen, seine Herkunft, um Nahe und Dis-
tanzen zu bestimmen. Uberall konnte man auf unsichtbare Mau-
ern stofSen, die nach dem Fall der Mauer errichtet worden waren.
Die Welt war komplizierter geworden, die Wege labyrinthartiger.
Friher hatte man sich sorglos dem Spieltrieb hingegeben, sich auf
Irrwegen wohlgefiihlt, die Mauer schiitzte einen vor dem Abgrund.
Heute achtete jeder auf seinen Schritt, schon die nachste Begeg-
nung konnte einen aus dem Tritt bringen. Mein Weg wiirde mich
also unweigerlich in die Vergangenheit fithren. Thre Vergegenwar-
tigung schien mir unvermeidbar.

Plotzlich war ich kein Fremder mehr in Berlin. Ich war hier nicht
nur zu Hause. Ich gehorte auch dazu. Ich war einer von vielen Maul-
wiirfen in der Stadt. Wir sorgten dafiir, dass der Boden, auf dem die
neue Hauptstadt errichtet werden sollte, immer locker und tiickisch
unfest blieb. Wir liebten den markischen Sand. (Senocak 2016, 47-8)

12 Uber diese Beobachtung hinaus wére das Inszenierungsspiel mit der eigenen Iden-
titat im Roman einer eingehenden Betrachtung wert. Wesentliche Nachdenkimpulse
liefert dazu der Essay Deutschsein am Bosporus. Uber die Vieldeutigkeit von Identitit,
der in der Essaysammlung Deutschsein. Eine Aufkldrungsschrift (2011) publiziert wor-
den ist. Eine interessante Perspektive entwickelt Dayioglu (2005), die in Bezug auf die
Frage der Identitdat im Roman den Begriff der Integritat stark macht.

13 ,Wie nimmt man als Kind Fremdheit und Fremde wahr? Ist nicht jeder ein Fremder,
der nicht Vater oder Mutter ist? Wenn man ein geborgenes Zuhause hat, wird die Frage,
wo dieses Haus steht, unerheblich. Unser Haus stand in Deutschland” (Senocak 2016, 105).

14 Senocak 2016, 93.
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Der Protagonist entlarvt den Prozess der Identitatssuche als Reaktion
auf ein kollektives Bediirfnis nach Geborgenheit und Schutz nach dem
Fall der alten Ordnung und ironisiert iber das neue Zugehorigkeits-
gefiihl, das ihm dadurch zuteil wird, ,einer von vielen Maulwiirfen in
der Stadt” zu sein.** Die Ironie weicht aber dem Ernst gegentiber der
Aufgabe der Auseinandersetzung mit der eigenen Familiengeschich-
te nicht aus. Sasha stellt sich nun bewusst dieser Herausforderung,
wobei er den Schmerz betont, die jede Erinnerungsarbeit hervorruft,
und die Erinnerung mit einer Wunde vergleicht, die sich nie schlief3t:

Zum ersten Mal in meinem Leben wollte ich mich einer Heraus-
forderung stellen. Ich wollte mich mit meiner Herkunft auseinan-
dersetzen. [...] Erinnern ist schmerzhaft. Erinnerung ist die einzi-
ge Wunde im Menschen, die sich nie ganz schlieSt. Dabei ist die
nicht todlich. Im Gegenteil, die Schmerzen, die sie verursacht, ge-
ben dem Leben scharfere Konturen. (Senocak 2016, 47)

Dieser Betrachtung folgt unmittelbar Sashas Entscheidung fur die li-
terarisch-fiktive Darstellung, mit der zugleich die Geburt des Autors
verbunden ist:

Geschichte hat immer eine verbrauchte und eine unverbrauchte
Seite. An der verbrauchten Seite sind die Historiker am Werk. An
der unverbrauchten wollte ich tatig sein. Ich verkniipfte die Faden
in meinem Kopf zu einem Roman, dessen zentrale Figur mein Grof3-
vater sein sollte. (2016, 38)

Auch das Schreiben wird von Sasha mit Bezug auf die Korperlich-
keit definiert:

Wenn ich schreibe, geraten alle Organe meines Korpers in Bewe-
gung, um sich in Sprache zu verwandeln. (2016, 39)

An der Figur des Grofivaters entziindet sich die Phantasie des Prota-
gonisten, der eine Absage an der historischen Dokumentation erteilt
und sich daher auch weigert, die Schuld des GrofSvaters und den Ge-
nozid an den Armeniern zum Thema seiner Darstellung zu machen.
Mit dem fiktiven Schluss des Romans scheint sich der Erzahler, pro-
vokativ auf keine Vergangenheitsdeutung einzulassen, die dem Mus-
ter der Vergangenheitsbewaltigung entspricht. Die Privilegierung
der fiktiv-imagindren Dimension der Literatur, deren sinnlich-leib-
hafte Komponente betont wird, ist als Widerstand des individuellen

15 Die Anspielung an Kafkas Erzahlung Der Bau ist hier untibersehbar und wére ei-
ner eigenen Betrachtung wert.
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Lebens zu begreifen, das sich in seiner Unabhangigkeit von kollekti-
ven Diskursen und Handlungsmustern manifestiert.

Solcher Fokus auf die Entstehung der Autorschaft wirft allerdings
einen Schatten auf Sashas Selbstbekenntnis zu einer Verantwortung,
sich mit den tiefliegenden Schichten seiner Familiengeschichte ausei-
nanderzusetzen, denn eine offene Auseinandersetzung damit ist ge-
rade nicht Teil der Handlung. In diesem Sinne hat die Kritik behaup-
tet, dass die Tendenz zur Montage verschiedener Texte und Themen
durchaus Bedeutung in Hinblick auf den Umgang mit der Vergangen-
heit der Familie hat. Indem die Handlung an dem neuralgischen Punkt
abbricht und auf andere Texte ausweicht, wird auch eine weitere Kon-
frontation abgebrochen, was als ein ,textliches Symptom fir trans-
generationelle Schuldangst” (Eigler 2005, 71) gelesen wurde. Der Ro-
man, so einige Kritiker,*® verweise einerseits auf eine Leerstelle im
turkischen Gedachtnis, indem er die Ausklammerung des Genozids
an den Armeniern nachvollzieht, doch reproduziere er zugleich selbst
die erfolgte Verdrangung.

Gegen diese Lektire des Romans lese ich den Text nicht so sehr
als Symptom einer mangelnden Auseinandersetzung mit der eige-
nen Familiengeschichte und mit dem kollektiven Schuld des tirki-
schen Volkes, sondern vielmehr als Darstellung der originellen Iden-
titatskonstitution eines Schriftstellers mit Migrationshintergrund,
der sich gegen die offentlichen Diskurse, Wahrnehmungsweisen und
Identitatspolitiken in Deutschland der Nachwendezeit abgrenzt und
sich auf alternative Optionen raumlicher, historischer und epistemo-
logischer Grenziberschreitungen ausrichtet. Der Text bewegt sich
offensichtlich in einem Spannungsfeld: Auf einer Erinnerungsebe-
ne vollzieht das Schreibverfahren tatsachlich die bruchstuckhafte
Tradierung eines von Schuld gepragten Familiengedachtnisses nach;
dieses Familiengedachtnis impliziert allerdings eine wenn auch nur
andeutungsweise vorhandene Bezugnahme auf das historische Ver-
brechen. Die Griinde, warum uber die Familiengeschichte des Prota-
gonisten als eine Geschichte von Tatern und Opfern nur andeutungs-
weise gesprochen und auf eine vermeintliche Schuld des Grofivaters
immer nur kurz hingewiesen wird, liefert der Roman selbst, dessen
wesentliche Leistung darin besteht, den kollektiven Erinnerungsdis-
kurs, der automatisch und permanent nach einer Identifikation von
Schuldigen und Unschuldigen verlangt, zu entlarven und ihm alter-
native Deutungen und Strategien gegenuberzustellen.

16 Neben Eigler, die die Tagebiicher des GroRvaters als unverarbeiteten Teil der Fi-
gur Sashas betrachtet, vgl. dazu auch Prinz 2015, die diese Lektiire zu teilen scheint.
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1  Aleksandar Hemon: la lingua di uno scrittore ‘Altro’

So I'say I am complicated.
(Aleksandar Hemon, The Book of My Lives, 2013)*

L'aggettivo complicated riassume gran parte dell’opera letteraria e
dell’esperienza biografica di Aleksandar Hemon, scrittore bosniaco-
americano originario di Sarajevo e residente a Chicago dal 1992. Na-
to nel 1964 da una famiglia di origini ucraino-galiziane, Hemon fu
sorpreso dallo scoppio del conflitto nella sua terra natale mentre si
trovava in America per motivi di studio. Rimasto da allora negli Stati
Uniti, ha saputo tematizzare la complessita insita nel suo background
etnico e biografico attraverso particolari soluzioni stilistiche che gli
sono valse il ripetuto plauso della critica americana.? Commenti en-
tusiastici come quello di Gary Shteingart, che sulle pagine del New
York Times affermava «Hemon can’t write a boring sentence»,* dimo-
strano come l'autore sia riuscito ad accattivarsi il favore del pubblico
statunitense soprattutto attraverso la creazione di una personalissi-
ma lingua letteraria, spesso definita come ‘ibrida’ per la frequente
commistione di American English e realia bosniaci di difficile tradu-
zione, riportati in corsivo e accompagnati da giochi di parole e for-
me grammaticali volutamente scorrette.

La studiosa Ljubica Miocevi¢ ha evidenziato come il carattere ‘im-
puro’ di tale scrittura rimandi (anche graficamente) al trauma inde-
lebile della guerra, e alla condizione di sradicamento e solitudine
che questa ha comportato per migliaia di profughi originari dell’ex-
Jugoslavia, condannati a sentirsi inevitabilmente diversi come i vo-
caboli bosniaci disseminati nell'uniformita del testo in lingua ingle-
se (Miocevi¢ 2013, 55). Le scelte di Hemon risultano ulteriormente
significative se considerate in relazione al contesto sociolinguistico
delineato nel suo Paese nativo dai conflitti degli anni Novanta. Rifiu-
tandosi infatti di scrivere nella sua lingua d’origine e ‘contaminan-
do’ deliberatamente quella della sua host country, l'autore manifesta
la propria opposizione alle riforme nazionaliste che hanno determi-
nato la scomparsa ufficiale dell'idioma policentrico serbo-croato o
croato-serbo (srpskohrvatski jezik ili hrvatskosrpski jezik) e la coeva
promozione in senso purista delle sue varianti regionali a lingue stan-
dard nazionali come il serbo, il croato, il bosniaco e il montenegrino

2 Trairiconoscimenti ottenuti negli Stati Uniti, il sito Internet dell’autore (http://
aleksandarhemon.com/bio.html) riporta in particolare il conferimento della Guggen-
heim Fellowship nel 2003, e il ‘Genius Grant’ della MacArthur Foundation nel 2004.

3 Shteingart, G. «Pronek is Illuminated», The New York Times, Sept. 15, 2002. https://
www.nytimes.com/2002/09/15/books/pronek-is—illuminated.html.
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(MiocCevi¢ 2013, 61-2).* L'ibridismo linguistico con cui Hemon deco-
struisce le ideologie scioviniste presenti tanto nello spazio pubbli-
co post-jugoslavo quanto in quello americano si riflette inoltre nella
struttura frammentaria e plurivoca che contraddistingue la maggior
parte della sua produzione narrativa. Gia i racconti contenuti nella
raccolta d’esordio Spie di Dio (The Question of Bruno, 2000) appaio-
no caratterizzati dall'impiego di voci narranti molteplici e contrad-
dittorie, mirate a disorientare il lettore e a stimolare una sua rifles-
sione sulla coerenza e la veridicita di quanto riportato.

Tali caratteristiche, approfondite nei successivi romanzi Nowhere
Man (2002) e Il progetto Lazarus (The Lazarus Project, 2008) e nel-
la raccolta Amore e ostacoli (Love and Obstacles, 2009) rendono dif-
ficile un inquadramento univoco all'interno di una precisa tipolo-
gia letteraria.

2  Aleksandar Hemon e PAutofiction. L’Altro come specchio
narrativo di sé

La riccorrente commistione di invenzione fabulatoria e motivi apparen-
temente autobiografici permette di accostare la fase iniziale della pro-
duzione di Hemon al genere della cosiddetta autofiction, inaugurato dal
romanzo Fils (1977) del francese Serge Doubrovsky (McDonough 2011,
7), e al quale vengono ricondotte le opere di autori come Hervé Guibert,
Chloé Delaume (McDonough 2011, 11) e Karl Ove Knausgéard (Hansen
2017, 6). A suggerire un’affinita tra 'opera dello scrittore bosniaco e
tale categoria narrativa & soprattutto il carattere ‘ibrido’ piu volte at-
tribuito a quest’ultima (Panichelli-Batalla 2015, 2; Srikanth 2019, 350),
in virtu della compresenza di fiction ed elementi esplicitamente legati
alle effettive esperienze di vita dell’autore. Opinioni discordi sull’esat-
to rapporto tra finzione letteraria e sincerita autobiografica hanno fi-
nora impedito di raggiungere una definizione universalmente accettata
di questo genere (Srikanth 2019, 348), che sembra invece identificarsi
proprio nella resistenza a una classificazione basata esclusivamente su
concetti quali «reality, truth, sincerity, fiction» (McDonough 2011, 8).
Tra le numerose descrizioni proposte, vogliamo qui attenerci a quella
recentemente elaborata da Siddharth Srikanth:

narratives in which the author is the protagonist, in which the au-
thor’s biographical background and life experiences inform the
extensive nonfictionality of the work, and in which the author
combines fictionality and nonfictionality at length for his or her
purposes. (2019, 346)

4 Sivedano in particolare Greenberg 2008; Bugarski 2009, 139-52; Kordi¢ 2010.
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Nella sua definizione, Srikanth sirichiama al ‘patto’ ravvisato da Phi-
lippe Lejeune nell’identita nominale tra autore, narratore e protagoni-
sta (Lejeune 1986, 26), che dovrebbe garantire al lettore I'attendibili-
ta del racconto autobiografico tradizionale (pacte autobiographique);
il rispetto di tale patto fornisce lo sfondo di nonfictionality dove 1'au-
tore proietta vicende di fantasia, volte comunque a esprimere veri-
ta significative sulla sua vita (Srikanth 2019, 351; Hansen 2017, 2-3).

Il criterio dell'omonimia pare tuttavia escludere dal genere dell’au-
tofiction le prime opere di Hemon, i cui personaggi principali dimo-
strano le stesse origini etniche ed esperienze biografiche dell’auto-
re senza pero condividerne il nome (Vervaet 2017, 227). Sono infatti
sarajevesi di origine ucraina sia 'aspirante rocker Jozef Pronek (in-
trodotto nel racconto conclusivo di Spie di Dio) che lo scrittore Vla-
dimir Brik, protagonisti rispettivamente di Nowhere Man e Il proget-
to Lazarus; il medesimo background identitario caratterizza inoltre
l'anonimo romanziere al centro delle storie brevi raccolte in Amore e
ostacoli. Tutti e tre i personaggi sembrano replicare le iniziali vicissi-
tudini di Hemon negli Stati Uniti: bloccati a Chicago dallo scoppio del
conflitto bosniaco, cercano di sopravvivere attraverso lavoretti sot-
topagati che li portano a conoscere il volto impersonale e distaccato
della societa americana mentre il loro Paese d’origine finisce in pezzi.

Nonostante l'attribuzione di nomi diversi (o 'assenza di un nome
preciso, nel caso di Amore e ostacoli) ribadisca una sostanziale dif-
ferenza tra autore e protagonisti, la somiglianza delle loro vicende
rimanda a quello che Doubrovsky riteneva essere l'obiettivo princi-
pale dello scrittore di autofiction: utilizzare cioe le tecniche del rac-
conto di finzione per estraniarsi da sé ed esprimere quelle verita so-
litamente lasciate in ombra dall’autobiografia tradizionale, oberata
dall’autopercezione autoriale e da un’eccessiva referenzialita (cit. in
Srikanth 2019, 349). Le dinamiche dell’autofiction, paragonate dallo
scrittore francese a quelle della psicanalisi, consentirebbero quindi
all’autore una conoscenza autentica della propria persona biografica,
trasposta in un Altro letterario che & possibile osservare e raccon-
tare da un punto di vista ‘esterno’ (cit. in Srikanth 2019, 349). A ta-
le sdoppiamento si € inoltre richiamato Thomas C. Spear che, nel ri-
condurre le opere finali di L.F. Céline all’autofiction, ha riconosciuto
come tratto caratteristico di questo genere l'attribuzione dell’identi-
ta e della storia individuale dell’autore a una persona esplicitamente
fittizia (Spear 1991, 358). A sua volta Hemon, descrivendo il rapporto
con i propri personaggi, sembra riferirsi all’esigenza di autoanalisi
ed estraniazione che Doubrovsky identificava come scopo primario
dell’autofiction: «in my books, fictional characters allowed me to un-
derstand what was hard for me to understands» (Hemon [2013] 2014,
233). Tuttavia 'assenza di omonimia dissipa la sovrapposizione iden-
titaria sottolineata da Spear, e lo stesso autore ribadisce la distanza
che separa la sua effettiva persona dagli alter ego libreschi: «I'd co-
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oked up those avatars in the soup of my everchanging self, but they
were not me - they did what I wouldn’t or couldn’t» (233).

Tali caratteristiche suggeriscono piuttosto un avvicinamento al ge-
nere definito da Lejeune come «romanzo autobiografico», nel quale il
lettore e spinto a sospettare I'identita tra protagonista e autore, che
pure viene negata o comunque non affermata (Lejeune 1986, 25). Le
strategie adottate dallo scrittore bosniaco sembrano pero realizza-
re due di quelle che vengono generalmente riconosciute come finali-
ta principali dell'autofiction: richiamare cioé l'attenzione del lettore
sulla natura frammentaria e contraddittoria del Sé, e sulle conven-
zioni che lo portano a interpretare il racconto di finzione come ta-
le (Srikanth 2019, 348-9). Tali scopi risultano perseguiti attraverso
procedimenti stilistici mirati a infrangere ripetutamente 1'unitarie-
ta della narrazione, shiadendo il confine tra referenzialita fattuale e
invenzione letteraria.

In particolare I'autore ricorre all'impiego di flussi narrativi paralle-
li, collegati da particolari richiami simbolici che sovvertono le aspet-
tative del lettore in merito all’attendibilita del racconto, e contempo-
raneamente alludono alla duplicita culturale insita nella condizione
dell'immigrato. Questa tecnica appare gia nella storia breve «La re-
te spionistica di Richard Sorge» («The Sorge Spy Ring», 1996),° dove
le reali vicende di un agente segreto doppiogiochista riportate a pie
di pagina si sovrappongono alla narrazione del protagonista, che as-
siste alla drammatica materializzazione delle proprie fantasie infan-
tili di spionaggio nella Jugoslavia di fine anni Settanta; I'inserimen-
to di fotografie nell’apparato peritestuale ribadisce I'ambiguita tra
effettivita storica e fantasia che caratterizza il racconto (Mikulinsky
2009, 97-107). Lo stesso dualismo narrativo caratterizza la struttura
de Il progetto Lazarus, nel quale la ricostruzione dell’'omicidio di un
immigrato ebreo moldavo storicamente avvenuto a Chicago nel 1908
si alterna al racconto dello scrittore Brik, che cento anni dopo intra-
prende un lungo viaggio nell’Europa orientale per scoprire la veri-
ta sull’'evento e confrontarsi con la Sarajevo postbellica. Il carattere
duplice dell'opera & anche qui ribadito dalla presenza dell’elemen-
to fotografico: le immagini scattate dall’artista visivo Velibor ‘Veba’
Bozovic¢® risultano interpretabili come un’ulteriore dimensione nar-
rativa che complica e approfondisce la dicotomia cronologica del rac-
conto (Weiner 2014, 215-17). Un simile effetto destabilizzante moti-
va la ricorrente successione di voci narranti diverse, che forniscono

5 Inizialmente pubblicata sulla rivista TriQuarterly, poi inclusa nella raccolta Spie di Dio.

6 Il libro risulta ispirato a un viaggio effettivamente compiuto da Hemon e Bozovic¢
nel 2003 tra Polonia, Ucraina occidentale, Moldavia e Bosnia. Successivamente il fo-
tografo ha reso disponibili le immagini non incluse nell’edizione cartacea all’indirizzo
Internet https://veliborbozovic.com/the-lazarus-project, che si configura come
un’estensione multimediale dell'opera.
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versioni contrastanti ma ugualmente credibili di una stessa realta. E
soprattutto il caso del romanzo Nowhere Man, dove 'avvicendamen-
to di sette narratori differenti decostruisce la personalita del prota-
gonista Jozef Pronek, che nella propria frammentazione psicologica si
trova costretto a rivivere quella geopolitica dell’ex-Jugoslavia (Cihan
Yurdatn 2012, 63-4).

11 concetto di un’identita plurima e contradditoria viene inoltre ap-
profondito attraverso il racconto delle vite di personaggi esplicita-
mente fittizi come il depravato Alphonse Kauders (inventato per un
programma radiofonico di Sarajevo) e I'impostore Evgenij Pick, so-
spesi tra ideologie politiche, lingue e culture nazionali apparente-
mente opposte. Il carattere grottesco ed eccessivamente dettagliato
di queste pseudo-biografie introduce una pili ampia riflessione sulla
possibilita di una narrazione effettivamente veritiera, sviluppata so-
prattutto nelle storie brevi «In piacevoli conversari» («Exchange of
Pleasant Words», 1999)” e «Le api. Parte I» («The Bees. Part I»).® Nel
primo racconto la rievocazione dispersiva e inconcludente della se-
colare storia della famiglia Hemon, affidata alla voce magniloquen-
te del padre, rimanda ironicamente alla natura perennemente am-
bigua dell’atto narrativo; nel secondo i fallimentari tentativi paterni
di restituire un'immagine pienamente fedele della realta attraverso
il cinema e la scrittura storiografica esprimono I'inattuabilita di una
narrazione univocamente attendibile. Il fatto che il personaggio del
genitore sia centrale in questi e altri racconti evidenzia I'importan-
za dello sfondo familiare e autobiografico su cui l'autore tratteggia
le sue multiformi sperimentazioni letterarie.

Tali strategie formali, accostabili alle finalita dell’autofiction, non
si limitano ad attestare genericamente le potenzialita della finzio-
ne narrativa come strumento per rappresentare significativamente
il reale (Srikanth 2019, 361); piuttosto esse risultano funzionali al-
la descrizione dei processi psicologici insiti nell’emigrazione, e alla
raffigurazione delle specifiche conseguenze che il crollo della Jugo-
slavia socialista ha avuto sull’autopercezione dei singoli individui. Il
gioco di similitudini e rimandi intrecciato dall’autore tra la propria
esistenza concreta e le vicende dei suoi Altri letterari sembra infatti
replicare la discontinuita identitaria che spesso contraddistingue la
realta migratoria: la permanenza in ambienti culturali e linguistici
differenti porta I'immigrato ad attribuire le proprie esperienze a di-
verse versioni di sé, tutte contemporaneamente presenti all’interno
della sua coscienza (L. Grinberg, R. Grinberg 1991, 133-8).

7 Inizialmente uscita sulla rivista Granta (1999), poi inclusa nella raccolta Spie di Dio.
Nel 2006 l'editore Macmillan Picador ha pubblicato la storia separatamente in volume,
assieme al racconto «A Coin» tratto dalla stessa raccolta (2006).

8 Incluso nella raccolta Amore e altri ostacoli.
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Gli stessi procedimenti stilistici vengono estesi alla disintegrazio-
ne della Jugoslavia di Tito: 'assenza di una trama superficialmente
coesa e l'esplicita contraddittorieta delle voci narranti riflettono il
disfacimento dell’identita comune jugoslava, delineatasi nei quaran-
tacinque anni di regime socialista e successivamente affossata dai
contrapposti movimenti nazionalisti (Vervaet 2017, 225). I traumati-
ci mutamenti inflitti dalla guerra all’originario tessuto sociale e cul-
turale della Bosnia-Erzegovina si traducono per ’autore e i suoi alter
ego in una sensazione di generale estraneita verso le realta statali
monoetniche sorte dal conflitto; essi sono quindi destinati a sentir-
si diversi, Altri, tanto nell’indifferente e uniforme America quanto in
cio che resta del Paese natale, reso ormai irriconoscibile dalla guer-
ra e dallo sciovinismo (2017, 226-7).

Lalterita espressa da Hemon si manifesta soprattutto in relazio-
ne alle nuove narrazioni storiografiche ufficiali, volte a ‘confiscare’
la memoria® del precedente quarantennio di convivenza pacifica tra
i diversi popoli della federazione jugoslava, e a celebrare il conflitto
interetnico come unica opzione possibile. All'artificialita di tali rilet-
ture I'autore oppone la memoria della giovinezza trascorsa nel clima
multietnico e tendenzialmente cosmopolita della Sarajevo prebellica,
totalmente cancellato dalla guerra e dalle visioni storico-sociali che
questa ha imposto. Le tecniche finalizzate a sovvertire le certezze
del lettore in merito alla distinzione tra fiction e realta storico-bio-
grafica riflettono pertanto il disorientamento causato dal discorso
istituzionale postbellico, al quale lo scrittore non riesce e non vuo-
le ricondurre la storia della propria vita. L'ironia amara che spesso
sottende tali procedimenti viene inoltre indirizzata dall’autore ver-
so la vecchia retorica titoista, rievocata con toni sarcastici che ne-
gano qualsiasi idealizzazione del precedente regime.*® Gli elementi
destabilizzanti che consentono di accostare le opere iniziali di He-
mon alla categoria dell’autofiction sembrano pertanto configurarsi
come strumenti atti a descrivere le dinamiche legate alla specifica

9 L'espressione konfiskacija pamcenja (‘confisca della memoria’) & stata coniata dalla
scrittrice croata Dubravka Ugresic¢ per indicare le riletture storiografiche promosse
in senso propagandistico dai governi nazionalisti post-jugoslavi. Al carattere divisivo
di tali riletture l'autrice contrappone una valorizzazione della cultura di massa lega-
ta alla Jugoslavia socialista, concretizzatasi poi nei diversi atteggiamenti collettivi no-
ti come jugonostalgija. Sivedano Ugres$i¢ in Boym et al. 2003, 260-78; Lindstrom 2005.

10 Tali caratteristiche suggeriscono un avvicinamento alla cosiddetta reflective Yu-
gonostalgia. Con tale denominazione la ricercatrice Nicole Lindstrom (ricollegandosi
all’opposizione terminologica tra reflective e restorative nostalgia sviluppata da Svetlana
Boym) indica le differenti manifestazioni artistiche che evidenziano, spesso ironicamen-
te, il carattere frammentario ed elusivo delle memorie legate al passato comune jugosla-
vo, contrapposte al rimpianto per gli aspetti prettamente formali della statualita titoista
(restorative Yugonostalgia). Sivedano Lindstrom 2005, 235-7; Boym et al. 2003, 49-69.
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realta di provenienza dell’autore.** In quest’ottica risulta particolar-
mente significativa la visione proposta da Stephanie Panichelli-Ba-
talla, che interpreta tale genere letterario come un processo di ‘au-
totraduzione metaforica e narrativa’,** con cui lo scrittore traspone
il source text costituito dalle sue concrete esperienze di vita nel piu
libero linguaggio della fiction (Panichelli-Batalla 2015, 21-4). La ‘tra-
duzione’ effettuata da Hemon tuttavia non si riferisce unicamente al
vissuto del solo autore, ma comprende l'insieme dei processi stori-
co-sociali che hanno interessato la regione bosniaca ed ex-jugoslava
nel corso del XX secolo. La posizione dell’autore nello spazio lettera-
rio statunitense risulta dunque paragonabile a quella degli scritto-
ri immigrati definiti da Werner Sollors (1986, 250) come translators
of ethnicity (Mary Antin, Abraham Cahan...), che a inizio Novecen-
to si trovarono a mediare tra la propria dimensione etnica d’origine
e il contesto americano.

A tale ruolo sembrano avvicinarsi numerose caratteristiche dell’o-
pera di Hemon, come il ribadito ibridismo linguistico e la coscien-
za di un ‘doppio pubblico’*® costituito sia dai suoi ex-connazionali
che dai lettori statunitensi. Lo status dello scrittore risulta pero ul-
teriormente complicato dal carattere misto delle sue radici ucraino-
bosniache, e dalla frantumazione geopolitica che ha investito 'area
dei Balcani occidentali dal 1991 in poi: alla descrizione della realta
americana non viene mai opposta l'idea di un polo nazionale unico,
simbolo di una precedente stabilita identitaria spezzata dall’evento
migratorio. L'autore piuttosto sottolinea ripetutamente la pluralita
insita nelle sue origini e nello spazio jugoslavo prebellico, all’interno
del quale si & inizialmente sviluppata la sua personalita. Le dinami-
che etniche espresse da Hemon trascendono quindi la classica con-
trapposizione dialogica del tipo in-group / out-group (Sollors 1986,
252), realizzandosi invece nella frammentaria e plurivoca moltepli-
cita che pervade la sua produzione letteraria.

11 Laricorrenza di simili elementi stilistici e tematici nell’opera di altri scrittori le-
gati alla regione ex-jugoslava e stabilitisi all’estero durante la guerra ha spinto il criti-
co serbo Tihomir Brajovi¢ (2012, 272-6) a ipotizzare una «nuova emigrazione cultura-
le» (nova kulturna emigracija) i cui esponenti maggiormente rappresentativi sarebbe-
ro lo stesso Hemon, i serbi residenti in Canada David Albahari (1948) e Vladimir Tasi¢
(1965) e la croata Dubravka Ugresi¢ (1949), trasferitasi prima negli Stati Uniti e suc-
cessivamente in Olanda.

12 Traduzione dell’espressione fictional metaphorical self-translation, coniata dalla
stessa autrice (Panichelli-Batalla 2015, 3).

13 Sollors estende a tali autori il concetto di double audience, introdotto da J.W. John-
son nel 1928 per descrivere la consapevolezza degli artisti afroamericani di doversi ri-
volgere contemporaneamente a lettori sia interni che esterni al proprio gruppo etni-
co (cf. Sollors 1986, 249-50).
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3 Aleksandar Hemon e UAllofiction. Il racconto di sé
attraverso la vita degli Altri

Una parte significativa dei processi stilistici e degli obiettivi fin qui
analizzati caratterizza anche le pubblicazioni pil recenti dello scrit-
tore, in apparenza prive di quell’ambiguita che consentiva di avvici-
nare le sue opere iniziali alla corrente dell'autofiction. Con 'eccezio-
ne del romanzo Larte della guerra zombi (The Making of the Zombie
Wars, 2015),** gli ultimi lavori di Hemon sembrerebbero rientrare
nella tradizionale definizione di autobiografia elaborata da Philip-
pe Lejeune:

Racconto retrospettivo in prosa che una persona reale fa della pro-
pria esistenza, quando mette 'accento sulla sua vita individuale,
in particolare sulla storia della sua personalita. (Lejeune 1986, 12)

Con tali osservazioni vogliamo in particolare riferirci ai volumi I1 [i-
bro delle mie vite (The Book of My Lives, 2013) e My Parents: An In-
troduction / This Does Not Belong To You (2019).**

Il libro delle mie vite si presenta come una raccolta di testi d'im-
pronta dichiaratamente autobiografica, pubblicati su diverse riviste
americane dal 2000 al 2013 e successivamente rivisti per la pubbli-
cazione in volume (Hemon [2013] 2014, 242).*¢ La seconda opera ri-
sulta invece costituita da due libri differenti, disposti back-to-back
e dedicati rispettivamente alla rievocazione della vita in comune dei
genitori dell’autore (My Parents, Hemon 2019a) e della prima adole-
scenza trascorsa nella Sarajevo degli anni Settanta (This Does Not
Belong To You, Hemon 2019b): 1a prospettiva duale ricorrente nell’o-
pera di Hemon viene qui ribadita dalla stessa distribuzione del mate-
riale testuale. Entrambe le opere risultano accomunate dal rispetto
del ‘patto autobiografico’ che prevede la dichiarata identita tra auto-
re e narratore autodiegetico, gia introdotta dalla presenza reiterata
del pronome possessivo my nei titoli e successivamente ribadita piu
volte nel corso della narrazione (Lejeune 1986, 27-32). Tale esplicita-

14 Anche la struttura narrativa di questo romanzo, incentrato sulla crisi creativa
di un aspirante sceneggiatore nella Chicago del 2003, risulta caratterizzata dal dua-
lismo tipico dell’opera di Hemon: la descrizione della realta statunitense si avvicen-
da agli stralci del copione post-apocalittico che il protagonista non riesce a conclude-
re e nel quale si riflette 'atmosfera di panico seguita agli attacchi dell’11 settembre.

15 Attualmente inedito in Italia.

16 Ipassaggidellibro citati nel presente articolo si riferiscono alla riedizione dell’o-
pera del 2014, arricchita dal racconto «My Prisoner» precedentemente inedito e as-
sente nella versione tradotta in italiano. Successivamente «My Prisoner» é stato pub-
blicato separatamente online in formato e-book, correlato da una registrazione audio-
visiva dell’omonima performance di Velibor Bozovi¢.
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zione viene ulteriormente confermata dalle scelte peritestuali dell’e-
ditore; in particolare dal breve prospetto biografico di Hemon posto
sulla quarta di copertina dell’edizione originale de Il libro delle mie
vite come unica introduzione, e la precisazione «Author of “The Book
of My Lives”» che accompagna il nome dello scrittore sulla copertina
di My Parents. Queste strategie risultano fondamentali nel guidare
l'interpretazione delle due opere come autobiografiche da parte del
lettore, le cui modalita di ricezione vengono significativamente in-
fluenzate dalla notorieta anteriore dell’autore (Lejeune 1986, 395). A
tale prospettiva siricollegano inoltre i rimandi esplicativi alla prece-
dente produzione di Hemon, frequenti in entrambi i libri: illustrando
quali concreti episodi biografici abbiano ispirato in passato determi-
nati racconti di fiction, I'autore sembra dimostrare esplicitamente la
natura attendibile della presente narrazione. All'interno di My Par-
ents un esempio e fornito dalla nota a pie di pagina con cui lo scritto-
re sostiene di aver riportato un testo realmente scritto dal padre nel
gia citato racconto «Le api, parte I» (Hemon 2019a, 134); similmen-
te, in uno dei racconti contenuti ne II libro delle mie vite viene espli-
citata l'origine autobiografica del viaggio narrato nel precedente Il
progetto Lazarus (Hemon [2013] 2014, 120). Tali dichiarazioni spin-
gono inoltre il lettore a considerare in chiave autobiografica l'intera
produzione dello scrittore che, secondo la terminologia coniata da
Lejeune, assume i tratti di un complessivo «spazio autobiografico»
(espace autobiographique) nel quale anche i precedenti lavori di fin-
zione andrebbero recepiti come ‘fantasticherie rivelatrici’ della con-
creta personalita autoriale (Lejeune 1986, 45-6).

Questa visione approfondisce quell’ambiguita caratteristica del-
la produzione iniziale di Hemon, che I'apparente veridicita ribadita
nelle ultime due opere sembra invece voler dissipare. Ulteriori ele-
menti che suggeriscono un accostamento dei lavori pili recenti ai ca-
noni dell’autobiografia tradizionale sembrano rimandare al model-
lo macrotestuale elaborato da William Boelhower per lo studio delle
immigrant autobiographies affermatesi sulla scena letteraria statu-
nitense di inizio Novecento, applicabile anche a opere piu tarde in
virtu della sua natura paradigmatica (Boelhower 1982, 29). Tra le
principali caratteristiche poste alla base di tale schema critico fi-
gura la voce di un narratore apparentemente integrato nella realta
culturale americana, che al contrasto tra questa e le originarie tra-
dizioni del Vecchio Mondo riconduce la natura sincretica del proprio
double self (1982, 37); cio si concretizza nel racconto retrospettivo
con cui l'autore-protagonista descrive la disillusione nei confronti
delle esagerate utopie iniziali legate all’American Dream, e la for-
mazione di un’identita composita secondo quattro diversi modelli
comportamentali, rispettivamente basati sulla conferma, la varia-
zione, il rifiuto o la sostituzione dei codici culturali dominanti negli
Stati Uniti (1982, 20). Tali fattori ricorrono, seppure con modalita
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diverse, tanto ne Il libro delle mie vite quanto in My Parents; tra gli
schemi di comportamento individuati da Boelhower, Hemon sembra
in particolare descrivere quella variation attraverso cui 'immigra-
to accetta i valori statunitensi, integrandoli pero con la sua cultura
d’origine secondo combinazioni precedentemente inedite. Tuttavia
in entrambe le opere risulta assente 'idea del Vecchio Mondo come
spazio culturale recuperabile e sovrapponibile alla dimensione ame-
ricana (1982, 39); l'autore invece sottolinea piu volte come i proces-
siirreversibili causati dalla guerra e dall’affermazione del naziona-
lismo abbiano definitivamente cancellato I'originaria collettivita di
cui egli si presenta come ‘effetto strutturale’. Tale consapevolezza
enfatizza uno sradicamento di fondo a cui non sembrano dare pie-
namente requie né 'avvenuta integrazione nella societa americana
né il ricorso alle memorie della vita ‘normale’, precedente il conflit-
to e I'emigrazione. In tutti e due i libri 'approccio di Hemon a que-
sti ricordi avviene secondo modalita stilistiche e tematiche che, no-
nostante il pieno rispetto della ‘sincerita contrattuale’ prevista da
Lejeune, sembrano voler stimolare riflessioni simili a quelle provo-
cate dall’alternanza tra finzione e autobiografismo ricorrente nella
sua produzione iniziale. Entrambe le opere, pur rientrando nei cri-
teri della classica narrazione autobiografica, mirano infatti a quegli
stessi obiettivi che Srikanth (2019) ricorda come propri dell’autofic-
tion, ovvero porre in evidenza la natura molteplice dell’lo e sottoli-
neare I'importanza del racconto come strumento per comprendere
e accettare il reale, soprattutto nei suoi aspetti pit traumatici e do-
lorosi. L'importanza conferita da Hemon in queste narrazioni alle
vicende di persone particolarmente significative nella sua vita sug-
gerisce un avvicinamento al sottogenere definito da Armine Kotin
Mortimer come allofiction, nel quale 'autore tratteggia narrativa-
mente la propria individualita attraverso le esperienze biografiche
dei nearby others (parenti stretti, amici intimi):

These portraits of the other are passed through the portrait of
the self; they stand in relation to the self; they affect the self; the
self affects them. Yet the writer of the autofiction does not claim
to propose the biography of these nearby others; rather, they con-
tribute to the portrait of the self. [...] the idea of recounting one-
self through the narration of another’s life or destiny constitutes
the concept of allofiction. (Mortimer 2009, 25)

Nelle ultime due opere di Hemon tali caratteristiche approfondisco-
no in particolare quella ‘poetica dell’Altro’ delineata nella fase ini-
ziale della sua attivita letteraria.

Nel caso de II libro delle mie vite lo stesso titolo, oltre a ribadire
la molteplicita culturale insita nell’esistenza dell'immigrato, sembra
suggerire una sorta di ‘appropriazione narrativa’ delle vite altrui
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da parte dello scrittore. La maggior parte dei testi contenuti nella
raccolta tende infatti a concentrarsi sulle vicissitudini di particola-
ri others, che l'autore pone ripetutamente a confronto con il proprio
percorso biografico. Tale visione caratterizza gia il racconto-saggio
d’apertura, significativamente intitolato «Le vite degli altri» («The
Lives of the Others»), nel quale lo scrittore ragiona su quanto l'idea
dell’Altro abbia condizionato le sue vicende umane e artistiche rie-
vocando la gelosia infantile suscitata dalla nascita della sorella Kri-
stina. E a questo sentimento (addirittura degenerato in un tentativo
di strangolamento nella culla, fortunatamente fallito) che Hemon ri-
conduce la propria presa di coscienza degli ‘altri”:

The recollection of that sororicide attempt is the earliest memory
in which I can observe myself from outside: what I see is me and
my sister. [...] Never again would my selfhood be a sovereign ter-
ritory devoid of the presence of others. (Hemon [2013] 2014, 4)*"

11 fatto che lo scrittore affermi di ricordare questo episodio da una
prospettiva ‘esterna’ sembra replicare quei procedimenti stranian-
ti posti da Doubrovsky alla base della propria concezione di auto-
fiction. Tale visione introduce una pill ampia riflessione sui postula-
ti ideologici del nazionalismo, che prevedono 'autodefinizione di un
determinato gruppo etnico attraverso la discriminazione di un Altro
perennemente indesiderato e diverso. Queste logiche vengono ironi-
camente esemplificate attraverso un altro aneddoto di origine infan-
tile, nel quale l'autore ricorda l'offesa involontariamente arrecata a
un coetaneo di etnia bosnjak:*®

For his birthday party, Almir was neatly dressed [...]. The sweater
visibly belonged to someplace else, so I asked him where it came
from. It came from Turkey, he said. Whereupon I quipped: “So you
are a Turk!” [...] Almir started inconsolably crying, while every-
one looked at me admonishlingly. [...] Subsequently my parents ex-
plained to me that Turk was (and still is) a derogatory, racist word
for a Bosnian Muslim. [...] What I said othered Almir, it made him
feel excluded. (Hemon [2013] 2014, 10-11)

17 I corsivi riportati in questa e in tutte le successive citazioni di Hemon sono pre-
senti nel testo originale.

18 Popolazionislave meridionali convertitesi all’Islam sunnita sotto la dominazione ot-
tomana, presenti soprattutto in Bosnia-Erzegovina e nella regione serba del Sangiacca-
to. Inizialmente considerati come gruppo puramente religioso, e percio identificati come
serbi o croati ‘di fede musulmana’, nel 1968 furono riconosciuti dal regime comunista
jugoslavo come popolo costitutivo (muslimani); dal 1971 sono designati come bosnjaci,
etnonimo che nel XIX secolo indicava complessivamente gli abitanti della Bosnia.
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E significativo come in questo passaggio I'io narrante riconduca lo
sviluppo della propria sensibilita sociale alla reazione di un‘altra per-
sona, che per di piu ha accidentalmente ‘alterato’ da sé. Dinamiche
simili caratterizzano i rapporti sociali delineati dall’emigrazione, do-
ve tanto gli stranieri quanto i ‘nativi’ tendono apparentemente a rap-
portarsi secondo una logica di pura contrapposizione, identificandosi
reciprocamente come ‘Altro’. Tale visione viene riassunta dall’autore
citando le parole dei genitori, emigrati in Canada all’inizio del con-
flitto bosniaco e inizialmente diffidenti nei confronti del nuovo am-
biente sociale e culturale:

my parents started cataloguing the differences between us and
them - we being Bosnians or ex-Yugoslavs, they being purely Ca-
nadian. [...] we had soul, and they were soulless. [...] They were the
not-us, we were the not-them. (14-15)

La ribadita opposizione pronominale, ironicamente rintracciata an-
che in un discorso di Bush Jr. (It was us versus them),*® rimanda alla
continua necessita dell’Altro nella propria definizione psicologica e
culturale. Successivamente 'autore riprende a giocare con i prono-
mi personali per descrivere la frammentaria autopercezione identi-
taria delineata nell’emigrazione, che porta inevitabilmente I'immi-
grato a visualizzarsi come Altro rispetto a sé:

whoever we used to be, we are now split between us-here (say, in
Canada) and us-there (say, in Bosnia). Because we-here still see
the present us as consistent with the previous us, still living in
Bosnia, we cannot help but see ourselves from the point of view
of us-there. (17)

La consapevolezza di tale pluralita viene contrapposta da Hemon agli
svariati monismi nazionalisti, che impongono all'individuo un’identi-
ficazione univoca e semplificatoria nell’ambito di una precisa catego-
ria etnica. La genesi dell'unica descrizione identitaria in cui l'autore
sente di riconoscersi pienamente (I am complicated) viene ricondotta
a un altro episodio che vede protagonista la sorella Kristina, sottopo-
sta nella Sarajevo postbellica alla domanda implicitamente discrimi-
natoria What are you? (Hemon [2013] 2014, 21); anche in questo ca-
so, I'autore collega l'evoluzione della propria personalita alle vicende
biografiche di un nearby other. La contrapposizione us-here/us-there
che nel passaggio precedentemente riportato esemplifica la coscien-
za molteplice dell'immigrato sembra esplicitare il double self ricono-

19 Lautore cita le parole pronunciate da George W. Bush il 21 gennaio 2000 in occasio-
ne della sua visita all’Towa Western Community College, presso la citta di Council Bluffs.
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sciuto da Boelhower come tratto fondamentale delle immigrant auto-
biographies; tale dualismo richiama inoltre 'ambiguo contrasto tra
effettiva persona autoriale e Altro fintamente autobiografico, ricorren-
te nelle prime opere di Hemon e considerato implicito da Doubrovsky
nei processi caratteristici della scrittura di autofiction. Questa opposi-
zione risulta tematizzata soprattutto nel successivo racconto «Il caso
Kauders» («The Kauders Case»), dove lo scrittore recupera il person-
aggio fittizio di Alphonse Kauders, rievocandone la creazione paral-
lelamente al suo coinvolgimento in un imbarazzante caso di cronaca®
nella Sarajevo prebellica. La natura immaginaria di Kauders viene
qui posta in relazione alla vergogna attualmente provata dall’auto-
re nei confronti delle proprie provocazioni giovanili, che la maturita
e la distanza geografico-temporale sembrano relegare in una dimen-
sione irreale, quasi romanzesca:

The whole thing felt to me like reading a novel in which one of the
characters [...] had my name. His life and my life intersected, dra-
matically overlapped. At some point I started doubting the truth
of my being. What if my reality was someone else’s fiction? (Hemon
[2013] 2014, 51-2)

A tali dubbi Hemon contrappone la credulita con cui gli ascoltatori
di Sarajevo accolsero le storie palesemente fasulle su Kauders, rac-
contate in maniera dettagliatamente pseudo-documentaria all’inter-
no della trasmissione radiofonica Omladinski program (Il program-
ma della gioventl) nel 1987:

The vast majority of people bought my Kauders story [...] For
months, even years, people would stop me and ask: “Did he re-
ally exist?” To some of them I said yes, to some of the I said no.
But the fact of the matter is that there is no way of really know-
ing [...] (59-60)

Le considerazioni in merito al rapporto tra fiction e realta che carat-
terizzano il passaggio conclusivo del racconto, dove l'autore-narrato-
re si chiede ironicamente se non sia egli stesso a essere frutto della
fantasia di Kauders, vengono riprese in tono decisamente piu dram-
matico nei successivi testi «L'acquario» («The Aquarium») e «My Pri-
soner»; entrambi risultano incentrati sul potere lenitivo esercitato

20 Sitratta del controverso episodio noto come ‘festa di compleanno in camicia nera’
(rodendan u crnoj kosulji), avvenuto nel dicembre 1986: durante un party in casa del-
la scrittrice Isidora Bjelica l'autore e altri studenti universitari inscenarono una grot-
tesca performance nichilista con riferimenti all’estetica nazista. Il regime socialista
jugoslavo, non avendo compreso la natura parodica dell’evento, successivamente con-
dusse una dura campagna di discredito e ostracismo nei confronti dei partecipanti.
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dalla rappresentazione narrativa nell’elaborazione di eventi partico-
larmente traumatici. Nel primo racconto, incentrato sulla morte del-
la figlia Isabel per una malattia rarissima, parallelamente al proprio
dolore l'autore descrive la singolare strategia messa in atto dalla lo-
quace primogenita Ella per accettare il lutto: I'invenzione di un fra-
tello immaginario, ‘Mingus’, la cui vita consiste in una replica pil o
meno fedele della sua e al quale attribuisce i propri effettivi senti-
menti. Tale processo sembra richiamare le dinamiche descritte nel
racconto su Kauders, e viene infatti paragonato dal padre a quella
‘estensione narrativa’ legata all’'operato dello scrittore:

I recognized in a humbling way that she was doing exactly what
I'd been doing as a writer all these years [...] I'd needed narrative
space to extend myself into; I'd needed more lives [...] I understood
that the need to tell stories is deeply embedded in our minds, [...].
Narrative imagination - and therefore fiction - is a basic evolu-
tionary tool of survival. We process the world by telling stories [...]
through our engagement with imagined selves. (233-4)

Il ricorso a tali imagined selves permette quindi un confronto con le
componenti pil tragiche e brutali dell’esistenza umana, progressi-
vamente interiorizzate e depotenziate nel processo di elaborazione
narrativa. Il carattere terapeutico attribuito all’atto del raccontare
sembra in particolare riferirsi alle venature psicanalitiche che ca-
ratterizzano la concezione doubrovskyana dell’autofiction, e consen-
te di interpretare il frequente utilizzo di alter ego nella produzione
iniziale di Hemon come una risposta al traumatico sradicamento pro-
vocato dall’emigrazione e dalla guerra.

