


Abstract

Giovanna Zangrandi: A Life in Fiction
Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, March 1996
Penelope Morris, The Queen’s College, University of Oxford

This thesis constitutes the first detailed study of the life and works (published and
unpublished) of the writer Giovanna Zangrandi (1910-1988). It is a study of the
relationship between autobiography, fiction and history in her writing, in the light
of recent developments in the criticism of autobiography and of feminist historiog-
raphy and literary criticism. It aims to place Zangrandi’s work in its historical and
literary context and pays particular attention to the periods of fascism, the Resis-
tance and neorealism. The thesis considers the nature of autobiography, and the
implications of women writing about themselves, and analyses Zangrandi’s use of
autobiography, highlighting the inevitable intrusion of fiction into such writing. It
uses that analysis, along with material including Zangrandi’s unpublished diaries
and testimonies of people who knew her, to write a biography of Zangrandi and
to examine the way that she writes about the fascist period and the Resistance.
The question of representing real life in fiction, rather than autobiography, is also
discussed, with reference to Zangrandi’s first novel and to neorealism. It is shown
that, as well as her constant interest in the lives of women, her attitude to history
and traditions of the Cadore, the mountainous region in the north of the Veneto,
where she lived all her adult life and where nearly all her novels, short stories
and autobiography are set, is of considerable importance. Her writing about the
Cadore can be seen both as an attempt to write herself into those traditions, and
as a means of expressing her commitment to improving society. Moreover, it is
argued, her commitment takes the form of both autobiography and fiction as her
concern to write about lived experience is balanced by a constant interest in the

story-telling tradition of the Cadore and an interpretation of fiction that judges it

to be an integral part of everyday life.
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Long Abstract

Giovanna Zangrandi: A Life in Fiction
Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, March 1996
Penelope Morris, The Queen’s College, University of Oxford

This thesis constitutes the first detailed study of the life and works (published
and unpublished) of the writer Giovanna Zangrandi (1910-1988). It is an analysis
of the relationship between autobiography, fiction and history in her writing, in
the light of recent developments in the criticism of autobiography and of feminist
historiography and literary criticism. It aims to place Zangrandi’s work in its his-
torical and literary context and pays particular attention to the periods of fascism,

the Resistance and neorealism.

Zangrandi’s earliest publications were articles for local newspapers and mag-
azines in Cortina d’Ampezzo in the late 1930s, but, in fact, she had started off
on a rather different track. Born in 1910, in Galliera (Emilia Romagna), into a
middle-class family, she was drawn to scientific studies and studied chemistry and
geology at Bologna University. After a period as a university assistant, she moved
north to the Dolomites to take up a post as a teacher. In 1943, her teaching and
journalism were abruptly interrupted by her participation in the antifascist Resis-
tance. During the Resistance, Zangrandi acted as staffetta, delivering food, arms
and documents between partisan bands in the mountains and often covered im-
mense distances on foot over arduous terrain. Wanted by the Nazis and Fascists,
she spent the Winter of 1944 in hiding, bivouacked up on a mountain ridge with
two other young partisan men. Following the war, she remained in the Dolomites,
hating the town of Cortina d’Ampezzo, but loving the Cadore, the area to the east
that forms the northernmost part of the Veneto. Her writing became her main oc-
cupation. She never went back to teaching; whenever she needed to supplement her
income, she would turn to a wide variety of activities, which often involved physi-
cal work. She shied away from defining herself as a writer, shunning a label that,

to her, suggested pseudo-intellectualism and the petty concerns of a literary elite;
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nevertheless, writing was the one constant activity in her life. Much of her writing
was autobiographical, but, in writing about her own life, she was also describing
the world to which she had moved in her twenties and where she lived for some
fifty years. She wrote not only about the physical environment, the mountains of
the Cadore in particular, but also about the people of the area with their history,
traditions and legends. Moreover, it was that world that provided inspiration for
the fictional worlds of her novels and non-autobiographical short stories. In the
mid-1950s, Zangrandi contracted what later turned out to be Parkinson’s disease.
Her condition worsened very gradually, but by the early 1970s she was no longer

able to write.

Chapters One and Two consider the relationship between Zangrandi’s life and
her writing. Chapter One examines recent critical developments in the study of
autobiography and highlights the way that, on the one hand, autobiography has
been seen as increasingly useful, particularly in the area of women’s history, as a
source of information that is otherwise unavailable, but that, on the other hand, its
status as a separate literary genre has been questioned, as has the very possibility
of a stable and unproblematic relationship between writing and lived experience.
Debates concerning the referentiality of autobiography are also seen to be related
to the rejection of a notion of the self that maintains it is fixed and unified, and
are shown to have particular relevance to women’s autobiography. Philippe Leje-
une’s concept of an ‘autobiographical pact’ is used to postulate a definition of
autobiography and discussions of referentiality and the unity of the self, with par-
ticularl regard to women’s autobiography, are used to examine the issues raised
by Zangrandi’s approach to writing about her own life. Zangrandi’s attitude to
autobiography is described: she recognized the potential for distortion in writing
about the past, yet maintained it was possible to gain access to a true version of
events (often through a kind of self-analysis), but emphasized that autobiography
is self-indulgence unless it can serve as a general example to society. This chapter
analyses Zangrandi’s imposition of form on the past, and shows that it went much
further than the author herself admits, and also discusses the link between nar-

rative and autobiography, between autobiography and story-telling, as a means of
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understanding the relationship between lived experience and writing.

Chapter Two applies the conclusion of these general discussions to Zangrandi’s
published and unpublished writing, and takes account of testimonies from friends
(including the writer Mario Rigoni Stern) and local historians, in order to attempt
to write a biography of the author. The chapter describes the available sources
of information and gives a narrative account of her life, followed by a thematic
description of the way that it appears in her writing. The sources for the early
part of Zangrandi’s life are very limited as she did not remain in contact with
relatives or friends from that period and, indeed, this chapter shows the way that
Zangrandi used her autobiography as a means of rejecting her own background
and social class, and of identifying herself with the Cadore, recreating herself, as
1t were, in her writing. Zangrandi was very selective in the periods she chose to
describe. She wrote a good deal about her childhood, but always allowed it to
be understood that she was born and lived in the Cadore rather than Emilia Ro-
magna. An only child, she gave a positive impression of her parents, but desribed
the rest of her extended family as neurotic and selfish, attributes she links di-
rectly with their belonging to the bourgeoisie. She wrote relatively little about
her adolescence, although she did refer to living under fascism (as discussed in the
following chapter). The Resistance and the year 1946 are dealt with more fully and
there are unpublished diaries dating from the 1950s and early 1960s. Themes that
emerge throughout her autobiography, and that are discussed in the second part of
this chapter, include those of sickness (or madness) and health, class distinctions,
solitude and sociability, motherhood and religion. However, all of these themes
are linked together in the central theme of the Cadore and her attempt to use her
autobiography to write herself into the traditions of her adoptive people, and of

the women of that region in particular.

The following chapters continue to discuss the themes of autobiography, fiction
and history in Zangrandi’s work, but they concentrate on specific historical periods
as a means of understanding her writing in its historical context and of showing
how a study of her writing affords significant insights into those periods. Zangrandi

is known in the Veneto for her involvement in the Resistance and few are aware



that she contributed to fascist newspapers. Chapter Three looks at the nature of
Zangrandi’s journalism under fascism and contrasts that with the way that she
wrote about the regime in her fiction and autobiography after the war, placing the
discussion in the context of recent research into fascism, with particular reference
to women, journalism and local history. In this chapter, as in the first two, the
themes of women and of regionalism are of particular relevance. The specific
question of the way that women experienced fascism is shown to be important
for an understanding of Zangrandi’s articles in fascist publications, two of which,
were almed specifically at women, and her subsequent representation of her own
experience of the regime. Whilst fascism insisted that women should concentrate
on what was perceived to be their primary function of being a mother and wife,
at the same time, as recent research has shown, the emphasis on joining fascist
assoclations and on sport meant that, for a restricted group of middle-class women,
there were more opportunities under the regime than there had been before. With
her love of sport and being unmarried, Zangrandi was in a position to benefit in
some respects, yet, writing after the war as a partigiana, she was bound to give
a different impression. Her concern with local issues in those earlier articles also
gives an indication of the way that her adherence to fascism should be understood,
for, even writing under censorship, she showed most concern with the plight of
local people and, it is suggested, offered some veiled criticism of what the state
had done for that region, and, it is shown, the element of propaganda in her articles

needs to be analysed closely.

Chapter Four, on the other hand, does not deal with autobiography, but places
Zangrandi’s first novel, I Brusaz, in its historical and literary context. Written
in the context of neorealism and of an interest amongst many writers in literary
impegno, her novel displays a particular concern with the representation of real
life in literature and thus raises a number of the same issues considered earlier in
the discussion of autobiography. This chapter considers the nature of neorealism
and the debates surrounding it, and analyses Zangrandi’s own brand of realism.
It discusses Zangrandi’s insistence on the social commitment of the writer that

translates itself, in her novel, into a concern with life in the Cadore. I Brusaz is
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discussed in the light of common criticisms of neorealist works as provincial and
idealistic about the lower classes, and particular attention is paid to Zangrandi’s
use of language and characterization and the narrative technique that forms the
basis of her realism. The importance that she gives to storytelling and fable, both
in the novel and elsewhere, as a means of understanding the world, is examined,
and, whilst that suggests an old realism rather than a new one, her attitude towards
commitment has a rather different element to it as her interpretation of impegno
may be seen as related, above all, to a denunciation of some of the constraints that

women were forced to live under and a commitment to improving their lives.

The final chapter discusses Zangrandi’s autobiography of the Resistance, I
giorne veri. Zangrandi’s assertion that she was telling the truth in this account
i1s examined in detail, in order to establish the exact nature of that ‘truth’ and
analyse the way that it was influenced by prevailing attitudes to the Resistance,
by Zangrandi’s own interpretation of it, and her view of the history of the Cadore
in particular, and by the fact that she was a woman writing about that period. I
giorni veri is seen to be dominated by a desire to communicate the idea that the
Resistance should be remembered as a patriotic war of liberation that can serve
as an example to future generations. Moreover, assessment of the period is seen to
be closely allied to Zangrandi’s understanding of the history of the Cadore: in her
view the Resistance in that area, like the Risorgimento before it, was inspired by
centuries of tradition and a love of independence and democracy. This chapter also
deals with issues raised by women writing about the Resistance. As more recent
histories have shown, very large numbers of women participated in the Resistance
and it has been seen as a period of considerable importance for the emancipation
of women in Italy. The question of the way that women responded to events and
wrote about them afterwards is examined, and Zangrandi’s account is considered
alongside other published diaries of the Resistance written by women. That com-
parison highlights the constraints under which women write such accounts, and
discusses the relative freedom with which Zangrandi was apparently able recount
her experiences. Overall, this chapter looks at the way Zangrandi uses her writing,

in this book and throughout her work, to establish a particular view of herself, in

vil



the confext of a need to correct common assumptions about the role of women in

history.
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Introduction

Giovanna Zangrandi had a life in fiction in two senses: for much of her life writing
was her primary occupation, but it is also true that a great deal of her work involves
recreating her own life in a written form. Her earliest publications were articles
for local newspapers and magazines in Cortina d’Ampezzo in the late 1930s, but,
in fact, she had started off on a rather different track. Born in 1910, in Galliera
(Emilia Romagna), into a middle-class family, she was drawn to scientific studies
and studied chemistry and geology at Bologna University. After a period as a
university assistant, she moved north to the Dolomites to take up a post as a
teacher. In 1943, her teaching and journalism were abruptly interrupted by her
participation in the antifascist Resistance. Following the war, she remained in
the Dolomites, hating Cortina d’Ampezzo itself, but loving the Cadore, the area
to the east that forms the northernmost part of the Veneto. Her writing became
her main occupation. She never went back to teaching; whenever she needed to
supplement her income, she would turn to a wide variety of activities, which often
involved physical work. She shied away from defining herself as a writer, shunning
a label that, to her, suggested pseudo-intellectualism and the petty concerns of a
literary elite; nevertheless, writing was the one constant activity in her life. Much
of her writing was autobiographical, but in writing about her own life, she was
also describing the world to which she had moved in her twenties and where she
lived for some fifty years. She wrote not only about the physical environment, the
mountains of the Cadore in particular, but also about the people of the area with
their history, traditions and legends. Moreover, it was that world that provided
inspiration for the fictional worlds of her novels and non-autobiographical short
stories. It is the combination of these elements of autobiography, fiction and history

that characterizes Zangrandi’s writing and that forms the subject of this thesis.

I aim to discuss the relationship between writing autobiography and writing
fiction, drawing on recent discussions of the theory of autobiography, and to exam-
ine Zangrandi’s attitude to both. I will also explore her interpretation of history

and the role that it plays in her work and will demonstrate the way that Zangrandi



used her writing to create a certain image both of the Cadore and of her place in
it. This analysis will also highlight the importance of questions raised by studies
of women’s writing (whether in the form of history, fiction or autobiography) as a
means of understanding Zangrandi’s particular depiction of the history and culture
of the Cadore, with its emphasis on the lives of women and its sensitivity to issues

that concern women.

The discussion of these aspects of Zangrandi’s writing will be based not only
on her published work, but also on unpublished diaries, letters and notes, which
have not been used by previous critics and which have led me to suggest certain
new interpretations of aspects of her life and her literary interests.! As far as
her published works are concerned, a detailed study will be made of all her auto-
biographical full-length narratives and short stories, of her journalism and of her
first novel I Brusaz. Reference will also be made to her other two novels and her

fictional short stories.

Most critical articles devoted to Zangrandi’s work have concentrated on quite
narrow aspects of her writing and have tended to appear upon the publication of her
various books. The publication of I Brusaz (Milan: Mondadori, 1954), for which
she was awarded the Deledda prize for fiction by new writers, attracted considerable
attention from the literary world. Her later works, including her second novel
Orsola nelle stagioni (Milan: Mondadori, 1957) and the autobiographical Il campo
rosso (Milan: Ceschina, 1959) and I giorni veri (Milan: Mondadori, 1963), as well
as her collections of short stories, provoked a quieter, though positive, response
from critics. Although her books are now out of print, Zangrandi has continued
to find a place in literary dictionaries of the twentieth century (the most recent
example is the entry under her name in the Dizionario della letteratura italiana del
Novecento (Turin: Einaudi, 1992), ed. by Alberto Asor Rosa), and, in recent times,
extracts of her writing have been published in G. Falaschi’s anthology, Letteratura
partigiana in Italia 194345 (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1984) (a short story based
on her experience in the Resistance, ‘Gli ingrassavo le scarpe’ (pp. 166-175)), and

in Gian Carlo Ferretti’s L Italia raccontata: pagine scelte dal 1922 a oggi (Rome:

1A full list of Giovanna Zangrandi’s published and unpublished works may be found in the
bibliography.



Editori Riuniti, 1989) (a short story describing the aftermath of the Vajont disaster,
‘Piti niente’ (pp. 231-238)).2

Moreover, Zangrandi has continued to be well known in the area in which
she lived, particularly as a result of her participation in the Resistance in that
area, as well as for her subsequent success as a writer. Since her death in 1988,
articles on her have appeared in local publications, and, shortly after her death,
a conference was held at the Istituto Storico Bellunese della Resistenza to discuss
her life and work. She has also remained a constant presence in anthologies and
studies of the literature of the Veneto. In Guido Piovene and Alberto Frasson’s
anthology, Narratori del Veneto (Milan: Mursia, 1973), there is an extract from [/
Brusaz (pp. 213-226), and Gianni Crovato and Alberto Frasson included her short
story ‘I fratelli Maspert’ in their anthology I narratori veneti: 25 racconti (Venice:
Edizioni del Gazzettino, 1981), pp. 81-90. Zangrandi is discussed in Antonia
Arslan’s introductory essay to the study La memoria e l'intelligenza: letteratura e
filosofia nel Veneto che cambia (Padua: Poligrafo, 1989), edited by Antonia Arslan
and Franco Volpi, as one of a group of ‘scrittori di montagna’ (p. 37). She is also
described by Silvio Guarnieri in his essay on art and literature of the Bellunese,
‘Presenze e assenze’ (in Viaggio intorno a una provincia, ed. by Belli and others
(Belluno: Tipografia Piave, 1989), pp. 103-113). In 1991, Zangrandi was included
in an anthology of women writers of the Veneto, Le stanze ritrovate: antologia di
scrittrici venete dal quattrocento al novecento (Venice: Eidos), edited by Antonia

Arslan, Adriana Chemello and Gilberto Pizzamiglio.