La funzione mediatrice della rappresentazione artistica viene poi
ribadita attraverso le vicende dell’'amico Velibor ‘Veba’ Bozovi¢ e di
suo padre Vlado nel corso del conflitto bosniaco, rievocate in «My
Prisoner»; allo stesso tempo il racconto mette in luce I'ambiguita in-
trinseca all’azione raffigurativa, in virtu della sua natura potenzial-
mente manipolatoria e ingannevole. L'autore-narratore racconta di
essere venuto a conoscenza della storia tramite una lettera inviatagli
nel settembre 1994 dallo stesso Veba, all’epoca volontario nell’eser-
cito indipendentista bosniaco, e della quale vengono riportati alcu-
ni passaggi.”* L'amico spiega di aver dovuto contrattare con i propri
superiori una visita al padre, ufficiale di origine serbo-montenegri-
na rinchiuso da due anni nel campo di prigionia noto come Silos; le

21 In uno di questi brani Veba afferma di aver assistito al suicidio di un cavallo sul
campo di battaglia del monte Treskavica, nei pressi di Sarajevo. L'autore aveva prece-
dentemente inserito tale episodio nel romanzo Nowhere Man, citandolo in una lettera
inviata al protagonista Pronek dall’amico Mirza, rimasto in Bosnia durante il conflitto.
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autorita acconsentono all’incontro, ma Veba dovra permettere a una
troupe televisiva di filmare ’evento, allo scopo di dissipare le voci sui
maltrattamenti subiti dai detenuti all’interno del lager. Benché disgu-
stato dall’intento propagandistico della proposta, Velibor finisce per
accettare: 'umiliante presenza delle telecamere priva cosi di qual-
siasi dignita il momento in cui padre e figlio possono finalmente ri-
abbracciarsi. Successivamente 'autore spiega come 'amico, emigra-
to in Canada dopo la fine del conflitto e la liberazione del genitore,
abbia tentato di esorcizzare i traumi causati dalla guerra attraver-
so progetti di fotografia e video-arte. Tra questi figura un’installa-
zione che vede Bozovic stagliarsi a petto nudo contro il filmato del-
la liberazione del genitore, proiettato su una parete alle sue spalle:

The video lasts for five minutes. My friend stands exuding pain
and sorrow, while the meeting at the Silos is simultaneously be-
hind him and all over him, on his bare skin. At some point it ap-
pears that his father reaches from inside the image to touch his
son’s naked shoulder. The Veba standing outside the image can-
not feel the touch. The Veba inside is weeping. The work is called
My Prisoner. All of the war is contained in it, [...] in that one im-
possible touch. (Hemon [2013] 2014, 122-3)

Lasciando che le immagini scorrano sul proprio corpo, 'artista esem-
plifica fisicamente il contrasto tra realta e rappresentazione,?? riuti-
lizzando quegli stessi codici mediatici che avevano precedentemen-
te sancito la sua umiliazione. Nel descrivere la performance Hemon
sottolinea la propria vicinanza alle esperienze biografiche dell’ami-
co, percepite dallo scrittore come una versione alternativa, quasi spe-
culare, del proprio destino:

if I'd stayed in Sarajevo for the war [...] I would’ve felt like Veba.
(120)

Sial’'amico che il padre (al quale l'autore si riferisce con l'appellativo
affettuoso ¢ika, ‘zio’) vengono quindi posti dall’autore tra quei nearby
others fondamentali nella definizione narrativa della sua personalita.
Tali others tuttavia non sono sempre presentati in una luce positiva.
E il caso del docente e critico letterario Nikola Koljevi¢ (1936-97), la
cui controversa figura viene rievocata nel racconto II libro delle mie
vite (The Book of My Life). Contrapponendo l'ammirazione suscitata

22 Sul sito Internet di BoZovi¢ l'opera viene cosi descritta: «A composite of autobio-
graphy, documentary and fiction, My Prisoner navigates through the space where the
historical, the personal and the fictional simultaneously interfere with and enhance
one another» (https://veliborbozovic.com/aogag).
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dal professore negli anni studenteschi alla rabbia per il suo successi-
vo appoggio al criminale di guerra serbo-bosniaco Radovan Karadzic,
l'autore evidenzia come la propria maturazione umana e artistica si
sia svolta in antitesi a tale esempio negativo:

I unread books and poems I used to like [...] unlearning the way in
which he had taught me to read them [...]. Now it seems clear to
me that his evil had far more influence on me than his literary vi-
sion. [...] Because of Professor Koljevi¢, perhaps, my writing is in-
fused with testy impatience for bourgeois babbling, regrettably
tainted with helpless rage. (129)

La presenza di ‘altri’ significativi caratterizza inoltre i restanti testi
della raccolta, nei quali Hemon descrive le diverse fasi della propria
americanizzazione. Ne Le vite di un flaneur (The Lives of a Flaneur)
l'autore sovrappone il ricordo delle lunghe passeggiate nella Saraje-
vo prebellica ai primi giri esplorativi di Chicago, effettuati come di-
stributore di volantini per Greenpeace. E agli incontri con gli abitanti
dei quartieri di North Shore, Blue Island, Park Forest che Hemon ri-
conduce la propria conoscenza dell’America reale, ben diversa dalla
visione idealizzata legata ai film e ai dischi giunti in Jugoslavia gra-
zie ai buoni rapporti del regime di Tito con 1'Occidente. Gli svariati
others americani incrociati dall’autore-narratore corrispondono a un
catalogo delle bizzarrie connaturate alla civilta dei consumi statu-
nitense, che paradossalmente rappresentano quella ‘normalita’ dal-
la quale lo straniero si sente escluso, e nei cui frequenti preconcetti
vede ribadita la propria alterita:

I grinned through lectures on the spirituality of Star Trek and con-
firmed, calmly, that, yes, I had been exposed in Sarajevo to the
wonders of pizza and television. (147)

Tuttavia il graduale sviluppo di abitudini quotidiane legate al nuovo
contesto urbano permettono infine al disorientato narratore di sen-
tirsi parzialmente placed, ‘radicato’, anche nella realta di Chicago.
11 conseguimento di tale stabilita viene messo in relazione alla
possibilita di condividere con gli ‘altri’ un determinato spazio di vi-
ta, e la memoria del passato legato a questo: per lo scrittore cio non
e pil possibile a Sarajevo, nelle cui strade irrimediabilmente trasfor-
mate dalla guerra e condannato a sentirsi «displaced in a place that
had been mine» (Hemon [2013] 2014, 134). Ed & proprio la consape-
volezza di tale shared past a compattare l'eterogeneo gruppo di im-
migrati che per vent’anni si riunisce ogni weekend a giocare a cal-
cio sui prati dell’area di Uptown, come descritto nel racconto «Se Dio
esistesse, sarebbe un solido centrocampista» («If God Existed, He'd
Be a Solid Midfielder»); unitosi a loro, 'autore impara a conciliare la
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propria alterita di straniero con la dimensione sociale circostante,
esorcizzando nel gioco e nei rapporti di squadra i sentimenti di soli-
tudine e rabbia prevalenti nei suoi primi anni in America. Anche in
questo caso Hemon finalizza la presenza narrativa degli ‘altri’ alla
definizione della propria personalita biografica.

La stessa visione sembra motivare la struttura speculare di My
Parents / This Does Not Belong To You.

Le due narrazioni, apparentemente contraddistinte da profonde
differenze stilistiche, risultano collegate da una serie di rimandi te-
matici che garantiscono il senso generale e l'unitarieta complessi-
va dell’opera.

In My Parents I'autore racconta la storia dei genitori Andja e Petar
dal matrimonio all’'emigrazione in Canada, attraverso un’ordinata di-
scorsivita che pare rispecchiare i falliti ideali di armonia e stabilita
con cui la propaganda di Tito sprono la loro generazione a costruire
e mantenere unita la Jugoslavia socialista. A cio si contrappone il to-
no scarno e frammentario che caratterizza This Does Not Belong To
You, suddiviso in capitoli non pit lunghi di due pagine dove Hemon ri-
evoca la propria tendenza giovanile al vandalismo, i rapporti interni
alla raja (la compagnia di amici), gli scontri con gli jalijasi (teppisti di
strada) e i primi sfortunati approcci all'amore fisico e alla letteratura.
La conformazione apparentemente disarticolata del testo sembra ri-
specchiare I'incertezza o la reticenza del narratore in merito alle pro-
prie memorie, di cui egli stesso pare mettere in dubbio la veridicita:

what I remember now are the stories of memories that might have
been the memories of stories. (Hemon 2019b, 25)

A cio si ricollega l'impiego di formule ripetitive legate al linguaggio
fiabesco (There was once; The story goes that...), spazi vuoti e paro-
le mancanti. L'esplicita opposizione formale tra i due libri suggeri-
sce la loro appartenenza a generi diversi: la storia coerente e lineare
dei genitori rientra nella categoria biografica tradizionale, mentre la
narrazione incentrata sul figlio, apparentemente caotica e inaffida-
bile, si avvicina alle ambiguita dell’autofiction esposte in preceden-
za. La piena comprensione dell’'opera richiede tuttavia una lettura
complementare dei testi, consigliata dal sottotitolo An Introduction
che accompagna My Parents; in tale prospettiva la ricostruzione del-
la vita in comune di Tata (Papa) e Mama (Papa) appare funzionale al
racconto con cui il figlio-autore definisce il proprio Sé. Tale relazio-
ne si delinea nella catena di contrasti e rimandi che unisce le narra-
zioni, conferendo all'opera un’implicita struttura coesiva. Ad esem-
pio, i primi capitoli di My Parents insistono sull’identificazione dei
genitori nel progetto socialista jugoslavo, le cui politiche progressi-
ste nel secondo dopoguerra permisero loro di emanciparsi dalla se-
colare miseria contadina:
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Mama’s future was entangled with Yugoslavia’s, enabling her to
leave behind the poverty that had lasted for centuries. Yugoslavia
provided a framework into which my mother fully grew [...] She
built the country as she was building herself. (Hemon 2019a, 29)

Questa visione viene invece rovesciata in This Doesn’t Belong To You,
dove il narratore interpreta i propri atti giovanili di vandalismo co-
me una ribellione alla mentalita collettivistica del regime, e un pre-
coce tentativo di affermazione creativa della propria individualita.
Non a caso un pomeriggio trascorso a infrangere piatti e bicchieri
viene definito come «the happiest day of my childhood» (2019, 5),
e la prima poesia risulta descritta con le sole parole «there was di-
struction in it» (2019b, 88). I danni che l'autore confessa di aver ri-
petutamente provocato rappresentano dunque il tentativo adolescen-
ziale di creare qualcosa di ‘proprio’ nella realta dominata dagli adulti
e dalla retorica edificatrice della loro generazione. A cio si ricolle-
ga la soddisfazione provata nell’'infrangere una finestra, il cui vetro
crepato diviene contemporaneamente presagio del futuro conflitto:

Whenever I considered the crack [...] I'd think, I did this. This be-
longs to me. [...] Many years later, during the siege, the building
across the street was subject to a rocket attack, in the course of
which all of its windows [...] were blown out. (2019b, 103)

I motivo ricorrente della distruzione passa quindi a raffigurare la di-
sgregazione di quel framework sociale che conferiva senso e stabilita
alle vite dei genitori, costretti ad assistere al fallimento del sistema in
cui avevano creduto e a ricominciare da zero in una terra percepita co-
me immensa e sconosciuta. Cio traspare soprattutto dalle parole della
madre, che pil di tutti in famiglia si riconosceva nei valori socialisti:

With her migration to Canada, she lost, figuratively and literally,
everything that had constituted her as a person: from property to
ideology; [...] Overnight she became a nobody, she often says, a
nothing. (2019a, 36)

Tuttavia 'abitudine al sacrificio e al duro lavoro permette infine ai ge-
nitori di ritrovare una certa stabilita, culminata nell’acquisto di una
casa di campagna (‘the Barn’) nei pressi di Hamilton, Ontario. La di-
mora assume i tratti di un rifugio che Andja e Petar possono model-
lare a loro piacimento, in un processo che l'autore paragona all’inse-
diamento dei primi coloni sul suolo americano:

My parents did what the early North American settlers had done
once upon a time: they transformed the space they found them-
selves in. (2019a, 79)
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Queste dinamiche trasformative, simboleggiate dalle cianfrusaglie
ammassate dal padre nel suo studiolo, paiono ricollegarsi agli atti di-
struttivi descritti in This Does Not Belong To You: sia i genitori che il
figlio adolescente risultano accomunati dall’esigenza di conformare
alla propria individualita uno spazio materiale percepito come estra-
neo, altrui. In tale prospettiva i rimproveri rivolti al giovane Hemon
da un anziano vicino di casa peri danni causati al bene pubblico sem-
brano prefigurare la perenne estraneita rinfacciata dai ‘nativi’ agli
immigrati, costretti a risiedere in una terra che non potranno mai
del tutto considerare come propria:

This does not belong to you, he kept saying. This does not belong
to you. This is one of my longest-lasting memories: This does not
belong to you (2019b, 75)

Le uniche cose su cui lo straniero puo accampare pretese forse sono
i ricordi, pervasi dalla lingua e dalle tradizioni legate al Paese ab-
bandonato. In tal senso andrebbe interpretate le continue storie del
padre sull’infanzia trascorsa a Vucijak, la collina nei pressi della cit-
ta bosniaca di Prnjavor dove la famiglia Hemon si trasferi ai tempi
dell’amministrazione asburgica, assurta nei racconti paterni allo sta-
tus mitologico di un Eden perduto:

Vucijak is therefore a place fully constructed in Tata’s mind and
far more real than the actual place. [...] Yet at no point in his life
did he ever considered or even mention the possibility of return-
ing to Vucijak [...] A perfect homeland is never available; other-
wise the ideal might run into an indelible and ugly reality. (2019a,
39-40)

I toniironici con cui viene descritta I'idealizzazione paterna di Vucijak
permettono all’autore di evidenziare la natura fondamentalmente im-
maginaria di qualsiasi ‘Patria’ nazionalista, e di ribadire il caratte-
re ambiguo di qualsiasi narrazione che si professi come ‘autentica’.
La stessa sfumatura pervade gli aneddoti comici inventati dal padre
sui vicini Branko e Duja, trasformati in macchiette ridicole volte a
mettere in luce le presunte qualita positive della famiglia Hemon:

While “Branko” would get drunk, my grandfather never did. While
“Duja” gossiped [...] my grandmother never did. [...] They were
the Bosnian natives against which my Ukrainina-speaking family
could feel superior, precisely because they were not. (2019a, 127)

Tali dinamiche sembrano replicare in chiave umoristica quelle identifi-
cate da A.K. Mortimer come caratteristiche dell’allofiction: ricorrendo
alle vicende di others buffoneschi e fittizi, il padre definisce la propria
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visione di sé e dei suoi familiari. L'autore collega significativamente ta-
le processo alla lontananza del genitore dal mondo bucolico di Vuéijak:

It was possible for my father to abstract Branko and Duja only be-
cause he had long left the space in which they and their lives were
fully real. (2019a, 127)

L'atto del raccontare, nella sua ambiguita, diviene cosi espressione
dello sradicamento comune a padre e figlio. La stessa visione carat-
terizza diversi passaggi di This Does Not Belong To You, dove il nar-
ratore gioca ripetutamente con le convenzioni che dovrebbero ga-
rantire la sincerita autobiografica. L'esempio pill eloquente appare
nelle pagine finali, dove Hemon sembra mettere apertamente in dub-
bio I'attendibilita della narrazione, esplicitando l'opposizione tra la
propria persona reale e il Sé delineato nel racconto:

Take this thing you're reading. I could’'ve assembled a different
version of it. I could’'ve assembled a different version of it [...] I
could’'ve assembled someone else. [...] I could’'ve made a differ-
ent original decision and written all this in Bosnian, my mother
tongue, which is both different and the same as srpskohrvatski ili
hrvatskosrspki [...]. I could’ve been a different person [...]. Instead
here we are, Hemon, you and I. (2019b, 176)

11 fatto che 'autore ponga tale opposizione in relazione alle proprie
scelte idiomatiche ribadisce il carattere essenzialmente ‘ibrido’ della
sua scrittura, possibile soltanto in una lingua imbastardita e peren-
nemente ‘sbagliata’, definita come «ever unbelonging» (2019b, 165).

Gli esempi qui riportati da I libro delle mie vite e My Parents/ This
Does Not Belong To You confermano quindi 'impossibilita di ricon-
durre la produzione dello scrittore bosniaco-americano a un’'unica
categoria letteraria, sia questa autobiografia, autofiction o allofiction.
La compresenza di elementi legati a tutti e tre i generi lascia piutto-
sto supporre che 'unica definizione pienamente adatta alla sua iden-
tita e al racconto della sua vita sia quella che egli stesso ha scelto:
I am complicated.
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What saudade must be killed to belong, to make a
home, to realize desire?
(Karen Tei Yamashita, Circle K Cycles, 2001)

1 Introduction

In Circle K Cycles (2001), a particularly understudied work, the Japa-
nese American writer Karen Tei Yamashita (1951-) recounts the lives
of second- and third-generation Japanese Brazilians who return-mi-
grate to Japan in the 1980s and 1990s to do unskilled jobs. Takeyuki
Tsuda has named this type of migration “ethnic return migration” to
distinguish it from the return migration of the first generation (2009c,
1). The Dekasegi (migrant workers) face difficult working conditions
as well as social marginalisation due to the fact that returnees are
often considered cultural foreigners (see Tsuda 2009c). As a result,
they struggle to embrace transnationalism, which involves creating
links to both homeland and host land (see Glick Schiller, Basch, Szan-
ton Blanc 1992). Doubly outsiders, the Dekasegi live in a liminal, in-
between space at the margins of both Japanese and Brazilian society.
However, a feeling of saudade - homesickness or nostalgia - to-
ward Brazil prevails. In this essay, I analyse the theme of nostal-
gia, which has been overlooked both in existing work on Circle K
Cycles (see Chuh 2006; Ling 2006, 2012; Kam 2008; Ragain 2018;
Sheffer 2020) and, more generally, as an object of literary and cul-
tural critique (see Su 2005; Walder 2011). In particular, I argue that
Yamashita depicts a form of migrant and minority nostalgia that is
both counter-hegemonic and conservative and that is closely linked
to the phenomenon of ethnic return migration. Through saudade, Jap-
anese Brazilians express their attachment to Brazil and their ‘Bra-
zilianness’ against the hegemonic pressures of Japanese culture to
conform to a standard of ‘pure Japaneseness’. Yet Yamashita criti-
cises cultural separateness both by experimenting with form - thus
creating a unique “palimpsestic” (Chuh 2010), multi-genre, multilin-
gual and polyphonic work - and by describing phenomena of cultur-
al hybridisation and creolisation that unsettle any idea of ‘purity’.

2 Southward

Yamashita is a novelist, short-story writer, playwright and professor.
She was born in 1951 in Oakland, California, and she is a third-gener-
ation Japanese American. Yamashita studied English and Japanese lit-
eratures at Carleton College, Minnesota, and spent her junior year in
Japan as an exchange student at Waseda University, Tokyo. She grad-
uated in 1973, and, in 1975, she moved to Sao Paulo to study Japanese
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immigration to Brazil. It was during her Brazilian years that Yamash-
ita started to write fiction. In 1984, she moved to Gardena, Califor-
nia, where she continued to write while working as an Executive As-
sistant for a local public television station. Since 1997, Yamashita has
been teaching at the University of California Santa Cruz where she
is a Professor of Asian American Literature and Creative Writing.

Among Yamashita’s multimedia/stage performances are Hiroshi-
ma Tropical (1983), Tokyo Carmen vs. L.A. Carmen (1990) and Ani-
me Wong: A CyberAsian Odyssey (2008). Her experimental novels,
Through the Arc of the Rain Forest (1990), Brazil-Maru (1992) and
Tropic of Orange (1997), address the themes of migration, cultural
and national identity, globalisation, economic imperialism and envi-
ronmental exploitation. After Circle K Cycles (2001), Yamashita pub-
lished I-Hotel (2010), a collection of novellas that narrates the origin
of the Asian American movement between 1968 and 1977. Her latest
work is Letters to Memory (2017), which deals with the incarceration
of Japanese Americans during World War II.

Because of the wide scope of Yamashita’s interests, which often
exceed the Asian American field to embrace the Latin American, she
has received little scholarly attention from Asian Americanists. Pub-
lished at a time when the transnational turn was at an early stage and
the urge to ‘claim America’ was still dominant, the contribution of
Yamashita’s early works to Asian American studies went unnoticed.
Nevertheless, Yamashita’s innovative North-South or hemispheric
approach is instrumental to the expansion of the transnational per-
spective in Asian American studies and to the destabilisation of “el
provincialismo de los Estados Unidos” [U.S. provincialism] (Geirola
2005, 120; transl. by the Author). As Kandice Chuh argues,

Although Asian American literary studies have in recent decades
taken the ‘transnational turn’ [...], the particular rubric of ‘hemi-
spheric studies’ has not found as much traction in the field as, for
example, ‘diasporic’ or ‘Pacific Rim studies’.[...] [M]ost transnation-
ally inclined criticism in Asian American studies has been more
involved in mining understudied or otherwise occluded east-west
connections than in looking critically north or south. (2006, 618)*

Scholars have focused especially on the bilateral connections between
the United States and particular Asian countries. By moving toward
the southern hemisphere, Yamashita expands Pacific Rim and trans-
pacific paradigms that continue to emphasise the United States, re-
vealing Asian America’s links to the South, that is, to Latin America.

1 Only Rachel Lee (1999) and Eleanor Ty (2010) have adopted a hemispheric approach
in their critical studies of Asian American literature.
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As Jingi Ling observes,

Asian America can no longer be understood only in terms of its
U.S. designation versus its various Asian origins [...] Rather, Asian
America must also be grasped in relation to the configurations of
other Asian diasporas that function within, across, and beyond
Asian-Pacific and the Asian-Latin American formations. (2006, 2)

Yamashita’s move southward adds a new dimension to Asian North
America through which it is possible, by adopting a comparative out-
look, to achieve a deeper insight into its communities and to develop a
“minor transnationalism”, that is, a “symbolic geography of relations
that become the creative terrain on which minority subjects act and
interact in fruitful, lateral ways” (Lionnet, Shih 2005, 2). Yamashi-
ta’s recent return to more ‘canonical’ Asian American subject mat-
ter is also significant: her writing could be taken as an answer to
various scholars’ preoccupation with the idea that the transnational
turn might eclipse the political, domestic dimension in Asian Amer-
ican studies (see Wong 1995; Cheung 1997). Truly glocal, Yamashi-
ta’s writing has brought a global dimension into Asian American lit-
erature while also respecting its local dimensions and history, thus
proving that it is also by adopting a transnational perspective that
the local, domestic reality can be better understood and represented.

Certainly, Yamashita’s “largeness of vision” (Rody 2004, 131) en-
tails a certain amount of pain, which she metaphorically describes
as a “backache”: “My back aches. It is longer than it should be, ex-
panded geographically. It is [...] a vertebrae of pidgin utterances [...]
It is a bridge and a beast of burden” (Yamashita 2001, 17). Therefore,
reaching distant geographies and forging transnational links enrich-
es one’s identity, but at the same time it also brings suffering as dem-
onstrated by Japanese Brazilians’ experience in Japan. In Circle K
Cycles, Yamashita embraces transnationalism and hybridity against
parochialism and notions of purity, but she also shows the underside
of transnational migration and the issues that migrants have to face
as they live in the liminal space between cultures.

3  Coming Full Circle

In 1997, Yamashita lived in Seto, Japan, for six months in order to
study the Brazilian community living in Japan at that time. During
her stay, Yamashita wrote a monthly travel journal for the website
Cafe Creole - where it is still possible to find her diary entries.? Cir-

2 http://www.cafecreole.net/index.html.
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cle K Cycles blends these non-fictional documents with fictional sto-
ries “to paint as varied and textured a portrait as possible of the life
[Yamashita] saw and experienced” during her visit (Yamashita 2001,
11).* The text is divided into six chapters preceded by a Prologue
and followed by an Epilogue, and each chapter is titled with a month
name, tracing Yamashita’s six-month stay in Japan. Therefore, Cir-
cle K Cycles constitutes Yamashita’s account of what she has learned
through research and lived experience about Japanese Brazilians.
Japanese Brazilians represent the largest community of Japanese
descendants (Nikkeijin or Nikkei) outside of Japan with a population
of about 1,900,000 (The Association of Nikkei and Japanese Abroad
2018). The year 1908 marked the beginning of Japanese migration
to Brazil as Japanese people left their country to escape rural over-
population and poverty. Between 1908 and 1941, 190,000 Japanese
entered Brazil as Dekasegi.” The majority of immigrants worked in
coffee plantations located in Southern Brazil, but, by the end of the
1980s, most second- and third-generation Japanese Brazilians lived in
the urban areas of the most developed regions of Brazil, were well ed-
ucated and middle-class (see Carvalho 2002, 3-7; Tsuda 2003b, 55-6).
As Tsuda notes, despite their socioeconomic and cultural integration
in mainstream Brazilian society (see also Carvalho 2002; White 2003),
Japanese Brazilians maintained a strong symbolic attachment to a Jap-
anese homeland, and they were proud of their ‘Japaneseness’, which
they considered less “an ethnic stigma to be avoided than a positive as-
set to be maintained” (2003b, 58-65).° Indeed, their ‘Japaneseness’ was
seen in a favourable light by Brazilian people, due to Japan’s prominent
position in the global order and to widespread positive images about
Japan and its culture (Tsuda 2003b, 2009d). Thus, when the economic
crisis hit Brazil in the 1970s and 1980s, many Brazilian Nikkei decided

3 Circle K Cycles can therefore be defined as creative non-fiction or as “fictional eth-
nography” (Yamashita cited in Palleau-Papin 2012). Given Yamashita’s presence in the
text, Circle K Cycles combines fictional ethnography and autoethnography, or “intro-
spective ethnography”, a self-reflexive research methodology and form of writing (see
Imafuku 2008, 84). Autoethnographers “use personal experience to illustrate facets of
cultural experience, and, in so doing, make characteristics of a culture familiar for in-
siders and outsiders” (Ellis, Adams, Bochner 2011, 276).

4 This term indicates “labourers working on short-term contracts and returning to
their homeland after a brief sojourn abroad” (White 2003, 312). The term was origi-
nally employed to define people from the rural areas who had to migrate to the cities
to avoid poverty but who eventually returned home (Tsuda 2003b, 110). As Daniela de
Carvalho explains, “In Brazil the term ‘Dekasegi’ was used to refer to the Issei [first-
generation Japanese Brazilians], and by the mid-1980s, was used to denote people of
Japanese descent who migrated to Japan” (2002, 87).

5 Daniel T. Linger highlights that “it was rare for a Brazilian Nikkei to have set foot
in Japan. One learned and reaffirmed Japaneseness through family and community as-
sertions of identity, occasional consumption of traditional foods and celebration of tra-
ditional festivals, [...] Japanese language classes” (2001, 25).
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to return-migrate to Japan rather than to other countries of the Global
North such as the United States (Tsuda 2009d, 34). At the same time,
Japan was experiencing the so-called ‘bubble economy’ and a labour
shortage that especially affected small- and medium-sized business-
es in the manufacturing and construction sector (Tsuda 2009d, 31-2).

Since internal migration from the rural areas was by then very lim-
ited, the Japanese government decided to turn to immigrant workers
coming from other Asian countries. However, their presence disrupt-
ed Japan’s ideal of an ethnically and racially homogeneous society
(Linger 2001, 22-3; Carvalho 2002, 79). Hence, changes were made to
the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Law in 1989 so that
only Nikkei (up to the third generation) could legally become unskilled
workers in Japan (Carvalho 2002, 79). Basically, “[t]he law promised a
flexible, low-cost, culturally tractable and racially correct labor force
to do the industrial dirty work disdained by Japanese citizens” (Linger
2001, 23), such as on the assembly line of the manufacturing sector.

In 1998, 274,442 South Americans of Japanese descent were liv-
ing in Japan, of whom 81 per cent were Brazilians (Carvalho 2002,
80). Japanese Brazilians’ ‘return’ to Japan is representative of a phe-
nomenon that has only recently come to the attention of social scien-
tists and that has been variously defined as “reverse immigration”
(Oka 1994), “return migration” (Yamanaka 1996; Tsuda 2000, 2003b,
2009c; King, Christou 2011), “ethnic homecoming” (Tsuda 2009d),
“diasporic homecoming” (Linger 2001), “dual diaspora” (Linger 2001)
and “counter-diaspora” (King, Christou 2011). Return migration has
been studied since the 1970s, but the first studies focused mainly on
the return migration of the first generation and overlooked the sec-
ond generation (King, Christou 2011, 452). More recently, Tsuda has
distinguished between “return migration” and “ethnic return migra-
tion”: while “return migration” concerns immigrants who return to
their country of origin, “ethnic return migration” sees immigrants’
descendants moving to their ancestral homelands (2009¢c, 1). Such
“returns” often constitute a negative experience since returnees are
considered cultural foreigners, and so they suffer social marginali-
sation (Tsuda 2009c, 3).

Whilst the representatives of the Japanese government assumed
that Nikkei would more easily assimilate into Japanese society than
other immigrants because of their Japanese descent and presumed
cultural affinity, they soon realised - as did the Japanese Brazilians
themselves - that Brazilian Nikkei were culturally more Brazilian
than Japanese. For Brazilian Nikkei, such a realisation was particu-
larly shocking since they were treated as Japanese in Brazil, and they
had developed a nostalgic, romanticised vision of Japan, to which they
felt attached as their true homeland (Tsuda 2009d, 32-3). However,
they had “essentially return[ed] to a foreign country” (2009c, 3), thus
becoming “strangers in the ethnic homeland” (2003b).
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4 Saudade

What are the consequences of living in this liminal space, “between
native and foreigner” (Tsuda 2000, 59), between Japan and Brazil,
without completely belonging to one or the other? In Circle K Cycles,
Yamashita creatively explores Japanese Brazilians’ ethnic return mi-
gration to Japan and the issues that arise from being regarded as a
foreigner in one’s ancestral homeland. The sections of Circle K Cy-
cles® that contain Yamashita’s personal accounts of her experience
in Japan aim to highlight Brazilian Nikkei’s and Japanese people’s dif-
ferent cultural and behavioural norms. Such differences contribute
to separating Brazilian Nikkei from mainstream Japanese society
and therefore to their social marginalisation. For instance, Yamash-
ita presents “Japanese Rules” against “Brazilian Rules” (99-114). The
“Japanese Rules” depict the Japanese as polite people who care im-
mensely about appearances - so much that they turned to Nikkei
workers in order to preserve the homogeneous appearance of their
society - as well as revealing their rigidity and lack of spontaneity.
Yamashita also inserts the English translation of a rule board origi-
nally written in both Japanese and Portuguese that she found at a con-
dominium complex in Toyota City. Evidently, these rules are mainly
intended for Brazilian residents and aim to ‘correct’ what Japanese
residents consider to be disruptive behaviours, especially regarding
waste disposal, noise and social gatherings. For instance, “let’s stop
barbecuing on the verandah”, “let’s take care with noise pollution”,
“please put trash out in accordance with the determined models and
in the appropriate location” (108).
Tanya Y. Kam argues that:

[t]he Japanese preoccupation with keeping refuse categorized [...]
suggests a culture concerned with maintaining appropriate divi-
sions and hierarchies, thus separating the ‘pure’ Japanese from
the mixed Nikkei Brazilian workers. (2008, 19)

Furthermore, as observed by Catherine Bates, “to believe in the com-
plete disposal of waste is to imagine a purified self that remains sealed
and self-determined, producing no global footprint” (2013, 210).
Hence, Japanese people deny their global, transnational identities in-
sofar as they distance themselves from and even reject those who have
left the ‘clean’ space of Japan, creating a ‘contaminated’ diaspora.
As Yamashita reports, “The Brazilians have had difficulty follow-
ing all these rules [...] In the meantime, the Japanese residents are
at their wit’s ends. The Brazilians are unruly” (110). Indeed, the first

6 Henceforth, the page numbers without other indication are from Circle K Cycles.
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of the Brazilian rules is “there are no rules”, and the second one is
“all rules may be broken or avoided” (110). The other rules reveal the
sociable and extroverted nature of Brazilian people, who enjoy par-
ties and expressing themselves through body language such as kiss-
es and hugs. Brazilians think that “cultures who find this kissing dis-
concerting are a cold people.[...] Japanese hardly show affection in
public” (111). Nevertheless, Brazilian people are willing to integrate
into Japanese society: walking around the condominiums, Yamashita
notes the “oppressive quiet” that characterises the place, “the sound
of people trying very hard to be quiet” in order to be accepted (110).

However, the Japanese notion of ‘Japaneseness’ prevented Brazil-
ian Nikkei from becoming part of mainstream Japanese society. Tsu-
da explains that “Japaneseness is defined not only by racial descent
but also by complete linguistic and cultural proficiency” (2009b, 242).
As Daniela de Carvalho states, “The Nikkeijin as a category disman-
tle this concept, sharing the ‘blood’, but not the commonalities of Jap-
anese culture and mother-tongue” (2002, 123). Many Brazilian Nik-
kei had become culturally Brazilian” and could not speak Japanese
fluently, which constitutes a significant barrier to social integration
in Japan (see Carvalho 2002; Tsuda 2003b; White 2003). Therefore,
Brazilian Nikkei came to be considered “second-rate Japanese”, “in-
adequate Japanese” or “han Japa (half-Japanese)” (Carvalho 2002,
121; Tsuda 2003b, 118). Essentially, “[t]hey [were] seen as having
lost their ‘Japaneseness’” (Carvalho 2002, 121), and so their cultural
purity, something for which they were stigmatised and socially mar-
ginalised (Tsuda 2003b).? Thus, Japanese Brazilians became liminal
beings at the margins of not only Japanese society but also Brazilian
society: they found themselves in an in-between space, “a strange
limbo. When in Brazil, they were always called japones; now in Ja-
pan, the Japanese treated them as foreigners [...] [W]ho were they?”
(Yamashita 2001, 139). Hence, transnational migration constitutes,
in this case, a negative form of mobility that leaves migrants with-
out a cultural identity or a homeland.

Yet Japanese Brazilians developed strong feelings of saudade to-
ward Brazil (see Tsuda 2000, 2003a). Yamashita explains that sau-
dade “is a word that cannot be translated, only approximated: long-

7 This could also be seen in their way of dressing, walking and gesturing (Carvalho
2002, 137; Tsuda 2009b, 243).

8 Other reasons for their social marginalisation include their status as Nikkei since
Japanese people commonly see Nikkei as traitors and consider emigration to be shame-
ful; their status as Dekasegi, a term that originally indicated people of low social class
from the rural areas who had to migrate to the cities to avoid poverty; their low socio-
economic status as unskilled factory workers in Japan; and their South American ori-
gin as Brazil is widely associated in Japan with negative stereotypes of poverty, crime
and underdevelopment (see Carvalho 2002; Tsuda 2003b).
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ing, homesickness, nostalgia. In English it would seem to mean a
longing for home, for the familiar that is distant and out of reach”
(135). Yamashita highlights the migrant and protean nature of sau-
dade, which originated in Portugal but, on South American soil, took
new meanings. Indeed, “if the Portuguese brought the word sau-
dade, others came to add their special interpretations: African slaves,
Dutch traders, New Christians, Confederate soldiers, Spanish, Ital-
ians, Germans, Syrians, Japanese” (136). As for the Japanese, as we
have seen, saudade was at first directed toward Japan, and it was
then passed down to the subsequent generations, who developed
a nostalgic, romantic view of their ancestral homeland. When Jap-
anese Brazilians ‘returned’ to Japan, saudade travelled with them,
but it took yet another shape: a sense of nostalgia, this time, toward
Brazil - and, as I discuss later, a strategy of resistance against the
dominant culture. Indeed, Brazil was infused with positive meaning
when contrasted with the negative social experiences that Brazilian
Nikkei had in Japan (Tsuda 2009b, 245), including difficult working
conditions® and social marginalisation. Thus, Japanese Brazilians re-
jected transnational processes that would have linked them to Japan;
instead, they reinforced their diasporic attachment to Brazil, which
they expressed in the form of saudade.
Dennis Walder explains that

[t]he phenomenon of nostalgia goes back a long way - at least to
Homer’s Odyssey, as well as ancient Chinese texts. But the word
is of relatively recent origin, and is derived from a Greek neolo-
gism, combining nostos, or home, and algos, signifying pain or
longing. Its early meaning was primarily pathological, as defined
by the seventeenth century Swiss doctor, Johannes Hofer, to de-
scribe an epidemic of longing among displaced Swiss students and
soldiers. (2009, 939)

Hofer described nostalgia as “the sad mood originating from the de-
sire for the return to one’s native land” ([1688] 1934, 381). Progres-
sively, the term has come to indicate, more generally, a longing and
desire for “a lost home, place, and/or time” that can be experienced
by an individual or by a group of people - “even a whole society”
(Walder 2011, 4). But, as the British Indian writer Salman Rushdie
points out, if “the past is a country from which we have all emigrat-
ed” and so “its loss is part of our common humanity”, the individu-

9 Carvalho reports that “[m]any Dekasegi work[ed] from 15 to 19 hours a day” (2002:
97) at their “three Ks” jobs. “Three Ks” is the Japanese acronym for “dirty, dangerous,
and difficult” (kitanai {5\, kiken fili%, kitsui =-2\) and indicates jobs that are typical-
ly eschewed by native Japanese (Tsuda 2003b, xi).
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al “who is out-of-country... may experience this loss in an intensified
form” (1991, 12). It is this peculiar form of nostalgia, that is, the one
experienced by migrants, or migrant nostalgia - where ‘migrant’ re-
fers both to migrants and to the travelling nature of nostalgia - that
I am interested in and that Yamashita portrays in her text.

More recently, Anindya Raychaudhuri has defined nostalgia as
“the mourning of a home that has been lost in time and space, and
the various social, creative and discursive processes that can be de-
ployed in order to attempt to remake the home, in the here and now”
(2018, 11). Thus, the notion of nostalgia ranges from a desire to re-
turn home to homemaking, namely, all those mental and practical ac-
tivities that help recreate a home away from home, when returning
home is continually delayed or precluded. Hence, as Svetlana Boym
notes, nostalgia can represent “a strategy of survival, a way of mak-
ing sense of the impossibility of homecoming” (2001, xvii). As a con-
sequence, nostalgia entails both pain (as suggested by the term’s et-
ymology), for what is lost, and pleasure, originating from the feeling
of being at home again (see Walder 2009, 939).

Indeed, Yamashita adds that saudade “would seem to be a sweet
sickness, but when Brazilians speak of it, they often use the expres-
sion matar a saudade, which means literally, to kill saudade. [...] [T]o
kill saudade is a delicious violence, a succumbing to desire” (135)
and essentially a process of homemaking. Brazilians kill saudade by
visiting home, but they have also brought Brazil to Japan, by open-
ing businesses that enable them to consume Brazilian food, clothing
or media products, such as newspapers, music or TV programmes.
Anita Mannur has called this kind of nostalgia for a national cuisine
“culinary nostalgia” (2009, 27). Yamashita rhetorically asks: “What is
it that the food of your homeland, of your mother’s kitchen, will pro-
vide you? Why do we crave it so badly? Why do our tongues pull us
home?” (83). As a basic element of people’s every-day life, food rep-
resents “an essential connection with home” (Katrak 1997, 270), and
so it gives immigrants the illusion of being home. In bringing home
closer, food kills - or maybe heightens - saudade.

Yamashita also describes the excitement among Dekasegi about
football games involving the Brazilian team, such as the 1997 World
Cup game between Brazil and Japan:

they’ve skipped out of their jobs in order to see live [...] the Brazil-
ian champions, the team that sustains their dreams and self-per-
ceptions in a distant home. To lose a day of work is no small thing,
but the choice is a particularly Brazilian one, steeped in a confu-
sion of identity, rebellion, and saudades. (130)

As Yamashita reveals, what counts is not who wins but the event itself,
a form of joyful gathering during which Japanese Brazilians show their
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pride for Brazil and feel closer to it: “[f]or one day, they are in Bra-
zil” (132; emphasis in original). A similar occasion is represented by
samba parades: as Tsuda explains, Japanese Brazilians rarely partic-
ipated in samba parades in Brazil, but in Japan they are a way to kill
saudade and to express their inherent “Brazilianness” (2000, 64-5).

Indeed, Japanese Brazilians consciously and intentionally enacted
what Tsuda calls a Brazilian “counter-identity”, a form of ethnic re-
sistance against the hegemonic pressures of Japanese culture to as-
similate (2000, 56). Japanese Brazilians behaved “in conspicuously
Brazilian ways in order to demonstrate to the Japanese that despite
their appearance, they [were] not Japanese and [could not] be held to
Japanese cultural expectations” (Tsuda 2000, 60). This process of en-
hanced ‘Brazilianisation’ affected clothing, language, self-introduc-
tions to emphasise Brazilian origin, and the appropriation and rein-
terpretation of traditional Brazilian cultural forms, such as samba
parades (Tsuda 2000, 60-4). Raychaudhuri (2018) counters notions of
white, imperial and conservative nostalgia with this type of “coun-
ter-hegemonic, progressive nostalgia” experienced by minority peo-
ple, arguing that “radical nostalgia” can “sustain” the marginalised
(4). In particular, nostalgia in the hands of minority people has a “lib-
eratory potential [...] that can be used to further active political re-
sistance” but also, in everyday contexts (such as those portrayed by
Yamashita) it aids the process of homemaking (16-17).

While Japanese Brazilians’ experience confirms Raychaudhuri’s
view of minority nostalgia as counter-hegemonic and enabling, such
experience also contradicts his belief that nostalgia does not involve
nationalism and counters it instead (2018, 12). As Walder affirms,
“Nostalgia and national identity are inextricably entwined” (2011, 5).
Indeed, the practices and behaviours described above show that Jap-
anese Brazilians’ feelings of saudade led them to enact a form of “de-
territorialized [Brazilian] nationalism” (Tsuda 2000, 56). Nationalism
is “an extremely contentious site” that involves “ideas of suppression
and force, of domination and exclusion” as well as “ideas of self-de-
termination and freedom, of identity and unity” (Ashcroft, Griffiths,
Tiffin 2007, 136). Likewise, nostalgia can be simultaneously “radical”
and “conservative” (Walder 2011, 12), as exemplified by Japanese Bra-
zilian saudade, which gives rise to a “resistant nationalism” (Ashcroft,
Griffiths, Tiffin 2007, 138) and so is both counter-hegemonic and na-
tionalist. Yet an excessive reliance on “exclusive and homogeneous
conceptions of national traditions” (135) threatens to transform “re-
sistant nationalism” (138) into a form of oppression and/or exclusion.

This risk is highlighted in relation to nostalgia by various critics
and writers. Rushdie observes that the activity of homemaking trig-
gered by nostalgia leads to the creation of “imaginary homelands”
(1991, 10). Yamashita similarly indicates how saudade “lives in the
magical reality of daily life”, in a “realm of imagination and memo-
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ries” (136; emphasis added), thus underscoring the imaginary nature
of the products of nostalgia. According to Rushdie, it is the “physical
alienation” from the home country that prevents migrants from “re-
claiming precisely the thing that [they] lost”: as a result, they “cre-
ate fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary
homelands” (Rushdie 1991, 10). The Vietnamese American writer Mo-
nique Truong, who migrated to the United States in 1975 as a refu-
gee of the Vietnam War, offers another explanation, which particu-
larly applies to the experience of Japanese Brazilians in Japan. She
affirms that nostalgia,

a longing for the past, [...] is often triggered by something that’s
lacking about the present.[...] [I]t would be a more gratifying ex-
perience to live fully in the present, but [...] that’s very difficult
to do for immigrants, refugees, [...] because the present is often
harsh and not welcoming, and so we end up creating a fantasy of
what the past was like. (cited in Fargione 2016, 4)

Therefore, Truong suggests that looking back might be “treacherous”
(Fargione 2016, 4) and questions the feeling of nostalgia that char-
acterises many migrants’ experience.

She does so also through the title of her novel The Book of Salt
(2003), which evokes an episode narrated in the Book of Genesis in
which Lot’s wife, after leaving Sodom, is turned into a pillar of salt
as a punishment for having looked back to the city - her home (“In-
terview with Monique Truong” 2003). This episode has become em-
blematic of nostalgia and its underside. Indeed, Rushdie invokes “the
risk of being mutated into pillars of salt” (1991, 10), that is, becoming
crystallised into “narrowly defined cultural frontiers” (19) or, as Man-
nur asserts, of essentialising the homeland and the culture of origin
(2009, 30-1). “The danger of nostalgia”, Boym (2001, xvi) points out,
lies in the tendency “to confuse the actual home and the imaginary
one. In extreme cases it can create a phantom homeland, for the sake
of which one is ready to die or kill”. Although the kind of nostalgia de-
picted by Yamashita does not result in such extremism, she neverthe-
less warns against the risks of a nationalist drift that concerns not
only Japanese Brazilians but mainstream Japanese society as well.

5  “Your tradition is someone else’s originality”

Against the nationalist, and more specifically, separatist drift of both
Japanese and Japanese Brazilian communities, Yamashita conveys,
both through form and content, the hybridity that pervades Brazil-
ian and Japanese cultures alike despite their supposed distinctive-
ness and separateness. As she does so, she criticises ideas of cultur-
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al homogeneity and purity. As Chuh affirms, Yamashita “illuminates
the compresence - the interrelated simultaneity - rather than dis-
creteness of places, objects, and histories ordinarily thought dis-
tinct” (2016, 542). For instance, the samba that Japanese Brazilians
perform in Japan during festivals to express their ‘Brazilianness’
is actually different from the traditional Brazilian samba. Japanese
Brazilians have appropriated and reinterpreted the traditional sam-
ba, which therefore turns into a new, hybrid cultural product (Tsu-
da 2000, 64). The very name of the festival during which this dance
is performed hints at this process of hybridisation: “samba matsuri”
(137) combines a Portuguese word and the Japanese word for cele-
bration or festival. Yamashita also reveals that the origin of the Bra-
zilian pastel is Chinese: then, “it was the Japanese immigrants who
became attached to its production.[...] Now pastel is back in Asia, but
it is [...] Brazilian” (85). She then lists a series of foods that result
from the combination of different cuisines, such as Yamashita’s own
pastel made with omochi; jalapefio and smoked tofu or Japanese Mc-
Donald’s teriyaki-chicken burger (86).

Yamashita states with regard to the Japanese language that it is
“a kind of pidgin language” (53). Indeed, it comprises three charac-
ter systems: kanji, which originates from the Chinese language; hira-
gana, the indigenous phonetic alphabet; and katakana, the alphabet
that today is mainly used to reproduce foreign words and onomat-
opoeia. Through katakana, the Japanese language has incorporat-
ed many English words, but these have been altered: “Pasokon”, for
example, means “personal computer” and “konbini” “convenience
store” (54). Yamashita also discloses that the mountain vegetables
for which “the very traditional village of Shirakawa” is famous are
imported from China and Russia and that they are packaged by Bra-
zilians (85-6). Besides, there is “a rumor that the [Japanese] imperi-
al family came centuries ago from Korea” while according to some
scholars “the original Japanese are a lost tribe from Israel” (146).
Yamashita offers many other examples, and in so doing she decon-
structs ideas that Japanese society and culture are purely Japanese.

Yamashita concludes, “Nothing is sacred. Your tradition is some-
one else’s originality” (86), a concept that she herself has put into
practice by incorporating Latin American traditions and peoples in-
to her writing, thus creating a unique work. Her representation of
Japan and the Brazilian community as heterogeneous and hybrid
is rendered on a visual level as well. The cover of the book is a col-
ourful collage of images about Japan that challenges views of this
country as monochromatic. Moreover, there is a picture of a Japa-
nese girl whose curly hair disrupts her identification as ‘pure’ Japa-
nese. Besides, her skin is not ‘yellow’, ‘white’ or ‘black’ but multicol-
oured. Yamashita also employs different types of font and formatting
throughout the book, and the written text is accompanied, through
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the literary technique of montage,*® by reproductions of a range of
materials that variously refer to Japan and to the Brazilian communi-
ty in Japan, including photographs, drawings, maps, charts, newspa-
per clips, postcards, recipes, signs and advertisements. The heteroge-
neity of these materials, of fonts and formatting reflects Yamashita’s
rejection of notions of cultural homogeneity and purity.

Circle K Cycles conveys a sense of hybridity also through its mixing
of languages. For instance, there are entire sections written in Por-
tuguese and Japanese - such as the rules section - and certain sub-
titles appear in a pidgin language that mixes Portuguese and Japa-
nese. Furthermore, the chapter titles are all in English, but they are
supplemented with a Japanese character. Many Japanese writings
are also scattered across the text, and many of the advertisements
that are reproduced are bilingual: Japanese and Portuguese. For-
eign words also serve as tools of defamiliarisation:** their presence
disrupts the homogeneity and familiarity of the text, thus catching
the reader’s attention and making the text actually visible to their
eyes and therefore significant to their minds. Yamashita uses this
technique to turn a familiar terrain into an unfamiliar and foreign
one, thus giving “the [Anglophone] reader the sensation of being in
a place where you can’t understand signs”, which is what Brazilian
immigrants experience in Japan where “[t]hey’re entirely lost” (quot-
ed in Palleau-Papin 2012).

Yamashita expresses her awareness of global (inter)connections
also through the theme of circularity, echoed by the title - where
“Circle” and “Cycles” hint at the circularity of Japanese Brazilians’
migration, from Japan to Brazil and back - and graphics of the book:
the circled K in the title; page numbers are also circled; the acknowl-
edgements are contained in a circular frame; the flyleaf and the
back cover are decorated with interpenetrating circles or bubbles
of various dimensions; and the titles of the chapters and their sec-
tions are slightly curved. As Kam asserts, “the cyclical shape of Cir-
cle K Cycles... point[s] to the development of a self that is not auton-
omous but inextricably connected to the external world” (2008, 10),
and so Circle K Cycles could be considered a “collective biography”
(9). As such, it does not offer a single truth or a pure perspective but
a multiply inflected, polyphonic tale in which diverse and divergent
perspectives meet. These are highlighted by the use of different, al-
ternating narrative voices and tenses as well as by the presence of

10 Montage is usually associated with Soviet cinema of the 1920s and particularly with
the theorist and filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, but it then developed into a literary tech-
nique thanks to writers such as Eliot, Stein and Dos Passos (Barndt, Sperling, Kriebel 2016).

11 This technique was introduced in 1917 by the Russian formalist theorist Viktor
Shklovsky.
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entire sections translated into Portuguese and Japanese by others,
which makes Circle K Cycles a co-authored work. The “generic hy-
bridity” (Chuh 2006, 631) of Circle K Cycles, which mixes fact and
fiction, combining fictional ethnography, autoethnography and col-
lective biography, also contributes to highlighting multiplicity and
difference over homogeneity.

The experimental nature of Circle K Cycles suggests that the Jap-
anese Brazilian community is not only heterogeneous and hybrid but
also constantly changing. In the 1990s, a new economic downturn in
Japan left many Japanese Brazilians without jobs, but since the situ-
ation in Brazil was even worse, many of them abandoned their hope
of eventually returning to Brazil and decided to stay in Japan (Car-
valho 2002, 95-6). During the 2009 global financial crisis, however,
Brazilian Nikkei were the first to lose their jobs, and the Japanese
government offered them financial help to facilitate their voluntary
repatriation (Sharpe 2010). As a result, the population fell to under
174,000 in 2015, but since then, their numbers have been “bounc-
ing back, helped by higher-paying jobs and an acute labor shortage
in Japan” (Twaronite 2017). Yet it seems that the government’s 2018
“residency program for fourth-generation Japanese descendants liv-
ing overseas did not attract a single Japanese-Brazilian applicant in
its first three months” (Toyama 2018).

Yamashita concludes Circle K Cycles with these words: “Nikkei on
the move. I might meet you on a train in Bangladesh, a marketplace
in Algiers, a sauna in Stockholm, atop a mesa in Hopi country, online
at CaféCreole [sic]” (147). Therefore, “Nikkei has transformed from
a designation of ethnicity to an unpredictable route through identi-
ty and difference.[...] [A] marker of transformation rather than sta-
ble identity” (Chuh 2006, 634). Nikkei thus become emblematic of
the contemporary migrant whose transnational mobility is dictat-
ed by capitalist logic but also by ethnic ties, hope and saudade, and
Yamashita suggests that there might not be an end to their peregri-
nations or to the hybridisation of their identities. Saudade will trav-
el with them and perhaps take yet another shape, another direction.
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1 Introduction: Gender and Exile in Literature

The way in which novelists Olga Grjasnowa and Shida Bazyar ap-
proach the subject of flight in their work marks a shift in contempo-
rary German literature. During the 2000s, politically engaged liter-
ature was often regarded with skepticism, but since 2015 taking a
political stance on mass migrations of refugees and the tragic fates
of these individuals has almost become an “ethical, moral” duty (Her-
rmann 2018, 209).* Fictional biographies of escape that narrate the
reasons for leaving the home country have become central to this new
focus. Their intention is to sensitize readers to the difficulties and dan-
gers refugees face in real life while fleeing and in the host country.

The protagonists of these novels are conceived as political exiles
who had to leave their countries of origin - here Syria and Iran - due
to political persecution. Against this backdrop, my analysis of these
texts primarily considers research on the literature of exile, hav-
ing its origins in exile literature of the Nazi era. More recent analy-
ses approach the texts and biographies of authors dealing with this
narrative corpus from a gender perspective (see Scholl 2002; Brin-
son, Hammel 2016; Messinger, Prager 2019). In the second volume
of Charmian Brinson and Andrea Hammel’s yearbook on exile re-
search they examine the various facets of gendered authorship and
gendered relations in exile as well as how gender as a category is re-
flected in various texts. The volume opens with the following ques-
tions: “What did it mean to be a woman in exile, what did it mean to
be a man in exile? How were these experiences reflected in every-
day lives and the exiles’ creative outputs?” (Brinson, Hammel 2016,
1). Spearheaded by Irene Messinger and Katharina Prager, the Do-
ing Gender in Exile conference concluded that normative ideas of gen-
der relations are often shaken or renegotiated in and through exile,
which often has a liberating effect on those exiled. On the other hand,
many refugees simply try “to survive” (see Messinger, Prager 2017).
Thus, various formations of doing gender “in the gendered spaces of
the host country are reincorporated, rejected or translated” (ibid).
In her volume Gender - Exil - Schreiben, Julia Scholl focused solely
on female authors, some of whom are new to scholars working on the
theme of exile. The articles in her book “explore the body images in
exile texts as well as the gender roles that women and men took on
in exile” (2002, 13). Here Scholl considers in particular “gender per-
ceptions within the exile texts”.

Drawing on this research, my analysis is premised on the con-
clusion that migration movements have “a marked influence on the
change and inertia of gender relations” (Bereswill, Rieker, Schnitzer

1 All German sources are translated by Vivian Ia.
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2012, 10) and that exile provokes “a renewed engagement with tradi-
tional gender roles and their redesign” (Messinger, Prager 2019, 9).
I examine the backgrounds of gender identities and the ways these
identities are transformed, focusing especially on their construc-
tion in gender roles, during the processes of flight and arrival repre-
sented in two contemporary novels, Olga Grjasnowas Gott ist nicht
schiichtern (translated into English as City of Jasmine) and Shida Baz-
yar’s Nachts ist es leise in Teheran. Taking up a related aspect of this
question, I also consider how gender identities are often transformed
by armed conflict in the home country even before characters flee.

I also assume that “neither gender nor ethnicity [are] natural and
immutable” (Hausbacher et al. 2012, 8). Indeed, both categories can
be seen as the “ever negotiable (interim) result of processes of foreign
and self-inscription” (Kriger-Potratz 2007, 452). According to Judith
Butler’s (1990), both “sex” and “gender” are cultural constructs and
dynamically changing categories rather than essential conditions.
As Sara Salih puts it in her discussion of Butler:

[Glender is not something one is, it is something one does, an act,
or more precisely, a sequence of acts, a verb rather than a noun,
a “doing” rather than a “being”. (Salih 2007, 55)

In this article I will also focus on individual processes of change with-
in the sociopolitical macrocosm of these two texts that frame how
normative ideas of gender are discursively generated and reinforced.
Within these processes, gender and sexuality norms are closely tied
toimaginary communities, such as nation, culture, and religion, with
the result that the procedures of “othering” and delimitation are fre-
quently grounded in differing normative ideas or behavior related to
gender and sexuality (Scheibelhofer 2018, 26).

The main focus here will be on Olga Grjasnowa’s novel City of Jas-
mine (2019). Narrated from the points of view of its two main char-
acters, the book tells the story of how a young actress, Amal, and a
surgeon named Hammoudi flee from Syria to Germany.* I will also
compare Grjasnowa’s narrative to Shida Bazyar’s debut novel Nachts
ist es leise in Teheran (2016).* Shida Bazyar weaves a tale of multiple
viewpoints in the story of Behsad and Nahid, a married couple, and
their two small children, Laleh and Mo, set during the Islamic Rev-
olution of 1979 in Iran.

2 Hereafter all citations from the novel City of Jasmine will be abbreviated as CJ. The
book was originally published in German as Gott ist nicht schiichtern by Aufbau Ver-
lag, Berlin 2017.

3 Hereafter all citations from the novel Nachts ist es leise in Teheran will be abbre-
viated as NT.
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2 ‘Oriental-Muslim’ Figuration in the Context of Cultural
and Gender Dominance

In City of Jasmine, the protagonist-character Amal, belongs to the
well-off upper middle class. She has her own comfortably situated
apartment in the center of Damascus - financed by her father - and
surrounds herself with luxury items. Described as elegantly and
“femininely” dressed, she constructs an outer image that includes
high heels, red finger nails, and costly jewelry. As a self-determined
woman, she maintains casual sexual relationships, has already lost
her “virginity aged fifteen” (CJ 15), and refuses an early marriage.
In her relations to men, she is confrontational and unintimidated. In
this way, she defies not only her father’s patriarchal fits, but also her
director’s sexual advances.

Amal embodies an ‘Oriental-Muslim’ female character that is rare
in German literature because she contradicts, in every respect, the
cliché of the oppressed, desexualized Muslim woman, fitting all too
well into the ideal image of Western emancipated femininity:

She is a Muslim that liberals in Europe and North America are like-
ly to feel comfortable with - she embodies a version of Islam that
(in the terms of the debate raging in Germany and elsewhere) is
compatible with Western values, including women’s rights. (Tab-
erner 2019, 827)

Despite her defiance of male behavior that would dominate women,
Amal is nonetheless situated in a dependent, ultimately inferior po-
sition within gender power relations. After her father fails to enforce
his will in an authoritarian manner, he takes on the role of the pro-
vider and protector of his adult daughter, for whom he can fix almost
any problem with money and connections. Her dependence also man-
ifests itself on a professional level, through male directors (in Syr-
ia and Germany) who both insult and sexually harass her. The real-
ity of male dominance becomes especially clear during the protest
against the Assad regime depicted in the novel, in the form of sex-
ual violence against her and other women after they are arrested:

Amal feels a hot, rough hand on her ribs and smells a sour, sol-
id body next to hers. More hands grab at her waist; she tries to
evade their grip but she can’t; someone holds her in place from be-
hind. Now someone kneads Amal’s breasts like a butcher clutch-
ing a piece of cheap meat, tuts and suddenly throws her against
a wall. (CJ 70)

In the text a binary gender order is revealed within which the hier-
archically superior male position in the social macrocosm is obvious.
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From this perspective, Amal is an innovative female character only
against the backdrop of the white European perspective on ‘Orien-
tal-Muslim’ women. Within the hierarchical power relations between
genders, she nevertheless remains in female gender-conforming roles
that relegate her to a socially inferior position.

By contrast, Nahid, an Iranian in Shida Bazyar’s novel Nachts ist
es leise in Teheran, embodies a more multifaceted female character
that fits less into occidental or Oriental templates of femininity. This
book foregrounds Nahid’s politically engaged identity and her passion
for literature and language. Nahid is not an individualist like Amal;
rather she considers herself wholly part of the family and political
community to which she belongs. For example, she feels closely con-
nected to her husband. The book recounts how these figures engaged
in political resistance in Iran during the 1970s, as well as in Germa-
ny, the host country; most of their dialogue revolves around politics
and the realization of socialism.

Yet gender relations in Nachts ist es leise in Teheran are highly con-
tradictory. Nahid repeatedly and vehemently refers to the misogy-
nistic laws of the Islamic political order in Iran. But she also has her
own view on marital gender relations. She articulates this view most
plainly when her friend Ulla directly refers her to Betty Mahmoody’s
novel, Not without my Daughter (1987), which portrays the escape of
an American woman and her daughter from her violent Iranian hus-
band.” On the one hand, Nahid cannot believe that the woman could
flee alone with her daughter:

That can’t possibly be. That must be an American invention that
hasn’t a clue about the laws of the Islamic Republic of Iran. No wom-
an can leave the country without the consent of her husbhand. (NT 74)

On the other hand, she is surprised at Ulla’s outrage towards the Ira-
nian husband’s violence:

I have to think of my mother’s neighbor, whose husband always
beat, blackmailed, and confined her, my brother-in-law’s sister,
whose husband always beat, blackmailed, and confined her. Bear
in mind that both are in happy marriages, have successful chil-
dren, love and respect their husbands and are hospitable neigh-
bors. (NT 73)

What becomes clear here is that Nahid privately holds values that
differ from those of Ulla - that she is more willing to balance posi-

4 Published in German as Nicht ohne meine Tochter by Bastei Liibbe, Bergisch Glad-
bach 1990.
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tive and negative aspects of the gender relations in her society, even
of violent and hierarchical patriarchy. But it is precisely this devia-
tion in her views from the Western notion of a well-functioning fami-
ly that ensures Nahid does not fit into Western ideas of female eman-
cipation in the same way that Amal’s character does.

Hammoudi, the other protagonist in City of Jasmine, also comes
from a privileged family, though he went through a long struggle to
gain his father’s respect because he chose a profession so late. In
Paris, he has a glimpse of his future as a reputable surgeon together
with his girlfriend Claire. But this is followed by a forced, long-term
return to Syria that he experiences as the “greatest defeat of his life”
(CJ 28). Thrown back into dependence on his family, he sinks into a
depressive, hopeless mood and has the feeling he is a “loser” (CJ 26):
“He came home to celebrate his future, and now he’s moved back in-
to his childhood bedroom” (CJ 26). His lack of prospects and anger
at his own fate ultimately brings him to join the opposition and, as
the only remaining doctor in the embattled East Syrian city of Deir
ez-Zor, to perform underground operations on severely injured pa-
tients. In the midst of all the scenes of unceasing violence, Hammou-
di represents a postheroic war hero who displays humanity and op-
erates on injured patients from enemy lines. Yet his involvement is
not as selfless as it initially appears:

It seems that Hammoudi’s courageousness is motivated not (only)
by altruism or his duty as a doctor, but by an urgency to distract
himself from the pain of separation from his girlfriend that is over-
whelming and occasionally even nihilistic. (Taberner 2019, 827)

Hammoudi deifies Claire, who “got the best results in her universi-
ty year” (CJ 18) and in many respects is a role model for him. He en-
joys their rapport as equals and values her as an equal partner “who
took him seriously and criticized him” (C] 19). He perceives her Jew-
ish family as a safe haven from his own strident kin who interfere
in his life and pressure him to marry. The story of the two ends in
the classically gendered fate of the returning soldier. After years of
waiting, without having received any messages at all, Claire believes
Hammoudi has fallen victim to the war and has meanwhile also had
a child with her new partner.

Like Amal, Youssef (the second main male protagonist of City of
Jasmine) attended acting school, where he completed a degree in di-
recting. He is described as a reserved, sensitive man whom Amal
treats with great respect, and as an elegantly dressed and attractive
man who “radiates calm and contentment” (CJ 39). However, it also
becomes clear that his family has a tragic history, having suffered
greatly under the authoritarian regimes in the region. His grand-
mother fled Palestine to Damascus in 1948 and lost two of her four
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children, after which she lived with her hated husband in the Yar-
mouk refugee camp. His father died a broken and embittered man
when Youssef was only ten years old, after being jailed twice because
of an absurd criminal charge. Youssef’s mother died early of heart
failure after years of working hard as a single parent.

Just as Amal and Nahid are female foils of the Oriental stereotype,
Hammoudi - and Youssef - are foils of the stereotype of the Arabic
man in political media discourse. Especially after the events on New
Year’s Eve 2015 in Cologne, the Oriental stereotype of the violent
patriarch saw a revival in German discourse. On the square before
the main train station, hundreds of women were sexually harassed,
mobbed, and mugged by drunken men whom the media clearly iden-
tified as being of primarily Arabic origin. It was revealed later that
the Cologne police were entirely overwhelmed by the situation and
could not ensure protection for the women. In the following weeks, a
heated media and political debate about the sexual assault of ‘white
German’ women ensued, which fueled the idea that sexual violence
is an exclusive problem of Muslim cultures and not a global problem
of gender power relations.

By staging the masculine Arabic refugee as a threat to white Ger-
man women, “a figuration was found against which increasing mi-
gration control could be mobilized as refugee influx was increasing”
(Dietze 2017, 296). Analogously to the sexually oppressed Muslim
woman, an Arabic, Muslim, and male figuration gained currency,
characterized and generalized as a misogynistic groper, a homopho-
bic migrant teenager, or an anti-Semite. By staging an equal rela-
tionship between Hammoudi and Claire and embedding it in a Jewish
family story, Grjasnowa writes against the discriminating stereo-
type of the Arabic man. Hammoudi, like Amal, can be understood as
a counterdiscursive figure in sexualized migration discourse. This
discourse is manifested here by means of the figuration whom Grjas-
nowa conceives as “a corrective to the typically reductive portray-
al of ‘the refugee’ in media and political discourses - as ‘vulnerable
outsider’ or ‘dangerous outsider’” (Taberner 2019, 826).

3  Restaging of Gender Roles and Identities
in the Course of War and Flight

Despite the largely dichotomous gender order in City of Jasmine, in
individual lives it nonetheless becomes apparent that war and flight
can both revert gender roles and subvert them. This is revealed most
noticeably in the relationship between Amal and Youssef. The two
characters met during a protest campaign during the incipient re-
sistance movement against the Assad regime, after which they start
an affair. Constant distancing and rapprochement characterize the
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relationship until they ultimately flee together to Europe and, on the
way there, decide to marry. The disruption of habitual gender roles
within the relationship commences during the resistance to the As-
sad regime, as Amal is the first of the two to be arrested and abused.
As briefly explained above, the sexualized violence against the pro-
testing, detained women that is portrayed in the text demonstrates
how “the female body [becomes] a territory in wars” (Engels, Cho-
jnacki 2007, 7).

Following Amal’s arrest, Youssef feels guilty towards her because
he was unable to protect her, a sign that he identifies with the tradi-
tional role of the male protector, which he can no longer fulfill due
to the armed conflict. But when intelligence officials come looking
for him in Amal’s apartment, the role assignments reverse. While
Youssef lies low, Amal is confronted with the men brutally infiltrat-
ing her apartment. By preparing a meal for the men, she uses the
traditional role expectation of the caring woman as an act of resist-
ance and retaliates against the men by mixing a laxative into the
food. In this moment, she not only becomes Youssef’s protector and
but actively exacts revenge. After this experience, Amal and Youssef
separate, as they clearly sense the break in the familiar and normal-
ized gender roles:

She ignores Youssef’s messages. He doesn’t prove particular-
ly stubborn, though. Their last night together triggered some-
thing bad in both of them. Amal feels abandoned by him, and he’s
ashamed of not having protected Amal from the secret service,
of cowering in his hiding place instead of standing by her. (C] 94)

Youssef’s character comes off here as a sensitive, vulnerable man who
is scared of the militia’s violence and can no longer meet the expecta-
tions of his male role. This ‘atypical masculine’ behavior on the part
of Youssef contradicts the ideal of the strong, courageous resistance
fighter and triggers aversion and loss of feeling in Amal:

Amal waits for the white Opel to disappear from sight and then
goes upstairs, where she finds Youssef rolled up, crying. She
strokes his head, though she feels nothing for him at that mo-
ment. (C] 92)

The relationship previously characterized largely by erotic attrac-
tion transforms here into a relationship similar to mother and child
as Amal takes on the comforting, protective mother role, in turn tak-
ing on her normalized role as a caretaker.

Because Youssef is a male, which is marked as superior within the
social context detailed in the novel, the loss of Youssef’s habitual gen-
der identity in City of Jasmine weighs more heavily than that of Amal
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on account of the war. Youssef is subject to the pressure of “having
to prove his belongingness to this select group” (Scheibelhofer 2018,
21) because “being a man means a priori being put in a position that
implies power and privileges, but also duties” (Bourdieu 1997a, 188).
These duties primarily consist of conforming again and again to the
social standardization of masculinity, especially in confrontations
with other men. Yet Youssef’s posture, described as stooped, illus-
trates Youssef’s ‘feminization’, if one follows Bourdieu’s description
of the female gender as being “curved”, “bent”, and “empty” - in con-
trast to the masculine traits of “straight”, “upright”, and “full” (1997a,
189). Failing to have proven his masculinity, Youssef no longer fits
society’s normative ideas of masculinity and thus loses his status as
heroic resistance fighter. Instead he is shown in all of his weakness-
es and fears, which are ultimately stronger than his own idealism
and the social norm of masculinity.

Nachts ist es leise in Teheran narrates a more severe disruption of
gender roles in wartime. During a demonstration by the Iranian exile
community in Berlin, Nahid remembers an acquaintance detained in
Iran who was to be tortured into disclosing the names of opposition
members but was ultimately executed because of her refusal to do so.
“She didn’t give any names, I said. Protected her husband. Her hus-
band, who was in jail years later and ever since has been skinnier than
is right for a man” (NT 98). This example drives home how traditional
gender roles can be transformed in wartime. Here the wife’s staunch
resistance amounts to assuming the role assignment of the intrepid
male hero and rejection of “the woman to-be-protected”, which strong-
ly subverts the conventionally gendered power relationship. Here, the
woman has become the protector of her husband while also taking a
stand against the torturer’s male power apparatus.

Contrary to Hammoudi, who sees no reason whatsoever to live in
Syria, for Amal leaving her hometown means a life change, a felt loss
of identity “because it’s the only place where the real version of her-
self exists” (CJ 100). This “version” is defined by the economic privi-
leges and comforts as well as the social relationships Amal loses by
fleeing. She gets an early sense of these changes in Beirut. Her glam-
orous life in the spotlight and her economic security are lost, replaced
by an ordinary, nondescript life. In tandem with her social decline,
a change in her self-perceived gender identity arises, triggered by
her job as a kitchen assistant, where, in the windowless kitchen, she
“feels like a coalminer” (CJ 137). This reference to a “coalminer” il-
lustrates not only her own place in the lower sector of society, but al-
so a felt loss of femininity in the form of a new invisibility for Amal
as refugee - in contradistinction to her earlier life in Damascus as a
star of sorts. Flight and exile can therefore be considered a negative
influence on her outward appearance as a woman, epitomized by her
now unpolished, short fingernails.
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Just before she lands in Europe, an irrevocable loss of the Syrian
“version” of herself occurs when she and Youssef have to reduce their
belongings to the bare necessities. Amal has to leave behind “tubes
and pots of creams, mascara, lipsticks, powder, primer, foundation,
nail varnish, soft brushes”, “her backless black Chanel dress[...] and
a pair of soft black velvet court shoes that go with it so wonderfully”
(CJ 184), which prompts the narrator to notes, “Now she has to say a
final farewell to them” (C] 184). She is left with documents, money,
and family jewelry, as well as functional clothing.

This scene is exemplary on two accounts. First, the interplay be-
tween the loss of possessions and her previous gender identity be-
comes apparent. As such, Amal loses her sense of ‘being perceived’ as
a woman, which here - in Bourdieu’s sense - is more a matter of “ap-
pearance” (1997b, 229) determined by bodily self-presentation than
that of a sense of being. And second, at this juncture the binary gen-
der order between Youssef and Amal becomes especially manifest. As
she flees, Amal carries a plethora of ‘feminine’ beauty products, fully
in accordance with the feminine stereotype, while Youssef has only
his diploma in his luggage. From this we can infer that the narrative
voice identifies Youssef with his ‘vocation’, whereas Amal’s identity
is realized in the performance of gender presentation.

4 Marriage and Motherhood as Refuge and Reassurance
for Gender Identity

“Recourse to traditional role and work distribution occurs” through
the losses of gender-specific self-images and roles determined in the
course of fleeing, as Bettina Engels and Sven Chojnacki argue (2007, 6).

As we saw in the previous section, Amal’s loss of privilege is close-
ly connected to the change in her previous self-perception as a wom-
an. But this change is not only contingent on fleeing. It also originates
from the fact that Amal must get by for the first time without her fa-
ther’s protection and financial support. Stuart Taberner assesses the
discord with her father preceding her flight as being so drastic that it
serves as an additional trigger for her decision to flee (2019, 828). But
this does not merely involve the damage done to Amal upon discover-
ing her father’s second family. The fact that Amal’s father, Bassel, does
not show up to clear the air ultimately means that Amal can no longer
count on his support and protection. As the plot unfolds, it becomes
apparent that Amal is trying to find a new male protector in Youssef
in order to be able to continue the familiar gender constellation. But
when they unintentionally find themselves in Beirut as hapless refu-
gees, Youssef’s ‘masculinity’ alone is not enough to meet Amal’s usu-
al expectations of protection. For Youssef’s social status in Beirut dif-
fers vastly from the high status Amal’s father enjoyed in Damascus,
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where his good relations to the apparatus of political power enabled
him to help his daughter out of any unfortunate situation. In the nov-
el this becomes especially apparent during Youssef’s and Amal’s stay
in Beirut, where society looks down on them as Syrian refugees. On
an evening walk, the narrator comments, “Amal’s hand is safely in
Youssef’s” (C] 154). Yet the role of the masculine protector cannot be
so easily recovered in the situation threatening Syrian refugees in
Beirut - as the Lebanese militia beat Youssef up before Amal’s eyes.

It is first in the transit country of Turkey that Youssef’s marriage
proposal promises to reestablish a semblance of traditional gender
roles. Yet Amal cannot really take delight in the coming wedding due
to the dangers of their pending escape over the Mediterranean Sea.
In the following passage we see her panic:

Looking at the ring on her finger, Amal thinks that they might die
together, the very next week. An abyss opens up before her and
thoughts of all kind come streaming out of'it.

“We could always stay here, you know”, she says.

“But what kind of life would that be?”

“I don’t know!” Amal shrugs and looks back at her engagement
ring. “Maybe three kids and a dog?” (CJ 181)

The fear of possible death engenders in Amal a deep-seated need
for security that expresses itself in the desire for a classic family ar-
rangement. While Amal saw herself in Damascus as a self-determined
independent woman, a need for a traditional, bourgeois gender re-
lationship develops in the course of her escape as she is faced with
constant threats. This accords with Sandra Annika Meyer’s observa-
tion that in contemporary literature the family gains “a new meaning
as a microcosm that protects and is worthy of protection” in the con-
text of “experiences of displacement, flight, and borderlines” (2019,
9). According to Meyer, “[T]he transgression of territorial and cul-
tural boundaries in the course of a voluntary migration movement
or politically motivated flight plays out against the backdrop of con-
comitant shifts in the family with remarkable frequency” (2019, 9).

The displacement Amal and Youssef already experienced in their
land of origin within their families seems to intensify during their
flight, triggering a desire for the security of a new family. This de-
sire ultimately culminates in Amal’s desire to have a baby, which she
expresses during the perilous crossing to Europe. Escaping on the
ship, Amal and Youssef make the acquaintance of a young mother,
Fatima, and her daughter, Amina, who is just a few months old. Amal
and Youssef help Fatima with the baby as much as they can. When
Amal holds the baby in her arm one night, this triggers in her “here
of all places, in the belly of the ship [...] an all-encompassing desire
for her own child” (CJ 191, 2).
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The yearning is physical and hard to explain, except perhaps in
the international language of pheromones. Amal knows now that
she needs a baby, the tiny arms against her chest, the legs against
her belly, the warm breath and the blind trust of which only an in-
fant is capable. (CJ 192)

Here, Grjasnowa both takes up the metaphorical combination of
sea - ship - life and alludes to the myth of the Argonauts. The Argo-
nauts’ passage and the “metaphor of the pregnant ship’s belly” (Klotz
2006, 146) used in the myth, which Volker Klotz calls the “last preg-
nant event” of the story, becomes “a concrete incident” (146) for Gr-
jasnowa. But as the ship sinks in Grjasnowa’s novel, and Youssef and
Amal save little Amina, it is not warriors but rather refugees who
fall from the ship’s belly. And it is the refugee child Amina who, fig-
uratively speaking, is socially (re)born, as Klotz put it regarding the
ship’s crew in the myth. Anima’s birth mother, Fatima, goes missing
after the wreck, and from this point on Youssef and Amal pass off
Amina as their daughter.

The “international language of pheromones” reproduces the myth
of biologically founded, female, maternal feelings, which Elisabeth
Badinter (1980) has revealed to be a historical construction. The mul-
tiple interlocking belly imagery narrates a retreat ‘inward’, while at
the same time the outer world collapses and threatens. With the im-
agery of inwardness, the book evokes a second traditional imaginary
of femininity that refers to the feminine as interior and fluid. Summa-
rizing these observations, two preliminary conclusions can be drawn
in relation to the changes in Amal’s gender identity.

First, Amal’s sudden change exhibits a parallel to the “represen-
tation of women as inherently maternal” (Schmidt-Ott 2002, 122) in
1930s exile literature. The softness, warmth and powerlessness of
the infant manifest themselves as a desire contrary to the lived cold-
ness and horror of the war, and here specifically to the threat of the
cold sea. In this sense, motherliness appears as self-rescue from the
coldness and emptiness of feeling, as well as from the continuous
threat to Amal’s own life. Amal’s desire refers entirely to self-rescue.
It arises from a feeling of loneliness and hopelessness and the loss of
all previously lived gender identifications.

Second, in light of the loss of her previous self-identification as a
woman, motherhood here must be understood as a role “that mark-
edly enhances the woman'’s status” (Meyer 2019, 54) because in the
ship’s belly Amal is headed for an uncertain future. Amal has lost all
of her female status symbols and needs a new form of self-enactment,
which materializes here as ‘doing motherhood.” Despite the biologi-
cally founded maternal feelings in the book, motherhood is a cultural
practice and not “an essentially precultural reality” (Butler 1990, 80).
Amina is not Amal’s biological child.
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Here a restaging of gender identity arises with “recourse to tra-
ditional gender role models” (Engels, Chojnacki 2007, 7), which be-
come, in the context of war and flight, the classic “concept of safe-
guarding coexistence” (Meyer 2019, 14). Refuge in the maternal role
is, however, not genuinely defined as female. This becomes appar-
ent when Youssef, shortly after saving Amal at sea, also looks after a
two-year-old boy who ends up falling asleep on his lap: “Something
about Youssef’s touch surprises Amal; for the first time, she sees what
tenderness he’s capable of” (C]J, 196). Indeed, Youssef appears as an
empathic and caring man who feels drawn to the baby and provides
for it as he did for Amal.

5 Cultural Dominances and Gender in Exile

Having finally arrived as a refugee in Germany, Amal realizes that
motherhood does not suffice for a new gender identity. Rather, in Ger-
many she keenly perceives the loss of her own belonging to a com-
munity of women.

Amal watches the women passing by on the street. Different wom-
en, well dressed and beautiful women, with long sleek hair or
smart short cuts. Women in expensive dresses and high heels.
Women on bikes, women with buggies, women with full shopping
bags, women rushing somewhere, women stopping to look at shop
windows. Suddenly Amal realizes she’s no longer one of them. No-
body takes any notice of her now. (C] 216)

She has become invisible as a woman, for her gender identity, like her
entire life story, is now overshadowed in the host country by the as-
cription ‘refugee.” As Wiebke Porombka (2017) rightly notes, Amal’s
“biographical background, her career as an actress”, is “no longer
recognizable for passersby. They see, if at all, just one of countless
refugees”.

As becomes apparent in the novel, experiences of disrespect and hu-
miliation are particularly linked with this new ‘existence’, which cul-
minate in the perception of the refugee as belonging to a “new race”:

Amal hates moving around the city as a refugee - hesitant and
frightened. She hates her entire existence. She hates not being
able to speak German and the way no one in the municipal author-
ities other than the security guards is capable of speaking even
basic English. She hates being seen as a Muslim and a scroung-
er and she hates herself. The world has invented a new race - the
race of refugees, Fliichtlinge, Muslims or newcomers. The conde-
scension is palpable in every breath. (C] 217)
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Amal’s re-enactments of her gender role take place primarily on the
performative level. She can only rediscover a new feminine role when
she agrees to an ethnic self-dramatization as the lead in the cooking
show, Mein Fliichtling kocht (My refugee cooks), and presents herself
as a Syrian refugee. An intersectional connection of ‘doing gender’,
‘doing ethnicity’, and ‘doing class’ characterizes her performance.
Because the show “might be generously supported by a large chain
of organic supermarkets” (CJ 228), Amal has to adapt her outer ap-
pearance accordingly:

not too much make-up, her hair mid-length and curly, her clothes
understated and expensive. But they couldn’t do without certain
Orientalist touches - she always wore striking jewelry referred to
as ethnic, usually from Dolce & Gabbana. (C] 228)

Here Amal uses stereotypical ideas of the Oriental woman and is
thoroughly aware of her audience’s expectations:

In Amal’s case, the molding of self to meet expectations is even
more explicit. [...] For the media-savvy Syrian actress, it is im-
mediately obvious that her latest role is to play to her German
audience’s orientalizing nostalgia for a Middle East of alluring-
ly modest young women and exotic spices, inflected by a melan-
cholic anticipation of the region’s strategic ruination. (Taberner
2019, 828)

By behaving according to cultural expectations, Amal performs both
the Syrian refugee and the Oriental woman.

Nahid, who fled to Germany with her family from 1970s Iran, is also
confronted with Oriental stereotypes from her German leftist, alter-
native acquaintance, Ulla. Ulla, who discovered Betty Mahmoody’s
controversial best seller Not without my Daughter, draws mental par-
allels between the protagonist’s fate and Nahid’s origins:

The husband was always nice and sociable in America, they have
a young daughter, and not long in Iran he showed his true colors,
Ulla said. I don’t know if I'm making this up, but her eyes briefly
roam to Walter and Behsad. (NT 72-4)

Confessional novels like Not without my Daughter are predestined
to confirm cultural stereotypes with a kind of key witness authority.
They lend themselves to unveiling ‘truths’ about the ‘nature of the
Orient’ on the basis of personal experience. As Edward Said showed
in his seminal work, Orientalism:
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The idea in either case is that people, places, and experiences can
always be described by a book, so much so that the book (or text)
acquires a greater authority, and use, even than the actuality it
describes. (1978, 93)

Through this authorization of the authentic account of a true witness,
Nahid loses her subject status as a political activist and literary schol-
ar and is initially marshalled into an imagined community of wives
oppressed by deceptive Oriental men. This confirms the following ob-
servation by Irene Messinger and Katharina Prager:

[TIn the political discourse in host countries [...] particularly Mus-
lim women are marked as backward and inferior to their hus-
bands. Yet simultaneously disregarded is that they are also oppo-
sitionists, feminists, and political activists of various ideological
camps who already had to oppose such ascriptions and limiting
gender regimes in their countries of origin. (2019, 9)

However, both Amal and Nahid reverse these ascriptions in their view
of German women. Ulla’s women'’s group alienates Nahid, an “associ-
ation of mothers who were worried about their children after Cher-
nobyl” (NT 82). Nahid, an educated, leftist political activist, reacts
with incomprehension and shame. She refuses the invitation to par-
ticipate in the women’s group with an excuse:

That’s not true, but I also don’t want to tell Ulla that I'm not up
for her women'’s group. That her women’s group embarrasses me
and I'd feel bad becoming active in it. That I see Azar and my oth-
er friends in front of me furrowing their brows and thinking, Na-
hid, so that’s what it means for you be active as a woman? Talking
about vegetables and air with other women? (NT 83)

Compared to Olga Grjasnowa’s novel, Nachts ist es leise in Teheran
makes clear that Nahid did not accomplish a self-selected transfor-
mation from activist to mother and wife and does not conform to ex-
pectations, for example, by joining the women’s group or taking up
knitting. She remains a political thinker and her engagement with
the situation in Iran, or with socialist and revolutionary values, per-
sists. The situation of exile in conjunction with the host society’s gen-
der and cultural ascriptions entails Nahid’s reduction to the partial
identities of wife and mother, and she falls into lethargy. Resigned,
she realizes, “I am a woman with two children, for whom everybody
knits things, I think [...]” (NT 69). Here, too, family is a warm refuge
from the place of exile felt to be emotionally cold:
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Had the alarm clock not gone off, I could have for a moment be-
lieved there was no world beyond our narrow bed. [...] There were
only the slumbering children’s souls in the next room and Behsad’s
arm and the breath on my ear. (NT 100-1)

Nahid’s thoughts and her attitude towards Ulla’s women’s group dem-
onstrate that not only does the host society determine “common values
and norms of behavior [...] about the category gender” (Engels, Cho-
jnacki 2007, 5), but also that the refugees create boundaries towards the
host society with different gender norms and behavior. Just as in Nachts
ist es leise in Teheran, in Olga Grjasnowa’s novel the German house-
wife appears as the opposite of the ‘Oriental woman’, as Amal sarcas-
tically comments on the success of her ‘Oriental’ cooking show on TV:

“The pilot has proved a big success. It seems the bored housewives
of the Western world have been waiting all this time for Amal and
her exotic cuisine”. (C] 229)

While Nahid’s character justifies criticism and skepticism towards
the German women'’s group, Amal adopts the exotic staging as a self-
image to distance herself from Western housewives. In doing so, she
reconstructs the dichotomy between the western European and ex-
otic Oriental woman. Yet the sarcastic, ironic tone suggests an act
of self-empowerment. For the life of the ‘Muslim Oriental’ woman is
not being presented as monotonous and domestic; the German house-
wives are the ones, with their longing for exoticism and hobbies like
knitting, who are presented as simplistic and ‘foreign’.

To be sure, in Nachts ist es leise in Teheran the chapter on Nahid
ends with the two women converging. Here it is precisely Ulla’s read-
ing of Betty Mahmoody’s book that leads her suddenly to ask “other
questions than before” (NT 119) and take an interest in Nahid'’s stud-
ies and the political situation in Iran. Ulla also encouraging Nahid
to go back to her studies. The incipient one-dimensional and critical
vantage point on the respective ‘foreign’ women has developed into
an exchange on equal terms.

Hammoudi is exposed to numerous episodes of harassment and hu-
miliation while fleeing his homeland and in the arrival country. In the
refugee shelter he and the other residents are repeatedly attacked
by neo-Nazis. One day, when an Afghani boy returns to the shelter
with a serious injury, the men decide to get their revenge on the lo-
cal neo-Nazis. The narrator subsequently defines the refugees’ mas-
culinity as the last of their belongings: “They were still men, even if
they had nothing else left” (CJ 238). Masculinity is narrated here as
a biologically essential fact, in marked contrast to Amal, and is una-
ble to affect their new refugee identity and its associated losses. Yet,
in City of Jasmine the so-called victory of the refugees in the shelter
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is short lives, for the novel ends with the host country’s racist sys-
tem intact. The neo-Nazis get their revenge by bombing the shelter
and killing Hammoudi. In this way Grjasnowa narrates the refugees’
powerless, lawless situation as a warlike condition, in which Arabic-
Muslim men are declared enemies and women hardly seem to exist.

In conclusion, City of Jasmine and Nachts ist es leise in Teheran re-
veal that warlike conflicts lead to a crisis of lived and/or traditional
gender roles and identifications. While women are instrumentalized
for the purposes of war, the male characters who show weakness and
vulnerability and reject the role of the war hero experience a loss
of masculinity - which, in the example of Youssef’s character, mani-
fests itself as the inability to perform his expected role as a protector.

The analysis of the constellations of ‘Oriental-Muslim’ characters
has shown that in occidental discourse both male and female char-
acters are designed not only contrary to culturalized gender stereo-
types, but also to gender-specific images of refugees, such as the vul-
nerable victim or threatening perpetrator. Thus, neither Hammoudi
nor Youssef conform to the increasing demonization of the Arab man.
As for the female characters, Amal and Nahid, they too fail to fit in-
to the stereotypical image of the repressed Muslim Oriental woman.
In particular, City of Jasmine shows how multiple transformations of
gender identity arise during flight, and how, in situations of marked
uncertainty and threat, characters have recourse to traditional gen-
der relations and roles. This becomes especially apparent in Amal’s
desire for motherhood, which is justified biologically but then turns
out to be a new social role defined by her flight and the threats she
faces - serving to valorize her status as a woman and to satisfy her
need for warmth and security in the nuclear family.

For Amal and Nahid, escape from an ‘Oriental’ country to a West-
ern country has no emancipatory effect - as is so often assumed. Not
only must they forfeit their privileges and gender identifications while
fleeing; in exile, they are directly pressured into the traditional fe-
male roles of wives and mothers via others’ perception of them. As
both female characters demonstrate, visibility as women is only at-
tained when they defer to stereotypical cultural expectations of the
host society. At the same time, a male character such as Hammou-
di reveals that feelings of powerlessness and the refugee’s lawless
status lead to male fantasies of violent self-empowerment as the last
remaining identification available to the martial, embattled man.
In both of the novels I have dealt with, “ethnosexist discourses” are
“first generated in the [relevant] power relationships” of homeland
and host country (Dietze 2017, 301). Despite individual rebellions
against attributions contingent on gender or culture, it turns out
that the refugee’s status as refugee tends to place them on the bot-
tom end of power relationships. This is certainly the case in the nov-
els of Olga Grjasnowa and Shida Bazyar.
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1 Herders Kritik an Adelung

In der Vorrede der Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Mensch-
heit spottet Herder iiber Biicher, in die ,einige Gedanken“ seiner Bii-
ckeburger Geschichtsphilosophie ,ibergegangen” seien und in de-
nen die Worter , Kindheit, das mannliche, das hohe Alter unseres
Geschlechts”, die, auf die Menschheitsgeschichte bezogen, bei ihm
lediglich ,allegorisch” gemeint seien, einen von ihm nicht beabsich-
tigten ,Umfang” erhalten hatten (SWS, Bd. 13: 3). Dem ungenann-
ten Verfasser eines dieser Werke, das leicht als der Versuch einer
Geschichte der Cultur des menschlichen Geschlechts* des Lexikogra-
phen und Historikers Johann Christoph Adelung erkennbarist,” wird
vorgeworfen, diese Kategorien, die nicht geeignet seien, eine ,Ge-
schichte der Kultur” oder gar ,die Philosophie der ganzen Menschen-
geschichte mit sicherm Fufs aus[zu]lmessen”, und die ,nur auf weni-
ge Volker der Erde angewandt und anwendbar” seien, dennoch als
universelles Begreifbarkeitsinstrumentarium von Geschichte ver-
standen zu haben. adelungs Sicht der Universalhistorie wiirde also
in der Meinung Herders ebenso wie Montesquieus 1774 angepran-
gertes ,Ein mal Eins der Politik” (SWS, Bd. 5: 536) ein Zeugnis ide-
enlosen, mechanischen Denkens darstellen.