In both the earlier anthologies, edited by Frasson, with Piovene and Crovato
respectively, it is stated, mistakenly, that Zangrandi was born in Belluno, in the
Veneto. In Le stanze ritrovate, on the other hand, Antonia Arslan recognizes the
fact that Zangrandi was not originally from the Veneto, but only moved there as
an adult. Her inclusion in such collections testifies to the extent to which she was
seen to be assimilated, in the way that she lived as well as the way she wrote.
Arslan comments in Le stanze ritrovate that Zangrandi interpreted the world of

the Cadore perfectly, even if she was not born there and despite the fact that its

2Both of these anthologies are still in print.



people are so wary of outsiders. The link that Arslan makes between Zangrandi’s
life and her writing, her environment and her re-creation of herself, both as a
writer and mountain-dweller, will be shown by this thesis to be an important one
in its discussion of the relationship between Zangrandi’s biography and her writing,

between her autobiography, fiction and writing of history.

Despite the fact that Zangrandi continues to be remembered, particularly on
a regional level, until now there has been no extended examination of her writing.
This thesis constitutes the first in-depth study of Zangrandi’s life and works and
1s the first to bring together the different elements of her published work and
the responses of critics, alongside an analysis of her unpublished writings and
testimonies of those who knew her, in order to write her biography and analyse
her writing. Moreover, the evidence provided by an analysis of Zangrandi’s writing,
allows me to suggest a broader understanding of how women experienced both the
fascist period and the Resistance, and of the processes of writing about the self
that are specific to women and to those periods. A study of Zangrandi and her
interpretation of a writer’s commitment to society also adds a further dimension
to an understanding of the aims and strategies of writers in Italy in the immediate

post-war period.

Chapters One and Two consider the relationship between Zangrandi’s life and
her writing. Chapter One examines recent critical developments in the study of
autobiography in order to postulate a definition of autobiography and to discuss
the issues raised by Zangrandi’s approach to writing about her own life. Particular
reference is made to the question of women and autobiography and the ambivalence
involved in any woman’s attempt to write about herself. Chapter Two applies the
conclusion of these general discussions to Zangrandi’s published and unpublished
writing, and takes account of testimonies from friends (including the writer Mario
Rigoni Stern) and local historians, in order to attempt to write a biography of
the author. The chapter describes the available sources of information and gives a
narrative account of her life, followed by a thematic description of the way that it
appears in her writing. It shows the way that Zangrandi used her autobiography

as a means of rejecting her own family and of recreating herself, by writing herself



into the traditions of her adoptive people, and of the women of that region in

particular.

The following chapters continue to discuss the themes of autobiography, fiction
and history in Zangrandi’s work, but they concentrate on specific historical periods
as a means of understanding her writing in its historical context and of showing
how a study of her writing affords significant insights into those periods. Zangrandi
1s known particularly for her involvement in the Resistance and few are aware
that she contributed to fascist newspapers. Chapter Three looks at the nature of
Zangrandi’s journalism under fascism and contrasts that with the way that she
wrote about the regime in her fiction and autobiography after the war, placing the
discussion in the context of recent research into fascism, with particular reference
to women, journalism and local history. In this chapter, as in the first two, the
themes of women and of regionalism are of particular relevance. The specific
question of the way that women experienced fascism is shown to be important for
an understanding of Zangrandi’s articles in fascist publications and her subsequent
representation of her own experience of the regime. Her concern with local issues
in those earlier articles also gives an indication of the way that her adherence to

fascism should be understood.

Chapter Four, on the other hand, does not deal with autobiography, but places
her first novel, I Brusaz, in its historical and literary context. Written in the con-
text of neorealism and of an interest amongst many writers in literary impegno, her
novel displays a particular concern with the representation of real life in literature
and thus raises a number of the same issues considered earlier in the discussion of
autobiography. This chapter considers the nature of neorealism and the debates
surrounding it, and analyses Zangrandi’s own brand of realism, with its emphasis
on life in the Cadore and the importance it gives to storytelling as a means of
understanding the world, and points to the way that Zangrandi’s interpretation of

impegno may be seen as related, above all, to a commitment to improving the lives
of women.

The final chapter discusses Zangrandi’s autobiography of the Resistance, I

giorni veri, in the light of her interpretation of the history of the Cadore, and



also compares it with published diaries by other women who were partigiane. This
work is seen to be dominated by a desire to communicate a certain truth about
the Resistance, one that owes a great deal to an interpretation of the history of the
Cadore as democratic and independent. It also deals with issues raised by women
writing about the Resistance, a period of considerable importance for them in Italy,
and looks at the way Zangrandi uses her writing, in this book and throughout her
work, to establish a particular view of herself, in the context of a need to correct

common assumptions about the role of women in history.



Chapter One: Writing the Self

This chapter will form a discussion of theoretical issues regarding autobiography
and Zangrandi’s approach to writing about herself. In this way, it will serve as
an introduction to the biography of Zangrandi provided by Chapter Two and will
also prepare the ground for the more detailed analyses of particular aspects of
her writing that appear in later chapters: from Zangrandi’s involvement in, and
subsequent interpretation of both fascism and the Resistance in Chapters Three
and Five, to more general questions of the relationship between literature and lived

experience in Chapter Four.

As far as a biography of Zangrandi is concerned, the paucity of information from
other sources for some periods of her life means that her autobiographical writing
is particularly important. Yet the use of autobiography for biography raises many
issues and the status of a genre that purports to reflect lived experience directly

has been put into question by recent critical theory.

As sources of historical information, autobiographies are generally seen as more
straightforward and as a more reliable source than fiction. Whilst an autobiography
apparently transcribes a life, fiction by definition invents. On the other hand, when
compared to the writing of history, autobiography is seen to be less rigorous and
more spontaneous. When doubts have arisen concerning autobiographies, they
have tended to centre on whether or not the author is reliable, that is to say, if she

or he is likely to have been telling the truth or lying.

In the last twenty years or so, however, the growing interest in autobiographical
writing has thrown into doubt many assumptions concerning the nature of autobio-
graphy and has sparked off a debate concerning its value as an historical document.
For some critics this has meant devaluing the contribution that autobiography can
make, whilst others have attributed greater importance to it. An area in which it
has received particular attention, and which is of particular interest for this the-
sis, is that of feminist historiography. Feminist historians have turned to women’s
autobiography to glean the information about women'’s lives that has been ignored

hitherto by historical accounts which have traditionally regarded women’s lives
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as belonging to the ‘private’ sphere of life and therefore unimportant. However,
such use of autobiography is controversial. In particular, doubt has been cast on
the referential nature of autobiography and questions have arisen as to whether it
can really be considered a genre in its own right. What is it, if anything, critics
have asked, that distinguishes autobiography from fiction? Is there an essential
difference in the way that it is written? In the light of such debates, it will be
necessary to explain the definition of autobiography that will be employed in this
thesis, and to explore recent developments in the criticism of autobiography, in
order to establish Zangrandi’s approach to describing her own life and the way
that her autobiography will be used in Chapter Two, alongside other sources, to
write her biography.

Zangrandi herself makes a clear distinction between fiction and autobiography
and the implications, from her point of view, of writing one or the other. In a
loose-leaved diary entry entitled ‘Cortina 1 marzo 1957’, Zangrandi refers to an
argument she has had with an ‘intellettuale di sinistra’ who maintains that all writ-
ing is autobiographical. For Zangrandi, such a view is incompatible with left-wing
politics: ‘dici di essere di sinistra?’, she writes, as if still continuing the discussion,
‘come concilii la tua posizione sociale con questa tua esclusiva introversione?’. She
does not consider her own views to be radical: ‘non sono comunista militante come
te ho ancora diritto di dare un forte valore all’individuo, inserendolo incorruttibile
nelle masse e capace di discutere tutti i “credi” dei dirigenti e dei teorici secondo

sua intelligenza umana ed arbitrio’. Nevertheless, she continues:

io penso al suo forte individualismo inserito nella massa, la sua attivita
umana solidale con i proprii simili, la sua sensibilita volta ad essi ed
a valutarli obiettivamente; lo scrittore vero deve essere anche uomo
sociale, il suo o pud aver valore, ¢ ammissibile in lui anche qualche
opera autobiografica, il suo io posto alla stessa stregua di quello di un
qualunque altro suo protagonista. Ma non il suo Io, esclusivo, in ogni

opera.

‘Ah piccola Alba’, she addresses the other writer, ‘come sei bambina e chiusa nella
teorica degli scrittori italiani di oggi, che per loro colpa e per questo loro miserabile

autobiografismo si sono perduti il mercato nazionale a tutto pro degli esteri (specie
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americani) che sanno guardarsi ancora attorno’. As for her writing, she asserts ‘No,
che non sono stata autobiografica ne I Brusaz. She admits that her later work,
Campi del fiore rosso (as she called Il campo rosso for some time, before it was
published), was quite definitely autobiographical, but claims she did it in that case
because ‘la mia vita allora aveva un’esperienza che meritava di essere raccontata,
che era peccato perdere e che poteva anche avere un valore ed un’utilitd umana’.
In the same section of her diary, she refers to another writer, ‘R.”, who writes
poems which are ‘limpide alcune, pulite’, but who, as well as being a fervent and
dogmatic catholic, also maintains that ‘lo scrittore & autobiografico, assolutamente
lo & e nient’altro’. According to Zangrandi, ‘R.” will not accept any distinction be-
tween poetry and prose, and, furthermore, ‘non ammette la vita di avventura, la
vita immersa nel proprio prossimo, non capisce come si possa “parlare alla gente”’.
Zangrandi, on the other hand, feels she is capable of doing ‘qualcosa di piu, di utile
a molti’ and for this reason, for her writing, she would be ‘capace di sacrificare
qualunque mia famiglia’; an opinion that ‘R.’ finds risible, saying that a woman
puts her family before all else. Such comments from Zangrandi may not amount to
a faithful representation of the views of these other two writers, whose identities
remain obscure, but leave us in no doubt as to her opinions regarding autobio-
graphy. She draws a distinction between autobiography and fiction and makes it
clear that, as a writer, she considers that she is free to choose between different
genres. Moreover, it is a political choice between a literature that is inward-looking
and selfish, or one that reaches out to other people. In her view, a writer has a
responsibility to society and should only write works that are autobiographical if

they can be useful to others.

Zangrandi takes the distinction between autobiography and fiction for granted,
but how may they be said to differ? How does autobiography relate to the life
that it describes? Georges Gusdorf, one of the first to write about autobiography
in its own right, has pointed out that however truthful a writer is aiming to be,
a written account cannot of course be a simple repetition of the past.? There will

always be difficulties when one tries to translate past events into a written form.

3¢Conditions et limites de I’autobiographie’, in Formen des Selbstdarstellung (Berlin: Duncker
and Humbolt, 1956).



Firstly, there is a reliance on memory, but this is never perfect; there are bound to
be lapses and inaccuracies. Certain gaps have to be filled in by the author. In any
case, it is impossible to write down everything one remembers, every single event
that occurred; nor would this be desirable. There has to be a certain selection for
an account to make sense and sustain the interest of the reader. Such a selection
means that the autobiographer inevitably gives a certain emphasis to events which
seem important and not to others, and this has the further effect that a particular
event may be endowed with a meaning it did not have originally. Moreover, having
made that selection, the writer must place the events in a particular order. Even
if the order is chronological, it is not necessarily accurate, as the order may make
one event seem to depend on another and create a causality that simply did not
exist before. Seen in this way, writing is always a distortion and a selection. A
writer must choose what is to be written and the way it is to be written, even when
apparently constrained by historical facts. As Roy Pascal says in his study, Design
and Truth in Autobiography (London: Routledge and Kegan, 1960), ‘autobiography
means therefore discrimination and selection in face of the endless complexity of
life, selection of facts, distribution of emphases, choice of expression. Everything

depends on the standpoint chosen.” (p. 10).

The choices, omissions and imposition of a structure that are an inevitable
part of autobiography are rarely made explicit and are not usually acknowledged
by the author. A series of events arranged chronologically is treated as a ‘natural’
form that is entirely representative of the way that events occurred in the past.
Moreover, the reliability of the author’s memory is rarely called into question, and
autobiographers do not usually admit that theirs is just one possible version of
events. It is not always admitted either that the author is writing now about past
events, and even if she tries to describe everything as she saw it at that time in the
past, such a description will be constrained by the image that she has at the time of
writing both of her past self and of past events. The ‘I’ of the narration masks the
fact that there is a later self looking back on an earlier self; as Shari Benstock puts
it in her essay ‘Authorizing the Autobiographical’ (in The Private Self: Theory
and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings, ed. by S. Benstock (London:
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Routledge, 1988), pp. 10-33), in many autobiographies,

the Subject is made an Object of investigation (the first—person actually
masks the third-person) and is further divided between the present
moment of the narration and the past on which the narration is focused.
These gaps in the temporal and spatial dimensions of the text itself are
often successfully hidden from reader and writer, so that the fabric of
the narrative appears seamless, spun of whole cloth. (p. 19)

Furthermore, the present narrating self and the past self that is the protagonist
of the narration cannot be identical. The later self inevitably benefits from hind-
sight and greater experience which affect the way the earlier, more innocent self is

assessed.

This is very similar to an issue that has arisen with the study of oral accounts
or ‘personal narratives’ very often in the context of feminist historiography. His-
torians have pointed out the necessity of taking into consideration not only the
historical context being narrated, but also that of the time of narration. Only ‘by
attending to the conditions which create these narratives, the forms that guide
them and the relationships that produce them are we able to understand what
is communicated in a personal narrative’ (Interpreting Women’s Lives: Feminist
Theory and Personal Narratives, Personal Narratives Group (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1989), p. 261). In this way, a personal
narrative, like an autobiography, is a narration of two historical contexts at the

same time.

Written texts also need to be placed in the context of their narration. Natu-
rally, this is much less precise than for an oral account, and a reader can know
much less for certain about the author, when basing that knowledge on a written
text. Moreover, the ‘I’ of narration suggests identity with the author, the name
on the cover of the book, and as readers we build up an idea of the character of
the author from the narrator and the protagonist, but, of course, we cannot know
to what extent this corresponds to the real person. As noted above, these ambi-
guities and different levels in an autobiographical narration are not recognized by

most autobiographers; it only tends to be in avant-garde works by writers such
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as Robbe-Grillet and Leiris that one finds lapses and uncertainties as a deliberate

strategy by the author to indicate the difficulties involved in writing about oneself.

Zangrandi and Self Analysis

Certainly, Zangrandi does not use her autobiographical writing to draw attention to
such difficulties, but nor does she completely ignore them. However, the extent to
which she acknowledges their existence varies from one work to another. Zangrandi
makes a claim to complete truth in the preface to I giorni vers; therefore, one
might expect her to gloss over any doubts there might be about the subjective
and provisional nature of autobiography in that account. As will be discussed in
Chapter Five, any suggestion of doubt regarding self knowledge or her memory in
I giorni vert does not affect her claim to truth. Her collections of short stories,
on the other hand, betray an awareness of the way that history becomes blurred
and may be manipulated, in the hands of others at least. She seems to express
the view that this is inevitable, perhaps even preferable. For example, in the last
collection to be published, Racconti partigiani e no, she discusses this theme, with
particular reference to the way that the Resistance is remembered, in the story
about ‘I Maspert’, two brothers who were completely unreliable, because of their
propensity to embellish any story they told or information they gave (pp. 43-59).
She explains that the Resistance ‘e ormai una realta che si allontana, in alcuni di
noi sedimenta e schiarisce, in altri come i Maspert sfoca, gonfia e diviene leggenda’,
but, aware of the way history can be used for propaganda, she adds, ‘forse & meglio

cosi. Loro sono i puri di infiammata fede e la fede sdegna i numeri’ (p. 49).