Andererseits lassen Herders AuBerungen seinen Missmut iiber die
Ubernahme seiner geschichtsphilosophischen Perspektiven durch
Adelung vermuten. Zumindest hat ihn die Publikation von Adelungs
Werk dazu veranlasst, im Vorwort seines neuen geschichtsphilosophi-
schen Werks den Titel von Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur
Bildung der Menschheit eingehend zu kommentieren und vielleicht
sogar auf die Lebensalteranalogie, deren metaphorisches Begreif-
barkeitspotential ihm moglicherweise suspekt geworden ist (wohl
deswegen hielt er eine neue Ausgabe von Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte ,in ihrer alten Gestalt” fiir unmoglich), in den Ideen ganz-
lich zu verzichten.

Das ,auch” im Titel der Biickeburger Schrift, das meistens als Be-
kundung einer gegen Voltaire und Iselin (die einzigen, die damals be-
reits vom Begriff der Geschichtsphilosophie Gebrauch gemacht ha-
ben) gerichteten polemischen Intention gedeutet wird - den beiden
gegeniber hatte Herder darlegen wollen, wie man eine Geschichts-

1 Zitiert nach der Ausgabe 1782. Wahrend sich zahlreiche Untersuchungen mit dem
Lexikographen Adelung (1732/34?-1806) befassen, gilt dem Kulturwissenschaftler haupt-
sachlich ein einziger griindlicher Aufsatz: Mihlpfordt 1987. Siehe auch Laudin 2007.

2 Bei der von Herder erwdahnten Philosophie der ganzen Menschengeschichte kann
es wohl nur um Delisle de Sales Histoire des hommes, ou histoire nouvelle de tous les
peuples du monde handeln, die, von Michael Hifmann iibersetzt, unter dem Titel Neue
Welt- und Menschengeschichte, von Anfang der Welt bis auf gegenwdrtige Zeit (Miins-
ter, 1781-1794) erschienen ist.
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philosophie gedanklich auch anders gestalten kann -, will Herder als
eine ,Note der Bescheidenheit” verstanden wissen (SWS, Bd. 13: 3):
Seine Schrift habe er ,fiir nichts minder als fiir eine vollstandige Phi-
losophie der Geschichte unsres Geschlechts” ausgeben wollen, son-
dern vielmehr habe er ,mit wenigen allegorischen Worten Kindheit,
Jugend, das mannliche, das hohe Alter unseres Geschlechts” ledig-
lich ,auf einen kleinen Fulisteg” zu weisen beabsichtigt, ,der doch
auch vielleicht eines Ideenganges wert ware”. Dass Herder das Bild
der Lebensphasen lediglich ,allegorisch” und nicht ,realistisch” ge-
meint hat, scheint auf der Hand zu liegen: ebenso Adelung, wenn er
acht Zeitraume definiert, die, vom Embryo iiber den Knaben und den
Jungling zum ,Mann im aufgeklarten Genusse” fithrend, die gan-
ze Menschheitsgeschichte von den Anfangen bis zum 18. Jahrhun-
dert umfassen. Andererseits lasst sich das Biickeburger Werk als
eine Reflexion iiber Geschichte verstehen, in der nach herkommli-
chem Gebrauch der Geschichtsschreibung lediglich einige Beispie-
le (hier wichtige antike Nationen und ein ziemlich undifferenzierter
Abendlandsbegriff) exemplarisch an- und vorgefithrt werden und
fur die ganze Menschheitsgeschichte paradigmatisch gelten. Au-
Berdem entspricht diese Analogie zu sehr Herders providentieller
Sicht von Weltgeschichte, als dass sie bloR ein ,kleiner FuRssteg” wa-
re: Dadurch wird behauptet, dass die , Erziehung des Menschenge-
schlechts” durch Gott erfolgt.

Bei Adelung ist die Lebensalteranalogie nicht in der Argumentati-
on konstitutiv wie bei Herder. Wahrend Herder mit , Bildung” den ein-
heitlichen historischen Prozess selbst, die Naturalisierung des Hu-
manen und der Gesellschaft, die organische Entwicklung von Natur
und Gesellschaft jenseits der Pluralitat der Kulturen zumindest in-
tuitiv begreifbar machen will, bleibt bei Adelung die Analogsetzung
von Natur und Geschichte rein metaphorisch: Es tiberwiegen die
Faktoren sozialer und kultureller Art (wie etwa Bevolkerungsdichte
und Erfindung der Buchdruckerkunst). Adelungs Ruckgriff auf den
seit etwa 1765 haufig gewordenen Begriff ,Cultur“® und dessen Ein-
bindung in das Syntagma ,Geschichte der Cultur“ lassen die Fra-
ge nach einer mutmallichen hintergriindigen Auseinandersetzung
Adelungs mit Herders Biickeburger Geschichtsphilosophie aufkom-
men: Sollte diese terminologische Wahl vielleicht dazu dienen, tiber
die an der Lebensalteranalogie haftende scheinbare Ahnlichkeit ih-
rer Geschichtsauffassung hinaus und trotz vielerlei gemeinsamer
Ideologeme den gedanklichen Abstand zu Herder zu markieren und

3 Zur Begriffsgeschichte von ,Kultur”, siehe Bollenbeck 19962

4 ,Culturgeschichte der Menschheit” taucht bereits einmal vor Adelung 1781 in ei-
ner Schrift von Michael HiBmann, ,Kultur der Menschheit” im Jahr 1779 auf. S. hier-
zu Schleier 2003, Bd. 1: 72-8.
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eine andere Argumentationsstrategie in den Vordergrund des eige-
nen Diskurses zu stellen.

Im Bildungsbegriff iberkreuzen sich bekanntlich mehrere Be-
deutungsstrange, davon ein mystisch-pietistischer und ein organo-
logisch-naturphilosophischer (Bollenbeck 19962, 103). Diese Polyse-
mantik erweitert Herder um eine asthetische Dimension, die sowohl
an die Vorstellung von Gott als Kiinstler als auch an Winckelmann
ankniipft und einen semantischen Wandel widerspiegelt, der die Vor-
stellung von ,Bild” als ,imago” oder ,forma“ mit einem dynamischen
Moment, dem semantischen Feld von ,effingere” und ,formare”, kom-
biniert.® Unter ,Bildung” versteht Herder in Auch eine Philosophie
der Geschichte einen inneren Bildungstrieb, der auf eine scheinbare
Selbstbildung des Menschen verweist, die allerdings unter Fithrung
eines nicht direkt in die Ereignisse eingreifenden Gottes geschieht.

Adelung sucht mit seinem Kulturbegriff Anschluss an eine ande-
re Tradition. Die Wahl eines Begriffs franzosischer Herkunft - , auf-
geklart” ibersetzt offensichtlich ,éclairé” und ,cultivirte Nationen”
steht fir ,nations civilisées” - erklart sich wohl zum einen aus sei-
nen eigenen Interessen als Ubersetzer franzésischer historischer
Geschichtswerke,® zum anderen auch aus dem semantischen Spek-
trum des Fremdworts ,Cultur”, das - so Adelung im Vorwort vom
Versuch - kein deutscher Begriff zum Ausdruck bringt, aber wahr-
scheinlich auch, weil die indirekte Entlehnung von ,Cultur” aus dem
Franzosischen sowie die Legierung von ,culture de la langue vs.
des arts”, ,cultura animi” und ,civilitas” (Bollenbeck 19962, 47-52)
den Kulturbegriff von den bereits erwahnten, bei Herder vorhande-
nen Konnotaten von ,Bildung” Iost. Im Franzosischen wie auch im
Deutschen, und dies ibernimmt Adelung, haften dem Kulturbegriff
die herkommlichen semantischen Implikationen von ,cultura“, d.h.
»~Ackerbau” im eigentlichen oder im metaphorischen Sinne, an. Und
gerade durch diese metaphorische Dimension, die zu den anderen,
ebenfalls Entwicklungsprozesse ausdriickenden Begriffen ,Bildung”
und , Erziehung” (Lessing) zugleich Nahe und Distanz schafft, eignet
er sich zum Trager einer Geschichtsauffassung, deren vorrangiges
Ziel die Verortung in der Diesseitigkeit ist. Im Vordergrund steht bei

5 Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Wérterbuch (Bd. 2, Sp. 13-15 und Sp. 22-3:
,bilden” und ,Bildung”), der zahlreiche Belege bei Lessing, Winckelmann, Goethe und
Schiller zitiert; ,sinnliches bilden ist, wie bild selbst, urspriinglich ein plastisches und
geht auf alles kunstgemafRe” (Bedeutung, die bei Schiller und Goethe begegnet); ,wie
bild die wirkliche gestalt, driickt auch bilden natiirliches gestalten, sich bilden wach-
sen und treiben aus”. Dabei zitiert Grimm Goethe: , Die Téatigkeit der Natur ist eine ewig
schaffende und bildende; im Ei bildet sich das junge Voglein, im Samenkorn die Pflanze”.
6 Adelung hat franzésische Werke wie z.B. die Histoire des Navigations aux Terres

Australes von de Brosse und Nouveau traité de diplomatique von Toustain und Tassin
ubersetzt.
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ihm keine blof3 scheinbare Selbstbestimmung, sondern die Selbst-
verwirklichung des Menschen in der Weltgeschichte.

Neben diesen Unterschieden weisen Adelungs Thesen auch viele
Ahnlichkeiten mit denen Herders auf, von dem er einzelne Ausdriicke
und Gedanken iibernimmt. Eine wichtige Gemeinsamkeit ist eine du-
ale Auffassung des Mittelalters: Wie zahlreiche Lutheraner der 70er-
80er Jahre des 18. Jahrhunderts’ sieht er diese Epoche in ethisch-de-
kadenzieller Perspektive als einen Riickfall ins Sinnliche, ausgelost
durch die Leibeigenschaft, das Feudalsystem und das als despotische
Macht angesehene Papsttum (Adelung 1782, 311-14); aber wie Her-
der (SWS, Bd. 5: 515-16) spricht er auch von einer Phase der ,Gah-
rung”, in der ,Keime" gesat wurden (1782, 352), und versteht darun-
ter zugleich die primitive Brutalitat des Mittelalters aber auch seine
kulturelle Fruchtbarkeit, besonders im 13. Jahrhundert, in dem die
+Wiederherstellung der Kiinste und Wissenschaften” eingesetzt hat.®

Die gemeinsame Gesamtperspektive der Lebensalter dient beiden
dazu, das Auf und Ab von Wachstum und Verfall von Kulturen, den
Wechsel von kulturell-zivilisatorischen Hohepunkten und von Pha-
sen, die als Schmelztiegel kiinftiger hoherer Kulturformen fungie-
ren, zu veranschaulichen. Ahnlich wie Herder - und im Unterschied
zu Kant und Lessing, die einer strikten welthistorischen Perspekti-
ve folgen und nur den Gang der Menschheit in ihrer Gesamtheit be-
rlcksichtigen - denkt Adelung somit an ein Spannungsverhaltnis zwi-
schen Universalgeschichte und einzelnen Kulturen. Wie Herder etwa
im Journal meiner Reise im Jahr 1769 erkennt er Mikrozyklen, deren
Trager die Staaten selber sind (Adelung 1782, 471). Aber durch die
Ahnlichkeit der Perspektiven darf eine wichtige Differenz nicht iiber-
sehen werden: Anstatt mehrerer Zyklen erkennt Adelung, ahnlich
wie Kant in Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte (2. und 8. ,Satz")
und im Streit der Fakultdten (,0Ob das menschliche Geschlecht im be-
standigen Fortschreiten zum Besseren sei”) oder wie schon frither
Voltaire, einen Fortschritt, der im Zickzack erfolgt und von Ereig-
nissen wie Kriege gestort, aber nicht unterbrochen werden konnen
(S. VI). Ein Riickfall des Ganzen gilt als unmdglich, ein Riickfall ein-
zelner Teile kann den historischen Prozess nur verlangsamen, aber
nicht umkehren:

Dal’ einzele Nationen schon wieder unvermogende Alte und kindi-
sche Greise sind, thut zur Sache nichts, denn jeder Staat hat wie-
der seine eigene Alter, und jeder Zeitraum zeiget uns Nationen in
allen Stufen des Wachsthumes und des Verfalls. Aber das Ganze

7 Siehe etwa Schlézer 17752, Bd. 1: 158.

8 Solautet auch der Titel mehrerer enzyklopadischer Werke, die nach 1790 erschienen
sind (insbesondere von L. Wachler und F. Bouterwek). - S. hierzu Adelung 1782, 381 ff.
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des menschlichen Geschlechtes ist zuverlassig noch im Wachs-
thume begriffen.’

Die Perspektive des diskontinuierlichen Fortschritts kombiniert Ade-
lung mit der seit dem 16. Jahrhundert zum Gemeinplatz gewordenen
These von Entstehung, Entwicklung und Untergang einzelner Kultu-
ren. Wie Herder erkennt er allen verschiedenen Zeitraumen der Welt-
geschichte eine besondere Funktion im geschichtlichen Ablauf zu, oh-
ne sie aber als gleichwertig wie Herder in Auch eine Philosophie (SWS,
Bd. 5: 523) zu bezeichnen. Herders Kritik am ungebthrlichen ,Um-
fang” der Lebensaltermetapher im Versuch bleibt zu prazisieren. Ein
echtes Plagiat hétte in der Tat die Ubernahme der Zwei-Zyklen-The-
orie bedeutet, die das echt Spezifische an Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte ist, und deren ,Anwendung” auf andere Regionen und Zei-
ten als den antiken Mittelmeerraum und Westeuropa ware eine ge-
schichtsphilosophisch unhaltbare Perspektive gewesen. Aber gerade
dies macht Adelung nicht, der statt dessen die ganze Weltgeschichte
Leinzyklisch” darlegt. Dadurch verféallt er in eine unleugbare Eurozen-
trik (Adelung 1782, 442-3). Konzeptionell ungereift ist also bei Ade-
lung die Integration auereuropaischer Kulturen, obwohl sein Buch
sich - wie tibrigens auch Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte - fur ei-
ne welthistorische Reflexion ausgibt. Gerade dies korrigiert Herder in
den Ideen und in deren Vorrede, wenn er, das auch im Titel seiner Bii-
ckeburger Geschichtsphilosophie kommentierend, den geschichtsphi-
losophisch paradigmatischen Wert der Lebensaltermetapher verneint.

2 »Geschichte der Cultur als Kulturgeschichtsprozess
in der Immanenz

Wenn Herder schreibt: ,Welches Volk der Erde ists, das nicht eine
einige Kultur habe? [...] Wie wenige sind in einem kultivierten Volk
kultiviert?”, vermischt er zwei semantische Ebenen. Der Kulturbe-
griff bezeichnet hier zugleich ein gesamtgesellschaftliches Phéano-
men (,kultivierte Volker“) und die individuelle Ausbildung, wobei
er gegen die gesellschaftliche Bedeutung abgeneigt zu sein scheint:
Lnichts ist triglicher als die Anwendung desselben auf ganze Vol-
ker und Zeiten”. Mit ,kultiviert” ibersetzt Herder offensichtlich das
franzosische Wort ,cultivé”, das vornehmlich Individuen charakteri-
siert. Indem Herder, der ,Bildung” nicht definiert, den Begriff , Kul-

9 Adelung 1782, 229-30. Man beachte hier die amiisante Ubernahme der ,kindischen
Greise“, die sich unschwer als ein Zitat von Herders ,Greisen von 3 Jahren” aus Auch
eine Philosophie der Geschichte erkennen lasst (SWS, Bd. 5: 486).
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tur”in der Vorrede der Ideen als besonders vage bezeichnet (,Nichts
ist unbestimmter als dieses Wort“), kniipft er sehr indirekt an die
durch die Frage ,Was ist Aufklarung?” in eben diesen Jahren aus-
geloste Diskussion an. In Kants und Mendelssohns beriihmten Ant-
worten taucht ,Kultur” in einer Reihung von Begriffen auf. In Kants
Trias - ,kultiviert, zivilisiert, moralisiert” - bezieht sich , kultiviert”
auf die Kunste und Wissenschaften, ,zivilisiert” auf die Formen des
geselligen Lebens, wahrend , moralisiert” die Menschwerdung selbst,
den Ubergang vom Sinnlichen zum Geistigen,*® und somit das telos
der Geschichte ausdriickt. Kulminiert also Kants Reihung in ,mo-
ralisiert”, so bildet bei Mendelssohn ,Bildung” den Oberbegriff, der
in ,Kultur” und ,Aufklarung” zerfallt, wobei ,Cultur” mehr auf das
Praktische sowie auf den gesellschaftlichen Umgang, Aufklarung
hingegen auf das Theoretische zielt.** Bei Adelung werden ,Cultur”
und ,Aufklarung” in unmittelbaren Bedeutungszusammenhang ge-
bracht, so dass der Versuch eine antizipierte Antwort auf die von
der Berlinischen Monatsschrift ein Jahr spater gestellte Frage ,Was
ist Aufklarung?” darstellt: ,Verfeinerung, Aufkldrung, Entwickelung
der Fdhigkeiten, sagen alle etwas, aber nicht alles” (S. VII). In sei-
nem spateren Grammatisch-historischen Worterbuch der hochdeut-
schen Mundart (1793) definiert Adelung ,Cultur” als:

die Veredlung und Verfeinerung der gesammten Geistes- und Lei-
beskrafte eines Menschen oder eines Volkes, so dal§ dieses Wort
so wohl die Aufklarung, die Veredlung des Verstandes durch Be-
freyung von Vorurtheilen, als auch die Politur, die Veredlung und
Verfeinerung der Sitten, unter sich begreift.

Adelung nimmt eine andere Hierarchisierung der Begriffe vor als
Mendelssohn und Kant: Der Oberbegriff ,Cultur” subsumiert bei ihm
JVerfeinerung”, ,Aufklarung” sowie ,Fahigkeiten” und bezeichnet
zuallererst ein gesamtgesellschaftliches Phanomen. Neben ,Verfei-
nerung”, die er in Zusammenhang mit Sitten, Geschmack und &s-
thetischem Urteil stellt, und dem Begriff ,Fahigkeiten“, der beinahe
eindeutig , Fertigkeiten” in Handwerk und praktischen Tatigkeiten*?

10 ,Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklarung?”. Werkausgabe, Bd. 11, hg. Wil-
helm Weischedel, Stuttgart: Suhrkamp, 1964, 53-61. Zuerst in: Berlinische Monats-
schrfit 4 (1784), 481-94.

11 ,Uber die Frage: was heif8t aufkldren?“, Moses Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schrif-
ten, hg. von Alexander Altmann, Bd. 6,1 (Stuttgart 1981), 115-19. Hier S. 115. Zuerst in:
Berlinische Monatsschrfit 4 (1784), 193-200.

12 Adelung veroffentlichte kurz vor dem Versuch einer Geschichte der Cultur ein
Schulhandbuch: Kurzer Begriff menschlicher Fertigkeiten und Kenntnisse so fern sie
auf Erwerbung des Unterhalts, auf Vergniigen, auf Wissenschaft, und auf Regierung der
Gesellschaft abzielen, Leipzig, 1778-1781, in 4 Banden.
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bedeutet, wird zunachst auf die griechische Antike, dann auf den
nachchristlichen Menschen bezogen. Neben , aufgeklart” gebraucht
Adelung auch das Substantiv ,Aufklarung”, um die Fortschritte des
Verstands und die rationale Aneignung von Ethik und Asthetik, auch
in Bezug auf die Religion (Adelung 1782, 129-30), zu bezeichnen:
L»Aufklarung” betrifft nicht nur einzelne Menschen, sondern durch-
dringt ganze Epochen. Dass er das Zeitalter der ,volligen Aufkla-
rung” 1520 beginnen lasst, verdeutlicht die doppelte Ausrichtung sei-
ner Schrift: die humanistische, am antiken Erbe orientierte, und die
christlich-lutherische. So steht ,Aufklarung” bei ihm fir eine spe-
zifische Form von , Cultur” und somit untergeordnet wie bei Herder
LKultur”, wahrend der Prozess an sich bei Herder als ,Bildung”, bei
ihm als , Cultur” bezeichnet wird.

Da die adelungsche , Cultur” sich aber auf die Kiinste und Wissen-
schaften und auf den gesellschaftlichen Umgang bezieht, lasst sein
Kulturbegriff einen moglichen Zusammenhang mit den Perspektiven
der translatio artium in den Vordergrund ricken. Und gerade dies
verleiht ihm eine besonders interessante semantische und philoso-
phische Potentialitat: Er definiert namlich ein neues Deutungspara-
digma der historia universalis, das sich sowohl von dem der ,Weltge-
schichten” und , Universalhistorien”, die sich immer noch weitgehend
am - wenn auch modifizierten - (politischen) Modell der Weltreiche
orientieren, als auch von den auf einer anthropologischen Grund-
lage beruhenden und hypothetische Gedankenkonstruktionen zu-
lassenden (Zedelmaier 2003) ,Philosophien der Geschichte” (Iselin,
Steeb und Herder, oder spater Kant) abhebt. Adelungs Versuch steht
zwischen diesen beiden Idealtypen bzw. vereint er mit seinem Fak-
tenreichtum und seiner anthropologisch fundierten Reflexion iiber
die Geschichte beide historiographische Formen (Laudin 2008). Er
spricht hier wie auch spater Kant von , Anlagen”, die aufgrund eines
,Bildungstriebs” ausgebildet werden (Adelung 1782, 9) und tber-
nimmt die gangige, auch von Rousseau und Herder vertretene Vor-
stellung der erzieherischen Effizienz der die Menschen plagenden
Bedirfnisse. Ausgehend von dieser anthropologischen Grundlage
bezeichnet ,Kultur” nicht nur ein gesamtgesellschaftliches Phano-
men, sondern den Prozess der Menschheitsgeschichte bzw. der Welt-
geschichte schlechthin.

Sowohl diese doppelte, soziologische und anthropologische Aus-
richtung seines Kulturbegriffs als auch die Dominanz der gesell-
schaftlichen Komponente kommt in der Definition von ,Cultur am
Anfang des Buchs deutlich zum Vorschein:

Cultur ist mir der Uebergang aus dem mehr sinnlichen und thieri-
schen Zustande in enger verschlungene Verbindungen des gesell-
schaftlichen Lebens. (Adelung 1782, III-1V)
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Sowie bei Kant, der zwei Jahre spater vom Ubergang von der Sinn-
lichkeit zur Einsicht spricht,** spielt sich bei Adelung die ,Geschich-
te des menschlichen Geschlechts” vor dem Hintergrund des Span-
nungsverhaltnisses von ,Natur” und ,Cultur” ab. Aber mehr als Kant
betont Adelung mit dem Ubergang aus dem tierischen Zustande zu
komplexeren Formen des gesellschaftlichen Lebens zugleich auch
die Einbeziehung einer historisch-soziologischen Sichtweise in die
anthropologische. Kultur ist also ein Bildungsprozess in der gesell-
schaftlichen Praxis - und nicht wie bei Kant eine den Theorien des
Naturrechts verpflichteten Gegeniiberstellung von ,Naturzustand”
und ,geselligem Stand”. Von einer philosophisch-anthropologischen
Basis ausgehend entwickelt Adelung eine - in der Terminologie der
Zeit - ,pragmatische”, i.e. Kausalitaten hervorhebende Perspektive.

Der Perfektibilitatsgedanke wird von Adelung deutlich als Selbst-
erziehung des Menschen aufgrund dieser natiirlichen Anlagen ver-
standen. Gerade durch die Uberbetonung der Selbsterziehung un-
terscheidet sich Adelungs ,Geschichte der Cultur” von Herders
,Bildung“, aber kommt in Lessings Nahe, dessen Erziehungsbegriff
primo aspectu Gott als Vater und Erzieher darstellt, somit den Gedan-
ken eines personlichen Gottes suggeriert, der aber diese Erziehung
als einen Entwicklungsprozess von der Offenbarung zur Vernunft,
als eine progressive Offenbarung auffasst, in der die geoffenbarten
Religionen Durchgangsstadien bilden. Die Offenbarung degradiert
Lessing zum padagogischen Instrument, das Vernunftwahrheiten zur
schnelleren Verbreitung verhilft, indem sie als geoffenbarte Wahr-
heiten nobilitiert werden (Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts, § 76).
Adelung weist zwar haufig auf Gottes Plan hin, aber er vertritt letzt-
endlich eine durchaus laizistische Auffassung der Geschichte, in der
die Ursachen der Entwicklungen rein immanent sind. Nimmt Adelung
von der Offenbarung Abstand (,Ich entscheide nichts, sondern fra-
ge nur, und will die Beantwortung gern andern uiberlassen“**), doch
milst er aber der christlichen Religion eine wichtige Rolle im Reife-
prozess des Menschen, bei: Sie gilt als Instanz des Kulturfortschritts,
insbesondere beim Prozess, der aus dem Menschen einen ,aufge-
klarten Mann“ macht. Wie Lessing schreibt Adelung der christlichen
Lehre eine besondere Qualitat zu, da sie im Unterschied zu frithe-
ren Religionen auf der Vernunft basiere und somit einen Fortschritt
in der Geschichte der religiosen Ideen markiere. Nicht der Glaube,
sondern die gedankliche Dimension der christlichen Lehre wird als

13 Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte..., 2. Satz, Werkausgabe, Bd. 9, hg. Wilhelm
Weischedel, Stuttgart: Suhrkamp, 1964, 35.

14 Adelung 1782, 27. Ebenso behauptet Lessing: ,Was kiimmert es mich, ob die Sage
falsch oder wahr ist: die Friichte sind trefflich“. Uber den Beweis des Geistes und der
Kraft, 1777, Ausgabe Lachmann / Muncker, Bd. 13, 8, und Erziehung, § 63.
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Instrument der Zivilisierung positiv betrachtet. In dieser Sichtweise
erkennt man auch eine teilweise Ubereinstimmung mit Herder, der
den besonderen Wert der christlichen Religion in ihrem Abstraktions-
grad sieht, der sie befahige, Universelles zum Ausdruck zu bringen.**
Wie bei Lessing wird die gesellschaftliche Funktion der Religion be-
tont, vornehmlich der christlichen, die eine Etappe im Vormarsch der
Vernunft darstellt (der Mensch wurde erst nach Christus ein ,auf-
geklarter Mann“*°).

Der adelungsche Mensch scheint - im Unterschied zum herder-
schen - nicht nur zur Selbstverwirklichung, sondern auch zur Selbst-
bestimmung zu gelangen. Infolgedessen wird bei Adelung - im
Unterschied zu Herder, der in Auch eine Philosophie eines der iiber-
zeugendsten Beispiele vom religiosen Verstandnis der Geschichte
bietet - die Vorsehung als Begreifbarkeitsfaktor der Geschichte aus-
geklammert. Zum anderen lasst sich die gesellschaftliche Immanenti-
sierung des Kulturgeschichtsprozesses in zahlreichen Kontexten au-
Rerst deutlich erkennen, zunachst an den Bestandteilen von ,Cultur”
selbst. Unter ,Cultur versteht Adelung namlich eine Reihe von Wis-
sens- und Lebensbereichen, die er in seinem fritheren Werk Kurzer
Begriff menschlicher Fertigkeiten und Kenntnisse (1778-1781) darge-
legt hat: ,Zustand der Wissenschaften”, ,Zustand der Religion“, ,Re-
ligionsbegriff der Zeit”, ,Arzneywissenschaft”, ,Handel”, , mecha-
nische Kiinste”, ,Bequemlichkeiten”, ,Staatsverfassung”, ,Sitten”,
,bildende Kinste”, usw. Die ,Geschichte der Cultur” ist somit wie et-
wa zehn Jahre spater bei Condorcet eine ,Geschichte der Fortschritte
des menschlichen Geistes” (1793). Das Gesellschaftliche kommt auch
zum Vorschein, wenn er betont, dass ein ,natiirlicher Trieb zur Ver-
besserung” die Menschen u.a. dazu bewegt, in der sozialen Hierar-
chie aufsteigen zu wollen (Adelung 1782, X) - und er entnimmt sein
Beispiel der menschlichen Perfektibilitat aus der gesellschaftlichen
Praxis (1782, 23). Aber auch weil der Grammatiker und Lexikograph
Adelung, der dem Erlernen der menschlichen Sprache und Schrift viel
Gewicht beimisst, als sensualistischer Sprachtheoretiker und Eife-
rer der tabula rasa-These*” die Absicht verfolgt, die Lehre der ange-
borenen Ideen zugrunde zu richten. Vervollkommnung der Sprache
und des Geistes erfolgen synchron und befruchten sich gegenseitig
(Adelung 1782, 13). Verwunderlich genug, dass Herders Thesen vom

15 Ein erster Ansatz zu dieser Zentralthese von Aelteste Urkunde (1774-1776, SWS,
Bd. 6 und 7) befindet sich in Fragmente zu einer ,Archdologie des Morgenlandes”, 2.
Teil: Die biblische Schéopfungsgeschichte kein Orakel Gottes liber seine Weltschaffung
(1769, ebd. Bd. 6, S. 75).

16 S. 227 ff. Dieser Satz spiegelt sehr genau den Bedeutungswechsel von ,Lumie-
res”, den Ubergang von den ,Lumiéres de la foi“ zu den ,Lumiéres de la raison”, wider.

17 Lange Passagen iiber Sprache (Adelung 1782, 11-22) und Schrift (72-80).
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menschlichen Ursprung der Sprache*® nicht in Auch eine Philosophie
der Geschichte fliefSen, sondern massiv in Adelungs Versuch. Adelung
vertritt die strikt rationelle Auffassung, derzufolge die Vervollkomm-
nung der Sprache eindeutig im Riickgang ihres ,sinnlichen”, meta-
phorischen und ,bildlichen” Charakters und in der korrelativen Ent-
wicklung klarer Gedanken statt verworrener Ideen besteht (Adelung
1782, 14-17). Im Unterschied zu Herder nobilitiert er die von der Bibel
vertretene Poesie der Anfange der Menschheit nicht. Adelung steht
spateren Auffassungen Kants naher: Bei beiden ist Entwicklung von
den Sinnesgedanken zu den Vernunftgedanken Menschwerdungs-
prozess selber - wobei er aber auf das Erlernen des Sprechens mehr
Wert legt als Kant.

Aber die Immanentisierung gewinnt besonders an Konsistenz, be-
trachtet man die Bedeutung der Kategorie der Menge (d.h. der Mas-
se) in seinem Werk.

3 Menge statt Kraft

Adelung spricht wie Herder von Garung, ab und zu auch von ,inne-
rer Starke”, aber seltener von ,Kraft”, der Kategorie, die bei Herder
eine Art Schnittstelle zwischen dem Gottlichen und dem Materiellen
darstellt. Bei Adelung entsteht die Intensitat zunachst explizit und
ausschliellich aus der Quantitat, aus der Masse. Im Unterschied zu
Herder kann sich bei ihm aus der Quantitat ein qualitativer Sprung
ergeben. Sowie er immer wieder Wachstum und Verbreitung des Wis-
sens betont, sieht er auch folgerichtig die Bevolkerungsdichte als eine
wichtige Antriebskraft der Geschichte der Nationen und der Weltge-
schichte - vielleicht in einer Art Modifikation von Rousseaus Analy-
sen, der die Bevolkerungsdichte als objektives Kriterium einer gu-
ten Regierungsart erklart.*

Gerade die Konzentration an Bevolkerung und an Wissen - nicht
zuletzt durch die Buchdruckerkunst quantitativ beschleunigt - hat
die Reformation ermdéglicht: ,Volksmenge im eingeschrankten Rau-
me erzeuget Cultur; dieser setzet alle Fahigkeiten des Leibes und
des Geistes in Bewegung, und macht Staaten machtig und blithend.”
(S. XI). Der Gedanke begegnet schon bei Wieland in seiner Kritik der
beiden Diskurse Rousseaus:

Ohne Vereinigung kleiner Gesellschaften in grofSe, ohne Gesellig-
keit der Staaten und Nazionen unter einander, ohne die unzéhligen

18 Abhandlung tiber den Ursprung der Sprache (1772), SWS, Bd. 5.
19 Contrat social, 1762, 3. Buch, 9 Kap.: ,Des signes d'un bon gouvernement”.
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Kollisionen der mannigfaltigen Interessen aller dieser grofSern und
kleinern Systeme der Menschen wiirden die edelsten Fahigkeiten
unsrer Natur ewig im Keim eingewickelt schlummern.?°

Ist die erste Ursache des Fortschritts der Kulturen ,der stufenwei-
se gewachsene Bevolkerungsstand” (Adelung 1782, 413), so liegt die
zweite Ursache darin, dass ,die mittlern Classen des Volkes”, also
der Lehrstand und das Burgertum, ,der eigentliche Sitz der hohern
Cultur” wurden (1782, 414), eine Auffassung, die mit dem Selbstbild
des Bildungsbiirgertums als Trager der Aufklarung tibereinstimmt.
Die Bedeutung, die Adelung dem Faktor der Bevolkerungsdichte und
der soziologischen Verankerung beimisst, ist sicher einer der origi-
nellsten Aspekte seiner Thesen. Dass Adelung im Unterschied zu Her-
ders ambivalenter Sichtweise sein Jahrhundert eindeutig als positiv
betrachtet, ergibt sich quasi mechanisch aus der Akkumulation des
Fortschritts und der Verbreitung von Kenntnissen, die einen hoheren
Grad erreichen als je zuvor. Die kulturelle Produktivitat der Bevol-
kerungsdichte erklart implizit den Vorrang des Abendlands als his-
torisch bedingt und hat zur Folge, dass exotische Gegenden der Welt
hohe Kulturformen aus sich selbst heraus entwickeln konnen (Ade-
lung 1782, 412-14), sobald vorausgesetzt ist, dass auch da die Bevol-
kerungszahl wachst. Dieser Faktor erscheint somit als eine histori-
sche GesetzmalSigkeit.

4  Adelungs Gleichgewichtsthese und Herders ,,Maximum¢

Ubernimmt Adelung die gangige These der Schadlichkeit des Luxus,
so stimmt er aber doch auch mit den Ansichten eminenter Zeitgenos-
sen wie August Schlézer und Arnold Heeren Uberein, denenzufolge
der Handel - wohl an Anlehnung an Adam Smith - die Entwicklung
der Kultur beguinstigt, weil er nicht nur den Reichtum, sondern auch
den Verkehr zwischen den Stadten und Staaten intensiviert (Adelung
1782, 89-90) und somit ,quantitativ” erhoht. Andere Textstellen las-
sen jedoch erkennen, dass Adelung ein komplexeres Modell im Sinn
hat: die Notwendigkeit eines Gleichgewichts oder zumindest einer
Kongruenz zwischen den verschiedenen Bestandteilen einer Kultur,
zwischen materiellen und ideellen Komponenten.

In solchen Kontexten taucht der Ausdruck ,im genauesten Verhalt-
nisse” immer wieder auf. So konnten z.B. die Griechen zuerst aus den

20 ,Uber die Behauptung daR ungehemmte Ausbildung der menschlichen Gattung
nachtheilig sey” (1770), in: Wielands Gesammelte Schriften, 1. Abtheilung: Werke, Bd.
7, Berlin. Weidmann 1911, hg. von Siegfried Mauermann, S. 436.
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Reichtimern der Trojaner keinen Nutzen ziehen, weil sie ihnen un-
vorbereitet gegeniiberstanden (Adelung 1782, 122). Erst viel spater
konnte sich die griechische Kultur entwickeln. Hinter diesen spe-
kulativen, historisch unbelegten Behauptungen steckt wahrschein-
lich ein womdglich im Sinne der ,Analogie der Natur” aus der Phy-
sik ibernommenes Modell. An anderer Stelle wird die banale These
der Verkiimmerung der Sinne und korrelativen Entwicklung des Ver-
standes aufgegriffen. Die optimalen Bedingungen zur Entfaltung der
Kultur ergeben sich aber aus einem Gleichgewicht zwischen Sinn-
lichkeit und Verstand:

Es gibt einen Grad der Cultur, welcher der einige wahre ist, und
welchen ein Volk nie iiberschreiten sollte, und dieser ist die mann-
liche Cultur, wo Geist und Korper in dem gehorigen Verhaltnisse
gegen einander stehen. Der schone Zeitpunct aller Staaten fallt
immer in den Zeitpunct der mannlichen Cultur; ein Schritt dari-
ber ist Verderben. (Adelung 1782, XII)

Unter ,mannlicher Cultur” versteht Adelung ein Gleichgewicht von
,Geist und Korper” und zugleich das Gegenteil von ,weichlich”, d.h.
Lentnervt”.** Mit diesem Ausdruck, der Herders Vorstellung einer
~greisenhaften” Kultur oder eines kulturellen ,Mannesalters” zu mo-
difizieren scheint, bezeichnet Adelung die Phase, in der die Bedingun-
gen zur Entwicklung der Kultur optimal sind. Doch dieses produktive
Gleichgewicht, das aus einem optimalen Grad der Bevolkerungsdich-
te resultiert (,Jedes Volk hat seinen ihm eigenen hochsten Grad so
wohl der Volksmenge, als der Cultur”, Adelung 1782, 471), bleibt la-
bil.?* Wird dieses Gleichgewicht tiberschritten, dann zieht die zu ho-
he Menschenkonzentration die Vervielfaltigung der Bediirfnisse und
der Begierden und somit den Verfall der Sitten nach sich, bis der Staat
zugrunde geht: ,Ueberfilllung an Volksmenge” kann auch ,schad-
lich werden” (1782, XIII). Adelung nennt zwar wie viele andere auch
den Luxus als Ursache dieser Entwicklungen, aber der Hauptakzent
liegt auf einem - verglichen mit Herder - weniger deutlich formu-
lierten Energiegedanken, der sich mit einem Gleichgewichtsgedan-
ken verbindet.

Nationale und soziologische Dimensionen sind fiir Adelungs Vor-
stellung spezifisch. Dass jedes Volk ,seinen ihm eigenen hochsten

21 Adelung 1782, XI. Er betont auch mehrfach die allmahliche ,Entnervung” der Grie-
chen und Romer.

22 Diese Labilitat des Gleichgewichts behauptet auch Herder: ,Aber das haben alle
Gattungen menschlicher Aufklarung gemein, daf jede zu einem Punkt der Vollkommen-
heit strebet, der, wenn er durch einen Zusammenhang gliicklicher Umstande hier oder
dort erreicht ist, sich weder ewig erhalten noch auf der Stelle wiederkommen kann,
sondern eine abnehmende Reihe anfangt” (SWS, Bd. 14: 148).
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Grad so wohl der Volksmenge, als der Cultur” hat (Adelung 1782, 471),
betont die Besonderheit jeder Kulturnation in einer Form, die an Her-
der erinnert ( ,jede Nation hat ihren Mittelpunkt der Glickseligkeit
in sich” (SWS, 5: 509), doch von ihm abweicht, da sich diese Spezifik
einer Kulturnation nicht aus ihrer Stellung im chronologischen Ver-
lauf der Weltgeschichte ergibt. Adelungs Gleichgewichtsgedanke gilt
iberdies auch fiir gesellschaftliche Gruppen. So wie jeder Staat ein
Gleichgewicht seiner Kultur kennt, hat jeder Stand in der Gesellschaft
»einen ihm angemessenen Grad der Cultur” (Adelung 1782, XIII).

Nichtsdestotrotz erscheint die von Herder in den Ideen formulier-
te Theorie des ,Maximums” bzw. der ,Vollkommenheit” (SWS, Bd. 14:
148) als ein Aquivalent des adelungschen Gleichgewichtsbegriffs. Das
Maximum bezeichnet fiir die Nationen “einen Hohepunkt”, den jede
auf ihre eigene Art erreicht:

Die Cultur der Griechen, insonderheit Athens, ging auf ein Maxi-
mum des Sinnlich-Schonen sowohl in der Kunst als den Sitten, in
den Wissenschaften und in der politischen Einrichtung”. (SWS,
Bd. 14: 228)

Die leibnizsche Herkunft jenes Gedankens ist leicht erkennbar
(Malsch 1986, 163-4): Jede Vollkommenheit ist individuell und ein-
zigartig. In jeder Substanz (Monade) spiegelt sich die ganze Welt wi-
der: Jede Monade hat folglich am Unendlichen Teil, wobei jede Kul-
tur (jede Monade) ein Teil im Plan der Vorsehung ist. Diese These
findet in der Passage von Auch eine Philosophie eine Entsprechung:
“in gewissem Betracht ist also jede menschliche Vollkommenheit na-
tional, sakular, und am genauesten betrachtet, individuell” (SWS,
Bd. 5: 505). Aber der von Herder aus der Idee des Maximums abge-
leitete Gedanke des ,Musters”, das kiinftigen Zeiten zur “Regel” wer-
den kann (SWS, Bd. 14: 229), ist eine Vorstellung, die Adelung fremd
bleibt, sowie die bei Herder so wichtige Betonung der in der Meta-
pher des “Stroms” (SWS, Bd. 5: 512) ausgedriickten Irreversibilitat
des Geschichtsprozesses (“Wir schwimmen weiter; nie aber kehrt der
Strom zu seiner Quelle zuriick, als ob er nie entronnen ware” (SWS,
Bd. 14: 238) bei Adelung implizit bleibt.

5 Fazit und Ausblick

Nahe und Distanz zwischen Adelung und Herder sind vor allem in
den Passagen ihrer jeweiligen Werke festzustellen, die mit der Ratio
in Zusammenhang stehen. Auch wenn beide die christliche Lehre we-
gen ihres Abstraktionsgrads hochschatzen, der sie befahige, philoso-
phische Inhalte auszudriicken, unterscheidet sich Adelung von Her-
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der dadurch, dal8 er die christliche Religion eindeutig als ein Faktor
im Durchbruch und Siegeszug der Vernunft sieht. Wenn Adelung wie
Herder betont, dass die Sprache der Mosaischen Erzahlung ,ganz im
Geiste der Urwelt, folglich auch der Kindheit der menschlichen Er-
kenntnifd und Sprache” (Adelung 1782, 22) ist, so unterscheiden sie
sich voneinander doch dadurch, dass Adelung in diesem poetischen
Charakter keinen gedanklichen Reichtum, sondern die Armut einer
Sprache erkennt, die lediglich verworrene Ideen, noch keine klaren
Gedanken ausdricken kann.

Adelungs Versuch einer Geschichte der Cultur des menschlichen
Geschlechts setzt sich mit Thesen auseinander, von denen mehre-
re in Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Mensch-
heit aber auch in Lessings Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts for-
muliert wurden und die spater auch bei Kant und in Herders Ideen
eine Entsprechung finden. In den Jahren nach dem Erscheinen von
Adelungs Versuch lasst die Haufigkeit der Titel, in denen der Be-
griff ,Geschichte der Cultur” bzw. ,Culturgeschichte” vorkommt,
erkennen, inwieweit Adelung mit diesem Begriff - so wie allerdings
auch Herder mit dem Begriff ,Humanitat” - seinen Zeitgenossen ei-
ne diskurspragende, zum Teil etymologisch und konnotativ fundier-
te Perspektive gleichsam in den Mund legt. In den Werken seiner
Nachfolger (Politz, Hegewisch, Gotsch...) wird die anthropologische
Komponente allmahlich zugunsten des heutigen Verstandnisses von
,Kultur” - Voltaires Geschichte der Menschen statt einer Geschich-
te der Regenten - verkimmern, was Lamprecht und die ,Histoire
des Annales” antizipiert. Adelungs eigener Kulturbegriff erscheint
als eine Zusammensetzung heterogener Perspektiven, beinahe als
ein Versuch, einzelne Thesen Lessings, Herders und der Historiker
seiner Zeit zusammenzuschmelzen. Einzelne Gemeinsamkeiten mit
Herders Bildung und seiner Maximumstheorie sind uniibersehbar,
aber in andere Zusammenhange eingebunden, in deren Mittelpunkt
die Kategorie der Menge auf ein an physikalischen Modellen orien-
tiertes quantitativ-materielles Verstandnis von Geschichte verweist,
wahrend bei Herder Qualitatives - ,Kraft” (also: Energie) - und As-
thetisches - ,Vorbild“, Muster - iiberwiegen.
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1  Oliver Twist, the Real Bob Fagin, and the Use
of Innocence

Dickens wanted to enter Victorian households as a narrator who,
while dealing with the many problems afflicting London and the en-
tire nation, was wary to avoid creating any psychological destabili-
zation and anxiety. He knew very well that a novel, which aimed to
disturb domestic tranquillity would never be met with favour by the
public. And Dickens wanted the approval of his readers and to be
successful from his very first works. He was well aware that the do-
mestic serenity which the Victorians sought so hard to protect, even
though completely artificial and fundamentally hypocritical, was a
value no middle-class family would wish to renounce. The family
unit was the social and moral centre which upheld society. As G.M.
Young noted in the 1930s, for the Victorians nothing was more im-
portant than the family: “The Family may be regarded as of Divine
institution, as a Divine appointment for the comfort and education
of mankind” ([1936] 1966, 151). This desire for tranquillity was also
connected with the desire for cleanliness, that is, hygiene as an ex-
pression also of moral and religious cleanliness:

Cleanliness is next to godliness. [...] Neatness is the outward sign
of a conscious Respectability, and Respectability is the name of
that common level of behaviour which all families ought to reach
and on which they can meet without disgust. (Young [1936] 1966,
24)

From Dickens’s point of view, respectability, domestic tranquilli-
ty as well as internal and external cleanliness make up a frame of
values which he intends to place at the forefront of his literary ex-
ploration with a view to alternating between the dramatic and sen-
timental and the humorous and caricatural - all the necessary in-
gredients for a successful final product. Dickens did not need to be
a scholar in narratology; nor was it necessary for him to have any
idea about reception theory to know that to celebrate Victorian val-
ues he had to begin from the opposite extreme and could only find
a reassuring landing place after a tortuous itinerary. If the Victori-
ans glorified the family as a perfect microcosm, his novel would be
about a child without a family and apparently without a future; if
the Victorians held that the home should be considered the pivot of
their world, he would present a plot which would focus on the rep-
resentation of the slums of London and the degradation of its inhab-
itants; if the Victorians believed that hygiene was the expression of
purity and honesty, he would create filthy, physically repellent char-
acters motivated by evil and cruelty. All of these factors give mean-
ing to Dickens’s second novel, Oliver Twist, which appeared in in-
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stalments in the monthly Bentley’s Miscellany, from February 1833
to April 1839 with illustrations by George Cruikshank.*

As Angus Wilson has noted, every page Dickens wrote was writ-
ten in a state of anxiety which was sheer torture to him:

[TThe years of writing Oliver Twist were peculiarly harried by
quarrels with his publisher, Bentley. Liberty was bought, in fact,
at some price. But there was another anxious question which must
have pressed upon him: would his second novel maintain the fan-
tastic popularity of Pickwick Papers? Every novel is a hurdle for
the popular novelist, but certainly the second is the most alarm-
ing. (1976, 11)

Nevertheless, after The Pickwick Papers (1836-37), Oliver Twist con-
firmed Dickens’s talent and his readers responded enthusiastically (its
monthly sales were about eleven thousand copies) such that its full-
length edition appeared in November 1838, before the final instalment
was published in the magazine. Upon a closer look, its success was no
accident. As a matter of fact, his novel seemed deeply ingrained in a
particularly turbulent moment in the country’s history, marked by soci-
oeconomic fluidity and social and political transformation. In this con-
nection, his story had all the ingredients with which to confront the
social and urban problems of the late thirties. Above all, Oliver Twist,
implicitly, fictionalized the need to impose a tighter surveillance in the
area of society which was not immediately visible, that is, the under-
world. Unsurprisingly, it is from this dark and wild territory of Lon-
don that emerges the Jew Fagin, who may be regarded as its most de-
structive and, at the same time, the most theatrical representative.

Fagin himself, even if only through his name, recalls the autobio-
graphical dimension of the novel. Dickens was only twelve years old
when his father was imprisoned with the rest of the family at Mar-
shalsea (Southwark) on 20 February 1824. Charles found himself
forced to work at Warren’s Blacking, in Old Hungerford Stairs near
the Strand, in complete solitude and distress. However, during this
difficult period he found practical help as well as constant moral sup-
port in a boy called Bob Fagin:

1 Dickens was the first editor of Bentley’s Miscellany and, because of disagreements
with Richard Bentley, he decided to resign in 1839, when he was replaced by William
Harrison Ainsworth. During his editorship, Dickens - with Oliver Twist - gave origin
to a form of publication that would characterize literary journals for decades to come.
Incidentally, Bentley’s Miscellany continued until 1868. The editorial policy of the jour-
nal embodied middle-class ideals and aimed to increase the number of its readers with
a combination of orthodoxy and sensationalism. Before founding the journal, Richard
Bentley as publisher, had printed the works of several important authors; among his
many faults was that of having refused the manuscript of Sartus Resartus (1833-34) by
Carlyle who was still little-known in the English literary scene.
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My work was to cover the pots of paste-blacking; first with a piece
of oil-paper, and then with a piece of blue paper; to tie them round
with a string; and then to clip the paper close and neat, all round,
until it looked as smart as a pot of ointment from an apothecary’s
shop. [...] Two or three other boys were kept at similar duty down
stairs on similar wages. One of them came up, in a ragged apron
and a paper cap, on the first Monday morning, to show me the trick
of using the string and tying the knot. His name was Bob Fagin;
and I took the liberty of using his name, long afterwards, in Oli-
ver Twist. (Forster 1876, 1: 25-6)

In his memories, Bob Fagin encompasses not only the positive val-
ues of friendship but also, and most of all, protection from a world
full of hidden temptations and menace. Indeed, at Warren’s Blacking
he found help and psychological support in a boy who, as the autobi-
ographical passage recalls, had saved him several times from mor-
al and physical violence at the hands of the other boys in the factory.
One may ask why, therefore, Dickens deliberately decided to make
Fagin the villain of the story. In retrospect, Dickens does not ana-
lyse his relationship with Bob Fagin in the positive terms he felt as a
young boy, but views it as a protective friendship and a helpful bond
which posed a risk in that they could have dragged him away from
his ideals as a gentleman.

Consequently, some years later, the name Fagin would become
synonymous with a world from which Charles wanted to escape. Thus,
in the novel, Oliver Twist wants to leave behind him the Jew’s ‘school’,
which represented the most traumatic experience of his life. His ear-
ly defender Fagin recalls this risk: the risk of remaining forever im-
prisoned, because the protection of a friend, in the most sordid areas
of London, in an underworld where kindness and hope are absent. As
Sanders points out, Dickens’s terror does not only concern the neth-
erworld but also the idea of finding himself living in the conditions
of the working class:

To give this good-hearted boy’s name to the arch-villain of Oliver
Twist suggests the degree to which Dickens had come to associ-
ate his kindness with the entrapment in the world of Warren’s, and
by extension in the culture and non-aspirant ethos of the work-
ing class. (2003, 7)*

2 With regard to the figure of Bob Fagin, Michael Slater observes: “In real life Bob
Fagin’s kindness and protectiveness towards, and general mentoring of, himself as a
young boy at Warren’s must, at some level, have featured in Dickens’s mind, both at
the time and in retrospect, as the most insidious and dangerous threat of all to what-
ever hope he might have had of restoration to the genteel world from which he seemed
to have been expelled for ever” (2011, 98-9).
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However, a further point could be added. In Oliver’s naive eyes his
first image of Fagin is that of a poor Jew who has, almost like a ben-
efactor, gathered together a group of ragged children and offered
them food and shelter. At first, after Jack Dawkins (that is, the Artful
Dodger) introduces him to the band of little thieves and pickpockets,
the sly Jew does not appear to him to be so despicable in his mean-
ness. He believes, in his innocent interpretation, that “perhaps his
fondness for the Dodger and the other boys, cost him a good deal of
money” (Dickens [1837-38] 2008, 66). In other words, Oliver imagi-
nes a family group with an extravagant old man as a fatherly instruc-
tor. Still, it is not long before he understands that this is an anti-fam-
ily, exactly the opposite of what a typical Victorian family should be.
Fagin embodies a negation of the family and is the quintessence of
evil at the same time. Oliver is still a child, unable to recognize the
signs of evil in the world. Fagin is first introduced as a satanic, slop-
py and dirty man, intent on brandishing a big fork while cooking sau-
sages in a filthy, dark room: “The wall and ceiling of the room were
perfectly black with age and dirt” (60). And again:

with a toasting-fork in his hand, was a very old shrivelled Jew,
whose villainous-looking and repulsive face was obscured by a
quantity of matted red hair. He was dressed in a greasy flannel
gown, with his throat bare. (63)

The red hair, the flames of the fireplace, the black walls and the re-
pellent face of the old man do not represent for Oliver clues to ex-
treme vice and corruption. The innocent boy interprets the environ-
ment without being able to piece together the various signs presented
before him. With no comprehension of wickedness, the orphan ob-
serves Fagin and obeys his orders, eating and drinking “a glass of
hot gin-and-water” (63), before going to sleep for the first night in
Fagin’s hovel, unaware that he is under the roof of an old Jew who is
“worse than Devil” (373).? The new family that it has been his fate to
encounter is precisely the opposite of the domestic scene in which
the Victorian middle-class were eager to create their own personal
stories of fidelity, religious certainty and resistance to the tempta-
tions of the outside world.

3 As for some ideas derived from Defoe, see Marie Hamilton Law 1925, 892-7. Law
explains that Fagin is defined several times in the novel as “the merry old gentleman”,
which is one of the ways of describing Satan.
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2  Fagin’s World as a Social Metaphor and Anti-Semitism

Dickens sets his hero on a path which starts with a sequence of nega-
tive experiences and ends with a positive resolution. The initial sense
of destructiveness is functional to the constructive vision of a finale
which signals the victory of good over evil, even though it is a victo-
ry that is against all criteria of verisimilitude. It is no accident that
in his lengthy study on the author, George Gissing writes that in OI-
iver Twist, he reveals “an astonishing lack of skill when it came to
invent plausible circumstances” (2004, II, 45). In this sense, Fagin’s
world is barely plausible. Yet, its meaning becomes clearer if it is re-
garded as a metaphor of the real world in which the struggle for sur-
vival is never fought with conventional arms as such. What counts is
shrewdness, double-crossing and concealment which, on every social
level, regulates the relationships between individuals. The myth of
the gentleman is at odds with a reality that does not allow for kind-
ness but only for the Victorian orthodoxy. In Dickens’s view, social
conventions and the taste of his readers had to be satisfied and for
this reason the narrator adapts his characters for the needs of the
plot. If the beginning of Oliver Twist reveals a narrator able to re-
alistically portray the obscure and often corrupt lives of human be-
ings, the ending exposes the limitations of a story that attempts to
offer its readers the reassuring scene in which human goodness suc-
ceeds in defeating the malign plotting of a devilish figure like Fagin.

Echoing Gissing, the Marxist critic Arnold Kettle has also point-
ed out the implausibility of the conclusion:

The end of Fagin is a different matter. It is sensational in the worst
sense, with a News of the World interest which touches nothing ad-
equately and is worse than inadequate because it actually coars-
ens our perceptions. It is conceived entirely within the terms of
the plot [...] and the whole debasing effect of the plot on the novel
is immediately illustrated; for it is because he is working within
the framework of the plot - in which the only standards are those
of the sanctity of property and complacent respectability - that
Dickens cannot offer us any valuable human insights, cannot give
his characters freedom to live as human being. (Kettle 1972, I,
128; italics in the original)

Sensationalism, therefore, has a negative effect on the verisimili-
tude of the social context as well as on the credibility of Fagin, both
in his actions and his words. In this respect, the Fagin at the begin-
ning is by no means different from the Fagin who is hanged at the
end - his words are always those of a person who has no sense of
humanity whatsoever. Only a few hours before being condemned to
death, his attitude is far from human. While he finds himself behind
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bars and the judge is about to pronounce sentence upon him, Fagin’s
mind seems to be elsewhere. Even in these dramatic moments, he is
never touched by repentance or a sense of guilt: his eyes rest on ba-
nal details which testify to his inability to react psychologically in a
way in which any other human being faced with death would react:

Not that, all this time, his mind was, for an instant, free from op-
pressive overwhelming sense of the grave that opened at his feet;
it was ever present to him, but in a vague and general way, and he
could not fix his thought upon it. Thus, even while he trembled, and
turned burning hot at the idea of speedy death, he fell to counting
the iron spikes before him, and wondering how the head of one had
been broken off, and whether they would mend it, or leave it as it
was. Then, he thought of all the horrors of the gallows and the scaf-
fold - and stopped to watch a man sprinkling the floor to cool it -
and then went on to think again. (428; italics added)

It seems natural to ask what the narrator intends by showing the
reader how Fagin’s attention is attracted by banal objects in spite
of the fact that the context in no way invites thoughts that are not
connected with one’s destiny or reflections on the past over the sins
and errors one has committed. Obviously, this kind of self-analysis
does not apply to Fagin, who is seen counting the bars as if he were
counting the money or the objects stolen by his “youthful friends”,
and, a little later, observing a man wasting water in order to wash
the floor. For the narrator, the character is a hard, insensitive being
with no psychological distress, a slave to his activity as a Jew col-
lecting things in his avarice.* Although Dickens attempted to soften
his tone in subsequent revisions, it seems clear that he was animat-
ed by a deep-rooted anti-Semitism that has in Fagin its prime tar-
get. Not only, but as Susan Meyer has noted, “Fagin is also repre-
sented as part of a mysteriously interconnected Jewish underworld.
He secretly communicates with the minor Jewish character Barney
(who speaks through his nose, in stereotyped fashion)” (2005, 245).%

4 On Dickens’s anti-Semitism see Stone 1959. In particular on Oliver Twist, Stone ob-
serves: “Oliver Twist grew out of an era and a literary tradition which was predomi-
nantly anti-Semitic. Laws, parliamentary debates, newspapers, magazines, songs, and
plays, as well as novels, reflect the latent anti-Semitism which was part of the early
Victorian heritage. In 1830 a Jew could not open a shop within the city of London, be
called to the Bar, receive a university degree, or sit in Parliament. Sir Robert Peel,
who a few years later championed the Jewish cause, was still in 1830 opposing Jewish
emancipation on the strange grounds that the restricted Jew was not like his free com-
patriots” (1959, 225).

5 According to Meyer, Fagin’s presence is functional to the Christian vision of Dick-

ens’s narration: “In Oliver Twist, Dickens emphatically criticizes what he represents
as unchristian in the behavior of the English toward the poor. He then introduces his
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Fagin is a totally negative character who, perhaps also to appease
the widespread anti-Semitic prejudices among the middle and lower
classes, Dickens portrays in such a way as to allude to a sort of cov-
ert and dangerous alliance among all the Jews in London.

In other words, Fagin desires nothing more than death and de-
struction. Thus, in Chapter LII, while he is in prison waiting for the
dawn to break on the day of his execution, the narrator underlines
the fact that he has “a face retaining no human expression but rage
and terror” (Dickens [1837-38] 2008, 435). In Fagin only the forces
of evil prevail and their persistent influence prevents any form of re-
pentance to emerge in moments of psychological weakness. In this
respect, when the eponymous hero visits him in his prison cell it is
significant that their relationship has not changed. It is exactly the
same as it was during their first encounter three years previously.
On the one hand, there is Oliver’s disarming innocence, on the oth-
er, Fagin’s wickedness which, in spite of his approaching death, con-
tinues to weave its plots against the good in the world:

“Yes, yes”, returned Oliver. “Let me say a prayer. Do! Let me say
one prayer. Say only one, upon your knee, with me, and we will
talk till morning”.

“Outside, outside”, replied Fagin, pushing the boy before him to-
wards the door, and looking vacantly over his head. “Say I've
gone to sleep - they’ll believe you. You can get me out, if you
take me so. Now then, now then!”

“Oh! God forgive this wretched man!” cried the boy with a burst
of tears.

“That’s right, that’s right”, said Fagin. “That’ll help us on. This door
first. If I shake and tremble, as we pass the gallows, don’t mind,
but hurry on. Now, now, now!” (435; italics in the original)®

Characteristically, in his naivety Oliver imagines a scene of contri-
tion. But his attempt to offer a prayer is opposed by Fagin’s dark

readers to the distinctly non-Christian Fagin. At the novel’s end he symbolically purg-
es the novel’s representative of the absence of Christianity by killing off Fagin, pre-
paring the way for a vision of a purified England in the idyllic village, with the church
at its moral center, to which Oliver, Mr. Brownlow, and the Maylies retreat in the nov-
el’s final pages” (2005, 241).

6 Atthe beginning of the 1970s, Raymond Williams gave an illuminating description
of the method Dickens adopted in the representation of his characters: “His characters
are not ‘rounded’ and developing but ‘flat’ and emphatic. They are not slowly revealed
but directly presented. Significance is not enacted in mainly tacit and intricate ways
but is often directly presented in moral address and indeed exhortation. Instead of the
controlled language of analysis and comprehension he uses, directly, the language of
persuasion and display. His plots depend often on arbitrary coincidences, on sudden
revelations and changes of hearts” (1971, 31).
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and malicious thoughts. The boy’s sensitivity calls into question the
idea of human pity itself which, from the condemned man’s point of
view, has no value whatsoever. As a matter of fact, the whole novel
is constructed on a series of dichotomies which, besides evidencing
its underlying Christian teaching, defines a diegesis based on the
opposition life/death, as is explicitly presented in the final words of
Chapter LII:

Day was dawning when they again emerged. A great multitude had
already assembled; the windows were filled with people, smok-
ing and playing cards to beguile the time; the crowd were push-
ing, quarrelling, and joking. Everything told of life and anima-
tion, but one dark cluster of objects in the centre of all - the black
stage, the cross-beam, the rope, and all the hideous apparatus of
death. (436)7

Life and death are contemplated within the same scene: there are the
objects of fun (“playing cards to beguile the time”) and those of the
executioner (“the black stage, the rope”). The hanging that the excit-
ed crowd are waiting is staged in a sensational way as to become a
kind of theatrical representation. Admittedly, this time there is some-
thing more than the usual death sentence: the man who is walking
onto the gallows is a Jew, the filthy old Fagin, an individual in league
with Satan whose features and voice are instantly repulsive. There-
fore, the pleasure of a spectacularized death is heightened precisely
because it is a Jew who is about to be hanged. It is no surprise that
Fagin’s nefarious influence is part of a world without light: his hang-
ing occurs on “the black stage” where only “one dark cluster of ob-
jects” can be seen. His soul belongs to the power of blackness, which
envisages no change of heart, no redeeming final words. Naturally,
if Fagin’s life ends for ever on that macabre stage, with a crowd yell-
ing in celebration, Oliver’s life continues in the direction of the light.
Needless to say, the reader was by no means surprised by the novel’s
anti-Semitic dimension. Indeed, in Victorian public opinion as well
as in British literary tradition, Jews were often depicted as custodi-
ans of every evil, anti-Christian and anti-British, always attempting
to undermine national identity. These attitudes found a significant
confirmation in the fact that

7 See Annette Federico on the significance of death in Oliver Twist: “This unsettling
paragraph ends the penultimate chapter of Oliver Twist. It is the closure that the read-
er has been waiting for, but not in terms of justice being done - that is an open ques-
tion. It is, rather, a momentary disclosure to the reader of the unimaginable - in the
midst of life, the extinguishing of a self, the decisive erasure of what constituted the
human being” (2011, 381).
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a profound strain of anti-Semitism lingered in British political life,
partly racialist in nature, partly based on religious bigotry that
still saw the Jews as requiring to be punished for their part in kill-
ing Christ. (Heffer 2014, 252)*

It stands to reason that Dickens was fully aware of the persistence of
these negative feelings and, in many respects, Oliver Twist reflected
such anti-Semitic generalizations.

3 Echoing The Pilgrim’s Progress: An Inspiring Source
and a Religious Intertext?

The complete title of the novel is The Adventures of Oliver Twist; or,
The Parish Boy’s Progress. The subtitle deserves particular atten-
tion because, as often occurs in Victorian novels, the author offers a
key to interpreting it precisely at this paratextual level. Indeed, as
has been observed by more than one critic,” The Parish Boy’s Pro-
gress directly refers to John Bunyan’s most famous work, The Pil-
grim’s Progress (1678-84), which narrates the journey of Christian
from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City after numerous vi-
cissitudes and temptations which put his resistance to the test. If we
consider the development of Oliver Twist, it is not difficult to recog-
nize in the London underworld and the place in which Fagin domi-
nates the most dangerous part of Oliver’s journey. In his innocence,
he is unable to tell the difference between good and evil. It is only
after the orphan boy sees with his own eyes Fagin’s real nature that
he revisions his initial impressions. Indeed, after being involved in
a robbery Oliver realizes he has ended up not among honest people
but in a den of thieves and pickpockets. In this sense, Fagin’s hovel
can be seen as the epitome of the City of Destruction. Before Oliver

8 In connection with Oliver Twist, Heffer tellingly observes: “When even a writer con-
sidered to be so humane as Dickens could use Fagin as a representative of British Jew-
ry, anti-Semitism was a grave problem” (2014, 259).

9 Wilson notes: “Oliver Twist, although its value lies in Dickens’s unique contributions
to it, has a number of forefathers. Its sub-title ‘or the Parish Boy’s Progress’, perhaps
suggests some of the moral fable inherent in Pilgrim’s Progress [sic], still in the early
nineteenth century and even later one of the most widely read books in English” (1976,
13). As regards the paratext Stephen Gill also observes: “The full title [...] invokes John
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678-84), the most famous account in the language of
how a struggle against temptation and evil wins at last a secure reward” (2008, ix). In
terms of its literary influences, critics have not neglected to note the picaresque tra-
dition together with Hogarth’s works in which the word ‘progress’ has a very different
meaning from that of Bunyan: one needs only recall his series of paintings The Harlot’s
Progress (1732) and The Rake’s Progress (1735).
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meets Fagin, convinced he has found a new home, if not a new fam-
ily, the urban surroundings already present all the signs of corrup-
tion and decadence in anticipation of the corrupt and crooked char-
acters he is about to meet:

A dirtier or more wretched place he had never seen. The street
was very narrow and muddy; and the air was impregnated with
filthy odours. There were a good many small shops; but the only
stock in trade appeared to be heaps of children, who, even at that
time of the night, were crawling in and out at the doors, or scream-
ing from inside. The sole places that seemed to prosper, amid the
general blight of the place, were the public-houses; and in them,
the lowest orders of Irish were wrangling with might and main.
Covered ways and yards, which here and there diverged from the
main street, disclosed little knots of houses, where drunken men
and women were positively wallowing in filth; and from several of
the doorways, great and ill-looking fellows were cautiously emerg-
ing: bound, to all appearance, on no very well-disposed or harm-
less errands. (59-60).

Like Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress the orphan boy faces a jour-
ney in which he is destined to encounter all the sins a human being
is capable of committing. The dominant image of filth is the best way
of representing what could be Bunyanesquely described as the City
of Vice whose labyrinthian streets and alleys configure a descent to-
wards the lower, bestial levels of humanity, a new barbarism dominat-
ed by evil. In the darkness of the night, Oliver is surrounded by men
and women who, besides being an expression of degraded and cor-
rupt humanity, in the narrator’s words, are the actors of a moral fa-
ble. In particular, it is a fable on the contrast between the innocence
of the “parish boy” and the general state of degeneration. In fact, Oli-
ver passively observes but does not understand. The day after his ar-
rival, when he has the opportunity of seeing exactly how Fagin edu-
cates his ‘pupils’ as pickpockets, he can only think of what meaning
to attribute to that strange game between the old man and his boys:

Oliver wondered what picking the old gentleman’s pocket in play,
had to do with his chance of being a great man. But thinking that
the Jew, being so much his senior, must know best, he followed
him quietly to the table; and was soon deeply involved in his new
study. (69)

It is only when he sees the practical execution of the lesson taught by
the Jew, that Oliver understands that he has ended up in the wrong
place:
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What was Oliver’s horror and alarm as he stood a few paces off,
looking on with his eyelids as wide open as they would possibly go,
to see the Dodger plunge his hand into the old gentleman’s pocket;
and draw from thence a handkerchief! To see him hand the same
to Charley Bates; and finally to behold them, running away round
the corner at full speed!

In an instant the whole mystery of the handkerchiefs, and the
watches, and the jewels, and the Jew, rushed upon the boy’s mind.
He stood, for a moment, with the blood so tingling through all his
veins from terror, that he felt as if he were in a burning fire; then,
confused and frightened, he took to his heels; and, not knowing what
he did, made off as fast as he could lay his feet to the ground. (73-4)

This is Oliver’s moment of self-awareness: the scene before his eyes is
that of a band of wrongdoers which is totally different from the origi-
nal impression he has had in which he believed that Fagin was a ben-
efactor doing all he could to support so many unfortunate boys. At
the very moment in which his eyes are finally opened, Oliver feels he
is in “a burning fire” - and, significantly, the same biblical image is
also cited in The Pilgrim’s Progress. Fagin’s world is not the world of
education and culture towards which he aims to aspire. Even though
the experience forces him to re-evaluate his own self and his ideas,
it must be said that Oliver’s language remains, so to speak, the met-
onymic language of innocence: his choice of words is never allusive
or full of metaphorical connotations but effectively corresponds to
what he wants to say. As Michal Peled Ginsburg writes, “Oliver al-
ways uses language literally: the signifier always refers directly to
the signified” (1987, 228). In brief, Oliver speaks a language that is
consistent with his innocent view of the world, which is in keeping
with his being a shy boy characterized by unresponsiveness and si-
lence, if not total passivity. This is reflected in his words, which are
often reticent and insufficient in expressing what he feels, above all
when he is in difficulty.

A significant example can be seen in Chapter XI when, before the
judge Mr. Fang, he cannot even give his own name in his utter fear:
“Oliver tried to reply, but his tongue failed him. He was deadly pale;
and the whole place seemed turning round and round” (80). Showing
no sign of self-defence, completely confused and bewildered before
Mr. Fang’s interrogations, he remains in absolute silence which is on-
ly broken when he asks for some water: “At this point of the inquiry,
Oliver raised his head, and looking round with imploring eyes, mur-
mured a feeble prayer for a draught of water” (80). In its representa-
tion of a hero who is the epitome of physical and verbal inaction, the
courtroom episode culminates in a most melodramatic scene: “Oliver
availed himself of the kind permission; and fell heavily to the floor in
a fainting fit. The men in the office looked at each other, but no one
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dared to stir” (81). In one of his first descriptions of a courtroom,
Dickens shows the superficiality and inhumanity of the administra-
tion of justice which, as is seen in the chapter, is carried out by us-
ing completely irrational methods. Thus, although there is no proof
against him, the little boy is initially condemned to three months of
hard labour since Mr. Fang is convinced that he is a very good li-
ar. Mr. Brownlow, the old gentleman who has been the victim of the
theft, tries to intervene to tell the judge that Oliver did not commit
the crime, but, for Mr. Fang, Oliver is only a “hardened scoundrel”.
Finally, the bookseller’s intervention saves Oliver who is subsequent-
ly freed: “Little Oliver Twist lay on his back on the pavement, with his
shirt unbuttoned, and his temple bathed with water; his face a dead-
ly white; and a cold tremble convulsing his whole frame” (82). The
courtroom scene concludes with a kind gesture on the part of Mr.
Brownlow who, full of pity for the little orphan, takes him home with
him to save him from the vice and corruption of the London slums.
The whole chapter revolves around the grotesque aspects of jus-
tice and the melodramatic portrait of Oliver: these two ingredients,
together with a sense of paradox, make up the formula Dickens will
often adopt in his works whenever he happens to describe courtroom
scenes. In fact, paradoxically, after he sentences Oliver, Mr. Fang is
forced to withdraw his decision as a consequence of the booksell-
er’s convincing testimony; no less paradoxical is the fact that Oliver
is set free without uttering a word in his own defence, without pro-
testing his innocence, but simply entrusting his destiny to the pas-
sive acceptance of events. There is also something comical in the fact
that he cannot give the judge his own name and that, because of his
confused silence, the guard answers for him saying his name is Tom
White - white not only because he is unconsciously influenced by the
boy’s pale skin but also for the implicit reference to his innocence.

4  Sentimentality, Melodrama, and Goodness, or, How
to Subscribe to the Victorian Middle-Class Orthodoxy

The courtroom scene closes one phase of Oliver’s life. Yet it would be
exaggerated to draw a parallel between the novel and The Pilgrim’s
Progress: Bunyan’s hero is the expression of vitality and responsive-
ness, not to mention the facility with which he combines biblical quo-
tations and personal reflections in his dialogues with the characters
he encounters on his journey to the Celestial City. In this respect, it
would be incorrect to state that “Oliver is a kind of everyman making
his progress through life guided not so much by Providence, as in Bu-
nyan’s working, but by the latent truth of his real identity which, un-
der the compulsion of an unfolding plot, must emerge” (Morris 2014,
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221). Even though he travels through a series of different places and
social contexts, and even though he is a hero on a journey - transport-
ed from one place to another, in precisely the same way Mr. Brown-
low takes Oliver away from the courtroom to Pentonville, a residen-
tial area of London - his movements are never the consequences of
his autonomous decisions but always actions to which he submits and
that never call his own will into question. To define him as an ‘every-
man’ appears inappropriate since there is nothing universal about
Oliver. On the contrary, his story is quite extraordinary and appeal-
ing for readers because of its combination of sensation and sentimen-
tality, and not because the boy can be seen as a universal hero. In-
deed, for Dickens, his protagonist had to be an example of absolute
goodness. As he pointed out in the preface to the third edition of the
novel (1841), his intention was to make Victorian readers see “in lit-
tle Oliver, the principle of Good surviving through every adverse cir-
cumstance, and triumphing at last” (Dickens [1837-38] 2008, liii).
During the years of radical transformations, in the decades in
which social problems were becoming increasingly evident, violence
was a dangerously destabilising factor both in the manufacturing cit-
ies and in the countryside. Meaningfully, Oliver Twist was published
in the period following the Reform Bill of 1832, when the great ex-
pectations for reform were again and again frustrated by an indus-
trial class whose only aim was to exploit factory workers without
caring about the conditions in which they lived. In an England that
was profoundly changing, the principle of evil, as Carlyle had de-
nounced, seemed to be the dominant code in all classes of society
from the wealthy to the proletarian. In this historical context, affirm-
ing the principle of good meant offering the English nation a behav-
ioural paradigm and a moral direction. Tellingly, Oliver Twist con-
veyed a message that intended to tell its readers that the triumph of
goodness was still possible, despite the many enemies and obstacles
in its road. In this regard, despite his recurring gestures of passiv-
ity, Oliver embodies the principle of goodness wherever he goes. In
his journey through a restless nation, adopted by Mr. Brownlow, the
narrative voice reminds the readers that “they were truly happy”
and immediately adds that “without strong affection, and humanity
of heart, and gratitude to that Being whose code is Mercy, and whose
great attribute is Benevolence to all things that breathe, true happi-
ness can never be attained” (439-40). As in a moral fable, the implic-
it message conveyed in the epilogue is that, in spite of everything, in
spite of the hero’s physical and psychological weakness and the mo-
ments of great torment he experiences, in the end good triumphs over
evil. And this is made possible because, in his pilgrimage from sad
loneliness to intense happiness, Oliver encounters a series of good
people and some providential helpers who do not hesitate to recog-
nize his innocence and help him even at the cost of paying with their
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lives, as in the case of self-sacrificing Nancy, a prostitute trapped in
the underworld of crime and corruption.

From an ideological point of view, the novel’s sentimentality can
be perfectly seen within the context of a middle-class ideology, the
objective of which was to consolidate the image of a nation that was
capable of humanity and solidarity. As Terry Eagleton has aptly un-
derlined, “Sentimentality is the feel-good factor of middle-class soci-
ety” (2005, 150). In this sense, Dickens was implicitly delineating the
image of a nation that was on the path towards a number of reforms
that would offer better living conditions to large sections of society
which were excluded from the privileges enjoyed by a wealthy mi-
nority. However functional to the system and representative of ortho-
dox thinking, Oliver Twist is nevertheless also a work that denounc-
es many social injustices, which in some way became more authentic
and more evident precisely as a result of the novel’s hero and his vi-
cissitudes. Ultimately, Dickens wrote Oliver Twist in the conviction
that he had important things to say to the nation and its ruling class.
But it is undoubtedly the case that in his masterpieces the represen-
tation of society becomes even more complex and his denouncements
more severe.'® This is possible because he had retained an accurate
memory of his own direct experience of degradation, imprisonment,
and desperate solitude during his spell at Warren’s Blacking Factory.
Even after the writing of Oliver Twist, the trauma of this experience
remained in his mind, probably together with a vivid recollection of
Tom Fagin’s gestures and words whose autobiographical impact he
tried vainly to exorcize and remove.
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1  Lascosas de la poesia: introduccion

Todo poeta tiene una rara avis en su catalogo, un texto que - por las
razones que sea - sorprende y se contempla con cuidado. En el ca-
so de Luis Alberto de Cuenca puede parecer imposible, ya que en su
mundo poético hay verdaderamente de todo (del epigrama clasico
mas escondido a la pelicula de ayer mismo), pero lo cierto es que en
medio de la ecléctica variedad general también se encuentra algun
poemita que destaca.*

Es el caso de «Un milagro de Buda», que presenta dos problemas
dentro del corpus cuenquista: por de pronto, posee una vida textual
algo compleja, porque primero sale en Cuadernos Hispanoamerica-
nos (Homenaje a Vicente Aleixandre, 352-354, 1979, 639-40), luego
salta a libro en la coda «Otros poemas (1970-1979)» de Poesia (1970-
1989) (1990) y unicamente se inserta en un libro bastante anterior
(Scholia, 1978) en la tercera edicion de la recopilacion Los mundos y
los dias ([1998] 2019) con minimas variantes (Suarez Martinez 2011,
295-6);* y asimismo, constituye una de las pocas calas luisalbertianas
en el lejano oriente; dos buenos - y raros - motivos para examinarlo
con cierto detalle, pese a que haya quedado olvidado por la critica.?

2 La pasion oriental de Luis Alberto de Cuenca

En un sentido amplio, la poesia oriental - u orientalizante - de Luis
Alberto de Cuenca comprende «Un milagro de Buda» junto a «Sobre
un paisaje del canto VI del Mahabhdrata» (El hacha y la rosa, 1993),
«Hammurabi» y «Los dramas confucianos» (Por fuertes y fronteras,
1996), «Gilgamés y la muerte» (Sin miedo ni esperanza, 2002), <Es-
tambul 2002» (La vida en llamas, 2006), «Lilith» (El reino blanco,
2010) y «Los veteranos del Emperador» y «Tristeza verdadera» (Bloc
de otorio, 2018), asi como un ramillete de haikus (Martinez Fernan-
dez 2018) que tiene su dosis de moda y algun que otro guifio suelto
mas. Con este manojo de poemas, no se puede decir que Luis Alberto
de Cuenca sea un poeta oriental, pero si se aprecia una minima pre-
sencia constante de poemario en poemario desde EI hacha y la rosa,

1 Parala pirotécnica intertextualidad luisalbertiana, ver Lanz 2000; 2009; 2011a; 2011b,
305-33; Suédrez Martinez 2010; Saez, Sanchez Jiménez 2019, con amplia bibliografia.

2 Lacincuentena de haikus cuenquistas, que pueden tener que ver con el magisterio
de Ezra Pound, pertenecen a la etapa clara con la excepcion de «Jaufré Rudel» (Elsino-
re, 1972) y se vuelven una constante desde Sin miedo ni esperanza (2002).

3 Nada dice ni siquiera Ponce Cardenas (2018) en su estupendo prélogo, aunque su
edicion del «Triptico de las tinieblas» (Elsinore, 1972, Scholia y Necrofilia, 1983) recu-
pera el poema.

256

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020, 255-268



Adrian J. Sdez
Comentario del poema «Un milagro de Buda» de Luis Alberto de Cuenca

con dos momentos algo mas intensos (Por fuertes y fronteras, Bloc de
otofio) y la inica excepcion de Cuaderno de vacaciones (2014). Eso si,
la nueva situacion en Scholia del poema budista vendria a adelantar
el debut oriental del poeta, en uno de esos trucos editoriales marca
de la casa, por el que decide situar el texto en el marco culturalista
inicial frente a la nueva poética de linea clara en marcha en el que
se situaria, en coincidencia con los poemas necroéfilos que marcan ya
una etapa de transicion. En otras palabras: se trata de un poema que
se mueve inicialmente entre dos aguas, pero que finalmente parece
relacionarse mejor con un modo artistico precedente.

En general, estos nueve poemas orientales reflejan la variedad de
intereses del poeta, que - a mas de Buda - se acerca a la épica india
(el Mahabhdrata algo asi como La gran historia de los descendientes
de Bharata), 1a historia babilénica («<Hammurabi», rey del siglo XVIII
a.C.), el teatro chino («Los dramas confucianos»), la epopeya sume-
ria («Gilgamesh»), la cara més oscura de la tradicién mesopotamica
(«Lilith») y la poesia china («Los veteranos del Emperador» y «Triste-
za verdadera»), con «Estambul 2002» aparte como recreacion poéti-
ca de una visita autobiografica. Por tanto, en su mayoria son poemas
que responden a lecturas previas y hasta pueden contar con ensayos
que valen como una suerte de preparativos para la creacion poéti-
ca, caso del héroe Gilgamesh, al que dedica algunos ensayos previos
(«La Epopeya de Gilgamesh» y «Gilgamesh el rey», en El héroe y sus
mdscaras, 1991, 30-42, el segundo reimpreso en Baldosas amarillas,
2001, 9-12) y del que tiempo después se acuerda en otro poema («No
llevo, por desgracia, en mis alforjas | la Planta de la Vida, como Gil-
gamesh», «El suefio de la serpiente», vv. 8-9, en Bloc de otorio, 2018).
De paso, este ejemplo refuerza el amplio y curioso conocimiento de
Luis Alberto de Cuenca sobre la tradicion épica, que comprende to-
do desde las sagas nordicas (Bampi, Saez, en prensa) hasta los rela-
tos heroicos bizantinos (Montaner 2019). En otro orden de cosas, la
mayoria de los poemas se fundamentan en una reescritura muy libre
con diversos alcances, funciones y sentidos.

Justamente este repaso comienza con una variacion de interés, ya
que «Sobre un paisaje del canto VI del Mahabhdrata» es un ejemplo
perfecto del modus operandi cuenquista, que selecciona uno de los
lances mas impactantes (la reflexion moral de Arjuna, que se niega a
luchar contra amigos y familiares, con una serie de efectos fisicos y
psiquicos anejos, VI, vv. 29-46) y es capaz de reducirlo a un soneto-mo-
noélogo que mantiene algunos disticos del texto (Letran 2005, 134-9):

Me flaquean las piernas, se me seca la boca,
y siento escalofrios, y se me eriza el pelo.

El arco se me cae de las manos al suelo,

y no me tengo en pie y mi mente estd loca.
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Me asaltan los funestos presagios de la guerra.

¢Como voy a enfrentarme a mi pueblo en combate?

Por los dones del triunfo mi corazén no late. ¢Para qué el reino,
Krisna, de la muerte en la tierra?

Morderian el polvo tantos seres queridos
como lagrimas brotan de mis ojos ahora.
Mi lanza no se yergue contra lanza hermanas.

Sé bien que mis parientes son unos pervertidos,
pero no seré yo quien decida su hora.
La piedad y el honor no son palabras vanas.

En «<Hammurabi», el rey babilonio y su recopilacion de leyes (el Cadi-
go de Hammurabi, evocado en la segunda estrofa con la Ley del talién,
vv. 3-6), sirve para caracterizar - contraste mediante - la actitud de
rechazo de una mujer que no respeta la ley de la justicia retributiva,
en un gesto cruel e irrespetuoso a mas no poder que se presenta en
disposicion circular:

Las chicas como tu se rien en las barbas
del mismisimo Hammurabi.

«QOjo por gjo

y diente por diente»

(lo hizo escribir en Babilonia,
hace cuatro mil afios).

Las chicas como tu responden
al amor con desdén

y al desdén con amor.

Por fastidiar a Hammurabi.

Misma estructura de contraste presenta otra imagen de amor infor-
tunado, ya que en «Los dramas confucianos» se carean los dificiles
amores cotidianos con final feliz de este género dramético didacti-
co (vv. 1-6) con la historia trégica y algo ridicula («comedia») de do-
lor del locutor poético (vv. 6-9), fuertemente marcada por el salto de
la cesura:

Los dramas confucianos, quién pudiera vivirlos.
Amores imposibles que al fin se solucionan
cuando él aprueba los examenes civiles,
amistades heroicas, devociones fraternas,

la honradez de un ministro o la fidelidad

de una esposa...
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Quién fuera motivo de esos dramas
y no de la comedia de traicién y abandono,
despecho y soledad que es mi vida a estas horas.

Seguramente «Gilgamés y la muerte» sea el poema central de esta
minilista oriental, que parte del recuerdo de la busqueda de la in-
mortalidad del héroe con su viaje de ida y vuelta a Utnapishtim (el
unico superviviente del Diluvio divino, vv. 2-4, con detalles como el
bano en el rio, vv. 11-12) para ofrecer consuelo contra el miedo a la
muerte, una leccién que de nuevo se marca a través de la disposi-
cién estructural:

Temi a la muerte mas de lo que nadie
la haya temido nunca, y fui al extremo
del mundo en busca de la medicina
que me hiciese inmortal. Y fracasé
porque asi estaba escrito.
Pero cuando volvi, ya no temia
a la muerte, y cuando alguien ya no teme
a la muerte, esta deja de existir
para él.

De manera que no temas,
compaiiero, a la muerte. Te lo dice
el que perdio6 la planta de la vida
por banarse en el rio,el amigo de Enkidu,
Gilgamesh.

Algo al margen se sitia «Estambul 2002», en tanto se trata del re-
cuerdo de un viaje con su mujer Alicia Marifo, en el que la evocacion
de la larga espera a las puertas de la Pequefia Santa Sofia (vv. 10-
11) permite contraponer la peticién de fuego para «el cigarrillo», «el
corazon» y «el alma» (vv. 7-8) con la poderosa mirada de su amada:

Qué hacias ti esperando que el almuédano
nos abriera la puerta. Con qué ojitos
de lumbre me mirabas, enviandome

un mensaje cifrado que decia:

«Estoy helada, amor. Haz que el diluvio
universal se pare por un rato,

y dame fuego para el cigarrillo,

y para el corazon, y para el alma».

Qué hacias tu pidiéndome a mi fuego
en Estambul, junto a la vieja iglesia
consagrada a los santos Sergio y Baco,
si tus ojos, con solo una mirada,
podrian incendiar Santa Sofia,
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y la Mezquita Azul, y Santa Irene,
y la Ciudad entera, si quisieran.

Con «Lilith» se vuelve al mundo de las leyendas con un error divino,
tema que ya rondaba la historia de Gilgamesh y explota en este em-
blema de maldad femenina, como una suerte de Frankenstein diabo-
lico que bien podria entenderse como suma de todas las femmes fa-
tales de Luis Alberto de Cuenca:

El buen Dios, que no suele equivocarse,
se equivoco con una criatura

que le sali6 fatal: hablo de Lilith,

la primera mujer. Para crearla,

realizo infinidad de pruebas previas.
De cada parte de su cuerpo hacia

un molde, pero habia en cada uno

de esos moldes un fallo, de manera
que el conjunto no resultaba arménico,
tal vez porque la propia criatura

se rebelaba ante la perfeccion.

El hecho es que al buen Dios le falto tino
y paciencia con Lilith, que nacié

llena de pegas y defectos, como

una version en chica de Luzbel,

y fue precipitada en los abismos

mas hondos de la Tierra. Y alli sigue
hoy en dia, lanzando espumarajos

por la boca, clamando y maldiciendo
como una poseida y dando voces
contra su Creador.

Para acabar estd la pareja de poemas derivados de sendas poesias
chinas, que proceden de la edicion de Chen (2013), aunque Luis Al-
berto de Cuenca conoce desde su adolescencia la antologia de Juan
(1968, con entrega ampliada en 2007).* «Los veteranos del Empera-
dor» se concibe a partir de la inspiracion de Li Bai, tal y como se ad-
vierte desde el lema (entre paréntesis):

Los guardianes de la frontera
ignoran los examenes imperiales.
No saben leer ni escribir,

no les importa la literatura.

Solo saben cazar y montar a caballo.

4 Ver otras traducciones en Tian 2017.
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Llega la primavera, el pasto abunda,
los caballos engordan.

Saltan entonces sobre sus monturas

y galopan,

galopan,

galopan hasta el horizonte.

iQué jinetes tan agiles!

iCuanto desdén de hielo en su mirada!
Hacen chasquear el latigo

y cantan en voz alta mientras cabalgan.
Medio borrachos,

el halcon en el puilo,

van a cazar y cantan viejas canciones.
Tensan el arco y siempre aciertan:
imatan dos péjaros de un tiro!

Mas que una version de un modelo concreto, se trata de una suerte
de mosaico poético compuesto de elementos sueltos de aqui (el des-
precio de los «examenes imperiales» y de los «letrados» viene del
perfil biografico del poeta, 184) y alli (el tema fronterizo, el alegre
galope de «Alegria del viajero» y el tono hedonista de «A beber» y
«Bebiendo solo bajo la luna») para configurar una vifieta heroica so-
bre el mundo de frontera, como si fuera un western oriental (algo asi
como un eastern).

Mismo origen tiene «Tristeza verdadera», que - aunque no se de-
clare - es recreacion de un poema de Xin Qiji (como advierte Gar-
cla Martin 2018):

«Lo quessignifica la tristeza»

De joven, yo no conocia

lo que significaba tristeza.

En busca deinspiracién,

solia subir alas torres

pagodasy altos pabellones,

y lograba versos bien melancdlicos.

Ahora que he experimentado y probado
todos los sinsabores de la tristeza,
quiero expresarla, mas no puedo.

No consigo decir sino:

«jQué fresco esta el tiempo!»

«jQué hermoso el otofio!»

«Tristeza verdadera»

De joven, no sabia de verdad lo que era
latristeza. Mis versos estaban impregnados
de falso desconsuelo, de una pena ficticia,
de una melancolia escenografica.
Y ahora que soy viejo y estoy triste

de verdad, ya no puedo expresar en mis versos
todas las amarguras que devoran mi espiritu.

Solo puedo escribir cosas banales:
«Es de noche», «<Hace frio», esas bobadas
que nada significan.

261
Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562

54,2020, 255-268



Adrian J. Sdez
Comentario del poema «Un milagro de Buda» de Luis Alberto de Cuenca

Frente al modelo intertextual («Melancolia» en algunas traduccio-
nes), Luis Alberto de Cuenca elimina los elementos chinos («pago-
das», «pabellones», v. 5) y acenttia la dimension metapoética de la
evolucion en el tratamiento de los sentimientos, con el tono coloquial
habitual y la creciente preocupacion por el paso del tiempo.

Junto a este marco personal, «Un milagro de Buda» se encuadra
dentro del contexto mayor de la presencia de elementos budistas en
la poesia espafiola contemporanea, que a su vez deriva de la atrac-
cién - que viene y va - por el mundo oriental, la entrada del budismo
en Espafa (Diez de Velasco, 2013) y la recepcion de las leyendas bi-
dicas en la literatura hispanica de Lope de Vega a José Marti (Cha-
vez 2011). En este sentido, se pueden hallar ecos e ingredientes bu-
distas en el panorama poético de los siglos XX-XXI, que abraza tanto
traducciones (la serie Therigatha: poemas budistas de mujeres sa-
bias, a cura de Jesus Aguado [2016]) como el intenso interés de Chan-
tal Maillard en ensayos (La sabiduria como estética, 1995, trata so-
bre confucianismo, taoismo y budismo) y poemas (al menos en Matar
a Platon e Hilos, 2004 y 2007). Sin embargo, este contexto triple se
redondea con la apertura de los poetas de la Generacion del 68 a un
voraz culturalismo ecléctico (Lanz 1994; Prieto de Paula 1996; Siles
2013) que lleva al lucimiento de teselas artisticas, filoséficas e in-
tertextuales de todo pelo.® Asi, se puede decir que el budismo es un
signo de exhibicion cultural que remite a un interés momenténeo y
una moda pasajera que resurge de tanto en tanto.