She expresses the same idea in Racconti partigiani. Looking back on an episode
from the Resistance with a friend who also participated, she asks if her friend ever
tells her children this story. ‘Certamente’, her friend answers, ‘vanno matte per
le “storie vere”; ma per loro sono ugualmente una specie di favole di tempi di
una “frontiera” [...] bisogna filtrare le nostre vicende attraverso i moduli della
guerra americana di secessione’. To this, Zangrandi responds, in a similar vein to
the other story, ‘forse & meglio cosi, che tutte le guerre diventino solo leggende’

(p. 11). The idea that history can become blurred may be found elsewhere in her

12



writing and not just with reference to the Resistance. In the essay at the end of her
collection Leggende delle Dolomiti, she refers to a story about the Risorgimento
told locally. Although it started out as history, over the years it is changing: ‘non
e ancora leggenda — si dice — ma & cosl pura e bella, lontana, molto lontana
dal nostro secolo scanzonato ed amaro, che ¢ ormai nella zona del mito’ (p. 218).
Another example may be found in Racconti partigiani e no, when Zangrandi is
writing about her childhood and the mountains of the Dolomites. She describes

the marks left there by the First World War, but admits

ma, a dire il vero, gia allora, quegli esseri non parevano della nostra
misura e della nostra materia, quella loro guerra non pareva una vicenda
vera o vicina a noi comunque, forse stava diventando leggenda, non lo
era ancora, ma si oscurava in un suo travaglio di trapasso, sospeso
nell’aria irreale ed inumana di quelle rocciaie. (‘Mariagrazia la capa’,

p. 61)

Moreover, she does not claim to have a completely reliable memory herself. There
are frequent references to the fact that she had forgotten or suppressed particular
aspects of her own past. As will be seen in the next chapter, she characterizes her
childhood as having been lived in her imagination and her adolescence as absorbed
in everyday activities and sport, suggesting that it was only as an adult, after the
war, that she began to look at the past properly. The events of the war itself also
had the effect of making them live from day to day and not think about the future
or the past. She comments in ‘Zilio’, a short story in the collection Gente alla
Palua, set during the war, ‘sta per finire la guerra e forse dovremo vivere ancora
come gente che ha anche un passato’ (p. 79). There are also frequent comments of
this type in I giorni ver: and, as will be discussed later in this chapter, Il campo
rosso describes an unsuccessful attempt to block out past memories and live in the
present. Nevertheless, she makes it quite clear that, even if she has suppressed the
past, that does not mean she is not able to recover it. As the above quotations
suggest, the stories of the Resistance may have become fable for others, but that
does not apply to the way she sees them herself. She confidently asserts that she
is describing the Resistance as it really was in I giorni veri and, although, for her

too, the First World War seems more distant and unreal, she is not suggesting that
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the truth of the past cannot be established.?

How then does she find a way through this distortion and mythologization of
the past? A theme throughout all her autobiography is one of self-analysis, and she
often suggests that a re-examination of the past, her own past in particular, allows
her to understand it properly. In ‘Il ponte del Gar’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 69-98), she
describes the way she allows her mind to wander back to the past: ‘nella cuccetta
dove il corpo stanco si & come annientato, sono sveglia e quasi felice, qualcosa
si sta liberando, qualcosa capace di immergersi in fondali altrimenti inarrivabili’
(p. 76). She often refers to this as following a thread or ‘filo’ in her mind, not
knowing where it will lead. It seems that she felt that this was the only means of
uncovering memories that she had deliberately repressed, as a result of the war or
other traumatic experiences. ‘Camera 32’ (Racconti partigiani e no, pp. 7-11) is a
short story that describes the way that a period she spent in hospital created the

opportunity to recover some of her past:

Non mi sento sola qui, non mi annoio, tra il letto e il muro bianco non
c’¢ niente, dopo gli interventi non posso piu leggere, ma non mi annoio,
non mi preoccupo, da tempi immemorabili sono abituata a comandare
1 sentimenti, il pensiero, il sonno. E’ una specie di autoipnotismo o di
spietata selezione realizzata fin da tempi lontani, una cattiveria dura
che mise inafferrabili valvole a noi stessi, al passato e ai suoi ricordi, per
esempio, quando urgeva occuparsi solo del presente, intensamente. O
imparammo a frugare ed esaminare un certo passato utile o utilmente
analizzabile a scapito di altro remotissmo o spiacevole, che soggiacque
quindi a interessate amnesie.

Ma ora che il presente e deprecabile, misero, doloroso, le amnesie anche
piu tenaci cadono e si aprono, scorrono immagini e fatti remotissimi,
veri, solo apparentemente perduti, i loro tasselli si integrano e si inse-
riscono ad altri, forse non inutilmente anche per altre consapevolezze.

(p- 7)

Of course, there is the pretence in this that she is writing as the thoughts are

occurring, in hospital, whereas, in reality, these are not the spontaneous ideas of

4The implications of writing the truth about the Resistance will be discussed in detail in
Chapter Five.
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the time, but were written much later. Perhaps it is representative of a process
that she used go through in her mind, however, as there is a similar notion of
self-examination present thronghout her unpublished diaries too. Indeed, she says
that they are written as a kind of self-analysis. In the bound diary entitled ‘1954:
sogni — diarii’, she wonders if this amounts to ‘autolesionismo’, but decides that
she needs ‘autocritica pura, spietata e scientifica, cosciente’ (p. 23). Whilst, by the
word ‘analysis’, she seems to mean a kind of general self-examination, there is a
suggestion that, to some extent, she had more specific, Freudian analysis in mind.
In an entry marked ‘Milano 6 febbraio’ (no year), she comments on what she sees

as the theory behind analysis:

Vorrei dire che quando nel corpo qualcosa duole per malattia o comun-
que, quando nel sangue circola qualche veleno chimico tossina o febbre
o fatica che sia, un sangue piu attivo e drogato riesce a smuovere le
dormienti cellule cerebrali delle memorie inconscie e dei desideri affon-
dativi per compressione, insoddisfatti per esigenze di vita ecc. E ci vive
per rivalsa nel sogno. In questo la teoria e giusta.

Where she parts company with psychoanalysts, she says, is when they suggest
that ‘il sogno sia solo sesso, solo e nient’altro, no che non mi va’. Indeed, she
goes on to describe ‘il vecchio Freud’ as ‘semplicistico e a monodirezione’, along
with ‘parecchi suoi seguaci’. What she objects to in his theories is that they do
not allow for inherited characteristics: ‘non me le concedete le ereditarieta e gli
atavismi?’. For, she says, ‘Io sento nel mio sangue barbarico febbri di avventura e
smania nomade’, and her dreams could be seen instead as the fulfilment of those
desires, frustrated in real life. Or perhaps ‘dimostrano la percentuale vivissima
di estroversione che nella vita mi serve ad equilibrare le introversioni potenti (ed
anche malate e paurose) che inesorabilmente mi vengono dal mio ceppo paterno e

nevrotico’.’

In this way, Zangrandi acknowledges the existence of obstacles that must be
overcome in order to get at the truth of the past, but never suggests that this
might not be possible. History may become myth and memory may be unreliable,

but by a conscious effort, she seems convinced that one could reach a true version

>This aspect of Zangrandi’s background and writing will be discussed in Chapter Two.
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of events. The way that she suggests that she ‘allows her mind to wander’ in her
published work, and seems to employ a similar technique in writing her diaries,
encourages the reader to feel that it is possible not only for the author to analyse
herself, but also for the reader to analyse her through her writing, to see beneath
her dreams and comments about herself to her ‘true’ character. Thus she suggests
that there is some underlying self that exists in a manner somewhat akin to that

proposed by Freud.

However, it should be remembered that a written form of ‘free association’,
such as one finds in her work, was never part of Freud’s clinical techniques. In any
case, despite the impression it gives, in her published work, at least, there is very
little that is free about this kind of narration. The literary techniques involved
here obscure the extent to which she has manipulated what she writes. By her
own argument, if she has suppressed certain ideas, there is no reason why she
would not continue to suppress others whilst writing. Furthermore, as described
above, all writers impose a certain form on what they write. One of the important
considerations that dictates the particular form they choose is the perceived effect
that this will have on a reader. It may seem that this would not be the case with
diaries that she did not have published. In fact, it is clear that she was aware
that these too would be read by someone at some point. In the bound volume
‘Capodanno 1955’ she says ‘non posso fissare qui i nomi veri della gente, non si sa
mai che una volta o ’altra tu muori [sic] in croda o sulla strada, che una paralisi o un
accidente ti colga e vengano a scartoffiare nei tuoi appunti’ (p. 207). Presumably
for the same reason she has scribbled out names earlier in this volume (p. 41).
Nevertheless, in her partial acceptance of Freud’s theories and her emphasis on
inherited characteristics, she gives the reader an indication of the way she felt she
had access to the past and some idea of the mental framework supporting her

autobiographical writings.

As for the narrative framework that she gives her autobiographical writings, it
should be noted that Zangrandi has not written the typical autobiography which
follows its author’s life from birth to maturity or old age. Instead, as has been

indicated above, Zangrandi has written about herself in novel-length works that
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treat only a relatively short period of her life chronologically, and short stories
that treat separate episodes. A picture of her whole life only emerges through a
reading of all her works, as episodes reappear, are expanded on, and are linked
together in different ways. The short stories are structured in a different manner
from the longer works. Some of them are entirely autobiographical, whilst others
use a first person narrator as a kind of narrator-witness and the details about her
own life are used as a framework in which to place the story of other people. When
she focuses on her own life, the stories often take the form of an anecdote from
her childhood, but they are not usually written from the point of view of a writer
writing ‘now’ about her childhood. She tends to set the story at some point in
her adult life and then looks back to an earlier period from that standpoint; quite
often there is some theme that links the two periods. Stories such as ‘Il ponte
del Gar’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 69-98) and ‘Il cortile assediato’ (Anni con Attila,
p. 99-145) are set in the past, initially, but at a time when Zangrandi was already
an adult. This context then acts as a framework for the ‘recollection’ of an earlier
period. In this way, the ‘I’ of narration is not just split into two, as Benstock
has described, but three: the narrator of the text, the older Zangrandi and the
younger Zangrandi. For example, ‘Il ponte del Gar’ begins with a description of
Zangrandi’s activities earlier that day: ‘e stata una giornata pesante; di scorrerie
e di incontri per valli e paesi, uffici, archivi, segreterie [...] e ne ritorno stanca,
flaccata, tesa’ (Anni con Attila, p. 69), and so the reader is immediately aware
that these are the activities of an adult. But this adult Zangrandi remains distinct
from the ‘narrating self’, despite the use of the present and future tenses, as we
are told that ‘il corpo stanco e spezzato si sta annientando nella buona cuccetta’
(not writing) and that ‘il pensiero si liberera chiaro e forte, non distratto da nulla,
prepotente a infilare qualche sua strada’ (p.71). This introduces a recollection of
childhood, as the owl that flew into her windscreen earlier that evening reminds
of another owl that got stuck in the chimney of her bedroom and frightened her
when she was a child (this is also an example of the kind of ‘filo’ that she ‘allows’
her mind to follow). But this latter story is told not only through the eyes of the

narrator, but also from the point of view of the ‘adult Zangrandi’:
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fu in quell’epoca che entro nel caminetto della mia nuova camera un
enorme gufo, un puzzolente e pennuto Gufo Reale come questo di sta-
notte. E fu come la conclusione e la crisi finale di avvenimenti pure
semplici od orribili, reali certo, che ora mi & facile ricostruire e vedere,
in questa notte di luciditd malata. (pp. 75-6)

In this way, Zangrandi acknowledges some ‘gaps’ in the ‘temporal dimensions’
of her works (these terms are taken from Benstock’s analysis of autobiography,
as referred to earlier). She recognizes that she is an adult looking back at her
childhood, but the gap between her writing self and earlier adult self is hidden.
As for the longer autobiographies, I giorni veri is written as if it were composed
during the Resistance, as will be discussed in Chapter Five. It does refer back to
an earlier time occasionally, but concentrates mostly on the events of the period
and conceals the ‘gap’ between this and the time of its narration. Zangrandi uses
a similar technique in Il campo rosso, although, as will be discussed in detail later
in this chapter, time levels in that novel are rather more complex. It is certainly
very rare that she refers to the time of writing, although one very vague example
may be found in Gente alla Palua: ‘Oggi. Sono passati altri dieci, venti anni, il
boom, la congiuntura, le prime euforie spaziali...” (p. 110). Otherwise, this ‘gap’

is not acknowledged.

A ‘filtering’ of the past is also made obvious by Zangrandi’s use of irony. She
describes her earlier self, as a child, with some affection, but there is an ironical
distance between the later narrator and the young child who is so wrapped up
in romantic ideas and dreams of adventure. It is often with some amusement
that she looks back at that time. Nowhere is this hindsight more clear than
when Zangrandi recalls the overblown, fascist rhetoric that made up her lessons
at school and is rather amused at her childish enthusiasm. She explains that
she and her father often went ‘dove il vallone largo preludeva la pianura vasta e
appoderata, tra i campi di grano che imbiondivano’ and that she, like all good
fascists keen on self-sufficiency, had ‘una romantica mania d’amore per i campi di
grano, c’entrasse qualche dettato istruttivo o fosse nel mio sangue, radicata nel
mio appetito divoratore di pane, non so; se lo dicevo a mio padre, rideva bonario’

(Anni con Attila, p. 119). Zangrandi’s attitude to fascism over the years and the
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way 1t emerges from her writing will be examined in Chapter Three.

A particularly striking example of the way that Zangrandi has shaped her own
past is provided by her diaries, when she refers to the idea of taking details from
her own past and altering them. Moreover, the changes she suggests making seem
to appear in her later published work. For example, as will be discussed later in
this chapter, in her diary she proposes a different location for a house her aunts and
uncles lived in, and it is this location that appears in her short stories. She is also
very selective in the periods she chooses to write about and the particular aspects
of those periods that she concentrates on. It is noticeable, for example, that she
chose to say very little in her published work about her life in the 1950s and 60s and
afterwards, and turns instead to the past. In this way, Zangrandi’s approach to the
past may, in some ways, be that of the analyst, seeking an underlying truth, but
at the same time it involves creating unavoidable, or indeed deliberate, elements
of fiction, whether by not acknowledging the ‘gap’ between the time of narration

and the events narrated, or by inventing facts.

The Red Field: History and Imagination

An interesting example of the kind of form that Zangrandi has imposed on the
past is provided by Il campo rosso (1959). It is a narrative that works on a number
of different levels temporally, but, nevertheless, it does not admit of a time later
than that of the main narrative, 1946. Ostensibly it is the story of a few months of
Zangrandi’s life, as the subtitle, Cronaca di una estate, 1946, suggests. It describes
the building of a refuge, in order to provide shelter for walkers and mountaineers,
in the mountains of the Cadore, by a group of men that Zangrandi herself had
got together and organized. All the characters she describes (including herself)
are having to rebuild their lives after the war. It is written in the past tense, but
not in the form of a diary and there is no exact sense of a time of narration. The
future, beyond 1946, is treated as unknown. The action of the novel is concerned
with the daily activities of Zangrandi and her builders and carpenters, the hard,
physical work they undertake and the often rather fraught relationships between

them. The recent past and the Second World War are only referred to obliquely;
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they are a constant presence in Il campo rosso and remain a point of reference,
even if no details are given. Relationships between those working on the refuge
are difficult, it is suggested, because of unspecified events that took place ‘allora’.
Zangrandi finds one of the men, Faghér, particularly unpleasant, mainly because
of something she knows about his past and cannot forget, but does not divulge to
anyone (including the reader). ‘Con Annamaria, con Giulietta sua nipote’, on the
other hand, she says, ‘avevo ben passato assieme vicende ed avventure, negli anni
di questa guerra’ (p. 11). Even if, she adds, ‘io non voglio pensare a queste cose [...]
non sono di quelli che amano rigirarsi nell’appiccicosa torbiera dei ricordi’. Yet the
subject of the war keeps returning. Annamaria’s ‘soffitta’ is described as ‘piena
di ciarpami’, but also as the place ‘dove io e Giulietta portavamo da mangiare a
Mariano, quando fu la chiuso e nascosto’ (p. 12). This comment is inserted without
any further explanation and no link, other than the place, to the context. It is
also striking that the simple act of cutting down a tree and stripping it of its bark
for the construction of the refuge conjures up a particularly macabre image in the

narrator’s mind:

quel tronco cosi denudato sembrava un corpo dalla liscia pelle dorata
dal sole, un lungo gigante senza braccia, abbattuto, poggiato alla roccia
e sudava un suo male di morte dentro 'umida buca, sangue di linfe e
di resine; mi ricordava un uomo magro e lungo, bronzeo, legato ad un
palo, uno che avevo veduto, sfinito, non si muoveva piu, né parlava, ma
sudava cosi perché stentava a morire. (p. 54)

Once more, no further explanation of the event alluded to is given. Such references
create the impression that the narrator is describing one set of events, but is
preoccupied with another, that cause too much pain to be thought or written
about openly, but which cannot be suppressed entirely. The building of the refuge
is seen as a distraction, for when some task requires her attention, then ‘si smette
di pensare, di ricordare, come a volte puo succedere, le cose che non si possono
piu avere’, and, for a while, she is able to forget Dario, a fellow partisan who
died during the Resistance, and ‘I’'ombra di Dario che a volte trascorre ancora in
folata fra il colle e la Vedretta’ (p. 35). At other times, when physical exertion

in insufficient to help her forget, she drinks to escape. In this way, Zangrandi
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creates a subtext to Il campo rosso. By apparently refusing to write about what
happened, yet making frequent references to it, she not only describes her mental
state in 1946, but also gives a scant but significant description of relationships and

events during the Resistance.

However, the subtext of Il campo rosso refers not just to the Second World
War, but also to Zangrandi’s childhood, to the history of the area she lives in
and to the world of her imagination. Climbing up to the refuge with provisions
one evening, she rests at a place where local people have always paused in their
journey: ‘sono molti secoli, credo, che la gente fa sosta in questo ripiano ultimo
prativo’. ‘Perché qui?’, she asks, then, answering her own question, suggests, ‘non
S0, qui € meritato, qui cambia qualcosa’. It could be objected, she says, that ‘questi
sono ragionamenti da donne’, but, if so, they belong to women ‘che da secoli fecero
qui la loro “pausa”, certamente’, because ‘furono sempre loro a portare nei nostri

paesi’ (p. 21). She feels that these women are somehow still present:

forse a mettersi la in una notte solitaria, ad ascoltare le voci delle
Creste, dell’aria e del tempo, si potrebbero vedere, tutta la falange
delle donne passate, processione nera e dondolante, gravata e ricurva
fra intrichi di rami, dannata ad andare per schiavitl antica di terra e di
fame, forse avrebbe in testa la madre di Cicio Diau, una bis-bis-avola
di Annamaria. (p. 21)

Lying down in this place, she says, she can look at the stars and ‘sentire salire
dalla terra come un abbraccio caldo sul corpo che rivive; & tanto raro che riviva
e si ricordi di essere un corpo di donna’ and ‘per un momento breve, sentii che
allora, se avessi avuto quello che mi spettava, sarei stata come ’erba, come le altre
creature, come i caprioli dai dolci occhi; sarei stata viva’. It is not clear if she
sleeps or not, but her thoughts turn to her mother and she explains: ‘ogni volta
era cosi — e cosi —: guardavo una cosa nel ricordo, anche nulla e mi ritrovavo con
mia madre’ (p. 24). She hears her mother talking to her as if she were still alive.
Zangrandi relates what she was saying that particular evening, but comments ‘ma
tante sere, sempre, ci si ritrova cosi, come in questa vita’ (p. 25). Then she is
alone, in her ‘casa del sogno’ and these images of her mother seem to provoke

further images, this time of the child she has never had: ‘avevo tra le braccia un

21



bambino ch’era vivo e mio, sentivo il sangue scorrere nella sua carne, ero felice e
pazza perché lo sentivo respirare davvero con la sua piccola bocca molle appoggiata
al mio viso’ (p. 26). Then she realizes that ‘quel bambino non c¢’era pit. Intorno
avevo solo una sofferenza acuta’ (p. 27). It is with considerable effort that she
forces herself to get up: ‘capii che dovevo muovere le gambe per ritrovare questa
vita’ (p. 27).

Thus it seems that she is living, indeed only feels alive, in ‘lives’ other than this
life. The very title of the book refers to the world or ‘life’ that partly belongs to
Zangrandi’s past and partly to her imagination. One evening, after a particularly
unpleasant episode with Fagher, Zangrandi drinks to forget and finds herself back
in her childhood and feels the desire to be ‘come allora, voglio qualcosa di allora ...
il gran campo di grano, che seminavamo nel terrazzo grande, falcato sul fiume. Il
campo che vado sempre a cercare in sere dannate come questa’ (p. 75). This field
is the ‘campo rosso’ of the title; here the wheat ‘maturava contemporaneamente ad
infiniti papaveri rossi [...] tanti erano, era un meraviglioso fiammeggiante campo’.
‘Posso vederlo ed averlo’, she continues, ‘posso camminare sull’altipiano immenso
fiorito del fiore rosso, posso andare leggera per caldi purpurei viali, posso avere
Dario con me. E morti non siamo, non fantasmi, vivi noi camminiamo nel campo
del fiore rosso’ (p. 75). She talks of herself in this episode as if, in reality, she
too had died like Dario, and this reinforces a recurring idea that she is not really
living in the present, or that she has other lives that are almost as real to her. It is
interesting that, having referred to the generations of women who have followed the
same tradition, and who could be traced to the present day, Zangrandi’s thoughts
then turn to her own mother, as if the very place where she has stopped provides
some link between the (female) generations. She then thinks of the next generation
and the child that she has not had, and her suffering is all the worse: it is as if
she is aware of the generations stretching out behind her, but her lack of a child
means that she cannot properly act as a link between the present and the past,
and between the present and the future and is caught in a kind of limbo. She does
not feel able to respond to ‘this’ life and feels alienated from herself and from those

around her. The closest she gets to others is a recognition of the same symptoms
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in them; the character Carlo is equally ill at ease. Carlo and Anna seem to have
a good deal in common, and are both suffering after losing someone in the war,
but they are unable to communicate fully with each other. To have a relationship
with a man, Zangrandi comments ironically, ‘ci vuole un corpo con dei sensi o
almeno un uomo che li svegli’, and whilst Carlo comes the closest, even he was
‘spaventosamente lontano’ (p. 87). For a few minutes, one evening, when they have

both drunk too much and dance together, Zangrandi is aware of

il braccio di un uomo vivo che ti strappa e ti getta in aria, come uscire
da una realta tremenda ed entrare in un’altra, finalmente, una che urge,
si rinnova e diventare piedi, gambe che vanno, essere un pezzo di suono
vestito di muscoli che si agita sulla pista. (p. 128)

But when the music and dancing stop, it is as if neither have any life to return to:
‘anch’io affondavo ed affogavo in quella sera in cui sedevo con Carlo sulla banchina
del pilone e non mi restava pin nemmeno il corpo, perché se mi fosse restato avrei
cercato di dargli quello’ (p. 189-90). Carlo gives in to this condition and commits
suicide. Anna, aware of the possibility of ‘waking up’, yet unable to do so, remains
half-alive and half-dead, as it were, looking to Leo, her friend’s child, who is ‘vivo,

meravigliosamente vivo’ (p. 131) for the life that she lacks.

Thus in Il campo rosso Zangrandi links a number of different periods, creating
a text and subtext that interplay to produce an account of a self that is alienated
from its immediate surroundings despite the communal life that she is apparently
living, and an internal life that is just as real, although anchored in different
periods and in dreams and imagination. Moreover, it is an autobiography that is
used to link the personal world of her imagination and the history and fables of
the Cadore. She is not just living in her own, individual past, but identifies with
women through the ages in these mountains. Thus this work is also about the
women of the Cadore and it allows Zangrandi to show that she belongs to a local,
and specifically female, tradition. Indeed, it could be said that she uses Il campo

rosso to write herself into such a tradition.

If autobiography is manipulated to this extent and the boundaries between fic-

tion, history and autobiography are blurred in this way, what remains of the idea
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that autobiography represents the life of its author? In what sense can Zangrandi’s
autobiographical writings really be said to correspond to her lived experience? For
that matter, how may biography, especially a biography based partly on autobio-
graphical texts, be said to correspond to the life on which it is supposedly based?
Or, quite simply, is there no such correspondence? Such questions presuppose the
possibility of a referential literature and of a fixed and unified self ‘behind’ the
autobiography, and recent poststructuralist and psychoanalytic criticism has done
much to undermine both assumptions. Paul de Man, writing in ‘Autobiography

As De-Facement’, argues that

we assume that life produces the autobiography as an act produces its
consequences, but can we not suggest, with equal justice, that the au-
tobiographical project may itself produce and determine the life and
that whatever the writer does is in fact governed by the technical de-
mands of self-portraiture and thus determined, in all its aspects, by the
resources of his medium? (‘The Rhetoric of Fiction’, in The Rhetoric of
Romanticism (Columbia: Columbia University Press, 1984), pp. 67-81

(p. 69))

According to such a view, the very aspiration to move beyond the text to knowledge
of the self and the world is an illusion, as the text is seen as a linguistic structure
that refers only to itself, and the self is not an entity that exists in itself but rather
a provisional construct of language that depends on others for its existence. In

this sense, autobiography is just like any other text.

However, many critics have been keen to uphold the distinction between auto-
biography and other literary genres, whilst trying to take account of the contri-
bution of recent criticism. James Olney, in his book Metaphors of the Self: The
Meaning of ‘Autobiogmphy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), comes
to the conclusion not that the self is a fiction, but that it expresses itself by the
metaphors it creates and projects: ‘We know it by those metaphors. We do not
see or touch the self, but we do see and touch its metaphors’ (p. 34). However,
Olney does not really provide a solution, for if we know it only by its metaphors,
how can we be certain that there is a self which exists beyond those metaphors? If

we can perceive no reality beyond these metaphors then surely they just come to
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mean the same thing as the linguistic constructs mentioned above? These debates
about the status of the self and of autobiography have particular significance for

another area of studies: feminist criticism and historiography.

Women and Autobiography

As mentioned above, women’s autobiographies have been seen as particularly sig-
nificant for feminist historians, literary critics, and, indeed, biographers, precisely
because women’s writings and the details of women’s lives have tended to be dis-
missed as unimportant. Women’s diaries and autobiographies are a very important
resource and the idea that such works exist only as texts, and cannot theoretically
be related back to a real life ‘behind’ them, is deeply unattractive to the critic who
is concerned above all to show that women’s lives have a value, despite their ab-
sence in histories, and have often been misjudged, stereotyped or ignored. Indeed,
it has been the aim of feminist history to show that another version of history
exists. This has been done by showing that conventional histories have excluded
women and, whilst giving the pretence of being the whole story, have in fact only
given a partial view. It has also been shown that women have had to contend,
whether consciously or not, with a historically determined view of what they are
and can be. This may have a number of effects on the way that women see them-
selves and thus on the way that they write.® When women who have flouted the
accepted conventions of their time have proceeded to write about their lives, they
have been described as ‘writing against the grain’ of what is accepted as realistic
and true. Susan Stanford Friedman, discusses this issue in her paper ‘Women’s
Autobiographical Selves: Theory and Practice’ (in The Private Self: Theory and
Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings, ed. S. Benstock (London: Rout-
ledge, 1988), pp. 34-62):

The self constructed in women’s autobiographical writing is often based
in, but not limited to, a group consciousness — an awareness of the
meaning of the cultural category WOMAN for the patterns of women’s
individual destiny [...] Alienation from the historically imposed image

6In Chapter Five these issues will be discussed with particular reference to Zangrandi’s pub-
lished diary of the Resistance I giorni veri and the experiences of women in that period.
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of the self is what motivates the writing, the creation of an alternate
self in the autobiographical act. (p. 41)

Friedman shows some mistrust of the idea that autobiography is simply a reflection
of the author’s life and talks instead of ‘constructing’ a self, yet, at the same time,
she supports the idea that autobiography by women constitutes a separate category
and gives us access to an alternative point of view; a view of lives and history that
cannot be found in works by men. Flora Bassanese has also drawn attention to
alternative archetypal patterns and standard literary motifs that may be found
in women’s writing, and that are significantly different from those found in works
by men (‘Una donna: Autobiography as Exemplary Text’ in Donna: Women in

Italian Culture, ed. by Ada Testaferri (Toronto: Dovehouse, 1989), pp. 131-152).

Other critics are more sceptical about what women can say about themselves
in autobiography. Whilst continuing to accord autobiography a different status
from other literary genres, seeing it as an expression of the self, they use Lacanian
ideas about the nature of language and consciousness in order to describe that
self and suggest that, in their writing too, women cannot escape marginalization.
Benstock writes that ‘as Jacques Lacan has noted, the “mirror stage” of psychic
development that initiates the child into the social community and brings it under
the law of the Symbolic (the law of language as constituted through society) serves
up a false image of the child’s unified “self”’ (‘Authorizing the Autobiographical’,
p. 12). In her view, the traditional autobiography seeks to maintain this false
image of unity. For Georges Gusdorf, she writes, autobiography is a mirror in
which the author reflects his own image, and, she adds, ‘in such a mirror the “self”
and the “reflection” coincide’. However, she says,

this definition of autobiography overlooks what might be the most in-
teresting aspect of the autobiographical: the measure to which ‘self’
and ‘self-image’ might not coincide, can never coincide in language —
not because certain forms of self-writing are not self-conscious enough

but because they have no investment in creating a cohesive self over
time. (‘Authorizing the Autobiographical’, p. 15)