3 Un poema budista

El chispazo que da origen al poema es la lectura de la traduccién de
un librillo divulgativo sobre Buda ([1967] 1969) de Gabriele Mandel,
que Luis Alberto de Cuenca conoce gracias a su amigo Miguel Angel
Elvira, aunque se podria conectar con otras mediaciones de prestigio
como el Siddharta (1922) de Hesse o Borges, uno de sus modelos mas
queridos (Séez 2018a), que también se interesaba por el budismo. En
todo caso, seria otro botén mas que refuerza la lectura como un me-
canismo esencial para la composicion poética en el taller cuenquista,
amén del cuidado en la decision de su lugar dentro del corpus total.

Frente al resto de poemas recordados, «Un milagro de Buda» afa-
de de entrada un cierto toque religioso con el milagro, que viene a
ser una adicion original - y acaso tefiida de cosmovision cristiana - a
la historia recreada, ya que Buda rechaza el elemento milagrero por

5 Una muestra de la curiosidad del momento es el libro Heterodoxias y contracultura
(1982) de Fernando Savater y Luis Antonio de Villena (1982), que dedica algunas pagi-
nas al budismo zen (115-17), entre otros elementos «contraculturales».
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peligroso, aunque se le atribuyen hasta 77 prodigios.® De hecho, lle-
ga a decir que no los rechaza («I Dislike, Reject and Despise them»,
en The Long Discourses of the Buddha [1987] (1995), XI, 5), aunque
en realidad salva de la quema tres excepciones (el poder fisico, la te-
lepatia y la instruccion, XI, 3-67) que, sin embargo, no bastan para
convencer a nadie y la pregunta que se repite una y otra vez es «;se
ha realizado un milagro o no?» («has a miracle been performed, or
not?», XXIV, 1.10, 1.14 y 2.13, etc.).
Con esta novedad por bandera se abre el poema:

La ignorancia es dolor, como el deseo.
Para que el sufrimiento disminuya

y la muerte y el miedo retrocedan

ha llegado Siddharta. En cinco noches
resume su doctrina. Sus discipulos
-cinco también - lo escuchan y se asombran.
«Son ocho los senderos del camino:

fe pura, lengua justa, acciones claras,
memoria recta, voluntad sin pliegues,
constante aplicacion, gentil mesura

y un pensamiento limpio y transparente.
La ley es el refugio. Los hermanos

son el refugio. Buda es el refugio.

Més alla estd la luz, que nos espera».

Luego de Benarés, en el banquete

que ofrece Bimbisara, alguien pregunta
si el Gran Maestro puede hacer milagros.
Un converso reciente, Assaji, dice:

«De todo lo que existe y tiene origen

El conoce la causa, y de las cosas

que tienen causa El sabe su final

y adénde se encaminan. Los prodigios
alivian el dolor, no lo suprimen.

El Dharma es el milagro. Solo el Dharma».

La fiesta se termina y Buda parte

al reino de su padre. El viaje es lento,
como todos los viajes que conducen
de regreso a la patria. Cuando llega
por fin a su destino, Suddhodana

6 Sobrelareligion eny de Luis Alberto de Cuenca, ver Sdez, en prensa. Una buena in-
troduccion al budismo se puede ver en Han 2018, en esclarecedor confronto con cier-
tas ideas de la filosofia occidental.
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no sale a recibirlo. Un mal presagio.
Mientras pasan las horas y la lluvia

cae torrencial sobre Kapilavastu,
Siddharta profetiza el fin violento

de los sakyas y entorna sus tres ojos.
¢Duerme o medita el sabio? El tiempo fluye,
cesa la lluvia, el cielo se ilumina

y el monarca y su séquito aparecen.

El poema se disefia como un triptico que presenta tres lances cen-
trales de la historia de Buda (por otro nombre Siddharta en su eta-
pa principesca) después de su iluminacién: el primer sermon con las
lecciones fundamentales, el banquete del rey Bimbisara y la vuelta al
hogar, que Luis Alberto de Cuenca toma de otros tantos capitulos del
libro («El sermdn de Benarés», «El regalo del bosquecillo de bambu»
y «Regresa a la casa paterna», Mendel [1967] 1969, 27-31). En su arti-
culacion la accién comprende tanto el origen del Dharma (la ley) como
un milagro, con un retrato de Buda que se desplaza desde las palabras
a las acciones y logra vencer las dudas que se entrometen en medio.

Todos los detalles encajan a las mil maravillas y hasta el titulo del
poema puede proceder de la leyenda de una imagen («Un milagro de
Buda», 32) sobre los «setenta y siete prodigios de Buda» (32-3), de-
dicado justamente al rechazo del uso de su poder frente a las mara-
villas que se le atribuyen. De hecho, hay un par de pasajes que se si-
guen casi a la letra: el parlamento del maestro (vv. 7-14) resulta de la
fusion de una réplica de Buda («Los ocho senderos son: fe pura, vo-
luntad recta, lengua gusta, acciones claras, vida practica justa, me-
moria recta, meditacion pura, aplicacién constante», 27) y otra del
discipulo Yasas («Busco refugio en Buda, busco refugio en Dharma
(la ley), busco refugio en el Sangha (la comunidad monéstica)», 27),
al tiempo que luego la intervencién de Assaji («un nuevo discipulo su-
yo, Assaji», presentado como «un converso reciente») repite casi tel
quel su respuesta al asceta Sariputra («De todo lo que tiene origen,
él ha explicado la causa; y de todas las cosas que tienen causa, él ha
explicado su final. El que asi ha hablado es el Gran Maestro», 28).
Ademads de algunos pequenos cambios de orden y alguna adicion (la
coda «Mas allé esta la luz», v. 15, que acaso se inspire en el sermon
del fuego: «Todo el mundo esta inflamado por la llama del deseo...
y todo es llama ilusoria que se extingue», 28), hay también algunos
detalles que, por el contrario, se afladen o retocan, caso del nimero
de noches en los que Buda enseiia la ley (el Dharma) a los cinco dis-
cipulos, que pasan de tres a cinco por una pura cuestion de simetria.

Desde esta labor de reescritura - a modo de bricolaje - se llega a un
final novedoso, que recrea la vuelta a la casa paterna con notables li-
cencias: ademaés de establecer un encadenamiento perfecto de los epi-
sodios, se elimina la peticién del padre de Buda (el rey Suddhodana)

264

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020, 255-268



Adrian J. Sdez
Comentario del poema «Un milagro de Buda» de Luis Alberto de Cuenca

como motivacion del viaje, la razén por la que este no sale a recibirlo
(«encolerizado» por la tardanza, 30) y conversion de su padre y otros
familiares después de «un largo sermoén» (30), que sustituye por la mi-
lagrosa aparicion final de su padre, lograda gracias a la meditacion (se-
gun indica cuando «entorna sus tres 0jos», v. 35, un simbolo de la ejerci-
tacion y la vision religiosa), que aparece como una revelacion en medio
de una tormenta («la lluvia | cae torrencial sobre Kapilavastu», vv. 32-
33) sacada de la manga.”

El final, todo un happy ending apotedsico, trata de solucionar una
pequenia incoherencia del relato de Mandel, que pasaba por alto el en-
cuentro paterno-filial al no explicar qué ocurria entre la mala acogida y
la conversion posterior: cierto es que se deja una sombra de duda, pe-
ro el «mal presagio» (v. 31) parece insinuar la muerte de Suddhodana
y, desde luego, la preocupaciéon de Buda, que decide entonces saltarse
sus propias reglas y obra un milagro para que aparezca su padre como
una suerte de resurreccion, al tiempo que responde directamente a la
cuestion sobre su poder («alguien pregunta | si [...] puede hacer mila-
gros», vv. 16-17). Asi, Luis Alberto de Cuenca disefia una historia més
familiar y tierna, en la que Buda comete una flaqueza por amor y de-
muestra asi una dimensién humana, que hace cercano a un personaje
divinizado dentro de una religién sin dios, que - entre otras cosas - re-
sulta de dificil comprension desde los parametros occidentales. Es casi
una paradoja: la humanizacion de Buda se logra a través de un milagro.

4 Final

Dentro de este pequeiio manojo de poesias de asunto oriental, que ya
per se anade otra tesela al infinito puzle de intereses e intertextua-
lidades de Luis Alberto de Cuenca, el poema «Un milagro de Buda»
asoma de buenas a primeras con el pequeno salto atras en la serie
de libros cuenquistas, que lo retrotrae dentro de una curiosa histo-
ria textual, con lo que viene a ser una combinacion de alarde cultu-
ralista y sencillez expresiva. Ahora bien, el poemita es especialmen-
te un buen ejemplo tanto de su cultura omnivora (en tanto cala inica
en este mundillo extremo-oriental) como de su ingeniosa reescritura,
porque da un giro novedoso al relato budico que se puede entender
de tejas arriba (cristianizacién) o abajo (humanizacién). En fin, este
poema sobre Buda es un escolio cultural y claro, que logra aunar la
presentacion de una estampa biogréfica del personaje con un mini-
compendio de sus lecciones, a partir de una lectura azarosa que Luis
Alberto de Cuenca convierte en arte: es otro milagro.

7 En verdad, son tres ojos en el budismo primitivo, al que posteriormente se afiaden
otros dos (el ojo del conocimiento profundo y el ojo del dharma) (Wayman [1971] 1973, 380).
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ric and Medievalism in Gerard Manley Hopkins (1994), Il Vittorianesimo (1991;
2a ed. 2009) e, pitu di recente, un volume su Joyce del 2013. Tuttavia, I'impe-

1 http://francomarucci.wordpress.com.
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gno critico ed editoriale che ha caratterizzato questi ultimi decen-
ni della sua attivita e stata un’opera che farebbe ‘tremare le vene e
i polsi’ anche agli accademici di fama: la stesura di una storia criti-
ca della letteratura inglese composta in piu volumi (alcuni dei qua-
li divisi in due tomi) dalle origini ai nostri giorni. Originariamente
pubblicato da Le Lettere, questo progetto vede adesso la luce in lin-
gua inglese, proponendo a un pubblico di lettori e studiosi interna-
zionali quella che sul retro di copertina J.B. Bullen definisce giusta-
mente come «unique in its field», perché nessun’altra pubblicazione
riesce a combinare «erudition and authority in such a compact for-
mat». Quelli che ci accingeremo a recensire in questa sede, e in ma-
niera evidentemente sommaria (quasi mille e quattrocento pagine),
sono i due tomi che compongono 'ultimo volume, dedicato alla let-
teratura inglese negli anni che precedono di poco la seconda guerra
mondiale, e fino al 2010.

La caratteristica peculiare di questa History of English Literature
e di essere criticamente ‘parziale’ nell’accezione piu positiva del ter-
mine. Nell'introdurre gli autori e le opere, Marucci presenta non so-
lo il catalogo delle loro pubblicazioni (e in alcuni casi alcuni dati bio-
grafici e bibliografici che possono essere funzionali all’approccio alla
loro poetica) ma soprattutto esprime giudizi critici e analitici talvolta
perfino implacabili. Ma e proprio questa ‘parzialita’ che rende que-
sti volumi qualcosa di diverso e di superiore rispetto a un’asettica il-
lustrazione di nomi e opere proposte in ordine cronologico. Marucci
entra di volta in volta nel dettaglio non solo per esaltare determina-
te qualita stilistiche o specifiche tematiche dei testi, ma anche per
metterli in discussione e leggerli against the grain delle opinioni di
pubblico e critica, mostrando di possedere una chiara visione d’in-
sieme su cio che la (grande) letteratura inglese rappresenta per lui.
Sebbene - pur nell'inclusivita di questo progetto - talvolta egli esclu-
da o dedichi poco spazio nel suo personale ‘canone’ ad alcuni autori
o0 autrici (penso ad esempio ad Antonia Byatt o Peter Ackroyd, le cui
opere sono discusse in poche pagine, o all’assenza di Zadie Smith o
di Iain Sinclair), questa scelta e dettata dal preciso taglio che egli of-
fre al suo studio, e alla prospettiva personale e, appunto, ‘parzia-
le’ di questi volumi.

La prima sezione della History of English Literature. Volume 8,
Book 1 & dedicata ai «Writers Against Totalitarian Regimes», e in-
clude una lunga disamina delle opere di un autore che costituisce
un’ideale linea di congiunzione tra le istanze moderniste, una fase
politicamente molto delicata e complessa della storia europea, e la
letteratura inglese del periodo postbellico: W.H. Auden. Nel discute-
re la produzione poetica, teatrale, librettistica e saggistica dell’au-
tore di «Stop All the Clocks» («Funeral Blues»), forse una delle com-
posizioni piu famose della poesia contemporanea, Marucci introduce
analogie e distinguo rispetto ad altre figure letterarie di rilievo, in
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modo da creare un costante dialogo (e confronto) intertestuale; si ve-
da ad esempio quando, prima di illustrare le collaborazioni con Chri-
stopher Isherwood (autore apparentemente ‘secondario’ al quale so-
no fortunatamente dedicate molte pagine) e il complesso rapporto
con il dettato eliotiano, egli si sofferma con grande capacita sinteti-
ca sui legami tra Auden e Beckett:

the two contemporary major writers, Auden and Beckett, shared
inverted destinies, the latter moving from Baroque turgidity to
a naked, telegraphic dryness, whilst the former moves from the
bare, paratactic poetry of the early years to the overloaded, sump-
tuous verse - it, too, and above all, Baroque - of the years follow-
ing 1939. (30)

Dopo aver discusso di Stephen Spender (al centro della cui poeti-
ca c’e la domanda «Why do I write?»), Louis MacNiece (per il qua-
le propone l'interrogativo «Who am I?», oltre a suggerire un inte-
ressante parallelismo tra Autumn Journal e I'elegia In Memoriam di
Tennyson) e Cecil Day Lewis (spesso bistrattato dalla critica per il
fatto di apparire «bombastic»), si apre un’ampia trattazione di Ge-
orge Orwell, la cui poetica viene prima inquadrata politicamente, in
particolar modo per la sua dissociazione dal trotskismo. Da lui de-
finito come uno degli ultimi maitres a penser della tradizione cultu-
rale e letteraria inglese, Orwell ¢ inserito a pieno titolo in un’epoca
carica d’illusioni e disillusioni ideologiche, alle quali viene data vo-
ce narrativa nelle sue opere, da Coming Up for Air (romanzo in cui
la presenza insistita dell’interiezione rimanda per Marucci allo sti-
le di Catcher in the Rye di Salinger) ad Animal Farm e 1984, il cui
protagonista Winston Smith appare una sommatoria dei preceden-
ti personaggi orwelliani.

La seconda sezione («The Novel After Modernism») si apre con una
lunga discussione su Aldous Huxley e su Brave New World, la sua ope-
ra darwiniana per eccellenza, senza trascurare romanzi quali Those
Barren Leaves, Crome Yellow, Antic Hay, Point Counter Point - il suo
apice narrativo, oltre a essere un romanzo ‘londinese’ ispirato ai te-
mi di New Grub Street di Gissing - fino a Eyless in Gaza, nel qua-
le Huxley «is still obsessed with the idea of individual freedom, and
meditates on Pavlov’s theories of conditioning» (283). Elizabeth Bow-
en, autrice di romanzi quali The House in Paris (ritenuto il suo api-
ce creativo) e The World of Love, accostati dalla critica a quelli di
Virginia Woolf per la loro natura ‘diafana’, & seguita dal meno noto
Henry Green, al quale Marucci restituisce la dovuta dignita, parlan-
do di Party Going, ad esempio, come il pit kafkiano e camusiano ro-
manzo mai pubblicato in Inghilterra. L'influsso della tradizione del
romanzo comico e satirico vittoriano (esemplificato da alcune opere
di Dickens e Thackeray) viene evidenziato come uno dei tratti preci-
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pui di Evelyn Arthur Waugh, i cui Decline and Fall e Vile Bodies ap-
paiono esempi insuperati della «explosion of comedy» che caratte-
rizza parte del suo macrotesto, orientato in seguito verso il curioso
e grottesco in A Handful of Dust e infine verso il tragico ed elegia-
co in Brideshead Revisited. Come tutti gli scrittori di successo, il de-
stino di Graham Greene é stato duplice, alternandosi tra le critiche
dei detrattori e le lodi di coloro che lo ritenevano uno tra i pit gran-
di romanzieri del secondo dopoguerra. Greene & certamente un «en-
tertainer» di grande spessore, riuscendo a rielaborare e attualizza-
re la tradizione dei «penny dreadfuls» e dei romanzi sensazionali di
Wilkie Collins, di Mary Elizabeth Braddon e per certi aspetti dello
stesso Dickens, sicché le scene di violenza in Brighton Rock, ad esem-
pio, per Marucci «belong to a detective story anthology» (391). The
Honorary Consul e The Quiet American, anche grazie alle loro ver-
sioni cinematografiche, sono entrati ormai nell'immaginario colletti-
vo degli amanti del thriller d’autore, facendo di Greene una sorta di
Wilkie Collins del ventesimo secolo. Dall’analisi di Marucci non sono
esclusi autori di produzioni seriali come il baronetto Charles Percy
Snow, con all’attivo la saga Strangers and Brothers (undici romanzi),
definita come un’unica narrazione ‘stereofonica’, o Anthony Powell
e la sua opera A Dance to the Music of Time (composta come una se-
quenza di romanzi sull’'esempio della Forsyte Saga di Galsworthy),
incentrata sulla white-collar class e caratterizzata da uno stile invo-
luto sul modello del tardo Henry James. Dopo essersi dedicato alla
«alien aesthetics» di romanzi quali The Horse’s Mouth dell’irlande-
se Joyce Cary, e prima di discutere la presenza della figura di Pro-
spero nella narrativa di Lawrence Durrell (nello specifico in quel-
la particolare autobiografia intitolata significativamente Prospero’s
Call), I'indagine si concentra su Under the Volcano di Malcolm Low-
ry, un testo-Icaro nel quale 'autore «ended up burning his wings, be-
cause the proclaimed magnum opus gradually becomes a failed and
foundering masterpiece, wordy and repetitive, and burdensome to
read» (477). In questo come in altri casi Marucci attraverso le sue af-
fermazioni icastiche dimostra come 'analisi critica, anche la piu di-
staccatamente scientifica, non possa esimersi dal veicolare giudizi
di valore e di merito.

La terza e ultima parte di questo primo tomo dell’ottavo volume
prende in esame la poesia inglese fino agli anni Ottanta del Novecen-
to, partendo da un autore molto caro a Marucci: Dylan Thomas. La
passione del critico per questo poeta «posseduto dal demone» della
parola e evidente, rendendo questa sezione una tra le migliori e tra le
piu appassionate. Thomas & considerato come il piu talentuoso e dota-
to artista irlandese, secondo solo a Joyce ed erede di quell’approccio
quasi sacrale e mistico per il verso poetico che risale ai poeti meta-
fisici inglesi. Soggetto a critiche e stroncature da parte di molti suoi
contemporanei (da Robert Graves a Frank Raymond Leavis), Thomas
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riusci a realizzare in soli vent’anni, dal 1930 al 1950, un’insuperata
produzione poetica che si distingue, tra le molte cose, per un’incre-
dibile creativita nell'utilizzo della rima paragonabile solo a quella di
Gerard Manley Hopkins - altro poeta molto amato (e studiato) da Ma-
rucci, che non a caso e spesso citato nei due volumi - giungendo alla
sua piena maturazione nell’elegia bellica Death and Entrances. Tutto
cio senza trascurare la prosa di Thomas, incluso il romanzo postumo
Under the Milk Wood, e I'incompiuto, oltre che postumo, Adventures
in the Skin Trade. Dopo aver passato in rassegna la poesia surreali-
sta di David Gascoyne, l'attenzione si focalizza su una serie di autori
attivi a partire dagli inizi degli anni Cinquanta e riuniti sotto la de-
nominazione di «The Movement». Ampio spazio € inoltre dedicato a
figure fondamentali nella poesia inglese contemporanea quali Philip
Larkin, la cui vita e la cui poetica sono nel segno della riservatezza
e del solipsismo, con la conseguenza che le sue opere risultano avul-
se da qualsiasi impegno sociale e civile. Descritto da Marucci come
una variante «in versi» del Leopold Bloom joyciano, Larkin dedica le
sue energie creative a investigare temi secolari; un esempio su tut-
ti & «Church Going», forse la sua composizione piu antologizzata. La
poetica di Tom Gunn, quasi un ‘doppio’ del piu noto Ted Hughes, na-
sce in concomitanza con il movimento degli «Angry Young Men», su
cui Marucci si soffermera nel tomo successivo, facendone un epigone
aggiornato della levigatezza stilistica di Alexander Pope, capace co-
me lui di elaborare un verso poetico apparentemente ‘controllato’ che
tuttavia produce effetti parodici. La natura e vista da Gunn come un
meccanismo in perenne movimento e mutamento, come suggerisce il
titolo della sua silloge The Sense of Movement. L'analisi delle produ-
zioni di saggisti-poeti come William Empson (un altro esponente del
‘Movimento’ assieme a Charles Tomlinson e John Betjeman) precede
l'ultima sezione del primo tomo, che si concentra su Ted Hughes. Po-
eta classificato come ‘monografico’ per il suo interesse ricorrente per
il tema della sopravvivenza nel mondo animale, e per questa ragione
paragonato opportunamente da Marucci al pittore Edwin Landseer,
Hughes si configura come un artista post-Darwiniano: «[he] is a poet
of obsessions, his eyes being like tinted glasses whose colour enve-
lops and stains everything he sees» (619). Se la vita di Larkin era sta-
ta vissuta nel senso della chiusura e della riservatezza, al contrario
quella di Hughes (anche alla luce della sua turbolenta relazione con
la poetessa Sylvia Plath) e frenetica e ‘pubblica’ in tutti i sensi - non
e casuale che egli succedera nel 1984 a John Betjeman come Poeta
Laureato - trasformandosi in oggetto di dibattito ulteriore a segui-
to della pubblicazione e del successo delle Birthday Letters, una rac-
colta scritta quasi come una ‘risposta’, forse tardiva, al suicidio della
Plath. Inoltre, poemi quali The Hawk in the Rain e The Crow, ritenuto
il suo capolavoro, riescono a rievocare una sardonica epica in miniatu-
ra, con al centro animali che danno voce e forma alle idee di Hughes.
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11 secondo tomo del libro ottavo di questa corposa History of Eng-
lish Literature esordisce con un riferimento alle «Regional Literatu-
res», concentrandosi sulle produzioni letterarie provenienti dalla Sco-
zia, dall'Irlanda e dal Galles. Osteggiato dai suoi stessi connazionali
scozzesi, Edward Muir rielabora numerosi elementi simbolici gia pre-
senti nella Waste Land nel suo Journeys and Places, che - come nel po-
ema eliotiano - appare una riflessione sulla natura binaria del tempo.
Segue una lunga trattazione di Hugh MacDiarmid, la cui apparten-
za alla «Scottish Renaissance» e il cui interesse per la causa nazio-
nalista lo collocano nell’alveo della poesia inglese piu che britannica.
Marucci parla di A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle come di un’opera
centrale nel modernismo scozzese, una «free digression originated
from a state of lucid drunkenness that allows the speaker, a stand-in
for the poet, to bluntly broach the most disparate of subjects» (17).
Passando all'Irlanda, I'esempio di Yeats costitui per molti uno sprone
e al tempo stesso un modello difficile da eguagliare; nonostante tut-
to, poeti come Patrick Kavanagh e Thomas Kinsella ruscirono a tro-
vare «una voce tutta per sé» producendo opere di grande spessore
come The Great Hunger o Notes from the Land of the Dead. Nella se-
zione successiva, Marucci si sofferma sulle produzioni teatrali e in
particolare sul movimento degli «Angry Young Men», partendo dal
prolifico drammaturgo Noél Coward, autore di piu di cinquanta te-
sti al cui centro vi sono spesso complessi rapporti coniugali (in opere
quali Hay Fever, Private Lives o nello ‘scandaloso’ Blithe Spirit), per
passare in seguito a una delle figure fondamentali nella letteratura
contemporanea: Samuel Beckett. A questo complesso drammaturgo,
poeta, romanziere, intellettuale e filosofo sono dedicate un centinaio
di pagine, a riprova della sua centralita nel volume di Marucci. Nono-
stante il grande spazio che gli viene assegnato, il critico non disper-
de affatto il focus della sua analisi, partendo da un assunto di base
utile ad affrontare l'eterogeneo e multiforme macrotesto beckettia-
no: «Breckett is the great twentieth-century investigator and practi-
tioner of seriality, and [...] this is the key to understand his work as a
whole, while also reflecting itself on the structuring of his individu-
al works», per poi aggiungere che 'autore «dismantles the platform
on which the secular celebration of anthropocentrism has been con-
structed» (49). Dopo aver trattato approfonditamente il sostrato filo-
sofico su cui si basa la sua Weltanschauung (culminante in una visione
‘probabilistica’ dell’esistenza, fondata sul predominio del caso), Ma-
rucci prende in esame opere che vanno dal romanzo Molloy a Malone
Dies (nel quale si risente I'influsso del Joyce pil sperimentale) da Watt
alla tetralogia dell’assurdo, in cui En attendant Godot riveste un ruo-
lo chiave, fino ai brevi testi in prosa e ai poemi composti in francese.

Gli «Angry Young Men» rappresentarono per la storia della lette-
ratura inglese qualcosa di pi che un semplice gruppo di giovani ani-
mati da sentimenti di rabbia e dal desiderio di riscatto rispetto alle
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promesse post-belliche tradite. Lucky Jim di Kingsley Amis costitu-
isce uno dei manifesti del movimento, con il protagonista che inse-
gue inutilmente l'illusione di poter divenire un docente universitario
(proponendo una forma aggiornata di anti-Bindungsroman che rinvia
a Jude The Obscure di Thomas Hardy, anche’esso incentrato sulle
aspettative accademiche tradite del protagonista), assieme a nume-
rosi testi di Alan Sillitoe, la cui opera The Loneliness of the Long Dis-
tance Runner utilizza la metafora della corsa su lunga distanza come
emblema di solitudine e spaesamento esistenziale, sociale e genera-
zionale. Ma & soprattutto con il dramma Look Back in Anger di John
Osborne (messo in scena per la prima volta 1’8 maggio 1956 e scritto
in poco piu di due settimane) che questa rabbia sembra trovare una
forma artistica compiuta. The Entertainer fu commissionato a Osbor-
ne nientemeno che da Laurence Olivier, attorno al quale il dramma-
turgo cuci letteralmente il ruolo del protagonista. Il riferimento a Be-
ckett appare d’obbligo nel caso di Harold Pinter:

Beckett and Pinter, just as in Victorian literature there were Dick-
ens and Thackeray, seem indeed as if one is the other’s older broth-
er, and at first glance it does not seem possible to separate them.
In fact, the dramaturgy of both revolves around the sense of al-
ienation in the contemporary world [...] and the loss of the sacred
in a new waste land forsaken by God. (187)

Con all’attivo ventinove opere teatrali originali, pili innumerevoli
adattamenti e sceneggiature (inclusa quella del film The French Lieu-
tenant’s Woman, tratto dal romanzo di John Fowles, per la regia di
Karel Reisz), Pinter ¢ il secondo ‘gigante’ del teatro inglese contem-
poraneo, capace di lavorare per sottrazione piuttosto che per accu-
mulazione in drammi quali The Dumb Waiter, The Caretaker o The
Homecoming, dove il tema del nostos e del ritorno e declinato in chia-
ve, appunto, tutta pinteriana. Se il silenzio costituisce la cifra stili-
stica prevalente in Pinter, al contrario in Arnold Wesker (si pensi so-
prattutto a Chicken Soup with Barley) prevale la parola, la discussione
e il dibattito acceso su tematiche politico-sociali, al punto che i suoi
testi teatrali sono stati classificati come «socialist theatre». Marucci
non trascura ovviamente drammaturghi di grande livello come John
Arden, spesso ritenuto per la sua personalissima declinazione di te-
atro meta-drammatico come il Brecht inglese, e Edward Bond, che di
Arden condivide la creativita, I'originalita e lo sperimentalismo, sug-
gerendo analogie tra la pittura fatta di corpi deformati e mostruo-
si di Francis Bacon e le opere dell’autore di The Pope’s Wedding, un
dramma che, a partire dal titolo, evidenzia la sua natura provocato-
ria e fuori dagli schemi.

I romanzieri contemporanei inglesi sono al centro della succes-
siva lunga sezione, che si apre con una lunga disamina delle opere
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di Angus Wilson, che esordisce con un esempio di quella ‘parzialita’
nell’approccio critico che rappresenta il segno tangibile dell’onesta
intellettuale e dello spessore scientifico di Marucci. Per lui Wilson &
«one of the most overestimated English novelists of the second half
of the twentieth century. I consider his narrative to be fleeting and
lifeless, and his work calls here for a rather unenthusiastic critical
examination» (275). Eppure, nonostante queste premesse non certo
lusinghiere per Wilson, vengono presi in esame senza pregiudizio ro-
manzi quali Hemlock and After, accolto con grande successo all’epo-
ca, Anglo-Saxon Attitudes, dalla evidente impronta dickensiana, The
Old Man at the Zoo e No Laughing Matter, forse il suo ultimo roman-
zo degno di nota. Il discorso cambia per William Golding, che con
Lord of the Flies ha realizzato un romanzo ‘polimorfo’ e ‘polivalente’
tanto importante per lui (e per la letteratura inglese contemporanea)
quanto ineguagliabile per lo stesso autore. Le sue opere successive
reiterarono sostanzialmente il tema del ‘primitivismo’ riuscendo con
difficolta ad avvicinarsi alla grandezza dell’esplosivo romanzo d’e-
sordio. Se a Jean Rhys sono, forse riduttivamente, dedicate solo po-
che pagine, la narrativa di Iris Murdoch trova invece ampia tratta-
zione (anche perché, ad onore del vero, la Murdoch fu autrice di ben
ventisei romanzi). La mescolanza di elementi comico-grotteschi e la
presenza d’incredibili coincidenze ne fanno una perfetta erede della
narrativa dickensiana e per certi aspetti anche di quella sensaziona-
listica vittoriana, benché le strategie narrative postmoderne la ren-
dano pienamente contemporanea in testi quali Under the Net, The
Bell, The Severed Head, The Sacred and Profane Love Machine o The
Black Prince, romanzo che sembro dare nuova luce a una produzione
che sembrava essersi appannata. Figura solitaria e quasi isolata nel
panorama narrativo inglese, benché talvolta accomunata ad Agatha
Christie, Muriel Spark - alla quale sono dedicate pagine ricche d’in-
teressantissimi spunti critici - riusci a creare dei romanzi avvincen-
ti e narrativamente ben costruiti sulla falsariga dei grandi autori di
multi-plot novels vittoriani. Cio non vuol dire tuttavia che Spark si ri-
fugiasse nel passato; al contrario le sue opere «are dialogic, in fact,
but this dialogue is the twentieth-century theatrical type, which di-
sassembles and fragments a thought that is concluded in a series of
connected sentences» (379).

Scrittrice ‘ecumenica’ per essere riuscita a mettere d’accordo ac-
cademia e lettori comuni, Doris Lessing ha dimostrato, al contrario
di altri, di migliorare con il tempo, facendo della sua «foreignness»
(nata in Iran, si trasferi in seguito con la famiglia d’origine nell’o-
dierno Zimbawe) uno dei tratti distintivi della propria poetica. Con-
trariamente alla vulgata comune, che identifica in The Golden Note-
book il capolavoro della Lessing, quest’opera per Marucci ha perso
con il passare degli anni la sua brillantezza, ed é stata superata da
altri testi quali The Good Terrorist o dalle serie che compongono The
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Children of Violence e il (para)fantascientifico Canopus in Argos. L'al-
tro nome di rilievo che segue la Lessing & John Fowles, che si distin-
gue per l'abile sperimentalismo formale e per la capacita di assor-
bire la lezione dei critici post-strutturalisti (come Roland Barthes),
riconfigurandola in forma narrativa. Al tempo stesso, la lezione del-
lo Shakespeare di The Tempest rappresenta un punto di riferimento
in romanzi quali The Collector e The Magus. A seguito della pubbli-
cazione di The French Lieutenant’s Woman, un romanzo di ambien-
tazione vittoriana scritto attraverso una prospettiva postmoderna,
Fowles ha assunto inoltre un ruolo determinante in un genere lette-
rario che in questi ultimi decenni ha attirato l'interesse di pubblico e
critica, il neo-Vittorianesimo, che ha fatto di quest’opera, unitamen-
te a Wide Sargasso Sea di Jean Rhys e Possession di Antonia Byatt,
un testo fondativo. Sebbene Marucci non accenni a questo fenomeno
editoriale e culturale, le sue riflessioni sul romanziere di The French
Lieutenant’s Woman come un «Tiresias who lives in two time period»
(499) sono estremamente pertinenti nell'inquadrare la poetica neo-
Vittoriana di John Fowles.

Autore di un romanzo (che ha ispirato a sua volta un film) dirom-
pente quale A Clockwork Orange, Burgess e inquadrato come uno
scrittore dotato di straordinaria versatilita, eclettismo e ironia pun-
gente, che condivide con Joyce e Gadda (qui opportunamente citati)
un’incredibile «effervescenza creativa», capace diriscrivere e al tem-
po stesso di parodiare I'esempio degli «Angry Young Men». Angela
Carter sfugge per Marucci a una definizione esaustiva, proponendo
in romanzi quali The Magic Toyshop, The Infernal Desire Machines of
Doctor Hoffman, Love, The Passion of New Eve, Nights at the Circus
o nella raccolta The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories un’alternan-
za tra un universo onirico, visionario e fantastico (popolato da cre-
ature mostruose e da veri e propri freaks) e un messaggio che si fa
intimamente ‘politico’. Scrittrice femminista osteggiata dalle stesse
femministe per le sue scomode prese di posizione nel saggio The Sa-
deian Woman, Angela Carter resta una stella isolata nel firmamen-
to britannico. Dopo aver accennato alle opere di Julian Barnes, Sal-
man Rushdie, Hanif Kureishi, Ian McEwan, Graham Swift e Martin
Amis, autore di Money, uno dei romanzi-simbolo della narrativa in-
glese degli anni Ottanta, Marucci riesce a sintetizzare abilmente in
poche righe lo stile tutto personale di Katsuo Ishiguro, letteralmente
‘scoperto’ dalla Carter, la cui prosa in The Remains of the Day o The
Unconsoled & «guarded and never showy, often segmented into short
and dry paratactic units as in a parody of a beginner’s writing» (591).

Seamus Heaney, come molti suoi connazionali irlandesi, non puo
dimenticare il «burden of history» rappresentato dal fatto di essere
vissuto, da cattolico, in una terra sostanzialmente soggetta a un po-
tere egemone. Inoltre nella sua opera Heaney celebra la fine inevi-
tabile del legame tra essere umano e natura, a partire dalla sua pri-
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ma silloge Death of a Naturalist e dalla prima poesia in essa inclusa,
«Digging», uno dei suoi capolavori. A questo lavoro ne seguiranno
altri, sempre caratterizzati da un indomito spirito di ribellione che
tuttavia, con il passare degli anni, si fa piu allusivo e vago nei riferi-
menti storico-geografici, come in Station Island o nella raccolta ‘me-
moriale’ Electric Light. Se la poesia di Tony Harrison, artista prove-
niente dal proletariato, & caratterizzata da un taglio «metapoetico e
metalinguistico» che mescola abilmente lo slang di Leeds a un det-
tato classicheggiante, Andrew Motion celebra il ritorno all’interes-
se per la quotidianita, mentre Carol Ann Duffy - la prima donna del-
la storia britannica a essere proclamata «Poet Laureate», dopo aver
preso il posto di Motion - produce composizioni oniriche nelle qua-
li predomina la psiche (e il corpo) femminile. Dopo aver accennato a
Brian Friel (ritenuto da Heaney il pitt grande drammaturgo irlande-
se vivente) e John Banville, narratore postmoderno accostabile per
certi aspetti a Peter Ackroyd e John Fowles, Marucci dedica le ul-
time pagine di questo volume a Tom Stoppard, una delle figure piu
rappresentative del teatro contemporaneo inglese. Dopo aver intro-
dotto alcuni elementi biografici, fondamentali per una comprensione
della sua drammaturgia, Marucci riflette sulla sua alterita geografi-
co-culturale (essendo originario della Moravia) come strumento che
gli permette, al pari di Conrad e Nabokov, di possedere una maggio-
re consapevolezza «of the workings of language tour court and of its
contrasting aspects, which a native does not possess at the same de-
greee» (649). Un altro aspetto importante della sua poetica & la pre-
senza della parodia come motore dell’azione, in particolare in opere
citazionistiche e metateatrali quali Rosencrants and Guildenstern Are
Dead, The Real Inspector Hound, After Magritte o Travesties.

Per chiudere questa necessariamente breve introduzione alla His-
tory of English Literature. From the Late Inter-War Years to 2010,
I'impressione e di trovarci di fronte al tassello finale di un’opera mo-
numentale, conclusa magistralmente con un’indagine che - seppure
‘parziale’ nella selezione degli autori e nell’approccio analitico - di-
mostra di essere, a tutti gli effetti, il progetto definitivo e assoluto
di Marucci. Molto, e addirittura ‘troppo’, egli sembra aver lasciato a
tutti noi lettori e accademici, che possiamo solo contemplare con un
sentimento di gratitudine le innumerevoli sollecitazioni offerte da un
progetto di questa portata.

280

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020,271-280



e-ISSN  2499-1562

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale
Vol. 54 - Settembre 2020

Matt Foley, Rebecca Duncan
Patrick McGrath and his Worlds

Tatiana Fajardo Domench
Universidad del Pais Vasco / Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea, Espafia

Review of Foley, M.; Duncan, R. (eds) (2020). Patrick McGrath and his Worlds. Madness
and the Transnational Gothic. New York: Routledge, 182 pp.

Patrick McGrath has the transnational status of a British-born writ-
er who resides in Manhattan. His oeuvre contains British and Amer-
ican settings in which his Gothic prose depicts disturbed characters.
The book Patrick McGrath and his Worlds. Madness and the Transna-
tional Gothic (2020), edited by scholars Matt Foley and Rebecca Dun-
can, sheds new light on McGrath’s work with a compilation of read-
ings that thoroughly analyse the author’s narratives. McGrath, a key
figure in contemporary Gothic fiction, edited an anthology alongside
American novelist Bradford Morrow in 1991 titled The Picador Book
of New Gothic. In it, a definition of ‘New Gothic’ was established. Al-
most thirty years later, this definition remains influential and essen-
tial in comprehending McGrath’s fiction of “horror, madness, mon-
strosity, death, disease, terror, evil, and weird sexuality”, all of which
“strongly manifest the Gothic sensibility” (McGrath, Morrow 1991,
xiv). The essays contained within this volume reflect these Gothic
sensibilities as they study McGrath’s evolution as a writer.

With a foreword by Sue Zlosnik, an expert on Patrick McGrath,
and an introduction by the editors, the reader is made familiar with
the writer’s literary universe. Apart from the above-mentioned fea-
tures of the ‘New Gothic’, explanations about McGrath’s ‘transna-
tional Gothic’ emerge with a focus on his use of the Imperial Goth-
ic in some of his stories and novels, his different settings in Britain,
America (especially New York), and his forthcoming location of Spain.
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McGrath’s unsound characters and his treatment of madness are also
emphasised, and novels such as Spider (1990), Dr Haggard’s Disease
(1993) and Asylum (1996) are mentioned. All the contributors to this
volume are qualified researchers who have written and published ex-
tensively on McGrath’s writings, therefore the reader is guaranteed
insightful approaches to his fiction.

The volume is divided into three sections: “Transnational
McGrath”, “Theorizing McGrath”, and “Millennial McGrath”. The
collection treats all the subjects accurately and adequately, and be-
gins with eminent professor David Punter and his “Writing and Read-
ing the Spider. McGrath’s Web”, in which Punter considers what “spi-
dery writing” means, and the use of the spider in a variety of fictions
(and a sculpture) from different cultures. Punter writes about the ar-
thropod from Arachne’s myth to recent writings including McGrath’s
Spider, and he explains that McGrath'’s story links writing, madness
and fantasy.

Chapter 2, “Martha Peake and the Madness of ‘Free Trade’” by
lecturer Evert Jan van Leeuwen examines McGrath’s novel Martha
Peake. A Novel of the Revolution (2000) from an original approach,
focusing on the economic development the narrative depicts, both in
Britain and later on in the USA during the American Revolution. Two
characters of the novel are emphasized: the capitalist William Tree,
and the more romantic Ambrose Tree. Both imagine the alleged sto-
ry behind Martha Peake and her father Harry. In terms of future re-
search, Van Leeuwen’s study could be usefully linked to further study
of McGrath'’s other story “Julius” from Ghost Town (2005), which is set
during the American Civil War, and to the depiction of other charac-
ters by McGrath through the lens of this clash or comparison between
capitalism and a more ‘poetic’ or idealistic lifestyle or set of values.

Chapter 3, Alan Gregory’s “/A Cell without a Nucleus Is a Ruin’.
Vampiric Creations of the Unhealthy Disabled in Patrick McGrath’s
‘Blood Disease’ introduces a discerning triad: disability studies,
illness and the Gothic, and how McGrath frequently adds a physi-
cal impairment to his characters apart from their psychological dis-
tortions. Although Gregory focuses on the story found in McGrath’s
Blood and Water and Other Tales (1988), Gregory also mentions the
writer’s first novel The Grotesque (1989) to develop a connection be-
tween disabilities and the Gothic in McGrath’s fiction.

The first section of the volume closes with Xavier Aldana Reyes,
founder member of the Manchester Centre for Gothic Studies, inter-
viewing Patrick McGrath. In the conversation, the author illustrates
his views about the Spanish Civil War, which will be the setting for
his forthcoming novel and clarifies his choice of ghosts among oth-
er Gothic tropes to depict his narratives. Among other topics, in this
interesting conversation, McGrath also mentions his methods of re-
search.
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To begin the second section, “Theorizing McGrath”, Benjamin E.
Noad pens “Madness, Tragedy, and the Implied Reader of Patrick
McGrath’s Spider” questioning what happens with McGrath’s por-
trayal of schizophrenia in Spider, and how a schizophrenic reader can
face the reading of a text which describes the very mental disorder
from which they suffer. Noad admits that McGrath is well-versed in
psychiatric illnesses and develops on the theme of the writer’s doubts
about the institutions which deal with these patients, a theme also
perceptible in other writings such as Asylum (1996), although Noad
chooses not to expand on other texts.

The independent scholar Daniel Southward categorizes McGrath'’s
characters in the chapter entitled “The Terrors of the Self. The Ma-
nipulation of Identity Mythologies in Patrick McGrath’s Novels”. Be-
ginning with Martha Peake, Southward divides McGrath'’s individ-
uals into these categories: “historiographic editors”, that is, those
who attempt to impose a new identity on other characters (as in The
Grotesque, Spider and Dr Haggard’s Disease); “self-mythologizers”,
when the characters create a new identity for themselves (Port Mun-
go, Trauma, Constance); and, finally, “identity victims” when the char-
acters’ voice is non-existent and others create their identity (Asylum,
The Wardrobe Mistress).

The last essay of this section, “Patrick McGrath and Passion. The
Gothic Modernism of Asylum and Beyond” by editors Matt Foley and
Rebecca Duncan highlights a new approach to McGrath’s fiction de-
parting from the more traditional psychological/psychoanalytical
one, focusing primarily on the similarities between Asylum, Port Mun-
go and D.H. Lawrence’s works which are informed by his views on
the ‘primal’, instinctual nature of human beings.

The last section of the volume, “Millennial McGrath”, commences
with two scholars analysing McGrath’s Trauma: Michela Vanon Alliata
and Dana Alex, although the latter extends her research to McGrath’s
story “Ground Zero” from Ghost Town. Alliata explores the Freudian
elements in McGrath’s novel and how the Vietnam War triggers the
so-called PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) in “The Price of Suf-
fering and the Value of Remembering. Patrick McGrath’s Trauma”,
arguing that the novel illustrates “the ways in which trauma may
be induced by the perception of another’s suffering, through identi-
fication with another’s traumatic story” (120). Her essay is relevant
as it painstakingly describes the characters of the novel, yet as it is
followed by Alex’s ““You have to be a warrior to live here’. PTSD as
a Collective Sociopolitical Condition in Patrick McGrath’s Writing”,
the reader may feel that the chapters are too similar, despite their
differences. Both Alliata and Alex draw on Freud, Caruth and oth-
er specialists in trauma studies, although Alex, in analysing the 9/11
terrorist attacks, raises the question of collective trauma and what
trauma does to society.
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The last chapter of the book, with the attention-grabbing title of
“The Liar, the Bitch, and the Wardrobe. Resisting Political Terror, An-
ti-Semitism, and Revenants in Patrick McGrath’s The Wardrobe Mis-
tress” is by Danel Olson. Olson, who wrote an endnote in McGrath’s
Writing Madness (2017), investigates the concepts of “the ghostly,
the monstrous, and the pathology of anti-Semitism” (152) in the writ-
er’s latest novel. Olson’s chapter analyses the employment of ghosts
(in this case the dybbuk, a malicious spirit in Jewish mythology) in
a post-war atmosphere, a setting McGrath will be repeating in his
forthcoming novel in Spain. After a brief afterword by McGrath in
which he explains his view on creativity, the reader can find Olson’s
appendix with Patrick McGrath’s bibliography and interviews, vital
for any student of McGrath'’s fiction.