Whilst ‘those whose assignment under the Symbolic law is to represent author-

ity, to represent the phallic power that drives inexorably toward unity, identity,
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sameness’ (p. 15) ‘cling’ to a definition of autobiography in which the self is ‘or-
ganic’, women, on the other hand, ‘question such authority’ and have different
interests. Rather than what she sees as a typically male idea of the unified self,
Benstock writes instead of a different conception of the self, of the ‘fissures of fe-
male discontinuity’ and the way that ‘the self that would reside at the center of the
text is decentred — and often is absent altogether — in women’s autobiographical
texts’ (p. 20). Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck have echoed this view, and, to
some extent counter Friedman’s idea of a group consciousness amongst women (see
above), maintaining that, ‘the (masculine) tradition of autobiography, beginning
with Augustine, had taken as its first premise the mirroring capacity of the auto-
biographer: his universality, his representativeness, his role as spokesman for the
community’. On the other hand, ‘no mirror of her era, the female autobiographer
takes as a given that selfhood is mediated; her invisibility results from her lack
of a tradition, her marginality in male-dominated culture, her fragmentation —
social and political as well as psychic’ (Life/Lines: Theorizing Women’s Autobio-
graphy (New York: Cornell University Press, 1988), p. 1). Feminist critics have
also emphasized the linguistic marginality of women and have expressed a distrust
of a language that they consider to be patriarchal and therefore unable to convey
women’s voices. They are then left with the dilemma that women’s voices need
to be heard, but cannot be. It has been claimed that one solution to this would
be for women to find their own language, or own form of autobiography. This can
present further problems when the way that one critic describes a possible women’s
autobiography sounds prescriptive and inaccurate to another critic. In this way,
women’s autobiography has been seen as a valid source, in a compromise between
an acceptance of the view that the self is a fictional construct and the idea that
autobiography can also be the conduit for women’s voices, whilst opinions have
varied as to the extent that women’s voices have been mediated by a male view
of themselves and male language and literary form. What is important about the
approach of many feminists to autobiography, however, is the way that it has chal-
lenged some preconceptions about autobiography and stressed the importance of
cultural norms and historical context, whilst recognizing the provisional nature of

all autobiography.
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In her autobiography, Zangrandi does object at times to the limitations placed
on her because she is a woman, and, as will be discussed in the following chapters,
the effects of these limitations can also be seen in the way she writes about herself.
As will be seen, it is possible to identify contradictions and silences in her work that
Benstock might describe as ‘fissures of female discontinuity’. Yet, in her writing,
she can also be seen to do a great deal to create the sense of a unified self. Rather
than occupying an entirely different, marginalized position, Zangrandi’s writing
1s more accurately described as a negotiation between her position as a woman
and the world of men, between the private and the public. In her writing she
describes a life that did not correspond to any stereotypes regarding the way that
women lead their lives. Yet, at the same time, she uses her writing to position
herself within the prevailing traditions. Sections of her life are delimited by the
traditional, and according to some feminist critics typically male, markers such
as wars and nationwide political change. Her interpretation of history is very
traditional in some ways, in its heroism and patriotism that equates the battles
of the Resistance with those of the Risorgimento, as described in Chapter Five.
As will be demonstrated throughout this thesis, her writing can be seen as an
attempt to carve out a place for herself within that tradition, and, more specifically,
within the particular traditions that she identifies as proper to the people of the
Cadore. And yet, in her hands, this regional tradition is also a female tradition.
For Zangrandi always writes about women, from a woman’s point of view, and
shows that a female perspective raises different issues and tells a different story.
Moreover, as has been noted with reference to Il campo rosso, and as will be
discussed further in later chapters, when she uses her writing to find her own place
within the traditions of the cadorini, it is often a specifically female tradition that
is implied. Zangrandi’s approach to autobiography does not seem to fit in with
any archetypal descriptions of writing by women or men. As for her attitude to
herself, Zangrandi has a strong sense of her own identity, but does admit that
there are unconscious influences at play, and that her identity has evolved over
time. Nevertheless, as shown above, she takes it for granted that autobiography is
a separate genre and that she is able, in her writing, to give a faithful representation

of the past.
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The Narrative Self

Paul John Eakin, writing about autobiography by men and women, attempts to
negotiate a middle path between stating that the self does not exist and treating
autobiography as referential. In his work Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in
the Art of Self-Invention (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), he does
maintain that ‘autobiographical truth is not a fixed but an evolving content in an
intricate process of self-discovery and self-creation, and that the self at the center
of all autobiographical narrative is necessarily a fictive structure’ (p. 3). However,

a few pages later, he suggests that

instead of debating the old either/or proposition — whether the self is
a transcendental category preceding language in the order of being, or
else a construct of language brought into being by it — it is preferable to
conceptualize the relation between the self and language as a mutually
constituting interdependency, for study of early human development
reveals an intimate and necessary linkage between the acquisition of
language and the emergence of self-awareness. (p. 8)

In a later work, Touching the World: Reference in Autobiography (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1992), Eakin develops this idea further. The self may
be a fiction, but, he asserts, it is a necessary fiction. In support of this idea, he
refers to the work of the psychologist Oliver Sacks: ‘What his case studies teach
us’, Eakin explains, ‘is that possession of some operative concept of identity is ab-
solutely essential for our survival as functioning human beings’ and that, therefore,
he sees ‘the self-invention that takes place in the autobiographical act as obeying
an existential imperative’ (p. 189). He also regards the use of a narrative form as
significant. Rather than agreeing with those feminist critics and psychoanalytic
critics who have called for new forms of autobiography, in order to get closer to
our experience of living, Eakin tends instead towards the view that narration itself
is a mode of consciousness and that the self is narratively structured. Although,

he says, he does not mean this in any prescriptive way, it is simply that

as far as autobiography is concerned, it would be a mistake to argue
that narrative form is either entirely ‘natural’ or entirely arbitrary.
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Narrative in autobiography is always a retrospective imposition on re-
membered experience, but the choice of narrative is justified by its
roots in that experience (p. 197)

Thus, Eakin puts forward the view that it is a human tendency to make sense
of experience through chronological accounts and story-telling. In fact, as will
be discussed later, Zangrandi herself attached considerable importance to story-
telling, as a means of understanding oneself and one’s cultural history, and had
a great interest in the way that story and history intermingle. This has already
been seen in the way that Zangrandi describes the process of history becoming
stories that people tell each other. In Anni con Attila (1966), she refers to a period
in her own past that is ‘ormai remoto’, and, for this reason it has become the
stuff of stories and is ‘“da raccontare”’ (p. 99) and Il campo rosso also suggests
a merging of history and fable. As will be shown, in all her autobiographical
work there are elements of fiction, just as she always gives her fictional works a
defined historical context. (In Chapter Four this will be discussed with reference to
realism in her fictional work I Brusaz.) According to Eakin’s view, we are obliged
to invent a self, in life as in autobiography, just as we have no alternative to using
language to describe that self. The experimental autobiography that deliberately
includes lapses, repetitions and contradictions, and ‘feminist autobiography’ with
less emphasis on closure, may bear a closer resemblance to the randomness of
everyday life (or perhaps to the way that women experience life), but it is hard
to see that such approaches involve any less of an imposition of form. The use of
chronological narrative, with all its faults, on the other hand, does seem to bear
some relation to the way that the human mind makes sense of experience and

communicates it to others through memory and story-telling.

Writing Zangrandi’s Biography

It should be pointed out that autobiography is no more limited than any other
attempt to describe the past. As will be discussed in the next chapter, the other
sources of information for Zangrandi’s biography cannot be used uncritically ei-

ther and they are subject to just the same difficulties: they are all subject to an
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imposition of form and involve the construction of a self. The personal documents
that Zangrandi left provide some very useful details, and, as documents, may seem
to present fewer problems, but they inevitably give a partial picture, dictated by
what Zangrandi herself decided to keep and by what happened to be passed on
rather than lost.” The information that may be found in the introductions to her
published works and in the blurbs is also subject to a certain bias. The content of
these descriptions of Zangrandi’s life must have been partially dependent on the
image of herself that she wished to project, but, above all, they would have been
dictated by the publisher and formulated in such a way as to be of interest to a
prospective reader. (Of course, the publisher also has an influence on what appears
in the final printed version of a text, so, for that reason too, no autobiography is
simply the ‘voice’ of its author).

Testimonies from people who knew Zangrandi raise some different issues. De-
spite strenuous efforts it has not been possible to find people who knew her before
the Second World War and her involvement in the Resistance. This means that
for the first thirty years or so of her life, there are no alternative accounts to set
alongside Zangrandi’s version of events. Moreover, testimonies, like autobiography
and oral accounts, are by their very nature subjective. For many people, she is
still identified with the period of the Resistance, and attitudes towards her are
inevitably coloured by more general attitudes to the Resistance.! Her activities
during that period are quite widely known, whilst her early and late years had
remained obscure. In the latter years of her life she had no relatives with whom
she was in contact. She had a cousin, Antonio Bevilacqua, but did not get on with
him and, according to her friend Arturo Fornasier, resented the fact that he was

summoned to her when she was very ill, during the last years of her life.® Very few

"These documents include correspondence with magazines, newspapers and publishers, scien-
tific studies including her tesi di laurea and other university work, certificates of the sale of land
(sold by Zangrandi), gun licence, income tax forms and insurance documents, birth certificate
along with her diaries and typescripts of her fiction and autobiography. They are all in the
possession of her friend, Arturo Fornasier, Pieve di Cadore.

8The fact that this biographer carried out much of her research at the Istituto Storico della
Resistenza Bellunese, and made some contacts through the Institute, would also have given a
certain bias, even taking account of the fact that the Institute is now concerned with all aspects
of local history.

9A letter sent by me to Antonio Bevilacqua was not answered.
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other people seem to have got to know her intimately. Fornasier has commented
that she was a solitary figure who did not allow many people to get close to her.
He also points out that she did have a close friend in a woman called Gigliola
Rosa, but that this friend died a couple of years after Zangrandi. Thus testimonies
from friends and acquaintances are necessarily restricted; they often refer to quite
a brief period of her life and, like any account of any person, they reflect the
attitudes both of the individual concerned and those which prevail in the wider
community. Once more, an important aspect of the way that Zangrandi has been
described is the whole question of attitudes towards women. Just as women are
influenced by cultural norms in the way that they write about themselves, so such
received 1deas affect the way that women are described. The fact that Zangrandi
led such an unusual life for a woman is bound to be interpreted in rather different
ways, according to one’s opinions and preconceptions about what women are and
do. The accounts of Zangrandi provided by these other sources are also subject
to the same issues of the imposition of form, the limitations of language and the
workings of memory, even if they have not been composed in the same way as a
literary work. Thus Zangrandi’s autobiographical writings may be set alongside
other sources and compared with them, but the usual hierarchical approach that
sets historical documents above autobiography as sources of historical fact needs

to be qualified.

The Autobiographical Pact

There also remains the formal problem of differentiating between fiction and auto-
biography. Readers and critics (and, indeed, bookshops) continue to treat novels
and autobiographies as two different genres, but is this mere convention? Philippe
Lejeune has suggested that the difference lies in a kind of pact that is established
between the author and the reader. A work is autobiographical when the author
claims that the work is true and suggests that there is identity between the nar-
rator and protagonist of the work and the name on the cover. The reader will
then read the work as corresponding to historical fact, unless it seems clear that

the author is using the first person and this claim to truth merely as a device
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for greater realism. There are grey areas of course, where it is not at all clear
if the work is to be read as truth or fiction, but this surely corresponds to the
way we actually do read autobiography. Thus Lejeune proposes a reader-centred
approach; it is the reader who will respond differently to a work that he or she
believes to be autobiographical. Naturally, such an approach allows for different
interpretations as readers react and understand differently. As Lejeune explains,
according to his view, autobiography may be defined as ‘un mode de lecture autant
qu’'un type d’écriture, c’est un effet contractuel historiquement variable’ (Le Pacte

autobiographique (Paris: Le Sellier, 1975), p. 45).

It 1s Lejeune’s definition of autobiography that I intend to use in the next
chapter, and throughout this thesis, in order to differentiate between fiction and
autobiography in Zangrandi’s writing. It should be noted that this definition
involves the inclusion of works that others would exclude. For example, critics in
the past have described autobiography as a whole life-story, from birth to death,
and none of Zangrandi’s works fall into this category. As has been noted, all
her works have different emphases and different time-spans. Her work would not
fit in with definitions that insist that autobiography concentrates purely on the
writer’s own life. The focal point of Zangrandi’s work changes; at times she is very
inward-looking and her writing amounts to an examination of her own psychology,
whilst at other times she is far more concerned with the historical events that she
witnessed and she writes about them from the point of view of a witness, rather
than judging their importance only in terms of the effect they had on her own life.
Indeed, sometimes she claims that she is no longer really aware of her ‘self’. She
is not concerned simply with the story of her own life: her interests also lie with
the life of the community in which she lived, most particularly with the women in
that community. However, all these works referred to in this section establish some
kind of pact with the reader. As stated earlier, I giorn: veriis the only work where
there is an unequivocal claim to truth, but the other works taken into consideration
here form a pact by making the narrator/protagonist a woman of the same age as
Zangrandi and whose biographical details agree with those in the blurb, where it

exists. In stories in Anni con Attila and Gente alla Palua, although she is given
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no first name, we learn that the surname of the narrator/protagonist is Zangrandi,
whilst in the other works, she is called Anna (Giovanna Zangrandi’s nom de guerre,
and obviously related to the name Giovanna). A comparative approach to all her
published works reinforces this ‘pact’ as they complement each other and together
form an uncontradictory account of her life. It is interesting to note that the other
works do not contradict what she writes in I giorn: veri, the work she claims is
completely true. Obvious contradictions and ambiguities only arise when these

published works are compared with other accounts.

Chapter Two will look at the versions of her life that Zangrandi gives in her
published autobiographies as well as her unpublished writing. It will consider the
particular context in which she was writing and her apparent motivations. Her
accounts will be placed alongside other sources whose context and point of view
will be examined in the same way. This does not aim to be the definitive account;
indeed, by its nature it must remain ambiguous. As will be seen, there are a
number of contradictions that remain and, even if more evidence were to emerge,
there would be no means of arriving at the true and complete story of Zangrandi’s
life. The aim here will be to examine the way that Zangrandi writes about the
past, to establish the shape that she gave to her life in her writing, the self that
she constructs, and to use other sources to throw this into relief. In this way, it is
possible to gain a number of insights into her writing and give an overview of her
life as it exists through the sources that remain and are available at this particular

time.

In constructing the first chronological account of her life, Chapter Two will
split the ‘double’ (or ‘triple’) narrative of her autobiography, and discuss first her
childhood and then her adult years. In the first half of the chapter, it tells a
‘story’ about Zangrandi’s life, just as she has told stories about it. The difference
here is that it is based on a number of points of view and its form is dictated
by the biographer, rather than the autobiographer, although the divisions into
separate periods that she imposed on her life in her writing are largely taken up
in this account. However, it will not lose sight of the fact that an account of her

childhood must at the same time be an account of the adult protagonist through
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whom these memories are filtered, and of the ‘narrating self’. An important part
of Zangrandi’s life from the 1950s onwards was devoted to looking back to the past
and writing about it. The death of her mother, for example, is significant not only
for the period in which it happened, but also for the latter period when it was
‘relived’, as it were, and finds its way into her writing so often. In some ways,
Zangrandi’s writing is her life; not only was writing a major activity in her life,
and an important element in forming her self image, but also, given the reasons
explained above, for many aspects, it is the only access we have to that life. For
this reason, the second half of Chapter Two looks at Zangrandi’s life thematically,
to give a more accurate picture of the ‘life’ that Zangrandi created for herself
in her writing. It must not be forgotten that the context and approach of the
biographer is equally important, and a biography written by a feminist literary
critic of the 1990s inevitably takes on its own shape, just as Zangrandi moulded

her own autobiography.
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Chapter Two: Biography of Giovanna Zangrandi

A Chronological Reconstruction

Childhood

Whilst Zangrandi’s life in the early 1950s and her activities during the war became
well known, her early years remained rather more mysterious. Gian Carlo Ferretti’s
anthology L’Italia raccontata: pagine scelte dal 1922 a oggi (Rome: Editori Riuniti,
1987), which contains Zangrandi’s short story ‘Piu niente’, states that she was born
in 1910 in Salce, a frazione of Belluno (in the Veneto), as does the most recent
reference to her life in the Dizionario della letteratura italiana del Novecento edited
by Alberto Asor Rosa (Turin: Einaudi, 1992). On the other hand, the blurb on I
Brusaz (1955), like that on the much later work Il diario di Chiara (1972), mentions
no birthplace, but describes Zangrandi as ‘cadorina di adozione’. According to the
card sent out when she died, she was indeed born in 1910 (13 June), and it is
certainly true that, for many years, she was a familiar figure in the villages of the
Cadore (the mountainous area of the Veneto, north of Belluno). In the immediate
pre-war years she worked in Cortina d’Ampezzo, and she spent most of the rest
of her life in Borca di Cadore, a village between Cortina and Pieve di Cadore.
However, as her birth certificate shows, she was not born in this area, but rather
in Galliera, in Emilia Romagna. Moreover, as school and university documents
show, she spent her adolescence and early adulthood in Bologna, and, as will be
discussed later, she did not move to the Veneto until rather later (most probably
1937).1° In her diary ‘Capodanno 1955°, she describes her attachment to the
Cadore and its mountains, saying ‘credo che siano secoli (e non anni solamente)
che & il mio mondo’, even if she was not born there, ‘cosa conta se dicono che non
ci nacqui, il mio sangue era quello, inevitabilmente e fatalmente, balle, esserci nati
o no’ (p. 59).

Her birth certificate and other documents (such as medical certificates and in-

surance documents) also shgw that her real name was not Giovanna Zangrandi,

10These documents may be found if the Archivio Storico of the University of Bologna.
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but Alma Bevilacqua (on some documents it is shown erroneously as Alda Bevilac-
qua). In her published writing and even in her diaries, she refers to herself almost
exclusively as Giovanna Zangrandi or Anna (her nom de guerre of the Resistance,
which continued to be used by friends who had got to know her in that period), but
there is one reference in her diaries to the fact that it was not her name. Arturo
Fornasier and Lino De Luca do not recognize it as a local name, but Zangrandi
was clearly of the opinion that it was. Writing in her diary one evening about
Attila (the Hun, not her dog of the same name) and the ‘Tartari del Comelico’,
she says that, at that moments, she really feels she belongs to an ancient race of
barbarians, the ancestors of the people now living in the Cadore, with her ‘viso
come i tartari’ and adds ‘stasera mi sento davvero Giovanna Zangrandi, nome
comelicano’ (‘Capodanno 1955°, p. 175). In this way, she seems to have chosen

this name specifically for what she perceived as its local connections.

As has been noted, there is very little information available regarding Zan-
grandi’s childhood beyond what she has written herself. Friends and acquaintances
who are still alive date from later periods of her life. Fornasier and De Luca, for

example, both met her during the Resistance.!!

They recall that she was origi-
nally from Emilia Romagna and that she moved to the Cadore as an adult, with
her mother, some time after the death of her father, but they know very little of
her life before her arrival in the Veneto. Amongst the documents she left behind
(all now in the possession of Arturo Fornasier), there is nothing that refers to the
years between her birth and university. In her published writing, however, she
often writes about her childhood, especially in the collections Anni con Attila and
Gente alla Palua, where a number of the stories are based on childhood anecdotes.
In fact, the title Gente alla Palua refers to relatives of hers who were tenants of
a large farmhouse and its land. Her childhood and adolescent years are divided
into distinct periods: her early years living with both parents in a house in the
countryside and paying regular visits to relatives; a period spent living beside Lake

Garda; the time spent at a secondary school in an unnamed town. It should be

remembered that her childhood is not described anywhere in chronological order

117 interviewed Arturo Fornasier and Lino De Luca together on 16 February 1992.
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(unlike the periods covered by I giorni veri and Il campo rosso), but different,
sometimes overlapping aspects of it are referred to in different stories. The reader

is left to piece together scraps of information from various stories.

Zangrandi describes herself as a lively and energetic child who loves being
outside and riding a bicycle or climbing trees. She describes herself as rather ugly
and tomboyish, but is rather proud of her own strength and of being a little wild.
At the same time, she has a very well developed imagination and her mind is full of
romantic adventures. She has an affectionate relationship with both her parents,
who are described, however, as rather unhappy, if stoical in their sadness. They
are suffering partly a result of being socialist at a time when fascism was taking
hold in Italy. The story ‘Il cortile assediato’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 99-145) gives a
vivid illustration of the dangers of the time and of the courage that her parents, her
mother in particular, had to show. Nevertheless, a more pressing cause for sadness
is her father’s illness. A country vet, when able to work, his ailment is never
specified, but there are frequent references to its debilitating effect. Indeed, he
rarely appears in her writing without the fact that he was ill also being mentioned.
His physical decline is a source of considerable emotional pain for his daughter. In
‘Mio fratello Nuvolo’ (Gente alda Palua, pp. 7-23), she writes of the time when

her father has offered to give her a foal (which she later names Nuvolo):!2

nell’entusiasmo mi abbrancai alle sue gambe, poi gli tenni solo le ginoc-
chia: un tempo quando lui era sempre per la condotta a sella, le gambe
le aveva come i tronchi dei giovani frassini, ora mi pareva di appog-
giarmi alle gambe di mia madre e mi dava un oscuro senso di malessere
sentirle cosi allentate in mio padre, un uomo, uno come Fanfulla o gli
altri delle figure che ammiravo (‘Mio fratello Nuvolo’ pp. 8-9).

In ‘Il cortile assediato’, Zangrandi describes a period when she tried to escape the
sadness of her own family and would spend as much time as possible with her

parents’ tenants and their baby:

se qualcuno mi avesse detto: ‘sei affamata d’amore tra la gente’ mi
sarei messa a ridere e avrei berciato ch’erano baggianate, si sarebbe

12Tn Zangrandi’s diary ‘Capodanno 1955, she refers to a pony named Cirro that she had as a
child (p. 55).

38



forse incrinata la felicita spettacolosa che mi davano la Bianca in collo
o gli occhi amici di Clelia, la presenza e lo scambio di amore con gente
sana, non ammalata come era mio padre (p.118)

Even when her father is feeling rather better and she is able to go out with him
on his rounds as a vet in their horse-drawn carriage, her natural enthusiasm must
be curbed for she has to remember that he is an invalid: ‘a me sarebbe piaciuto
sferzar di redini la cavalla, andar forte, “come il vento”, ma mio padre non voleva,

diceva che i sussulti gli facevano tornare i dolori’ (Anni con Attila, p. 119).

The illness of her father, and the fact that she was an only child, meant that
she was often left to amuse herself. This lack of companionship seems to have
weighed heavily on her. She does describe some friends, such as Pieritt in ‘Il ponte
del Gar’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 69-98), and her gang of friends as a small child in
‘Camera 32’ (Racconti partigiani e no, p. 7-11), but other relationships that she
describes with children her age are rather more fraught. In ‘Il cortile assediato’,
a girl at her school insults her father for being a socialist and she responds by
attacking her physically. Commenting upon this fight, she says, ‘alla selvaggia e
incredibile baruffa con la Mariotta attribuivo una notevole importanza, un valore
quasi eroico. Mia madre aveva severamente deplorato quella cosa, io invece me
I'ero chiusa dentro quasi ammirandomi’ (Anni con Attila, p. 114). Far more often
she relies on her imagination to compensate and creates her world with made-up

friends, as she describes in ‘Mio fratello Nuvolo’:

Era un muro a mezzogiorno, c’era contro un grande rosaio e, per aver
dei bambini con cui giocare, ci avevo disegnato dei pupi e ogni tanto
mi accucciavo i e gli parlavo, gli raccontavo delle storie o mi sfogavo e
dicevo insolenze. (Gente alla Palua, p. 7)

Her childhood imaginary world draws its inspiration from the countryside around
her and from books and local mythology. In ‘Il cortile assediato’ (Anni con Attila,

pp. 99-145), she describes the land around her family house, her imagined kingdom:

Piu che cortile era uno spiazzo vasto, un ibrido tra giardino e aia, irre-
golare; era via di accesso agli orti, ai pollai a un vasto campo terrazzato,
alto sul fiume. Era stato il mio regno di infanzia, con vaghe radici in un
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periodo eroico in cui vi passarono e sostarono cavalli, carriaggi, soldati
‘veri’ nell’eco di lontani rombi, offensive che facevano tremare terra e
aria (p. 99)

Another description finds her up a tree and letting her imagination roam:

Quando mi toglievano tale adorato attrezzo [her bicycle], mi inerpicavo
sull’altissimo frassino con 'aiuto di una corda che poi ritiravo: in una
biforcazione a sella avevo il mio nido fra la frasca tenera, mi sentivo
sicura lasst come in un fortilizio, non avevo paura, dentro al frassino.
Da quest’albero proteso sui campi e sul fiume potevo continuare a viag-
giare nel sogno, la mia bicicletta andava sempre piu veloce e leggera,
alata (Anni con Attila, p. 90)

Her imagination is not always a refuge from the outside world. In ‘Il ponte del Gar’
(Anni con Attila, pp. 69-98), Zangrandi recounts an episode from when she was
about eight years old. Until that time, she explains, she had experienced various
emotions such as ‘la gioia, la stizza, anche il dolore quando morivano pulcini e
coniglietti, quando mio padre era ammalato, conoscevo la noia, se pioveva a lungo,
ma, non conoscevo veramente la paura’. However, she goes on, ‘da qualche tempo
questa specie di fiducia nel mondo che mi contornava, mi aveva abbandonato’
and she puts this down to stories she has been told, suggesting it was the fault
of ‘la servetta insipida e superstiziosa, qualche suo racconto balordo, gli occhi
tondi e pavidi, gli strillini isterici di certe compagnette di scuola e le fantasticherie
“magiche” della vecchia Enrica dalla quale andavo a prendere il latte’ (Anni con
Attila, p. 73). Although this is a passing phase, it seems a significant one to
Zangrandi as she tells this story later in life. It is in the telling of episodes such as
these that we are particularly aware of the later ‘self’ describing the earlier ‘self’, as
described earlier, and the filtering of events through a narrator/protagonist ‘adult

Zangrandi’.

A further aspect of her descriptions of this early period of her childhood is
particularly revealing, especially when her published writing is compared with her
unpublished diaries and other accounts of her life. As has been seen from the
sections of her published stories that are quoted above, Zangrandi does give some

indications about the area in which she lived as a child, and we gather that it was

40



rural and hilly. In the short story ‘Gardesana’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 229-257), she
describes herself and her family as ‘provenienti dal prealpino vallone boschito di
noci e di faggi, al limitare di nordiche foreste d’abeti’ (p. 234) and in the same
collection, in the story ‘Il cortile assediato’ (pp. 99-145), she suggests that from
there they could see ‘le creste nevose delle Alpi Grandi’ (p. 100). Likewise, in the
story ‘Il 47° cromosoma’ (Gente alla Palua, pp. 25-59), she refers to their ‘casa
tra le colline’ (p. 47). Given such information, and the context of collections of
short stories that include many references to the Dolomites and the cadorini, the
reader is likely to place her home somewhere in the alpine foothills of the Veneto.
There is certainly nothing in her published writing, either in the text or the blurb,
that would contradict this assumption. This sits rather oddly with the accounts of
Arturo Fornasier and the historian Ferruccio Vendramini, who maintain that she
was from Galliera in Emilia Romagna, as, indeed her own documents confirm, a
village in the flat plain of the Po valley, and that she only moved to the Cadore

t.1> Given this piece of information, one is inclined to read her stories

as an adul
differently and give greater significance to a story in which the Cadore seems to be
mentioned as a holiday destination rather than her family’s place of residence. At
the beginning of ‘Estate alla Vissana’ (Gente alla Palua, pp. 85-100), Zangrandi’s
mother decides that she and her daughter will go somewhere different from usual for
the Summer and Zangrandi reflects that this must have been partly ‘per strapparmi
a una mia ghenga cadorina di rocciatori e alpinisti’ and partly ‘per economizzare
soldi’ (p. 85). Given the information regarding Zangrandi’s background referred to
above, the idea that she and her family went to the Cadore on holiday inevitably
stands out as a truer version of events than that suggested by stories which allow it
to be understood that she and her family lived in the Cadore all year round. There
remains considerable ambiguity as to where she spent her childhood. Nevertheless,
there are a number of passages in her unpublished diaries that are particularly

relevant. Even in these diaries, Zangrandi does not mention specific places of her

childhood, although she talks a great deal about the places she was living in when

131 had informal discussions with Ferruccio Vendramini, director of the Istituto Storico Bel-
lunese della Resistenza, on a number of occasions, during the periods July-August 1990 and
November-June 1992-3.
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writing the diaries: Cortina d’Ampezzo and Borca di Cadore. What she does
mention is the villa where her relatives used to live. In ‘Capodanno 1955’, there is
an interesting reference to what went on in this house and the way that she intends
to interpret it:
‘La casa degli zii’ puo essere una trama stupenda e potente, ciclo e
romanzo fiume [...] me la devo rosicchiare e darci sotto, la sbatterd
fuori a qualunque prezzo, ed il prezzo pilu greve per me donna ed essere
umano, figlia dei miei e della mia famiglia sara proprio dover camminare
nuda nelle pagine e nudi i miei come nelle ossessioni dei sogni, solo
denudandoci ’animo possiamo creare personaggi che sono attorno a

noi e devo imparare ancora di piu ad essere senza pietd verso me stessa,
se voglio arrivare, [sic] a far bene questo colosso. (p. 22)

This ‘denuding’ process that she sees as so essential does not mean that she will
no longer have any input herself. A few pages later, she refers once more to this
projected work based on her family, but here her planned intervention as a writer

is made much more explicit:
Nonno Luigi vorrei farlo fuggire da Verona, poco prima del 1848.
Quale potrebbe essere la gretta citta degli zii? Padova?

La casa di ricostruiti nonni nel vallone del Piave, la condotta 1a sul
vallone e perche non far venire dal vallone nonno Luigi? O forse nonno
Luigi ando a lavorare la, fornaio a Veona [sic] sono facili baggianate
queste da combinarsi. (p. 25)

Her ‘nonno Luigi’ does not appear in any of her published writing, unlike the ‘casa
degli zii’ which is described in detail in Gente alla Palua and Anni con Attila, as
well as being referred to in I giorn:i veri. Naturally, the notes that she makes in
her diary here may well have been referring to some fictional work that she had
in mind. Nevertheless, it is interesting that in her published writings, her father’s
‘condotta’ is indeed described as an area very like the ‘vallone del Piave’, and she
also refers on a few occasions to the town where her uncles lived and just gives it
the name ‘P.’. In an entry marked ‘Marzo 17’ (‘Capodanno 1955’, pp. 52-57), she
begins by saying that she is attempting to immerse herself in the writing of her

second novel Orsola nelle stagioni, but, instead:
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ritorna tutta la storia e lampi di e per ‘Casa degli Zii’: di, in quanto mi
rivelano cose che avevo dimenticate nel modo vissuto del sogno o di un
baleno vivo di ricordo che credevi perduto, per in quanto che a volte
sono stracci nuovi ed inusitati, lampi e figure che sono la, per quella
trama e non per altre, ma che mai esistettero nella realta. (p. 52)

Later in the same entry, she thinks about what really happened at the home of

her aunts and uncles and asks:

Cose da ricuperare? Si, certo, la pianta delle camere e le camere segrete
della grande fattoria, ma ora la vedo in collina e le querce sono sulla
collina, i lecci e vi vedo anche cipressi ed il filume non e giallo torbido
tra aride golene insabbiate, né contenuto dagli ossessionanti argini delle
pianure, ma & azzurro e serpeggiante tra cilestrine Prealpi, tra rive verdi
e terrazzate come il Piave e la fattoria fu, [sic|] & volata cosi grande su
quelle colline, a riva del gran fiume forse, non scarna e gialla, infuocata
da rossi tramonti, ma dolce ed ornata come una villa veneta, cosi, come
tante ville venete cadute nei rustici la vedo e bestie e bestie, il cortile
pieno, ombra di grandi lecci e querce e cavalli. (p. 55)