The main goal of the volume Patrick McGrath and his Worlds is
to analyse the author’s world, his characterization of madness and
his stories set in different corners of the world, therefore creating a
transnational Gothic. The chapters of the book emphasize either one
or both of these concepts. This book is highly recommendable not on-
ly to readers interested in McGrath’s Gothic fiction, but also to any
person fond of history, psychology, psychiatry and economy. A com-
plete volume which opens new doors for scholarship.
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Two hundred years after the publication of Frankenstein; or, The
Modern Prometheus (1818; 1831), Mary Shelley’s wish that her “hid-
eous progeny” might “go forth and prosper” acquires a prophetic
tone (Shelley 2003, 10). When she wrote the introduction to the sec-
ond edition of the novel, its first adaptation, Richard Brinsley Peake’s
Presumption; or, the Fate of Frankenstein, had already been staged at
the English Opera House. Quite amused by the play, Shelley wrote to
Leigh Hunt that “Frankenstein had prodigious success as a drama”
(Shelley 1980, 378), but she could not imagine the extent to which her
‘Creature’ would become a staple of our culture, spawning countless
revisitations and fuelling an inexhaustible scholarly debate. Stem-
ming from an international conference held at the Ca’ Foscari Uni-
versity of Venice in 2018, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, 1818-2018
contributes new insights to the existing scholarship, confirming the
status of the novel as a contemporary classic. Edited by Maria Par-
rino, Alessandro Scarsella and Michela Vanon Alliata, this collection
of essays is organized into three sections that investigate the liter-
ary, historical, and cultural context of the novel, its manifold reme-
diations, and its persistence in visual culture.
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The first part, “Reading Frankenstein”, foregrounds Mary Shelley’s
extensive and multicultural reading, and the ways in which her work
responds to various literary and aesthetic concerns. As a story about
creation, Frankenstein rests on mythological foundations that are pa-
gan as well as Christian, but as Lia Guerra convincingly argues, classi-
cal mythology is in fact a “dominant isotopy” of Shelley’s writing (11).
The binary structure of Frankenstein, which is based on a series of
oppositions and contrasts, is typical of ancient myths, such as Cupid
and Psyche, but it also shapes the narrative of Genesis. The use of dual
categories is also a recurring feature of Shelley’s oeuvre, from Mathil-
da to Proserpine and Mida. At the same time, Frankenstein is also a
novel about destruction: Victor’s ambition causes his downfall, while
the Creature seeks revenge by destroying the scientist’s happiness.

Michael Hollington’s essay reads Frankenstein in the context of
eighteenth-century French “ruinism”, which is epitomized by Volney’s
Les Ruines, one of the key texts in the Creature’s education. Shel-
ley ponders both the positive and negative aspects of Volney’s views,
thus giving the Creature a “markedly dualistic” view of human his-
tory (43). Despite his actions, as Hollington fascinatingly remarks,
the Creature does not embody Walter Benjamin’s “destructive char-
acter”, but a “paradoxical intertwining and doubling of destruction
and creation” (45).

Victor Sage perceptively examines the rhetoric of the sublime to
foreground the dialogic nature of Frankenstein. Its Alpine setting is
based on “contingent discourses” (19) that range from de Buffon’s
and de Saussure’s scientific interest in the Mer de Glace to Percy’s
and Mary’s responses to Mont Blanc in 1816. The sublime is “a palpa-
ble presence in the novel” (23), but the succession of flashbacks and
first-person narrations, as Sage contends, exposes unreliable sub-
jectivities that “misread” sublimity and its emotional impact. Anoth-
er key discourse shaping the textual fabric of Frankenstein concerns
justice and the administration of the law. Victor helplessly witness-
es Justine’s execution, which he defines as a “wretched mockery of
justice” (Shelley 2018, 56). This comment, as Antonella Braida illus-
trates, is reminiscent of William Godwin’s concerns in An Enquiry
Concerning Political Justice, but also of Cesare Beccaria’s Dei delit-
ti e delle pene. Shelley reasserts “the importance of civil and politi-
cal rights” against “the arbitrary nature” of law (26), entrusting her
message to Elizabeth’s criticism of retributive justice and the inad-
equate legal representation of women.

The last two chapters in the first section examine Shelley’s use of
the conventions of the epistolary novel, but also the strategies she
resorts to in order to engage readers aurally. Alessandro Scarsella
analyzes Walton’s letters in the 1818 and the 1831 edition of Frank-
enstein, and traces Shelley’s debt to Francesco Algarotti’s Viaggi di
Russia. Algarotti arrived in Saint Petersburg in 1739, and his work
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illustrates his voyage to the Baltic Sea through the impressions of
the whalers. Like Walton, Algarotti incorporates the conventions of
the journal in his letters, but Scarsella also highlights the influence
of Godwin’s Caleb Williams, which includes reports of letters without
reproducing them in the text. These elements further testify to Shel-
ley’s extensive reading while bringing to light the “family romance”
embedded “in the intertwining plot” (60) of her novel. Maria Parri-
no focuses on a different but complementary aspect, that is, the role
and function of the voice. Walton begins his narration by assuring
his sister that she “will rejoice to hear” (Shelley 2018, 7) what he is
going to relate, thus placing specific emphasis on listening. Parrino
interestingly analyses the “oral/aural features” (64) that shape the
Creature and his education, and the connections that such elements
establish between bodies and sounds. From this perspective, Frank-
enstein reveals Shelley’s engagement with “aural literacy”, but also
the epistemic function of the spoken/heard word.

The second section investigates the many afterlives of Franken-
stein. Peake’s Presumption is the first recorded work inspired by the
novel, but Michelle Faubert’s essay convincingly argues that its first
adaptation was Shelley’s Mathilda. The novella is a story of loss, in-
cest and suicide, and like Frankenstein it explores “the perceptual na-
ture of monstrosity” (89). Whereas the Creature is perceived as mal-
formed by those who look at him, Mathilda and her father are aware
of their own monstrosity because of their guilt. For certain, the suc-
cess of the novel was immediate both in England and abroad, as its
influence on nineteenth and twentieth-century American writers sug-
gests. Elisabetta Marino’s essay insightfully traces echoes and allu-
sions to Frankenstein in various short stories and novellas. Central
to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark” and “Rappacini’s Daugh-
ter”, but also to Stephen Crane’s The Monster and H.P. Lovecraft’s
“Herbert West: Reanimator” is “the mad scientist trope” (100). All
three writers exploit this theme in order to dwell on various issues
concerned with historical contingency, gender, and race. While Haw-
thorne is preoccupied with the threats that changes in gender rela-
tions might pose to social stability, Crane’s The Monster explores the
relationships between blacks and whites, raising questions that are
still relevant today.

The contemporary metamorphoses of Frankenstein bear witness to
its inexhaustible repertoires of themes, issues and concerns, which
are sociopolitical as well as literary. David Punter examines Susan
O’Keefe’s Frankenstein’s Monster (2010), a sequel to Shelley’s novel
that refashions the conventions of the Gothic. After Victor’s death,
the story is related from the point of view of the Creature, an adult
whose relationships with women are unsuccessful. His tentative dis-
enfranchisement rests on his ability to perceive “the world outside
his narcissistic concerns” (109), thus acquiring a new voice, but al-
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so coming to terms with his feral side. Maria Elena Capitani focuses
instead on Liz Lochhead’s Blood and Ice. The two-act play debuted
at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 1982 and brings to the stage the
relationship between Shelley and her literary creation. By following
the conventions of Gothic theatre, Blood and Ice is a “palimpsestic
text” (120) that rewrites the genesis of Frankenstein in the form of
the biographic psychodrama. Within this multifarious context, Anya
Heise-von der Lippe investigates the ways in which the adaptations
of Frankenstein engage with the issue of authority, an aspect that is
crucial when one considers that the book was first published anony-
mously. Even today, what most literary, dramatic and cinematic adap-
tations of Shelley’s novel reveal is that her “authority” as a writer is
repeatedly “undermined by a process of cultural obliteration” (132).

Over the past two centuries Frankenstein has certainly gained a
life of its own, and Agnieszka Lowczanin investigates its politically
charged reception in contemporary Poland. The novel was first trans-
lated into Polish only in 1925, but it is in the 1990s that new transla-
tions and poetic and theatrical adaptations contributed to its surge
in popularity. Because of the changing economic and ideological con-
text, Frankenstein became a powerful political metaphor “to express
the forging of a fundamentally new post-communist identity” (137).
Another fascinating case of ‘dislocation’ is Ahmed Saadawi’s Frank-
enstein in Baghdad, which has received a lot of critical attention ev-
er since its publication in 2013. The novel is set in Iraq during the
American occupation, when Hadi collects dead body parts in order
to give life to his Creature, “Whatsitsname”. His monster, as Angiola
Codacci Pisanelli argues, is a living embodiment of Iraq, torn apart
by the conflict. Unlike Victor, Hadi is not moved by ambition: his de-
sire is to give a dignified burial to his countrymen, which partly re-
writes the myth of Osiris. By conflating Western topoi with allusions
to Muslim culture, Saadawi does not simply adapt Shelley’s novel, but
appropriates “the entire Frankenstein imaginarium formed by two
hundred years of novels, movies and cartoons” (158).

There is no doubt that Shelley’s Creature is deeply rooted in our
imagination, so much so that Frankenstein is often wrongly assumed
to be his name. From the earliest caricatures to the theatre, cinema,
TV and new media, the Creature has been a constant presence in vis-
ual culture, to which the third section of this book is devoted. Jennif-
er Debie examines the possible role of waxworks, which were an in-
tegral part of the eighteenth-century study of anatomy, as Shelley’s
visual sources. Like the “anatomical Venus” that Mary saw at the
Gabinetto di Fisica in Florence in 1820, the Creature and his story
hint to a knowledge of wax “manufactured people” (175) that adds a
new dimension to the intermedial nature of the novel. Michela Vanon
Alliata discusses another classic of our times, Mel Brooks’ Young
Frankenstein (1974). Central to Brooks’ parodic effect is incongruity,

288

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020, 285-290



Marco Canani rev. Maria Parrino, Alessandro Scarsella and Michela Vanon Alliata

which resorts to a cognitive strategy - the perception of contrasts -
to elicit laughter. At the same time, the movie also responds to sev-
eral tenets of psychoanalytical theory, which Vanon Alliata convinc-
ingly investigates with reference to Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation
to the Unconscious (1905). A much different perspective shapes Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein, the movie directed by Kenneth Branagh in
1994. The genitive in the title claims for fidelity to the novel and its
circular structure, but as Gilles Menegaldo argues, Branagh makes
several amendments that suggest an intertextual relationship with
other films, such as James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) and The Bride
of Frankenstein (1935). Moreover, Branagh’s Victor does not disown
his offspring because of loathing, but because of misunderstanding.
From the big to the small screen, Greta Colombani examines the re-
mediation of Victor in the TV series Penny Dreadful. Its creator, John
Logan, was especially drawn to the porous boundary between human
and monster. Victor multiplies his offspring by giving life to other
characters, and their overwhelming sense of loneliness foregrounds
crucial issues such as “the disintegration” (227) of families, social
isolation, and the need for alternative affective bonds.

Beatriz and Fernando Gonzalez Moreno discuss the illustrated edi-
tions published in Spain with a focus on their representation of fe-
male identities. Curiously, Victor and the Creature were absent from
Francoist illustrations, which focused on Elizabeth as embodiment
of candid femininity. The cruellest aspects of the novel were given
visual prominence in the 1980s, in an edition illustrated by Fernan-
do Aznar that nevertheless foregrounds the role of female charac-
ters such as Justine and Safie. The essay concludes with an exami-
nation of Elena Odriozola’s 2006 edition, which draws on Shelley’s
introduction to the second edition of Frankenstein to provide “a visu-
alreading” (218) of the circumstances in which the novel originated.

Thanks to its enduring appeal, the “Modern Prometheus” may be
viewed as a multimedia franchise. Frankenstein, its story and char-
acters are constantly refashioned across new media and genres, and
John Garrad’s essay concludes this volume by exploring role playing
games inspired by the novel. In boardgames such as Advanced Dun-
geon and Dragons and computer games like Planescape. Torment,
the Creature claims for a new status as an avatar, inviting players to
complete his “moral journey” in new, fascinating itineraries. Again,
whereas David Punter rightly points out the reasons why the defini-
tion of Frankenstein as a “classic” should not be taken at face val-
ue, the literary and intermedial “rambles” offered by Mary Shelley’s
“Frankenstein”, 1818-2018 testify to the everlasting fascination of an
icon of our culture. By bringing fresh perspectives to consolidated
critical tracks, the volume offers a multifarious and scholarly sound
illustration of Italo Calvino’s statements on “Why Read the Classics”
(1991). Every reading of Frankenstein is, in fact, also a re-reading.
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A quale funzione risponde quella disciplina che chiamiamo da meno di
un secolo ‘teoria della letteratura’? In altri termini: e forse la letteratu-
ra un ‘oggetto’ da teorizzare oppure, al contrario, € essa stessa, intrin-
secamente, teoresi? Quel dare forma alle possibilita della lingua in cui
consiste la funzione primaria della letteratura, non e gia un movimen-
to del pensiero? Molto raramente, tuttavia, la ‘teoria’ si sente ‘pensata’
dalla letteratura. E quest’ultimo punto costituisce un tema di riflessio-
ne tanto centrale quanto & per lo piu tenuto ai margini del dibattito.

Ci sono luoghi della scrittura ove il poeta o il narratore - che non
cessa mai di parlare tacitamente della (propria) scrittura - assume
una posizione piu intensamente autoriflessiva, come a inscenare un
diversivo per indicarci che la sua ‘finzione’ & solo un ‘fingere di finge-
re’, che la sua non & per nulla una ‘rappresentazione’, che il suo lessi-
co e la sua sintassi sono una grande dislocazione onde rendere pen-
sabile ce qui est général - cosi accade in quelle straordinarie pagine
in cui il Narratore della Recherche medita, nella biblioteca dell’'Hotel
de Guermantes, sul come scrivera di quanto ha (creduto d’aver) vis-
suto. Una «forma del generale»: modi possibili d’annodare relazio-
ni tra segni, tra engrammi mentali dell’esperienza remota. C’¢, dun-
que, una scrittura della letteratura che si fa methodos, cioé percorso
e procedimento verso una teoresi della forma: e il caso, ancora, del-
la Morte a Venezia.
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Massimo Stella rec. Giovanni Bottiroli

Proprio con La morte a Venezia Giovanni Bottiroli da l'avvio al
suo nuovo libro, incentrato su una domanda di fondo: come ‘pensa’ la
scrittura letteraria? qual e il suo stile logico? E la domanda - lo an-
ticipo - € posta dall’interno della tradizione ontologica e metafisica,
la dove quella tradizione da sempre contiene e rimuove il proprio le-
game con la possibilita del non-essere (donde il titolo: La prova non-
ontologica), fino all'intervento decisivo e scardinante di Heidegger
che, dopo il caso Nietzsche, vi riarticola il nuovo cominciamento del
«pensare poetante» (dichtendes Denken) e della «poesia pensante»
(denkende Dichtung): la prova non-ontologica € la possibilita stes-
sa della letteratura. La celebre prolusione del ‘29 (Che cos’é metafi-
sica?) e infatti ricondotta da Giovanni Bottiroli al proprio familiare
clima d’origine, all'antesignana Morte a Venezia (1912), a partire da
un confronto linguistico e stilistico oltre che concettuale: lo sprofon-
damento e I'immersione dell’essere nel nulla, la quiete dell’angoscia
che li accompagna, la compresenza di forma e informe, la conoscen-
za come dissoluzione nell’abisso. Ma cio che risulta particolarmente
forte dell’analisi di Bottiroli, non e solo 'aver indicato questa inten-
sa vicinanza concettuale e linguistica, quanto piuttosto il mostrare
che lo scenario della Morte a Venezia diventa luogo di un decisivo
esperimento sulla forma: cio che muore, che si ‘nientifica’ a Venezia,
con Gustav von Aschenbach, é la Forma identitaria, separata, pura,
mediana e cosciente della scrittura per effetto di un contagio che, se
nella realta effettuale e quello del colera, nell’'universo (trascenden-
tale) del possibile & quello dell’identificazione, del diventare l'altro,
l'oggetto del desiderio (Tadzio), dell’attraversare il non’ che all’altro
congiunge, trasformando l'essere da ‘proprieta’ in ‘modo’.

Lidentificazione € un, se non il, cardine concettuale di questo li-
bro. Non si tratta certo dell'identificazione hegeliana (che ¢ logico-
retorico-dialettica e tende alla sintesi), bensi di quella freudiana, che
& esperienziale ed esprime una disposizione del soggetto al ‘come’
formatasi nelle relazioni oggettuali. In altri termini, I'identificazio-
ne freudiana é la scoperta che il soggetto e diviso e relazionale. Tut-
tavia, secondo Giovanni Bottiroli, sara soltanto Lacan a trasforma-
re questa nuova visione del soggetto in una teoria dichiaratamente
modale: i tre registri (la metafora e linguistica) di Lacan - Reale, Im-
maginario, Simbolico - sono ‘modi’ ovvero ‘stili’ dell’essere-del-sog-
getto (vedremo pil oltre in che senso cio sia fondamentale per arti-
colare un’intelligenza teorica della letteratura). Ed & esattamente in
questo punto, dove Heidegger, Freud e Lacan convergono e divergo-
no sulla questione dell’essere-del-soggetto che la teoria della lette-
ratura incontra la letteratura come teoresi: il rapporto tra lettera-
tura e teoria e, cioe, biunivoco. Ovvero, se la teoria puo verificarsi
nella letteratura, la letteratura puo smentire la teoria e riteorizzar-
la. Su tale base Giovanni Bottiroli propone, infatti, la riformulazio-
ne e il superamento del Simbolico lacaniano, non solo per conten-
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dere con il modello di Lacan, ma per restituire la possibilita che la
letteratura lo ripensi. Il denso capitolo intitolato «Essere e non esse-
re: 'identita di Amleto», e dedicato a una rilettura del seminario la-
caniano consacrato all’Amleto (Seminario VI). Quel testo shakespe-
ariano e infatti fondativo per tutta la letteratura della pitt matura
Modernita. La ragione e duplice: innanzitutto perché Amleto rice-
ve, pars pro toto nel nome di Edipo, l'intera eredita del personaggio
tragico antico - I'eroe/l'eroina tragico/a e, in generale e costitutiva-
mente, un soggetto ‘oltrepassante’. Nell’esempio specifico di Edipo,
l'eroe tragico esprime il legame e la congiunzione tra due estremi e
due ‘oltrepassamenti’: I’essere il migliore dei sovrani e degli uomi-
ni; l'essere il peggiore degli uomini in quanto parricida e incestuoso.
La seconda ragione & cio che fa di Amleto un paradigma per il perso-
naggio del romanzo moderno: I’Amleto riformula la «modalita scon-
finante» - hybris dicevano i Greci - dell’anér tragikés nell'idea d'un
continuo desiderio d’essere che supera gli oggetti stessi del deside-
rio e le sue mete. Per questo motivo possiamo riconoscere nella for-
ma-Amleto (intendendo personaggio e drammaturgia) il luogo di na-
scita del Bildungsroman - d’altra parte, non muove forse da Amleto,
Goethe, nel pensare il suo Wilhelm Meister? Ora, la forma del desi-
derio d’essere di Amleto e il ‘Non’ (e il suo oggetto ontologico il ‘Nul-
1a’) - sottolinea Giovanni Bottiroli. In che senso? Il desiderio d’esse-
re non esprime una coincidenza. Amleto entra infatti nel desiderio
d’essere attraverso il Lutto: rievocando un’espressione freudiana di
grande efficacia, Bottiroli afferma che Amleto € 1'«Io su cui e caduta
l'ombra dell’oggetto», un oggetto per sempre perduto (il Padre ucci-
so, la Madre unitasi al suo uccisore). L'lo luttuoso, quello su cui l'om-
bra nientificante dell'oggetto & caduta, non & (piu), non puo (piu) esse-
re 1'To del desiderio di avere: quando entra in scena, Amleto si & (gia)
lasciato alle spalle ‘l'avere’. Ma a che cosa rimanda allora la celebre
domanda: «essere o non essere»? La ‘0’ disgiuntiva esprime, secon-
do Lacan, la paralisi di Amleto di fronte all'opposizione tra 'ordine
Simbolico della Legge (il Padre che prescrive la vendetta nel proprio
Nome) e il desiderio della madre (genitivo oggettivo: il ‘desiderare
la madre’, e soggettivo: ‘I'onnivoro desiderio materno’). A confronto
con questo doppio ‘No’, Amleto sprofonda cosi nell'inazione. Ma se,
invece - si chiede Bottiroli - la via di Amleto fosse proprio quella del-
la non-identificazione con la Legge e con il Nome del Padre? La via,
cioe, del non coincidere con la Norma prescritta dal Simbolico (cosi
come € gia stata consumata la rinuncia al ‘bene’ materno). Se il ‘de-
siderio amletico’ fosse quello del non-essere (il Padre e/o il Fallo del-
la Madre)? e, dunque, di essere altro? Non & poi forse questo altro,
I'Artista, der Kiinstler, I'«artista-funambolo del linguaggio»? (Ecco
l'origine del Kiinstlerroman). Non e, infine, il gioco del teatro e della
lingua - dove, per antonomasia, si rende possibile 'uscita da sé - cio
che irresistibilmente accende Amleto, mentre la vendetta del padre
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e 'amore di Ofelia lo lasciano indifferente? Il desiderio di non essere
diventa cosl la creazione di una forma della lingua: la lingua dram-
maturgica di Amleto, cioé il suo stile, & insieme il personaggio stes-
so ‘Amleto’ e una modalita possibile del pensiero.

Ma lo stile e un (altro) nome del testo: e ci troviamo cosi gia im-
mersinel campo del ‘letterario’. Se Lacan non perviene a questa con-
clusione - osserva Bottiroli - & perché, da un lato, la visione lacania-
na del Simbolico, ovvero del Linguaggio, & rigidamente coincidente
con il cosiddetto ‘asse paradigmatico’ (cioé con la Norma e il Codi-
ce), e perché, dall’altro, il concetto lacaniano di significante & es-
senzialmente sostitutivo, sicché il Soggetto entra nell’'universo del
linguaggio a prezzo di una sostituzione non contrattabile. E nel con-
siderare la funzione del segno come puramente sostitutiva, Lacan,
insieme a Jakobson, risulterebbe per altro regressivo rispetto alla te-
oria dell’arbitrarieta sistemica di Saussure, per cui l'arbitrarieta del
segno non & mai assoluta, ma relativa e correlativa. Bottiroli ritiene
piuttosto che il Simbolico sia una pluralita di registri in cui il sogget-
to entra per trasformazione: e ciog, il Simbolico e senz’altro lo spazio
teorico del ‘generale’ (per dirlo con Proust), ma il generale ¢ flessi-
bile, non paradigmatico. La singolarita trova pertanto la sua pil ric-
ca espressione nel pluralismo del generale linguistico, nella «piog-
gia degli stili». Possiamo dirlo ancora in altro modo: il simbolico non
¢ indiviso, ma diviso esso stesso in modalita della lingua come lo € il
soggetto dal ‘non’ del proprio desiderio. Il lettore ravvisera in que-
sto punto specifico la convergenza tra una teoria modale (non-onto-
logica) del soggetto desiderante e il campo delle forme possibili che
noi chiamiamo ‘letteratura’. Se Proust, echeggiando e amplificando
Mallarmé, poteva scrivere: «La vraie vie, la vie enfin découverte et
éclaircie, la seule vie par conséquent pleinement vécue, c’est la litté-
rature» (Le Temps retrouvé), e perché la letteratura e una scoperta
delle possibilita dell’essere articolate nell’esperienza del desiderio e
delle sue divisioni (‘la vera vita’). La letteratura, come l'opera d’ar-
te in generale, & allora una teoria della ‘vita’ in quanto ne mette in
forma le interpretazioni. Alla rilettura del celebre saggio di Heideg-
ger L'origine dell’'opera d’arte (1935-36) Bottiroli dedica alcune pe-
netranti pagine, polemicamente anti-derridiane, contenute nell’Ap-
pendice I al libro. Lo si sara certamente inteso: questa nuova opera
di Giovanni Bottiroli si distingue per complessita e pregnanza delle
quali non e possibile dar conto qui esaustivamente. Mi limito a se-
gnalare che il teatro nietzschiano degli Eteronimi - tra Gaia scien-
za, Cosi parlo Zarathustra, Crepuscolo degli idoli, Ecce homo, Umano
troppo umano - € una costante presenza nell’'orizzonte speculativo
di Bottiroli e che esso vi funziona, altresi, come snodo congiuntivo
con la tradizione antica.

E perd necessario almeno indicare al lettore come il libro voglia
essere anche un campo strategico, uno spazio polemologico, in cuila
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teoria modale e la prova non-ontologica contendono con dispositivi e
sistemi teorici che hanno rimosso, dislocato o opacizzato la questio-
ne del non-essere del desiderio: Bergson, Sartre, Deleuze sono og-
getto di una discussione tanto serrata quanto avvincente. E partico-
larmente interessante richiamare un punto della critica che Bottiroli
muove a Deleuze, soprattutto perché 'appropriazione del pensiero
deleuziano da parte della teoria letteraria e diventata oggi, in mol-
ti casi, esclusivamente citazionistica. L'idea deleuziana di ‘soggetto
de-soggettivato’, del soggetto cioé inteso come ‘produzione indivisa’
(la ‘macchina desiderante’ e il suo ‘si’ indefinito) e ‘molecola in dive-
nire’ - ‘divenire-animale’, ‘divenire-donna’, ‘divenire impercettibile’
ecc., (ormai quasi formule ‘alla moda’) - non puo accedere adeguata-
mente al letterario, non puo incontrarlo soprattutto sul piano, deci-
sivo, della ricchezza linguistica e dello stile: la visione deleuziana di
Holderlin e di Von Kleist, ad esempio, non e che pura ideologia impo-
sta alla scrittura poetica. La controanalisi polemica di Giovanni Bot-
tiroli ha quindi un fine specifico: la teoria della letteratura non & ac-
cumulo plurimo di modelli, e quando lo diviene manca !'incontro col
testo. Al proposito, il libro si chiude con alcune efficacissime riflessio-
ni rivolte a ribadire la fecondita dell’“antica alleanza’ tra linguistica
e psicoanalisi: una fecondita che risiede, specificamente, nell’intrin-
seca disposizione di quell’alleanza a essere rinnovata, per un verso,
dalla continua opera di scavo logico-ontologico, e per l'altro dall’in-
cessante intervento della letteratura nel campo della teoria. L'auto-
re lo dimostra rileggendo in chiave letteraria e teoretica le Memorie
di un malato di nervi di Daniel Paul Schreber, quasi fosse un raccon-
to al contempo di Kafka, di Hoffmann e di Poe, all’incrocio con il ce-
lebre saggio di Freud del 1910, II caso clinico del presidente Schre-
ber e con il Seminario III di Lacan. Come tutti ricorderemo, si tratta
del diario di una psicosi redatto nella lingua della malattia o, meglio,
nel ricordo linguistico della malattia. E la storia di un’antropoteoma-
chia, di un conflitto delirante tra 'uomo e Dio, conflitto che prende,
indimenticabilmente, la forma della possessione sessuale e della me-
tamorfosi femminili. In questa vicenda, trascritta dal suo protago-
nista, Bottiroli riscopre uno stile di pensiero dove si rivela qualcosa
di fondamentale sul letterario: venendo a ‘saltare’, per cosi dire, il
grande stabilizzatore arbitrario del linguaggio (il Nome del Padre),
la lingua di Schreber mostra un’apertura ai procedimenti logici con-
giuntivi e correlativi che risultano cruciali nello stile creativo dell’o-
pera d’'arte. Come aveva intuito Nietzsche, rimeditando Platone e la
tragedia, & nell’'opera d’arte che abita il demone del conflitto teori-
co - cosa che il libro di Giovanni Bottiroli ci restituisce pienamente.
Non é forse vero, infatti, che, nel nome di Dedalo-Joyce, l'artista si
ripresenta a inquietare demonicamente il sonno del simbolico laca-
niano nel tardo Seminario XXIII?
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L'esilio € uno dei temi ricorrenti nell’opera dello scrittore bosniaco-
croato Miljenko Jergovi¢, nato nel 1966 a Sarajevo e residente a Za-
gabria dal 1993, anno in cui ha scelto di abbandonare la citta natale
sotto assedio senza farvi pil ritorno. Nella sua vastissima produzio-
ne letteraria, costituita da numerosi romanzi, racconti, componimen-
ti poetici, saggi e articoli di giornale, il perenne senso di estraneita
proprio dell’esule, perseguitato dalla memoria del passato e impos-
sibilitato a raggiungere una piena stabilita emotiva in terra d’ado-
zione, viene declinato secondo particolari modalita stilistiche avvi-
cinabili alla sensibilita postmoderna. Gli antieroi al centro delle sue
opere, traumatizzati dal conflitto interetnico degli anni Novanta e
incapaci di riconoscersi pienamente nei monismi identitari promos-
si dagli opposti nazionalismi, sono condannati a fuggire all’estero,
0 a sentirsi stranieri in quella che dovrebbe essere la loro ‘Patria’.
La sensazione di sradicamento si riflette nelle trame labirintiche e
frammentarie, oltre che nell’eterogenea lingua letteraria elaborata
dall’autore combinando regionalismi e socioletti differenti, in oppo-
sizione alle tendenze puriste affermatesi nelle diverse ufficialita dei
Paesi ex-jugoslavi.

Le citazioni riportate nel testo si riferiscono all’edizione serba del romanzo, uscita per
i tipi di Booka. Tutte le traduzioni riportate nel testo sono a cura dell’Autore.
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Tali peculiarita stilistiche e tematiche, gia pienamente definite nel-
la raccolta di racconti Le Marlboro di Sarajevo (1994), esordio in pro-
sa dello scrittore, ricorrono anche nel romanzo breve Herkul, pub-
blicato contemporaneamente in Croazia e Serbia. Con quest’ultima
opera Jergovic¢ si distacca dall’'impostazione dichiaratamente auto-
biografica che ha caratterizzato la sua produzione piu recente, costi-
tuita prevalentemente da opere a meta tra romanzo e memoir come
Rod (Stirpe, 2013) e Selidba (Trasloco, 2017), nelle quali la ricostru-
zione della storia della famiglia materna assurge a metafora dei ri-
volgimenti storico-sociali che hanno interessato la regione ex-jugo-
slava nel corso del Novecento.

Herkul si configura invece come un lavoro di fiction, sebbene i ripe-
tuti e accurati riferimenti agli attuali scenari sociopolitici dell’ex-Jugo-
slavia rendano difficile tale classificazione. Il giornalista croato Ivica
IvaniSevi¢, nella recensione pubblicata sul quotidiano Slobodna Dalma-
cija, I'ha definito una distopija, o pil esattamente «realisticna projekci-
ja nase bliske buducnosti»,* una proiezione realistica del nostro pros-
simo futuro. Forse la denominazione piu accurata € quella della satira.

Nell'opera, pervasa da un’ironia amara e pungente, l'autore trat-
teggia un ritratto grottesco e sarcastico dell’attuale societa croata,
dominata dal nazionalismo populista e dall'uso propagandistico dello
sport e dei social media. L'ipotetico futuro in cui Jergovi¢ ambienta la
storia, 'anno 2020-i-neka (2020 e qualcosa), possiede infatti svaria-
ti puntiin comune con il nostro presente. La Croazia, ormai membro
definitivo dell’'Unione Europea, si trova a dover fronteggiare una si-
tuazione di crisi: un'inarrestabile epidemia di tifo ha messo in fuga i
turisti dalla costa dalmata invasa dal cemento, mentre I'imminente
finale dei Mondiali di calcio da disputare con la Serbia minaccia di
risvegliare tensioni mai del tutto sopite. Su questo sfondo s’intrec-
ciano quattro storie differenti, affidate ad altrettante voci narranti.

La prima e quella di un certo Herkul, che sembra piangere la mor-
te del padre in un curioso flusso di coscienza caratterizzato dall'u-
so del dialetto dalmata:

U ratu milosti nema. Milost je u crkvi, a kad je rat, onda se ne ide
u crkvu, nego na tenk, pa brm, brm... [...] Nema ¢ace mog, umra
je moj ¢aca dragi, Zalostan je Herkul, nema nikog da ga Cuje... (8)

In guerra non c’e pieta. La pieta sta in chiesa, e quando c’é la guer-
ra non si va in chiesa, ma sul carro armato, e brm, brm... [...] Non
c’¢ il papa mio, & morto il mio papa adorato, Herkul & triste, non
c’é nessuno che lo ascolta...

1 IvaniSevi¢, I. «Moguénost koja je ve¢ pocela», Slobodna Dalmacija, 23-11-2019,
https://slobodnadalmacija.hr/kolumne/mogucnost-koja-je-vec-pocela-634620.

298

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN 2499-1562
54,2020,297-302


https://slobodnadalmacija.hr/kolumne/mogucnost-koja-je-vec-pocela-634620

Enrico Davanzo rec. Miljenko Jergovi¢

Segue il racconto del fotografo e graphic designer Zoran, serbo ori-
ginario di Sarajevo trasferitosi a Vienna con la moglie Borka subito
dopo la fine della guerra. Incapaci di accettare la realta postbellica,
segnata dalla traumatica eredita psicologica del conflitto e dalla dif-
fidenza reciproca tra etnie diverse, i due hanno deciso di interrom-
pere qualsiasi legame con la terra natia. Addirittura impediscono ai
figli d’imparare la lingua materna, lasciando che diventino «dvoje
malih, vrlo odgovornih i prilicno hladnih Austrijanaca» (30; due pic-
coli austriaci, molto responsabili e piuttosto freddi).

11 distacco con cui marito e moglie cercano di difendersi dalle lo-
ro origini si manifesta in particolare nel rifiuto inconscio di accet-
tare le denominazioni geopolitiche sorte dalla violenta dissoluzione
del vecchio Stato:

Tesko je sad reci sto je zapravo bio na$ problem s Jugoslavijom. I
zaSto smo taj prostor Sto se prostirao od Zagreba preko Sarajeva do
Beograda i dalje zvali Jugoslavijom, kad te zemlje odavno nije bilo i
ne samo da je odavno nije bilo, nego smo u Sarajevu proveli sve trii
pol godine opsade i krvavo sazivjeli s njezinim nestankom [...] (32).

E difficile ora dire quale fosse di preciso il nostro problema con la
Jugoslavia. E perché continuassimo a chiamare ‘Jugoslavia’ la re-
gione che va da Zagabria a Belgrado passando per Sarajevo quan-
do quel Paese non solo non esisteva piu da tempo, ma anche dopo
che avevamo passato tutti e tre gli anni e mezzo di assedio a Sa-
rajevo convivendo con la sua sanguinosa scomparsa [...].

Zoran si ritrova pero costretto a confrontarsi con il passato quando
viene inviato per motivi di lavoro a Sarajevo. Raccogliendo svariate
fotografie per una mostra sul movimento punk in Bosnia, I'uomo vive
una sorta di effimera riconciliazione con la terra natale. L'apparente
cordialita con cui viene inizialmente accolto dagli ex-concittadini lo
spinge a convincere la moglie a visitare assieme per un’ultima volta la
capitale bosniaca. Tuttavia il disagio nei confronti della citta che non ri-
esce pill a sentire come ‘sua’ torna a manifestarsi nel corso del viaggio:

Jesi li se ti to vratio? Pitanje nije naglas postavljeno, ali vidjelo se
u o¢ima ljudi, ispunjeno prijekorom, strahom i nekim potmulim
gnjevom. [...] Odjednom nisam viSe znao kako da se ponasam i kako
da govorim, pa mi se ucinilo da ¢u najbolje proc¢i ako progovorim
njemacki, ako im pokazem [...] da sam ovdje kao Nijemac, kao
Austrijanac, i [...] nisam iz Sarajeva, nikad iz Sarajeva nisam bio
(61-2)

E quindi sei tornato? Non era una domanda fatta a voce alta, ma
la si vedeva negli occhi della gente, piena di rimprovero, paura e
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una certa rabbia ottusa. [...] All'improvviso non sapevo pill come
comportarmi, come parlare, mi sembrava che sarebbe stato me-
glio se mi fossi messo a parlare tedesco, per dimostrargli che so-
no quil...] come tedesco, come austriaco, e [...] che non sono di Sa-
rajevo, non lo sono mai stato.

La narrazione di Zoran s’interrompe con la desolante constatazione
di sentirsi straniero tanto a Vienna quanto nella sua citta d’origine,
ormai radicalmente trasformata dalla diffidenza ostentata nei con-
fronti dei sarajevesi emigrati da parte di coloro che invece sono rima-
sti. La voce insicura e spaventata del fotografo lascia quindi spazio a
quella convinta e rabbiosa del generale Antun Gavran detto Cumur,
‘Carbone’, eroe della guerra d’indipendenza croata che racconta la
propria vita a un’anonima intervistatrice in attesa dello scontro cal-
cistico con la Serbia. Il militare si presenta come I'esatto opposto di
Zoran: nel corso di un lungo monologo non fa che ribadire la propria
appartenenza alla nazione croata e alla fede romano-cattolica, esi-
bendo quella certezza di cui il precedente narratore si sentiva privo.
Grazie alla guerra Cumur & riuscito non solo ad arricchirsi, ma so-
prattutto a dare un senso alla propria esistenza, un’esistenza mise-
ra e insignificante nei tempi precedenti il conflitto:

i onda ¢u raditi ono $to ve¢ dvanaest godina svakoga jutra radim.
[...] A Sta ¢e biti na kraju? Bit Ce onaj autobus, razbijena stakla, krv
i izgaZena zastava. Cija zastava? Moja, hrvatska zastava! Ko god
ju je nosio, i ¢ija god bila, moja je to zastava. [...] Tu ti ja odlu¢im
da ne odem na posao, nego da odem pravo na zeljeznicku stanicu,
pa u Zagreb, da se prijavim u dobrovoljce (84).

e poi faro quello che faccio ogni mattino gia da dodici anni. [...]
E alla fine cosa ci sara? Quell’autobus, i finestrini spaccati, san-
gue e una bandiera calpestata. Di chi & quella bandiera? E mia,
¢ la bandiera croata! Chiunque la porti, e di chiunque sia, quel-
la bandiera & mia. [...] Ed ecco che decido di non andare al lavoro,
ma vado dritto alla stazione ferroviaria, e poi a Zagabria, a regi-
strarmi tra i volontari.

La nuova Croazia indipendente, in nome della quale Cumur si & ar-
ruolato e ha compiuto la propria ascesa sociale al punto da diventare
amico del leader nazionalista Tudman, non pare tuttavia soddisfar-
lo. Infatti nessun medico nel Paese sembra in grado di guarire il fi-
glio Herkul, un trentatreenne affetto da ritardo mentale che «ne zna
gdje je kojoj rijeci mjesto» (97) non sa dov’e il posto giusto per quale
parola, e passa le giornate a girovagare lungo l'autostrada accanto
alla loro dimora nel fittizio villaggio di Briznik, sulla riviera dalma-
ta. Al racconto di Cumur segue infine un capitolo di taglio pseudo-
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documentaristico, che conclude la narrazione di Zoran e si ricollega
al farfugliare iniziale di Herkul.

Qui un oscuro narratore assembla svariati articoli di giornale nel
tentativo di ricostruire i fatti che hanno portato alla morte del ge-
nerale, culminati poi in una serie di raccapriccianti pogrom antiser-
bi a Zagabria.

Nella sera della fatidica partita di calcio 'automobile di Zoran e
Borka diretta a Sarajevo investe Herkul. Nonostante il ragazzo so-
pravviva, Cumur organizza una folla per linciare i malcapitati viag-
giatori, che pure si erano fermati a soccorrere suo figlio. Nella mi-
schia che ne segue lo stesso generale rimane ucciso. L'ondata di
violenza partita da Briznik si estende all'intero Paese, preda di un'in-
contenibile euforia dopo il goal decisivo contro gli avversari; mentre
gli ultra croati si accaniscono brutalmente sui cittadini di etnia ser-
ba, il governo minimizza e celebra su Twitter 'importante traguardo
calcistico raggiunto. I corrispondenti stranieri di stanza a Zagabria si
limitano a scribacchiare qualche pezzo sensazionalistico a proposito
dell’eterna incivilta dei Balcani, e dopo alcune giornate di caos tutto
sembra ritornare a un’apparenza di normalita. Soltanto una giorna-
lista tedesca decide di recarsi a Briznik per cercare la verita. Nella
derelitta localita dalmata, dove continua a imperversare il tifo che
le autorita attribuiscono a fantomatici terroristi islamici, la cronista
viene accolta da un muro di ostilita e silenzio. L'unico deciso a par-
lare sembra essere Herkul, ma il racconto si conclude proprio quan-
do il ragazzo sta per aprire bocca.

E significativo che l'autore abbia posto il lamento incoerente di
Herkul all’inizio del libro, conferendo all’'opera una struttura di ap-
parente ciclicita. Ogni violenza pare destinata a ripetersi, nessun
popolo sembra voler perdonare ai propri nemici i torti commessi in
passato. Chinon riesce ad accettare tale logica, come Zoran e Borka,
¢ destinato a una vita di perenne sradicamento, senza neppure riu-
scire a raggiungere un’effettiva salvezza. Nel pianto sconclusionato
di Herkul, dove le parole non sono mai ‘al posto giusto’, si riflettono
i traumi di una societa allo shando, nella quale il potere & conferito
unicamente dalle certezze rappresentate dai miti etnici e religiosi.
L'unica alternativa sembra essere costituita dall’esilio, uno spazio pe-
rennemente incerto dove non si e sicuri neppure della propria lingua:

I dok ti ovo sad pripovijedam, ja ustvari viSe nisam ni svjestan
kojim jezikom govorim, srpskohrvatskim, nekim od jezika koji su
se iz srpskohrvatskog poslije nakotili, ili njemackim (48).

E mentre ti racconto questo, neppure mi rendo conto di quale lin-
gua sto parlando; forse serbo-croato, o una delle lingue che in se-
guito si sono sviluppate dal serbo-croato, oppure tedesco.
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Per la ricchezza dello stile e la complessita della struttura narrativa,
Herkul si configura come un’opera multiforme e composita nella qua-
le Jergovic¢ fornisce un’ulteriore prova delle proprie capacita lettera-
rie. Attraverso il frammentario affresco sociale che emerge dalla so-
vrapposizione delle diverse voci narranti, I'autore decostruisce i miti
identitari alla base di ogni nazionalismo, sia all'interno sia all’esterno
del contesto post-jugoslavo; I'ironia dello scrittore infatti non rispar-
mia 1'Occidente, incapace di liberarsi dei pregiudizi e spesso com-
plice di quella barbarie attribuita unicamente ai ‘primitivi’ Balcani.

Come tutte le opere di Jergovi¢, Herkul risulta impossibile da ri-
condurre a una precisa classificazione letteraria e, proprio in virtu
della sua natura ibrida e molteplice, costituisce una graffiante criti-
ca alle contemporanee ideologie scioviniste. Non a caso la giornali-
sta Ruzica ASCi¢ I'ha descritto come una «risposta razionale e civi-
le all’enorme quantita di odio che si e diffusa nella sfera pubblica».?

Nel condividere tale definizione, auspichiamo una prossima tra-
duzione del romanzo in italiano, sull’'onda dell'interesse che nel no-
stro Paese sembra essersi riacceso per l'opera dello scrittore in se-
guito alla pubblicazione di lavori finora inediti, come il romanzo Ruta
Tannenbaum,® o la riedizione di opere gia tradotte, come Le Marlbo-
ro di Sarajevo.*

2 ASci¢, R. «Ako neki medu nama i nisu Hrvati, trebaju biti Hrvati!», Express, 15-11-
2019. https://express.24sata.hr/kultura/ako-neki-medu-nama-i-nisu-hrvati-
trebaju-biti-hrvati-23533.

3 Jergovi¢, M. (2019). Ruta Tannenbaum. Trad. di L. Avirovi¢. Roma: Nutrimenti.

4 Jergovi¢, M. (2019). Le Marlboro di Sarajevo. Trad. di L. Avirovi¢. Udine: Bottega
Errante Editore.
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Con questo recente lavoro Franco Perrelli presenta la prima mono-
grafia italiana sull’'opera di Kaj Munk (1898-1944), drammaturgo e
autore danese tra i maggiori del Novecento, affermatosi negli anni
Venti e attivo in tutto il periodo tra le due guerre mondiali, fino alla
tragica morte per mano dei nazisti nella Danimarca occupata. In se-
dici ricchi capitoli si segue la parabola vitale, creativa e intellettuale
di Munk, con un primo capitolo di carattere introduttivo, che spiega
la necessita di tornare a una rinnovata riflessione critica su questo
autore, e uno conclusivo che, nel raccontare la «passione e morte»
di Munk tra il dicembre 1943 e il gennaio 1944, tira le fila per espri-
mere una valutazione complessiva sulla sua opera.

11 destino di Munk a livello internazionale, anche in Italia, & di
essere ricordato come il drammaturgo autore di Ordet (La parola
o, come propone Perrelli, Il Verbo),* da cui un trentennio pit tardi,
nel 1955, il regista danese Carl Theodor Dreyer trasse la sceneggia-
tura di uno dei capolavori del cinema europeo, premiato con il Leo-
ne d’Oro alla Mostra del Cinema di Venezia. Pur soffermandosi con
puntualita sulle qualita del maggior dramma di Munk, Perrelli lo in-
serisce in una lettura a tutto tondo di un’opera densa e molteplice,

1 Ordet ¢ anche 'unico dramma dell’autore danese pubblicato in Italia: Munk, K. (1995).
La parola: leggenda d’oggi in quattro atti. Torino: Libreria Evangelica e di cultura.
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ricca soprattutto di contraddizioni e ambivalenze - richiamate nel
titolo dello studio.

Munk fu principalmente drammaturgo, ma la sua ricca produzio-
ne include saggi, articoli, sermoni, poesie, lettere, racconti di viag-
gio e autobiografici. Accompagno inoltre la sua opera di scrittore a
quello di pastore della chiesa luterana, ambiti per lui contigui e in
costante interazione, per cui poté affermare di sentirsi artista in
quanto pastore, e pastore in quanto artista (71). Infine Munk fu at-
tivo nel dibattito culturale e politico del suo tempo. Da sempre anti-
democratico, si oppose con crescente disagio alla modernita, al ma-
terialismo, alla massificazione e a cio che considerava - in linea con
molti altri intellettuali conservatori europei - I'inutile e dannoso ci-
caleccio parlamentare. Conseguentemente esalto le figure dei nuovi
dittatori Mussolini e Hitler, espressioni di un’eroica volonta di poten-
za capace di unire le rispettive nazioni per proiettarle oltre il caos e
la frammentazione del presente. Come sottolinea Perrelli, Munk fe-
ce fatica a comprendere quanto la guerra, i razzismi e l'antisemiti-
smo fossero insiti nell’ideologia nazifascista e non periferici errori
dei grandi capi. Tra il 1938 e il 1940, nel periodo che va dalla Notte
dei Cristalli all'invasione tedesca della Danimarca e della Norvegia,
la posizione di Munk divenne paradossale, perché di fatto egli si tra-
sformo in una delle voci danesi pil forti e coraggiose contro il nazi-
smo, dovendo per questo pagare con la vita. Il carico di angoscia che
peso su Munk nei suoi ultimi anni & anche il segno di una compren-
sione almeno moralmente piu chiara della natura del nazifascismo.

Perrelli orienta bene i lettori nella triangolazione delle dimensio-
ni autoriali: la creativa, la religiosa e la politico-ideologica. Le radici
di Munk sono nel teatro come rappresentazione sacra, ma la sostan-
za del suo teatro e moderna ed esprime le inquietudini del Novecen-
to anche quando la materia & biblica o storica. Il radicamento nella
Bibbia e nei Vangeli implica a livello drammaturgico la commistione
degli stili, di alto e basso, di antico e contemporaneo; il suo realistico
sermo humilis & in sintonia con le istanze dell’espressionismo, e tale
sintesi stilistica & in funzione di un’interrogazione etico-religiosa, po-
litica e metafisica al tempo stesso. Perrelli evidenzia la contiguita tra
pulpito e palcoscenico come uno dei segni di Munk. L'arte plastica e
vivida delle sue prediche interagisce con la scena in cui i conflitti di-
ventano carne, dialogo e azione: luogo delle passioni, dell'interroga-
zione irrisolta e della visione. Una matrice luterana del cristianesimo
di Munk ¢ la fede mai sicura di sé, anzi sempre incerta e tormentata.
Il tema autobiografico & trattato in Keerlighed (Amore) del 1926, un
dramma imperniato sull’opera di un prete intellettuale in un paesi-
no di pietisti, i suoi conflitti, i dubbi radicali sulla propria fede, il si-
lenzio di Dio; come evidenzia Perrelli, sono fili che conducono a Ing-
mar Bergman, ad esempio al film Nattvardsgdsterna (Luci d’inverno,
lett. I comunicandi) del 1962 (59-60).
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Predicatore estroso, imprevedibile ed eterodosso, Munk nutre una
generale diffidenza nei confronti di dogmi e «teologia». Gesl, la sua
vita, la sua opera e il suo mistero devono restare al centro della vi-
ta del cristiano, il quale pero deve credere, anche contro ragione,
alla possibilita del miracolo e della resurrezione. Perrelli sottolinea
anche come le matrici del cristianesimo di Munk fossero moltepli-
ci, per quanto tutte radicate nella storia culturale e letteraria dane-
se. Sul modello di Seren Kierkegaard, Munk puo difendere la fede
come salto, scelta scomoda e contro ragione in polemica con il cri-
stianesimo accomodante prevalente in una cultura moderna sempre
piu laica; e come Kierkegaard, Munk si oppone al pluralismo demo-
cratico e alla moderna stampa (che pure sa usare con genio). La fi-
gura-modello che sempre piu si staglia nella visione di Munk e pero
quella di N.F.S. Grundtvig, filologo, poeta e pastore contemporaneo
di Kierkegaard, padre della moderna Danimarca per il forte accen-
to sui valori identitari unificanti di Patria e Cristianesimo, ma ori-
gine anche di un germe democratico tra i pitt autentici della cultura
danese: quella che pone 'accento sulla formazione permanente del-
le classi meno abbienti, affinché, attraverso la letteratura nazionale,
la poesia e il Verbo condiviso, le persone diventassero soggetti libe-
ri e attivi della Storia. Una terza matrice di Munk - di per sé lonta-
na tanto da Kierkegaard quanto da Grundtvig - e il movimento pie-
tista e revivalista detto Indre Mission (che puo intendersi sia come
Missione interna che come Missione interiore), per la sua idea di fe-
de legata alla passione, al cuore, all'incontro personale con Cristo e
alla intima conversione. Gia da questo quadro, limitato alla sfera re-
ligiosa, il lettore comprende la misura delle contraddizioni di Munk,
il cui spirito riusciva, nel bene e nel male, a racchiudere molti oppo-
sti. Un tratto unificante di queste tendenze & pero, appunto, l'atteg-
giamento di strenua ricerca, tendenzialmente ostile alle forme di fe-
de pit comode e convenzionali.

Munk scrive drammi di vita contemporanea, traendo ispirazione
dagli ambienti rurali che conosceva bene, sia per provenienza familia-
re sia per la scelta di operare in una remota pieve dello Jylland; scri-
ve anche drammi storici o biblici; e infine scrive drammi politici e di
idee ambientati in un contesto contemporaneo. Essi vengono presen-
tati individualmente e in dettaglio da Perrelli, il quale sottolinea op-
portunamente come i confini tra queste sottocategorie siano perme-
abili, e I'opera sia coerentemente sostenuta da un'unica ispirazione.
En Idealist (Un idealista) del 1928 € una riscrittura drammatica della
figura di re Erode e della sua crudele volonta di potenza, che calpesta
perfino il suo amore per Mariamne. Ma il male di Erode prefigura a
suo modo la venuta di Cristo. Paradossalmente, nel dialogo finale con
la donna col bambino - Maria con Gesu - Erode incorona il nuovo re,
incapace di compiere il deicidio, restando nell’'ultimo monologo solo
con Dio. Nella teodicea di Munk «chi ha creato il mondo di Lucifero,
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ha creato anche lo spirito, che sovrasta quello del male» (95). Ordet,
scritto nel 1925 e pubblicato nel 1932, ¢ il dramma pil noto e rappre-
senta lo scandalo incomprensibile del cristianesimo - la resurrezione
della carne - in un contesto rurale da «leggenda contemporanea». La
risurrezione & quella di una giovane madre contadina morta di par-
to con suo figlio: un ricordo traumatico per Kaj Munk pastore nella
sua pieve a Vedersg. La provocazione visionaria del testo ci interroga
sulla possibilita di tenere assieme l'orizzonte moderno e il parados-
so cristiano, la fede nel miracolo della risurrezione. E presente un’e-
vidente relazione intertestuale con il dramma del norvegese Bjorn-
stjerne Bjornson Over Zvne (Al di la delle forze umane) del 1883. Dove
Bjernson nega positivisticamente il miracolo, ma pone il «problema»
con un fondo di nostalgia cristiana, Munk si svincola da naturalismo
e positivismo per creare un dramma diverso: che crede nel miracolo
e realizza, in pieno Novecento, un’osmosi tra arte drammatica e fede
cristiana. Ma la problematicita resta. In una predica del 1941, che si
riferisce esplicitamente a Ordet, Munk racconta, in un bel brano ci-
tato in traduzione, della sua impotenza di pastore davanti alla soffe-
renza dei malati terminali: con estremo realismo e con coscienza, ma
anche con la forza che egli trae dalla fede in Cristo Salvatore (141).

Come mostra il dramma su Mussolini Sejren (La vittoria) del 1936,
ogni discorso di Munk a favore della dittatura si basa sull’inettitudi-
ne della democrazia e avviene sullo sfondo di una cupa consapevo-
lezza di un mondo diretto verso l'autodistruzione. Il messaggio del
dramma sottolinea altresi i limiti della visione politica di Munk e i
suoi piu tipici abbagli. Sejren intende infatti celebrare, ma in modo
problematico, la guerra d’Etiopia. Se la guerra & un male, la volonta
di potenza del dittatore e votata al progresso della sua nazione, biso-
gnosa di materie prime. Nella visione politica di Munk, gli ebrei me-
ritano di essere «rimessi a posto»; Hitler ha giustamente tolto loro il
potere economico illimitato che avevano. Gia dalla meta degli anni
Trenta Munk si esprime tuttavia contro le persecuzioni razziali, inu-
tili e ingiuste. Il dramma Han sidder ved Smeltediglen (Lui siede al
crogiuolo) del 1938 prende in esame proprio la contemporanea per-
secuzione degli ebrei in una cupa ma realistica visione della Terra in
fiamme, dove 1'unica possibilita di Salvezza risiede in Cristo. Politi-
camente Munk cerca I'impossibile, mantenendo ferma la sua adora-
zione per Hitler e gli strabilianti risultati del Reich, ma condannando
anche la persecuzione del popolo ebraico, il popolo da cui proviene
Cristo. Il protagonista osa infine sfidare il Fithrer nel nome della so-
lidarieta con gli ebrei. L'ingenuita e 'abbaglio politico dell’autore si
rivelano, ancora, nella lettera aperta scritta a Mussolini sul quoti-
diano Jyllands-posten all'indomani delle leggi razziali del 1938, pra-
ticamente ignota, finora, alla cultura italiana.

L'invasione nazista della Danimarca e della Norvegia, il 9 aprile
1940, costituisce come detto un punto di svolta. Con crescente ango-
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scia e sdegno patriottico, Munk inizia a condannare l'invasore pub-
blicamente, in prediche, discorsi e articoli. Dalla sua posizione an-
tidemocratica e conservatrice, egli giudica vile anche la politica di
pragmatica sottomissione nei confronti dei tedeschi da parte del go-
verno di coalizione nazionale guidato dai socialdemocratici. La sua
posizione pubblica resta viva ma assai controversa: Munk diventa
un punto di riferimento della resistenza morale nazionale e i suoi te-
sti girano clandestinamente in migliaia di copie; al tempo stesso egli
puo risultare inviso tanto ai nazifascisti quanto ai democratici. Il sa-
crificio finale che riscatta Munk passa attraverso il dramma stori-
co Niels Ebbesen (1942), le prediche e i discorsi, testi nei quali egli
esprime la necessita di opporsi, anche con la forza, agli invasori. Fu-
rono queste le cause che infine spinsero i nazisti a decretare l'assas-
sinio dell’autore. E del resto, come spiega Perrelli, egli non fece nulla
per fuggire all’estero o entrare in clandestinita. Si espose anzi con-
sapevolmente e lucidamente al pericolo. Niels Ebbesen - su un con-
flitto che oppose i danesi a invasori tedeschi nel medioevo - si presta
in modo chiaro a una lettura rivolta al presente. Il testo, che circo-
la clandestinamente, diventa una testimonianza di resistenza in Da-
nimarca e in tutto il Nord. Il giovane regista teatrale Ingmar Berg-
man (anch’egli potentemente sedotto dal nazismo negli anni Trenta,
come racconta nell’autobiografa Laterna magica) lo mette in scena a
Stoccolma nel settembre 1943. Perrelli reputa giustamente le predi-
che e i discorsi di Munk parte importante e attuale della sua opera:
sono brillanti ed eccentrici, ricchi di riferimenti letterari ma anche
intimi, e paradigmaticamente contraddittori. I ricorrenti bersagli re-
stano la modernita, il materialismo, la massificazione e la democra-
zia; Munk continua a sognare un nuovo ordine nel segno di Cristo,
un’epoca pit semplice e pulita oltre il caos e la disintegrazione. Ma
in tutto questo egli puo anche affermare: «Dovete essere fedeli ai di-
vini ideali democratici, mai tradire le vostre coscienze, non ricorrete
alla violenza contro le altre religioni, a meno che non siano religio-
ni della violenza, garantite a ogni uomo la possibilita di un’autenti-
ca giustizia e scansate come la peste la persecuzione degli inermi»
(265), o sconsolatamente concludere: «sotto il governo popolare si
palesa la propria insipienza, sotto la dittatura la si nasconde» (269).

Kaj Munk e i suoi doppi si rivela, per concludere, un lavoro matu-
ro ed esaustivamente documentato sulla base delle fonti scandinave
e internazionali, oltre che molto appassionante alla lettura. Perrelli
e in primo luogo uno storico del teatro, ma la sua capacita di conte-
stualizzazione, analisi e lettura critica dei fenomeni presi in esame
supera tali limiti. Egli si muove con mano sicura tanto nella storia te-
atrale quanto in quella letteraria e culturale in senso pil vasto, nella
storia delle idee e della religione, e nella dimensione storico-politica.
A titolo esemplificativo si puo menzionare un frangente culminante,
tanto per Munk quanto per il suo paese e il mondo intero: l'autun-
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no del 1943, quando la resistenza danese si fece piu attiva con atti
di sabotaggio e scioperi, e pill dure diventarono di conseguenza le
rappresaglie naziste. In quegli stessi mesi avvenne anche il famoso
salvataggio, verso la Svezia, di circa ottomila ebrei danesi, che fug-
girono cosi dalla «soluzione finale». Qui il discorso di Perrelli inte-
ragisce con tutte le pili importanti fonti sulla controversa questione
(quando i nazisti tollerarono eccezionalmente una soluzione diversa
rispetto alla deportazione e allo sterminio, ma quando, anche, i da-
nesi mostrarono al mondo che una resistenza attiva e di massa era
possibile), a partire dalle celebri osservazioni di Hannah Arendt ne
La banalita del male.

Perrelli e anche un appassionato traduttore e la sua opera di me-
diazione critica e impensabile senza questo ausilio. Kaj Munk e i suoi
doppi lo mostra nel modo pil evidente, perché numerosi brani dell’au-
tore - dai drammi, dalle lettere, dai saggi e dalle prediche - sono ge-
nerosamente citati in traduzione, fornendo ai lettori italiani, per la
prima volta, un contatto approfondito con la sua opera.

Perrelli riesce a seguire da vicino, analiticamente, le molteplici di-
mensioni dell’opera, e nel contempo a guidare con il senso della sinte-
siverso una comprensione pil profonda dell'universo dell’autore. Nel
fare questo lo studioso osserva che, dopo il grande successo in Dani-
marca e Scandinavia negli anni Trenta e Quaranta, I'opera di Munk
e caduta in una certa misura nell’oblio, oppure su di essa ha pesato
il giudizio ideologico, come ancora avveniva nel maggiore manuale
di storia della letteratura danese del 1984. Il pil recente manuale,
del 2006, sottolinea invece il bisogno di tornare con rinnovato inte-
resse critico all’'opera ricca e contradditoria di Munk. In questa di-
rezione si muove dunque Perrelli, che senza ovviamente condivide-
re in nessun modo l'ideale dittatoriale e nazifascista di Munk, cerca
invece di aderire, con il fiuto del critico e dello storico, ai moventi
e alle contraddizioni del poeta-pastore, ma anche e soprattutto alla
sua migliore vena creativa. Sui limiti degli studi critici, Perrelli os-
serva in chiave conclusiva: «Quello assai piu discusso - talora con in-
giuste conseguenze sulla valutazione estetica dell’'opera - € il Munk
politico, sostanzialmente un conservatore del suo tempo, che cerca
un indirizzo nella torbida confusione che s’impone ovunque dopo la
Prima Guerra Mondiale» (311). Nei suoi abbagli, ma anche nell’an-
gosciata preveggenza dei destini cupi dell’Europa e del mondo tra le
due grandi guerre, Munk si mostra una figura assai emblematica del
Novecento, e grazie a Perrelli i lettori italiani, e non solo gli scandi-
navisti, possono capirlo molto meglio.
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Giuliano D’Amico & professore associato di letterature nordiche ed
e attivo in Norvegia gia da diversi anni nonostante la giovane eta.
11 suo primo compito come ricercatore e lo studio dell’'opera di Hen-
rik Ibsen, poiché lavora al Centro di Studi Ibseniani dell’Universita
di Oslo. E infatti D’Amico si & affermato come ibsenista e storico del
teatro con la sua tesi di dottorato e prima monografia del 2010, in
inglese, Domesticating Ibsen for Italy: Enrico and Icilio Polese’s Ibs-
en Campaign. Lo statuto del Senter for Ibsen-studier permette tut-
tavia ai suoi ricercatori di lavorare anche ad altri progetti. La nuo-
va monografia di D’Amico é il bel risultato che scaturisce da questa
possibilita.

Tilbake til fremtiden. Hakan Sandell og den nordiske retrogardi-
smen, magistralmente scritta in norvegese, tratta di poesia contem-
poranea scandinava. Al centro dell'indagine sono il movimento po-
etico e artistico svedese-norvegese detto ‘Retrogardismo’ dai suoi
stessi esponenti, sviluppatosi tra il 1995 e il 2011, e soprattutto la
voce poetica di maggior spicco che dal movimento e emersa, quella
del poeta svedese Hdkan Sandell (1962), originario di Malmo ma re-
sidente a Oslo da molti anni. Tilbake til fremtiden puo essere definita
a pieno titolo la prima monografia su Sandell; al tempo stesso I'appro-
fondimento monografico risulterebbe impensabile se non fosse conte-
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stualizzato all'interno di un’esperienza poetica e artistica che & stata
anche condivisa e collettiva, quella appunto del Retrogardismo. Per
questo, all'opera di Sandell e accostata quella di altri esponenti del
movimento, ad esempio lo svedese Clemens Altgéard, che con Sandell
ha pubblicato il manifesto Om retrogardism nel 1995, oppure i poeti
norvegesi Bertrand Besigye e Cornelius Jakhelln, i quali, pur non fa-
cendo parte della cerchia ristretta, hanno mostrato una certa affini-
ta e dialogato con le idee e le pratiche retrogardiste.

D’Amico argomenta in modo chiaro e stringente. Compresi tra un
Prologo e un Epilogo, troviamo sette capitoli; nel primo di questi, fon-
damentale, si discutono il fenomeno del Retrogardismo e le sue rela-
zioni con la tradizione del Modernismo e dell’avanguardia nella poesia
nordica. I successivi sei capitoli offrono, dopo un sintetico ma pun-
tuale inquadramento teorico, letture ravvicinate delle poesie di San-
dell (e in misura minore degli altri autori) secondo alcune tracce spe-
cifiche, rispettivamente Tradizione, Tecnica, Figurazione, Ideologia,
Luogo ed Esoterismo: tutte dimensioni importanti, che permettono
al lettore di avvicinarsi alla voce di Sandell e alla sua poetica. In una
conclusiva Appendice, D’Amico si sofferma brevemente sulla poetica
di Pier Paolo Pasolini, una fonte d’ispirazione per Sandell che pil vol-
te compare nel corso della trattazione. L'opera di Pasolini mostra ana-
logie con il Retrogardismo nordico nella misura in cui rinnova le for-
me della letteratura e del cinema attraverso un ricorso antagonistico
a procedimenti e culture della tradizione, alta o popolare, in chiave
d’interpretazione del presente; Pasolini deve per altro spesso consta-
tare, con amarezza, il mutamento antropologico delle «sue» classi po-
polari, omologate ai miti moderni del materialismo e del benessere. I
brani citati delle poesie di Pasolini sono tradotti da Camilla Chams.

Un punto nodale del lavoro é il rapporto del Retrogardismo con
il movimento delle avanguardie, presupposto per 'affermazione del
Modernismo nella poesia e nelle letterature nordiche dagli inizi No-
vecento. Come fa notare D’Amico, si tratta di un rapporto ambiva-
lente. Da un lato, Sandell e Altgard si pongono provocatoriamente
contro, a partire dal nome che scelgono (mutuato da un movimen-
to sloveno), e fuori della matrice avanguardista e modernista. D’al-
tro lato, l'alternativa che essi propongono non e da intendersi come
pura restaurazione del passato - né nei procedimenti poetici né nel-
la visione del mondo - ma si configura come ulteriore innovazione,
dunque una proiezione in avanti, un recupero del passato rivolto al
futuro. E vero che i procedimenti del Modernismo hanno rappresen-
tato lo «scarto dalla norma» - attraverso il verso libero e una pit li-
bera associazione d’immagini, oltre l'ordine discorsivo e sintattico
degli enunciati - e hanno scardinato la tradizionale poesia metrica
e rimata per dare espressione alle inquietudini e al senso di frantu-
mazione dell'umanita novecentesca; secondo i retrogardisti nordici,
tuttavia, il Modernismo, soprattutto nelle sue varianti tarde e post-
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moderne, & diventato esso stesso un sistema chiuso, una tradizione
indiscutibile senza piu molta capacita di rinnovarsi. Sostanzialmen-
te ha dunque luogo qui una nuova interazione dinamica tra tradizio-
ne e innovazione - anche attraverso 1'uso di manifesti e dibattiti che
creano una piattaforma e uno spazio d’azione per la nuova pratica
poetica, un fenomeno che dalle origini caratterizza le diverse poe-
tiche moderniste, alla conquista di uno spazio nel campo letterario.
Pur senza dare una risposta univoca al quesito, D’Amico pone la do-
manda: il Retrogardismo e dunque un movimento totalmente alter-
nativo al Modernismo, oppure, nonostante ’antagonismo, una sua
nuova espressione? Il riferimento all’elaborazione teorica dei fran-
cesi Antoine Compagnon (1990 e 2005) e William Marx (2004), ver-
so la conclusione del primo capitolo (47-53) ma anche a conclusione
dello studio (302-3), sembra fare propendere D’Amico verso l'idea
che i Retrogardisti siano pur sempre in un rapporto di dialogo con
il Modernismo, non possano cioé prescindere dai suoi risultati, ma
cerchino nel contempo risorse poetiche alternative per interpretare
la condizione presente. Gli antimoderni sono i moderni per eccellen-
za, coloro che con maggiore sensibilita colgono le aporie del vivere
in un’epoca dove tutto cio che e solido si dissolve nell’aria (per cita-
re la nota formula di Karl Marx), e dove ancorarsi al retaggio cultu-
rale passato puo rivelarsi una forma di resistenza, un modo per por-
si in relazione attiva con il presente.

Obiettivo dichiarato di D’Amico € di aderire con curiosita e aper-
tura alla poetica retrogardista. Egli riesce a farlo indagando in pro-
fondita sulle sue premesse e i suoi esiti; cosi puo, ad esempio, illu-
strare le forti relazioni intermediali con il coevo movimento di artisti
e pittori figurativi di Oslo, oppure discutere in modo equilibrato del-
le presunte implicazioni politiche reazionarie del Retrogardismo, ac-
cusa mossa spesso da poeti e critici che si riconoscono nel Moderni-
smo, e che D’Amico dimostra essere priva di fondamento nel caso di
Sandell. Il rischio dell'argomentazione stringente di D’Amico puo es-
sere che a volte egli, per cosi dire, aderisca troppo al punto di vista
retrogardista, finendo per affermare qualcosa che, se aiuta a chiari-
re le posizioni dei retrogardisti rispetto al Modernismo, produce un
giudizio sommario su cio che i poeti modernisti, compresi i tardo-
modernisti e i post-modernisti, hanno in realta prodotto dagli inizi
del Novecento a oggi, nel Nord Europa e altrove. D’Amico osserva ad
esempio che I'egemonia del Modernismo ha danneggiato e tenden-
zialmente cancellato forme letterarie della tradizione come il verso
metrico e «legato» (17); un’idea in linea con il pensiero di Sandell, il
quale ritiene che il verso libero non solo abbia eliminato metro e ri-
ma ma, alla lunga, anche il senso del ritmo - elemento irrinunciabi-
le al fine di suscitare incanto, evocazione.

Il lettore riflette sul fatto che, tanto nel «metodo mitico» teorizza-
to da T.S. Eliot, quanto nella pratica di grandi poeti modernisti nor-
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dici (Vilhelm Ekelund, Par Lagerkvist, Karin Boye, Gunvor Hofmo,
Olav H. Hauge, Inger Christensen, Tomas Transtromer, solo per men-
zionarne alcuni) il recupero in chiave moderna delle forme e dei con-
tenuti poetici della tradizione, siano essi giudaico-cristiani, classici,
orientali, norreni, medievali o della prima eta moderna, & un proce-
dimento ricorrente e, si potrebbe quasi dire, dovuto e ovvio. Come
ha osservato Georg Steiner in After Babel (1975) i modernisti sono
coloro sui quali, nel disgregante contesto della modernita, ¢ para-
dossalmente ricaduto il compito di salvare e custodire la tradizione,
piu che di cancellarla:

We know now that the modernist movement which dominated art,
music, letters during the first half of the century was, at critical
points, a strategy of conservation, of custodianship. [...] The appar-
ent iconoclasts have turned out to be more or less anguished cus-
todians racing through the museum of civilization, seeking order
and sanctuary for its treasures, before closing time.*

Sulla mancanza di ritmo che Sandell imputa alla tradizione moder-
nista, si potrebbe rievocare il valore liberatorio che la rinuncia al-
la metrica ebbe per Edith Sodergran, careliana di lingua svedese, la
prima grande poetessa modernista nordica, la quale affermava nel-
la breve nota introduttiva alla sua seconda raccolta Septemberlyran
(La lira di settembre) del 1918:

Che la mia scrittura sia poesia nessuno lo puo negare, che sia ver-
so non voglio affermarlo. Ho provato a costringere entro un rit-
mo alcune poesie riluttanti, arrivando in tal modo a comprendere
che posseggo il potere della parola e dell'immagine solo in piena
liberta, ossia a spese del ritmo.?

E comungque si puo osservare che nella tradizione di verso libero nel
Nord non si rinuncia per forza al ritmo, sia quando il poeta, attivan-
do la memoria, riutilizza in forma integrale o disgregata i metri della
tradizione, sia quando intende prescinderne. D’Amico distingue an-
che la rielaborazione, per cosi dire seria, dei retrogardisti del patri-
monio poetico del passato (forme espressive, immagini e contenuti)
dalla ripresa «ironica» e mirata al pastiche, che sarebbe tipica del-
la poesia postmoderna (39, 92). Ma non & una generalizzazione? In
modo penetrante D’Amico legge, ad esempio, la ripresa del mito di

1 Steiner, G. [1975] (1998). After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 488-90.

2 Sodergran, E. [1990] (1992). Samlade skrifter (Opere complete) Vol. 1, Dikter och
aforismer (Poesie e aforismi) Stockholm: Wahlstrom & Widstrand, 65; trad. dell’Autore.
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Orfeo ed Euridice nella poesia retrogardista (73-9); mi domando, al-
lora, se una paragonabile ripresa da parte del poeta danese contem-
poraneo Morten Sgndergaard - in un poema epico ambientato per le
strade dell’'odierna Napoli, incluso nella raccolta Et skridt i den rig-
tige retning (Un passo nella giusta direzione) del 2005 - abbia qual-
cosa di ironico o sia un pastiche, sebbene si ponga in continuita con
la tradizione poetica modernista e postmodernista. L'intento di Sgn-
dergaard pare in verita altrettanto serio.

Tuttavia queste obiezioni, o piuttosto domande aperte, restano
marginali, perché lo studio di D’Amico non vuole e non puo assumer-
si il compito di rileggere la poesia modernista nordica, ma intende
farci aderire alla posizione retrogardista per comprenderla critica-
mente. Da sempre, inoltre, i manifesti non valgono tanto per il loro
oggettivo contenuto critico, ma come trampolino di lancio per un’in-
novazione letteraria. Chi puo credere oggettivamente che i drammi
di Ibsen siano piatto naturalismo, come voleva il giovane iconoclasta
Knut Hamsun? Eppure, senza le sue conferenze polemiche Hamsun
non si sarebbe creato lo spazio di cui aveva bisogno per fare sentire
la sua voce, e inaugurare cosi un'opera (modernista) di valore asso-
luto. Del resto D’Amico sottolinea puntualmente tale esigenza di spa-
zio di manovra dei retrogardisti attraverso i manifesti e le polemiche
(ad esempio la polemica contro la tendenza del cosiddetto «materiali-
smo linguistico» nella poesia postmodernista svedese, variante del-
la Language Poetry, con il suo accento sulla materialita della lingua
piu che sul suo significato), e sottolinea altresi un centrale aspetto
del profilo autoriale di Sandell, emerso gia dagli esordi negli anni Ot-
tanta con il gruppo detto «La banda di Malmé»: la consapevole scelta
di una periferica e dislocata posizione da outsider. I giovani poeti di
Malmo si riferivano pil alla poesia danese e di Copenaghen (la rivol-
ta romantica e postmoderna di Michael Strunge in primis) che non
al Modernismo di Stoccolma, ormai vero centro istituzionale e vici-
no agli ambienti accademici; come poeta maturo, Sandell & singolare
per il fatto che la sua citta intima e diventata Oslo - anche quale luo-
go della poesia, come & indagato in bel capitolo del libro - mentre la
lingua e rimasta lo svedese. In tale contingente dinamica tra le peri-
ferie e un centro diventato ormai dogma indiscutibile (il «Moderni-
smo» di matrice stoccolmese) va anche inquadrato I'antagonismo di
Sandell, non tanto dunque verso il Modernismo nella sua storia se-
colare e nella sua molteplicita di espressioni nel Nord.

Detto tutto questo, i meriti del lavoro di D’Amico sono notevoli, per
l'inquadramento teorico scandinavo e internazionale sulla ormai va-
sta critica all'egemonia modernista, di cui il Retrogardismo & un’e-
spressione; peril chiarimento dei contesti biografici, culturali e arti-
stici e - aspetto pill importante - per la lettura incisiva e le sensibili
analisi delle poesie di Sandell, che ci avvicinano a un autore ancora
poco conosciuto, un poeta vero e di talento, che rivendica la dimen-
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sione artigianale del suo mestiere e ci parla con una voce autentica
e con un‘umanita che suscita simpatia. Per sintetizzare 1'indole del
poeta, D’Amico parla di «quest’ottimismo umanistico che & dunque
un ottimismo della sconfitta: la fiducia che sia ancora possibile tro-
vare un nocciolo di umanita, a dispetto delle tragedie e della fram-
mentazione della modernita» (61). La poesia antica - cristiana, clas-
sica, norrena, medievale, rinascimentale e barocca - offre quindi a
Sandell un possibile valore salvifico, un momento epifanico; questo
retaggio si manifesta puntualmente, pero, nella condizione presente,
nella vita contemporanea e nelle sue esistenze anonime, spesso osser-
vate dalla prospettiva della strada o dei luoghi/ non-luoghi che riem-
piono la nostra pil prosaica quotidianita. Trovo in tal senso qualco-
sa di autenticamente baudelairiano nella disposizione di Sandell, un
«saggio teosofo di strada» secondo la definizione del suo traduttore
americano Bill Coyle (95). La definizione che il poeta da del ritmo e
della sua funzione indica qualcosa «legato al battito e al respiro, che
possa mettere da parte 1'io quotidiano del poeta e dare accesso alle
sopite fonti di energia che sono in attesa». In questo esercizio sacro
della poesia, che per altro ricorda da vicino il sonetto programma-
tico «Andakt» (Devozione), del grande poeta di Malmo Vilhelm Eke-
lund di inizio Novecento, classicista e modernista al tempo stesso,
Sandell non prescinde mai tuttavia, come detto, dalla sobria perce-
zione quotidiana entro cui si manifesta la visione «passata» quale
momento interpretativo, rivelatore ed epifanico.

Lo sguardo di Sandell verso I’Altro e empatico; possono essere al-
tri outsider, gli immigrati di Oslo, i bambini, la natura o una prosti-
tuta notturna a concedere l'intuizione di una condivisa condizione
di anelito e nostalgia che unisce il creato. La citta di Oslo, profon-
damente amata e interiorizzata, puo anche essere oggetto di disin-
cantata critica per le crescenti differenze sociali e la segregazione
che la caratterizzano: «Sa total &r konsumismens seger att tararna
/ hos Pasolini helt torkat ut i vara 6gon» (Cosi totale & il trionfo del
consumismo che le lacrime / di Pasolini si sono asciugate del tutto
nei nostri occhi) (240). Anche l'interesse di Sandell verso l'occulti-
smo, lo gnosticismo, I'alchimia, lo sciamanesimo si caratterizza, piu
che come pura ripresa del passato, come attualizzazione di percor-
si conoscitivi «perdenti» con l'affermarsi del Positivismo e del Pro-
gresso, esclusi da cio che Michel Foucault chiama «l'ordine del di-
scorso». Il richiamo alle tradizioni esoteriche esprime la tensione
del poeta verso una piu elevata dimensione spirituale, ma senza eli-
minarne la pacata, laica e spesso disincantata percezione della quo-
tidianita contemporanea.

Dal punto di vista formale, il verso di Sandell rielabora spesso in
modo personale una forma ibrida tra endecasillabo e verso knittel,
un verso della tradizione germanica medievale e della prima eta mo-
derna, dunque pre-classicista, che gia in origine era duttile, basato
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su quattro accenti e un numero variabile di sillabe, adatto a un an-
damento narrativo. Forse proprio qui risiede una fondata obiezio-
ne di Sandell alla tradizione modernista, che oltre al verso libero ha
cercato una lingua priva della discorsivita «logorata dall'uso» e del-
la narrativita, prediligendo il legame associativo, oltre la logica e il
concetto. Sandell, per contro, ha bisogno di un andamento narrativo
e riflessivo, per quanto anche evocativo e «magico» (D’Amico parla
di effetto di litania). Anche qui, non mancano altri esempi di long po-
em e di poesia narrativa nella tradizione del Modernismo scandinavo.

In conclusione, di fronte a questo importante studio di Giulia-
no D’Amico, cosi ricco di spunti, posso solo rammaricarmi del fatto
che, come curatore di una recente Storia delle letterature scandina-
ve (2019), nonché autore del paragrafo sulla contemporanea poesia
svedese, io mi sia occupato diffusamente di postmoderni e poesia ma-
terialista, non intercettando l'opera di Hakan Sandell, che da posi-
zioni periferiche mostra altre possibilita. Se potessi mettere ancora
mano alle bozze, colmerei ora quella lacuna.
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nomi emergenti, ripubblicando titoli di valore ormai fuori mercato e
presentando inediti degli autori classici dell’allora letteratura jugo-
slava, quali MesSa Selimovi¢ e Ivo Andric.

Andri¢ vanta una fortuna piuttosto costante nella cultura italiana
e molte sue opere sono state tradotte varie volte in italiano: i roman-
zi celebri I ponte sulla Drina, La cronaca di Travnik e La corte del
diavolo conoscono due o tre traduzioni; e in tempi piti recenti é stata
pubblicata una seconda traduzione anche di La signorina. L'Andri¢
‘maggiore’, epico (definizione tanto frequente quanto riduttiva), ov-

Edizioni Submitted  2020-08-06
Ca'Foscari Published ~ 2020-12-22

Open access
©2020 | @® Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License

Citation Bradas, M. (2020). Review of La vita di Isidor Katanic by Andri¢, |. Annali
di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale, 54,317-322.

DOI 10.30687/Ann0c/2499-1562/2020/54/021 317



Marija Bradas rec. lvo Andri¢

vero l'autore di romanzi-cronache e di racconti di ambientazione bo-
sniaca sotto il dominio ottomano e austro-ungarico, € noto al pubblico
italiano fin dagli anni Sessanta, mentre solo negli ultimi due decen-
ni la conoscenza di questo scrittore in Italia e stata arricchita anche
per la parte apparentemente meno antologica della sua opera. Il Me-
ridiano, ideato da Predrag Matvejevi¢ e curato da Dunja Badnjevic¢
(2001), ha in qualche modo consacrato Andri¢ come autore classico
proponendo oltre ai romanzi e racconti pili conosciuti anche degli ine-
diti (il saggio poetico Conversazioni con Goya e una scelta di prosa
riflessiva tratta dal volume Sentieri lungo il cammino, pubblicato po-
stumo). La raccolta Racconti francescani, curata da Luca Vaglio (Ro-
ma: Castelvecchi, 2014), riunisce in un unico volume dieci racconti
in cui il ruolo dei francescani bosniaci € centrale, e in cui viene sot-
tolineato, tra le altre cose, anche il legame di Andri¢ con I'Italia gra-
zie alla traduzione del saggio su San Francesco d’Assisi.

Dall’altro lato, le raccolte di racconti con la stessa ambientazione
come La storia maledetta. Racconti triestini* o quelle incentrate sul-
lo stesso tema, come La donna sulla pietra e Litigando con il mondo,?
hanno aggiunto tasselli importanti alla conoscenza di Andri¢ propo-
nendo al lettore italiano «i racconti dall’ombra», come li definisce
Bozidar StanisSi¢. Allo stesso curatore si devono anche la citata sillo-
ge di scritti di viaggio (In volo sopra il mare) nonché un’importante
raccolta di saggi politici.?

Nell'ambito della scoperta dell’Andri¢ ‘minore’ si colloca perfet-
tamente anche l'edizione del breve romanzo La vita di Isidor Katani¢
che nell’originale serbo si presenta col titolo Zeko (Coniglietto) dal
soprannome del personaggio principale. Pubblicato per la prima vol-
ta nel 1948 all'interno della raccolta di racconti intitolata semplice-
mente, e secondo 'uso di Andric allora gia consueto, Nove pripovetke
(Nuovi racconti), Zeko fa parte della cosiddetta produzione post-bel-
lica. La critica e I'autore stesso considerarono quindi quest’opera un
racconto, al pari di altri racconti lunghi che nella sua opera traccia-
no il confine poco definito tra il romanzo breve e il racconto lungo
(esempi celebri sono I tempi di Anika, pubblicato in italiano come li-
bro separato, e Mara la concubina, pubblicato allinterno del Meridia-
no). Cio nonostante, la lunghezza e la struttura del racconto diviso in
otto capitoli giustificano la scelta editoriale di presentarlo piuttosto
come un breve romanzo.

1 Andrié, 1. (2007). La storia maledetta. Racconti triestini. A cura di Marija Mitrovi¢;
trad. di Alice Parmeggiani. Milano: Mondadori.

2 Andri¢, I. (2010). La donna sulla pietra. A cura di Bozidar Stanisi¢; trad. di Alice
Parmeggiani. Rovereto: Zandonai. Andri¢, I. (2012). Litigando con il mondo. A cura di
Bozidar Stanisi¢; trad. di Alice Parmeggiani. Rovereto: Zandonai.

3 Andri¢, I. (2011). Sul fascismo. A cura di Bozidar Stanisi¢; trad. di Dunja Badnjevi¢
e Manuela Orazi. Portogruaro: Nuova dimensione.
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Ambientato nella Belgrado tra le due guerre e durante 'occupa-
zione tedesca, La vita di Isidor Katanic¢ e un ritratto della citta eletti-
va dell’autore e dei suoi «giorni penosi e incerti» quando, dopo il ri-
torno da Berlino (dove rappresentava in qualita di ambasciatore il
Regno di Jugoslavia), Andric¢ scelse la solitudine, il silenzio e la scrit-
tura come forma di protesta. Al suo biografo ha confessato: «Scri-
vendo pagina dopo pagina mi sembrava che gia la stessa notte una
bomba avrebbe colpito la casa in cui vivevo e scrivevo e che avrebbe
fatto saltare in aria i miei manoscritti. Ogni volta che mi sedevo alla
scrivania - rischiavo la pelle».* Benché nemmeno per questo roman-
zo si possa parlare di autobiografismo, nella precisione con cui sono
descritti i bombardamenti della capitale jugoslava e difficile non ri-
conoscere il frutto della drammatica esperienza diretta di un auto-
re restio a parlare di sé.

Il romanzo belgradese su Isidor Katani¢ descrive la vita di «un pic-
colo uomo», calligrafo di professione, che ha abbandonato tuttii so-
gni artistici giovanili e dopo le guerre balcaniche e la grande guerra
si & trovato imprigionato nella vita coniugale con Margita, la Cobra:
«Ha pagato quel suo irresistibile e morboso desiderio di conquista-
re la pallida e atletica “figlioccia” dell’industriale con una schiavitl
di cui neppure oggi vede la fine» (8). La schiavitu, o meglio, la pri-
gionia, come appunto significa primariamente l'originale robija ‘lun-
ga pena’, impiegato anche per indicare una condizione di cattivita e
servaggio (I'etimologia e proprio quella: rob ‘schiavo’) rievoca quin-
di, per traslato, un’esistenza oppressa e spiritualmente limitata. Il
carcere metaforico di Isidor Katani¢ avvicina tematicamente que-
sto romanzo ad altri testi di Andri¢ confermando l'organicita tema-
tica e stilistica della sua opera. Andri¢ rielaboro attraverso la lette-
ratura l'esperienza del carcere e del confino attraversata tra il 1914
e il 1917, restituendola in forma lirica nei frammenti Ex ponto (1918)
e nelle prose poetiche Nemiri (Inquietudini) (1920) e trasponendola
sotto il velo della narrativa onnisciente in molti racconti, nonché nel
celebre romanzo La corte del diavolo (1954), senza cadere nella ten-
denza degli scrittori contemporanei a centrare sull’io la propria arte.

Sebbene contenga alcune caratteristiche del realismo socialista
('elogio del progresso socialista e della lotta partigiana, ad esempio)
per cui e stato ingiustamente trascurato da una parte della critica,
La vita di Isidor Katanic¢ non si puo e non si deve ridurre a quest’u-
nico aspetto, come giustamente osserva Bozidar Stanisi¢ nella post-
fazione. Inoltre, se € vero che in questo romanzo non troveremo (al-
meno non a tutto tondo) il classico autore polifonico della narrativa
andriciana e che lo stile non & sempre all’altezza dei postulati artisti-
ci che Andri¢ stesso dichiarava nelle Conversazioni con Goya, le pagi-

4 Jandri¢, L. (1977). Sa Ivom Andri¢em. Beograd: Srpska knjizevna zadruga, 127-8.
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ne dedicate alla «strana vita sulla Sava» riscattano tutte le debolez-
ze (reali o presunte) di questo romanzo. Nei destini del popolo della
Sava, individuali o collettivi, si riconoscono tratti principali della ri-
trattistica andriciana, costruita sui caratteristici parallelismi analo-
gici o contrastivi, quelli ad esempio delle celebri pagine della Corte
del diavolo dedicate a Gem sultano e al fratello Baiazet:

Una strana popolazione, che vive dell’acqua. Ci sono lavoratori e
uomini come si deve, di famiglia, e uomini solitari, modesti e ta-
citurni, ma ci sono anche contrabbandieri e giocatori professio-
nisti, cantanti, donnaioli e scrocconi; ci sono quelli che non toc-
cano alcol e quelli che non sono mai sobri; ci sono attaccabrighe
e assassini, e ce ne sono di miti come agnelli. Ma tutti loro han-
no qualcosa in comune e di simile che gli viene attribuito dalla vi-
ta sulla Sava e della Sava. Attraverso una strana e invisibile sele-
zione, la citta li ha gettati li, sulla riva del fiume. Quasi ognuno di
loro ha un conto in sospeso con la vita, nel quale la vita & sempre
loro debitrice. Comunque siano e qualunque cosa abbiano fatto (e
a dire il vero, sono di ogni risma e fanno di tutto), essi sono in ge-
nere piu allegri e pill interessanti e forse migliori e piu innocenti
della gente simile dall’altra parte di Belgrado. Forse perché vivo-
no sull’acqua, forza naturale instabile che molte cose allevia e tut-
to porta via, e sotto il sole che alle cose da un altro aspetto. (30)

Questo stile che «kiti i veze» ‘addobba e ricama’, come osserva la
scrittrice serba Isidora Sekuli¢, si basa infatti su un ricamo di paral-
lelismi sintattici e semantici, colorati da una sottile ironia. Nel pa-
ragrafo citato si riconosce un altro aspetto ricorrente dello stile di
Andri¢ - gliincisi o pseudo incisi dati fra parentesi che nel Ponte sul-
la Drina arrivano a contare quasi un centinaio.®

La popolazione della Sava, «uomini come gli altri, ma meno oppres-
si e piu liberi», € presentata anche singolarmente attraverso ritratti
concisi, minuziosamente costruiti e solo eccezionalmente attraverso
la voce dei personaggi stessi, come nel caso del padron Stanko, ge-
store di uno stabilimento balneare sulla Sava:

Conoscete tutti Pero Stevcic¢, il milionario? Be’, lui e io siamo stati
espulsi assieme dalla prima media, e assieme abbiamo comincia-
to a lavorare. Ed ecco, lui € oggi uno dei primi impresari di Bel-
grado. Ha tre case. Una in via Grobljanska, di cinque piani. Chie-
dono come mai. Semplice. Per prima cosa, lui froda all’ingrosso,
e io spilluzzico al minuto. E seconda cosa, a che vale nasconderlo,

5 Siveda a tal proposito lo studio di Tihomir Brajovi¢, Poetika parenteze in Zaborav i
ponavljanja, Beograd: Nolit, 30-56.
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a me piace bere e divertirmi. E cosi, lui un mattone, e io un boc-
cale; lui un mattone e io un boccale; e mi piace anche lo spritz, e
tutto il resto. Cosi oggi, cosi domani, ed ecco come stanno le co-
se! Dio aiuta sia lui sia me, me nelle spese, lui nel risparmio. Che
volete? Pero a me mi chiamano Padrone, e a lui, scusate, Cacadu-
ro. Ecco come va il mondo! (33)

In questo breve monologo, costruito sempre su una serie di paral-
lelismi, volti in questo caso a creare l'effetto comico, c’e tutta I'am-
mirazione di Andri¢ per gli uomini liberi che sanno stare al mondo.

Non a caso il protagonista del romanzo trova la vera vita proprio
in questa «strana» comunita di gente della Sava, liberandosi dal ca-
rattere timoroso e dall’'animo oppresso, testimoniato simbolicamen-
te nel titolo originale che riprende il suo soprannome - Zeko ‘coni-
glietto’. Tradurre il titolo con l'equivalente italiano sarebbe stato
fuorviante sia dal punto di vista del tema sia del genere (potrebbe
alludere alla letteratura per l'infanzia), pertanto la scelta editoria-
le & alquanto comprensibile. Lo ¢ altrettanto la scelta di non tradur-
re il nomignolo e di mantenere il soprannome originale, limitandosi
a tradurlo in una nota, poiché l'italiano sopporta meno i soprannomi
tratti da questo campo semantico rispetto al serbo (croato/bosnia-
co/montenegrino). Tuttavia, se il titolo si discosta apertamente dal
testo originale, la traduzione ricrea con la massima cura il testo di
Andric restituendone l'eleganza di stile e la ricchezza di significato.
Quanto la traduttrice sia attenta alle sfumature di significato & di-
mostrato dalla resa dell’aggettivo polisemico pristojan ‘a modo, de-
cente’: pristojno ime «un nome decoroso» (8), pristojan miraz «dote
cospicua» (13) e pristojan nacin «modo dignitoso» (23). La genera-
le precisione non & intaccata nemmeno da qualche lapsus quale ad
esempio svapska ustva, dove Svapski e confuso con Spanski e reso co-
me «farabutto spagnolo» (43) invece che ‘crucco’.

Alla Bottega Errante e a Bozidar StaniSi¢ va quindi il merito di
aver proposto questo inedito al pubblico italiano, e ad Alice Par-
meggiani di aver nuovamente reso un testo di Andri¢ in tutta la sua
complessita semantica e stilistica. Benché 1'unico premio Nobel nel-
le letterature slavo-meridionali non sia sempre compreso in patria,
e anzi sia spesso strumentalizzato dal punto di vista politico, come
afferma con amarezza Stanisi¢ nella postfazione, credo tuttavia che
in tutti i paesi post-jugoslavi nei confronti di quest’autore prevalga
un’accoglienza celebrativa. Come sempre, una grande opera lettera-
ria, un monumento di civilta e umanita, com’¢ quella di Andri¢, si di-
fende meglio da sola.
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