This ‘alternative’ version of the ‘grande fattoria’ seems to have been the one that
Zangrandi preferred when it came to publishing stories on her childhood. Although
she changes the geographical setting, the description of the relatives who lived
there remains consistent, both in her published and unpublished writing. Gente
alla Palua seems to be the closest that Zangrandi got to writing a book inspired
by ‘la casa degli zii’. Not all the short stories in this collection are based on this
period of her childhood and this group of relatives, but ‘Palua’ is the name of
the farm where they lived and the four stories that make up the ‘parte prima’ of
the collection have some reference to this period. The story ‘Il 47° cromosoma’
(Gente alla Palua, pp. 25-59) gives the most detail about her relatives. This story,
like others mentioned above, takes the form of reminiscences on the part of an
adult Zangrandi, sparked off by the surprise visit of her father’s brother, Peter
Zangrandi, who used to live at the Palua before going off to America. The Palua
was ‘la reggia di una tenuta di una quindicina di poderi dei Conti Roale,” and, as
she explains, the ‘fattori e reggitori da anni o da secoli erano gente della famiglia

di mio padre’ (p. 28). Her father and uncle came from a large family:
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Il prolifico nonno, conforme ai dettami del parroco, da una sfinita mo-
glie, in breve arco di anni, aveva avuto ben dodici figli, alcune coppie
di gemelli, la prima coppia erano zio Gianni e mio padre, poi venivano
due femmine, zia Onorina e zia Zelinda, un’altra coppia di gemelli,
innominabili con maniaco tabu, erano ricoverati a vita in manicomio:
schizofrenia irreparabile. Poi c’erano quattro scapoli erano assieme in
citta con una avviata azienda. Il penultimo figlio era questo americano
Peter e I'ultimo zio Angelo, viziatissimo questi, come nato addirittura
dopo la morte del padre. (p. 29)

It is interesting to compare this information with the list of names and dates that
appear on the family tomb in the cemetery in Galliera, Emilia Romagna. The
grandparents are listed first: Giuseppe Bevilacqua (4 May 1824 — 21 March 1890)
and Elisa Merli (11 March 1845 — 14 March 1914). The children are then listed in
the order of their deaths. Here it is more convenient to consider them in the order
in which they were born: Angiolina (1 February 1874 — 13 August 1944); Antonio
(1 February 1874 — 7 October 1918); Gaetano (21 June 1875 — 12 September 1923)
(Giovanna Zangrandi’s father); Alberto (4 December 1876 — 9 December 1918);
Maria (2 September 1878 — 20 October 1931); Giovanni (27 December 1879 - 4
March 1957); Luisa (15 April 1883 — 15 November 1933); Agostino (15 April 1883
— 10 August 1902); Ferdinando (14 August 1889 — 29 March 1936). The wife of
Antonio, Elisabetta Vicini (11 August 1882 - 17 March 1967), also appears, as
does Zangrandi’s mother, Maria Tardini (11 June 1877 — 30 October 1937). The
first obvious difference between Zangrandi’s version and the evidence provided by
the tomb (beyond the fact that she has, of course, changed the names) is that nine
children are listed rather than twelve. There were indeed two sets of twins, but
not in the order suggested in Gente alla Palua. Instead, the first-born Angiolina
and Antonio were twins as were the penultimate Luisa and Agostino. Zangrandi’s
father, Gaetano, was not a twin. It can also be seen that the last son was not
born after his father’s death, nevertheless, he was only born some seven months
before it. Thus there are a number of similarities, such as the fact that the family
was large, there are two sets of twins and her father was the second son, but,
at the same time, it is clear that Zangrandi used considerable artistic licence in

describing her family. Nevertheless, it does seem clear that ‘Gianni’ was based on
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her uncle Antonio, and ‘Angelo’ corresponds to Ferdinando. It seems reasonable to
assume that the sisters ‘Onorina’ and ‘Zelinda’ are Angiolina and Maria, with the
third sister, Luisa, belonging to the set of twins who are ‘innominabili con maniaco
tabl’ (perhaps it is relevant her that Luisa’s twin, Agostino, died at the age of only
nineteen). On the other hand, as ‘Zelinda’ is described as a widow, she might be
based on a sister who does not appear in the list of names on the tomb because she
was buried with her husband. ‘Peter’ would have to be either Giovanni or Alberto.
However, neither really fit because the story ‘Il 47° cromosoma’ describes ‘Peter’
returning from America after the war to visit, whereas Alberto died in 1919 and
Giovanni must be the uncle mentioned in I giorni veri (see later) who was living
in Padua during the war. ‘Peter’ could just as easily be entirely fictional, or
based on both brothers, of course. It is certainly true that Zangrandi never refers
elsewhere to a relative who had gone to America, and that ‘Peter’ can be seen
as a very convenient fictional device for initiating memories of the past in ‘Il 47°
cromosoma’. Thus, once more, Zangrandi’s writing can be seen to be a mixture of
truth and fiction; she takes elements from her real life, in order to recreate them
in her fiction. What is perhaps most telling is the way she chooses to describe her
family.

In ‘Il 47° cromosoma’, Zangrandi gives further information about her family.
Of her father’s siblings, she says, the two sisters (one unmarried and one a widow,
but both childless), and her uncle Gianni lived at the Palua. She and her parents
would visit and she in particular would be made very welcome: ‘gli zii della Palua
mi volevano molto bene’ (p. 30). Although the house and its land did not belong
to them, it is made very clear that her relatives were sufficiently well-off to lead
a comfortable life (and rather more comfortable than her own parents). Not that
they were necessarily happy. The reader is told that her aunt Onorina as a girl
was ‘assai bella, gaia e vivace’, but that following some operation, ‘che si nominava
senza specificare’, became ‘zia Norina, di sicuro zitellaggio, grassa, pelosa, con
infiniti rametti strambi, cerimoniali e manie che appesantivano — e amareggiavano

— Desistenza di lei e degli altri’ (p. 29).

The fact that the family never referred to the two schizophrenics nor to Onori-

45



na’s operation is interpreted as typical of their bourgeois attitudes. In the same
way, it emerges that Peter has had a relationship with the Contessa and the family
reacts by keeping it as quiet as possible, and certainly never mentioning it in front
of the young Anna. It is the aunts who come in for most criticism in this respect,
and they are censured even more strongly for their subservience to the ‘Conti’:
Il Signor Conte, la Signora Contessa, il Contino: le zie nominandoli,
sibilavano le esse per fare piu fino, parlando di loro usavano lingua e

non dialetto, cercavano parole difficili e facevano naturalmente ameni
strafalcioni, c’era in loro una eco di medievali sottomissioni valvassine.

(p. 31-2)

Her parents object to their attitude, she says, but at the Palua they make no
comment. Once they get home, however, her father comments, ‘Quelle due &
inutile riprenderle, hanno mentalita feudale fino in fondo, per loro non c’e stata
nemmeno la rivoluzione francese’ (p. 32). Although her parents have to admit that
even the much more sympathetic Gianni ‘si mette sull’attenti davanti al conte’
(p. 32). The repressive attitudes of Zangrandi’s relatives are linked explicitly to
the mental illness that manifested itself in their family. For not only were there
the two schizophrenics and Onorina with her ‘manie’ and fear of microbes, but her
uncle Angelo also seemed to be affected. He is described as ‘bellino, elegantissimo,
profumato, folleggiante e odioso’. It is apparently after an argument between
him and his brother Peter, that the latter ends up being falsely accused and put in
prison and then ordered out of the country by the rest of the family. After this time,
Zangrandi recounts, Angelo suffered from a ‘forma di mania persecutoria sempre
pill grave’ (p. 42). Zangrandi might have been exaggerating in her descriptions
of her relatives, but she does suggest, in her diary ‘Capodanno 1955’, that the
suicide of her father had something to do with this family illness: ‘fu un malato
infine, tarato veramente fisiologicamente dalla parte delle ereditarietd congenite
di pazzia’ (p. 105). As will be discussed later, Zangrandi’s interest in inherited

characteristics takes a particularly important place in her writing.

As has been seen earlier, Zangrandi refers to this period in her diaries, and she
mentions this aspect of her father’s family there too; her relatives are described as

‘gretti, malati e pazzi’ (‘Capodanno 1955, p. 23). Here too she links this with their
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bourgeois attitudes, mentioning the way that her mother was ‘scostata e nauseata
dal servilismo delle cognate’ and ‘si vedeva umiliato e distrutto nei suoi effetti
in questi papalini residui di feudalismo da valvassini’ (p. 55). Indeed, she even
describes her father’s death as ‘il suo crollare borghese’(p. 23). She also mentions
her fear that their afflictions may be hereditary: ‘sono figlia di una razza stanca,
di morti giovani, di tarati, di artritici e cardiaci ed a volte sono stanca, penso a

quanta gioia si prova quando vi si pud addormentare per sempre’ (p. 42).

In ‘Il 47° cromosoma’ she describes the way that this world of the Palua fell
apart, when her uncle Gianni died and her aunts moved to the town. Zangrandi
and her mother were to move to this same town when her father died, but before
that, she describes a period she spent living on the shores of Lake Garda, a move
prompted by her father’s illness. It is not clear to what extent she and her parents
continued to visit the farm during this period, although, in ‘Il 47° cromosoma’ she
does suggest that her uncle Angelo’s interference was at least partly responsible

for her father’s death.

The period spent by Lake Garda does not feature much in Zangrandi’s writing,
but there is one short story devoted to it in the collection Anni con Attila: ‘La
Gardesana’ (pp. 229-257). Once more, the story is framed within a later event:
many years later, as an adult, Zangrandi is driving alongside Lake Garda when
her car breaks down. She is obliged to stay for a while (as she recounts, using
the present tense) and so the scene is set for a reunion with someone she knew as
a child and for the recollection of what happened then. This was the place she
writes, ‘dove fui per anni di una adolescenza involuta e tardiva’ (p. 230). ‘Non fu
un tempo troppo lieto’, she continues, ‘con mio padre che moriva giorno a giorno e
mia madre impegnata in una sua lotta sconosciuta perché cio non fosse’ (p. 230).
And yet, she still has some good memories of her father from this time: ‘il suo
vero diletto e la sua bravura, certamente anche passatempo, specie nei lunghi
giorni in cui non poteva uscire, era ripassarmi, commentarmi l’italiano’ and ‘se
c’era il sole uscivamo assieme [...] ci mettevamo a leggere, a ripassare sulla riva
del lago’ (p. 231). Zangrandi mentions her father’s death elsewhere, in her diaries,

as referred to above, and in other short stories, but it is never more than a brief
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mention. Here she gives a little more detail:

Poi mio padre mori, lo volle lui, stanco di vivere male e ce ne andammo
di 13, io e mia madre, noi due sole. (Non si parlava della cosa successa,
lei credeva di avermi ingannato e io invece sapevo. Tacevo, cosa conta
chiedere? Forse chiedendo lo facevo tornar vivo?). (p. 232)

There is also a further reference here to the way that she claims to have blocked
certain memories out of her mind and then unearthed them later (and then recalled

them later still, when writing the short story):

Quegli anni della mia adolescenza gardesana rimasero come sepolti. O
forse ero stata io stessa a volerli seppellire; nel mio silenzio covavo come
un rancore sottile, amaro che lui mi avesse lasciata, non volevo pensare
lui e quegli anni, anche per altre cose. (p. 232)

This reference to ‘altre cose’ introduces what is in fact the main theme of this
short story. During her time by Lake Garda she used to play with the nieces of
their landlady. One of them, Delfine, came to be particularly important to her.

She describes her as she saw her at the time, almost as if she were a film star:

era tanto bella come mai vidi bambina. Le scioglievamo i capelli, lei
si rigirava e rimirava nei vetri, il viso fine preludeva la donna, restava
immobile, angelico e duro; gli occhi azzurrissimi, grandi e lenti non si
sapeva che cosa guardassero (p. 238)

In fact, she describes Delfine as her ‘primo amore’, but this is a love that is ‘strano,
chiuso gelosamente e taciuto’, especially after she has asked her mother what hap-
pens if a woman falls in love with another woman. Her mother’s response is com-
pletely uncompromising: ‘assolutamente no, € una cosa contro natura, non deve
assolutamente avvenire’ (p. 242). In this way, she explains, ‘per settimane, mesi,
mi portai appresso ’amore, ’ammirazione incondizionata e morbosa per Delfine’
but was extremely careful not to let it show. Although she emphasizes ‘la mia
infatuazione non aveva nulla di carnale’, and suggests that the fact that she kept
quiet about it was, perhaps, precisely the ‘tranello che mi aveva inespertamente

fatto scivolare per quel sentiero, aveva ingigantito una infantile simpatia fino a
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una pericolosa sofferenza’ (p. 243). Then one day, Delfine and her sisters are
playing in the courtyard, along with the little boy belonging to the maid, while
Anna watches, unseen from the terrace above. Something happens that completely
changes the way she sees Delfine, ‘un sentimento segreto che poi fini con un trauma
pure segreto: la scenetta del brolo’ (p. 243):

Fu Michela che decise di svestirlo, ma non come un bambolotto, si sen-

tiva dal terrazzo la sua risatina eccitata [...] poi gli furono attorno a

scoprirne 1l sesso diverso. Delfine per ultimo si curvo con uno scatto

e dal terrazzo ben vedevo, ero sconcertata e la mia mancanza di mor-

bosita mi rendeva pill sconcertata ancora. Guardavo ora nel brolo, gli
inutili paradigmi arrotolati per terra. Le mani bianche di Delfine.

Poi il ridacchiare delle altre veniva coperto dal pianto del piccolino
tormentato. Ma Delfine non lo mollava, armeggiava laggiu, a lungo, al
pianto acuto del bimbo reagi infine dandogli un tremendo ceffone, lo
rovescio nelle ortiche e fuggi.

Le altre ora accorrevano a coccolarlo e rivestirlo, timorose d’essere sco-
perte e punite, si sentiva Delfine gridare alto, non strillo di bimba, ma
uno strappato, adulto grido di pazza dentro 1’eco dello stanzone del
torchio. (p. 244)

After such an experience, an apparently unbearable mixture of adult sexuality and
cruelty, Anna’s infatuation ‘s’era sbricciolata cosi, come un cristallo di parabrezza’
(p- 245). When so many years later, Zangrandi finds herself near Lake Garda and,
by chance, meets Delfine for the first time since that period, she describes it as a
continuation, as it were, of this process of disabusing herself of past illusions. She
discovers not only that Delfine was a fascist during the last years of the war and
that she was still under the impression that they were ‘uomini, stupendi uomini,
superuomini al di 1 del bene e del male’ (p. 251), but also that she is now com-
pletely on her own and caught up in her own private world of regrets and alcohol.
This is a stark example of the way that Zangrandi interpreted people and events
differently at different stages in her life. As she comments:

In questa mia vacanza gardesana, non voluta, ma grata e ricca di ricordi

vivi e insperati, cose, persone, l'avvenimento piu singolare & stato il

ritrovamento di Delfine, di quella vera, attuale e di quella di allora,
idealizzata, amata e distrutta in un mio infantile amore. (p. 239)
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It is significant that Zangrandi chose to recount this particular episode and em-
phasize the aspect of self-discovery by returning to the past, as it were. As will be
discussed later, these published writings are also important for the light they throw
on the biography of Zangrandi as an adult author. For all these descriptions of her
early years also give us valuable information about her interests and priorities at
the time of writing these stories: what seemed important to her, the way that she

chooses to present certain episodes, the interpretation she puts on events.

Adolescence and Early Adulthood

There are rather more references to the period just after her father’s death (in
September 1923, according to the family tomb), when she and her mother moved
to the town where her uncles lived. In an autobiographical sketch, on a few sheets
of paper amongst her other documents and presumably written for some publisher,
Zangrandi comments on this period, and particularly her attitude to her school.
She describes her education, with some venom, as something that was forced on
her, stifling her natural inclinations:

Avevo fatto degli studi regolari, liceo classico, laurea in chimica, odiando

(dopo la quarta ginnasio circa) selvaggiamente la scuola, tutta la sua

gente di banchi e di cattedra [...] mi avevano trasferit[a] in una scuola

di una citta che mi soffocava, tra ragazzi evoluti e corrotti, professori

incapaci, aule sordide, vecchie celle senz’aria, banchi che spezzavano la

mia schiena di bambina troppo grossa e cresciuta, non si vedeva il cielo

altro che dal finestrino dei gabinetti. Avevo professori severissimi in

latino, insufficienti in matematica che avrei amato, all’antica, ci obera-

vano, accoppavano, solo quello d’italiano in liceo ricordo con piacere,
un umanista buono, aperto, coltissimo e vivo.

These opinions are echoed frequently in her short stories, longer works and diaries.
In ‘Il 47° cromosoma’ (Gente alla Palua, pp. 85-100), it is made clear that her
uncle Angelo ‘ci volle tirare in quella citta’ (p. 43) and that she is suffocated not
only by the town and school, but also by her relatives who insist on telling her
how to live her life. She compares her adolescence with her early childhood:

’adolescenza che potrebbe, dovrebbe essere serena se non gioiosa, truf-
fata cosi e truccata, con una incrostazione precoce di amarezza da
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adulta, spiaccicata sopra una non terminata infantilita. L’infanzia era
stata un tempo non felice del tutto forse, ma limpido e aperto, il tempo
di quando ero un cucciolo nel vallone verde, ampio, di l1a mi avevano
snidata violentemente per chiudermi qui, per impormi le loro fisime,
conformismi, schifezze e misteri. (p. 55)

Despite this, there do seem to have been some happy times during this period. For
example, from what she says in ‘Estate alla Vissana’ (Gente alla Palua, pp. 85—
100), as mentioned above, this was also the time when she would spend her summer
holidays with her mother in the Cadore, doing what she loved most, climbing and
walking in the mountains (p. 85-6). Her description of herself at this age is very
similar to the way she is described as a young child. She is still a spirited tomboy,
playing tricks on fellow pupils at school in ‘Il primo della classe e altri’ (Anni con
Attila, pp. 188-228) and climbing trees in ‘Estate Vissana’. She recognizes later,
when writing about it, that this was probably ‘un tentativo di rifiuto ad adolescenza
e giovinezza, a situazioni ignote che il mio pessimismo congenito definiva spiacevoli’
or ‘un tentativo di prolungare I'infanzia, il suo mondo sicuro, non impegnativo’
(Gente alla Palua, p. 89). She continues to see herself as ugly, and in ‘Il primo
della classe e altri’ she imagines the way that the mother of a boy in her class
must see her: ‘una ragazza piuttosto brutta’, but ‘robusta e sana’ (p. 199). When
she is seventeen, her uncle Angelo is put away in a mental hospital, very secretly
of course, she says, and he dies soon after. In a story set during the Resistance
(‘Zilio’, Gente alla Palua, pp. 71-81), she looks back at this period and admits
‘Mi confesso...quando Angelo mori ebbi come un senso di liberazione’ (p. 80). She
and her mother are now free to move to an apartment that they like and they find
‘una specie di soffitta non cara, gelida e stramba, ma simpatica’ (p. 59), where at
last they can see the sky. In ‘La sahariana’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 146-187) she still
claims to hate the school but does add: ‘veramente non furono anni cattivi, cinque
o sei, quelli in cui avemmo quel quartierino di periferia [...] Devo ammetterlo e
dovrei ricordarmeli di pitt’ (p. 148). Later in the same collection, in the story ‘Il

primo della classe e altri’ (pp. 188-228), she gives a brief sketch of her school:

era un ginnasio-liceo di una citta non grande (preferisco tacerne il
nome), due sezioni ogni classe, come spesso era allogato in un ex-
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convento, con aule rimediate e lunghi corridoi. Niente di speciale: i
soliti ragazzi e ragazze (p. 189-190)

Whereas before Zangrandi has been vague or ambiguous in her published work
about the precise geographical position of places she describes, here she explicitly
points out that she wants to withhold such information. This can be interpreted
in a number of ways; it seems to confirm the reader’s feeling that she is describing
something that really happened. Why worry about placing the story precisely if it
is all fiction? It must have some reference to real people, or else how could it offend,
or be a problem to her? On the other hand, it could equally be a rhetorical device:
authors often suggest that the truth is being concealed to create an effect of greater
realism. In fact, although Zangrandi herself does not mention it, an examination
of the report card and certificate of her Diploma di Maturita Classica shows that
the town she was forced to live in was Bologna, and the school she went to was
the Liceo-Ginnasio Galvani (via Castiglione, Bologna) (copies of both documents
are held at the historical archives of Bologna University). Her certificate is dated

12 July 1929.14

Following school, Zangrandi went on to read chemistry at university. Once
more, Zangrandi does not state the name of her university town openly in her
published work, but, she does describe moving to the new apartment with her
mother when she was seventeen and then staying there for five or six years (albeit
in different short stories in different collections) thus suggests that the ‘gretta
cittd’ (see above) where she went to school and where her relatives lived (and
which, in her diaries, she suggests naming Padova) was also Bologna. That is
confirmed by documents in Fornasier’s keeping and those held in the historical
archives of Bologna University. Zangrandi’s address whilst at university was Via
Nosadella, 55. She gained her degree in chemistry on 23 October 1933 with a mark
of 108/110. Her tesi di laurea was entitled ‘Sullo spettro Raman di aldeidi e chetoni
pirrolici’ (Istituto di Chimica Generale, Universita di Bologna, Anno Accademico

1932-33), and may now be found amongst her personal documents in Pieve di

14Her results are even, with a mark of 7 for most subjects (listed as Lettere italiane; Filosofia
ed economia politica; Matematica e fisica; Scienze naturali, chimica e geografia; Storia dell’arte),
a 6 for Latin and Greek literature and 8 for History.
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Cadore. The following academic year (1933-34), Zangrandi completed a diploma
in pharmacy. According to university records, she stayed on as an ‘assistente
volontaria’ at the Istituto di Geologia under Professor Michele Gortani from the
academic year 1934-35 to 1936-37 (this is also mentioned in the blurb on Raccont:
partigiani e no). Amongst Fornasier’s collection of documents, there are a number
of undated studies, as well as her test di laurea, such as ‘Ricerche fisiche e chimiche
sul suolo’, ‘Chimica e mineralogia’, ‘Chimica analitica’, ‘Elementi di terre rare’, ‘La
geologia di Liguria’ and descriptions of organic chemistry practicals. There is also
a further volume entitled: ‘Tesi di Laurea: Sopra alcuni aggressivi chimici solforati’
(Istituto di Chimica Generale di Angiolino De Domenicis, Universita di Bologna,
Anno Accademico 1933-34), which, given the date, must be a tesina written for
her diploma in pharmacy. A project on physical geography dates from the period
during which she acted as a university assistant, 1934-35. Such evidence points
to a considerable interest in academic work on Zangrandi’s part. According to the
autobiographical sketch mentioned earlier, however, she was not happy with the
subject she studied at university, and was still thwarted by the expectations of her
family:

L’universitd una squallida successione di formule e di logaritmi, gas

di cloro e solfidrici invece di aria e foreste e campi come avrel amato.

Volevo studiare agraria ed avere una “farm” qui o nell’America dove

c’erano conoscenti...Mia madre ed i parenti terrorizzati mi volevano
farmacista.

As De Grazia comments in How Fascism Ruled Women (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1992), under the fascist regime which did so much to try and limit
women’s education, pharmacy was considered an acceptable subject for women to
study, and, in fact, it was the third most popular subject for female students after
literature and teacher training. Not that such studies were necessarily intended to
lead on to a career; two thirds of women studying pharmacy married and became
housewives upon the completion of their degree (see pp. 156-8). Neither pharmacy

nor research were vocations that Zangrandi envisaged for herself, in any case.

In ‘La sahariana’ (Anni con Attila), she describes going to university, then sud-

denly announces ‘intanto mia madre mori’ (p. 152). Although Zangrandi herself
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never gives an exact date for her mother’s death, it does appear (as mentioned
above) on the list of names on the Bevilacqua family tomb: 30 October 1937.
Zangrandi adds shortly after, in the same story: ‘Certo € un colpo duro per tutti
perdere la madre. Andai dove capito lavoro’ (p. 152). In Gente alla Palua, she men-
tions her mother’s death and her departure: ‘Poi mia madre mori, all’improvviso.
Io me ne andai da quella cittad estranea e odiosa’ (‘La selce’, p. 65). With the
references to her mother’s death, one is aware once more of the later Zangrandi
writing this story, for the following reflections must be more of an indication of
the regrets that she felt about her mother’s death later in life; as she says, at this

time she was doing everything she could not to think about it:

Cercavo accanitamente di lavorare, di correre, stancarmi, riempire le
giornate, ore e minuti, senza soste, per non aver tempo di pensare e di
soffrire, per non farmi afferrare dalla nostalgia di lei, di non aver parlato
di piu con lei, di una infinita di cose, nostre e tante altre. Mi covava e
cresceva nel fondo il rammarico senza rimedio di non aver voluto prima
accettare, di aver perfino irriso con malgarbo le sue ribellioni, di non
aver saputo attingere a quel mondo che era in lei, esperto di dignitose
liberta e di lotte anche eroiche, oscuro a noi del tempo di allora, anzi:
infamato e pestato. Intuivo, ora ch’era morta, come in lei ci fosse stata
una forza a me ignota, in lei che aveva veduto, sentito parlare, discusso.
Con chi? (Anni con Attila, p. 152-3)

The death of Zangrandi’s mother is mentioned often, especially in her diaries and
seems to be something she thought about a great deal even much later in life. Her
regrets at not having talked to and understood her mother are very much linked
to the way that she judges her earlier self in her later writing and, in particular,
to the way that she deals with the question of fascism. This will be discussed in

more detail in Chapter Three.
She claims that to some extent this effort to forget about the death of her

mother was successful: ‘Certe volte si doveva concludere che la vita non era poi
tanto male. Basta fare le giornate piene, anche di fatica fisica, sport, scorribande

e crollare nel sonno subito: soffrire & da scemi, a piangere non si fanno risuscitare

i morti’ (p. 153-54).
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As she continues in ‘La sahariana’, she then happened to be offered ‘un con-
tratto di lavoro in una cittadina di villeggiatura (p. 154). It is at this point that
one begins to have accounts of her life from other sources. The ‘cittadina’ was
Cortina d’Ampezzo and there her work was as a school teacher in a private school,
the Istituto Antonelli.!® Lino De Luca, later to be a friend of Zangrandi’s, was
a pupil at the state school in Cortina from 1934 to 1936, and says he knew of
Zangrandi because the two schools joined forces in order to teach subjects such as
physical education. As the Istituto Antonelli was quite new and relatively small,
De Luca has explained, working there would have involved teaching a range of ages
and subjects. According to Bologna University’s records, Zangrandi stayed there
working with Professor Gortani up to and including the academic year 1936-37.
Zangrandi’s own diaries suggest that she moved to Cortina during the year 1936
37, as, writing in an entry for the beginning of January 1955, she says that she has
been there for 18 years. However, she could easily have been exaggerating by six
months, given that it was written in the context of complaining that she had been

living there far too long.

Whilst Zangrandi felt that teaching was not the job for her either, she did have
considerable enthusiasm for the sporting competitions she participated in and the
skiing teams of schoolgirls that she organized at the time. Such activities were very
much the order of the day under Fascism, and local newspapers report the successes
of these teams and the fact that Zangrandi (then Bevilacqua, of course) had been
made sports officer of the local fasci femminili (‘Pagina del fascio’, Cortina, 1

March 1939).
Zangrandi’s first published writings date from the late 30s and early 40s, when

she was producing articles for the weekly paper of the Federazione dei Fasci di
combattimento di Belluno, Dolomiti, and for the magazines Cadore and Cortina.
The fact that she wrote for a fascist newspaper and fascist magazines prior to 1943
would probably come as a surprise to many people in this area now, as she is known

particularly for her participation in the armed Resistance to Fascism (1943-1945).

15The school claims that it no longer has records of teachers from the 1930s and the Provvedi-
torato agli Studi in Belluno was unable to provide information about Zangrandi’s teaching career
because the Istituto Antonelli is a private school.
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Her involvement in fascist institutions at this time is not in question, but, as will
be suggested in Chapter Three, it requires careful analysis. In her published diary
of the Resistance, I giorni veri, Zangrandi herself recognizes the contradiction
between her fascism (although she makes no mention of this journalism) and her
activities as a partisan, and she describes a kind of political awakening that she
underwent, in 1943, in her conversion to the antifascist cause. The question of
whether her journalism under the fascist regime shows any sign of resistance to
that regime will also be discussed in the next chapter, though it should be noted
here that Lino De Luca has suggested that the very fact that Zangrandi was an
outsider in Cortina would have influenced her relationship with fascist officialdom.
Cortina d’Ampezzo had only become part of Italy following the First World War
and many local inhabitants still felt far more affinity with Germany and Austria
than with the rest of Italy. For this reason, fascism and its alliance with Nazi
Germany received strong support from these people, and there were many who
welcomed the German invaders when fascism fell in 1943. Relations between this
section of society and those Italians who had moved into this area (or been moved
in, in an attempt by Mussolini to make it more Italian) were much poorer. It was
amongst this second group that there were the first antifascist stirrings after 1943.
De Luca contends that a certain hostility to fascism had developed amongst them
before 1943 too, and that, although it did not strictly amount to an opposition
to fascism, it was, at least, a ‘modo di pensare diverso’. As Zangrandi was not
native to the area, she would, De Luca maintains, instinctively have had more in
common with other outsiders, and with their point of view. In her later writing,
Zangrandi certainly expresses her contempt for certain sections of the population
of Cortina and claims to have never felt part of the community there. In ‘La
sahariana’, she mentions her move to Cortina, as referred to above, and at this
point describes it as ‘molto bella paesisticamente’, but ‘dal punto di vista umano
era un mondo di snob innestato su un sottofondo di autoctoni prevalentemente
ignoranti, presuntuosi, chiusi in conformismi filistei’. She adds that ‘la parte pil
sana era il mondo sportivo’, although, even there, some were ‘maniaci e tifosi [...]
(un modo come un altro di essere snob)’ (Anni con Attila, p. 154). There is no

knowing whether or not this was the opinion that Zangrandi had of Cortina at the
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time, or one imposed on her earlier self when writing later. It should also be borne
in mind that De Luca was not in Cortina after 1936 and may well be projecting an
image of Zangrandi formed as a result of her Resistance activities onto an earlier

period.

The historian Vendramini supports Zangrandi’s own contention that she was
never a particularly fervent fascist, and that the articles that she wrote at the time
are significantly different from what was written by those who were committed to
the regime. His point that Zangrandi’s articles are exceptions, however, depends
greatly on one’s reading of them. It cannot be ignored that they formed part
of a stridently fascist newspaper, just as the fact that they so often extol the
typically fascist virtues of youth, self-sacrifice and devotion to one’s people must
be considered significant. And yet, such ideas are also quite common in Zangrandi’s
later work, where they do not necessarily have any fascist overtones and where the
fascist regime, when it appears, is portrayed as either evil or ridiculous. This thesis
will examine these themes in greater detail in Chapter Three, and assess the extent
to which they are constants in Zangrandi’s writing, exploring the way in which the
political context redefines them. Zangrandi’s ideas seem to have changed rather

less than she suggests.

The Resistance

Zangrandi continued to teach and to write for these fascist publications during
the Second World War and up to 1942. In Raccont: partigiani e no, Zangrandi
suggests that she was also involved in ‘contrabbando’ and ‘bracconaggio’ during
the ‘periodo iniziale della guerra’ (p. 37), although this is never described in any
detail anywhere. Her enthusiasm for the Resistance from September 1943 can be in
no doubt. The early days of the German occupation saw her helping to hide allied
and deserting Italian soldiers before aiding their escape (as described in I giorni
veri). Enrico Pioggerella describes the beginnings of the antifascist Resistance

in Cortina, supporting the idea that there was already an antifascist awareness

amongst some:
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Alla caduta del regime, ci furono incontri ed intese tra persone che
erano gia pervenute alla formazione di una coscienza democratica e ad
una scelta ideologica che comportava ’adesione al programma di lotta
del PCI [...] Tali incontri ed intese dettero origine ad un primo gruppo
di comunisti, costituito da me, Luigi Da Deppo ed altri compagni di cui
non ricordo i nomi, ai quali ben presto si aggiunsero Carlo Orler, Alda
Bevilacqua e Simonetti. (Gli inizi della Resistenza bellunese ed. by
Istituto Storico Bellunese della Resistenza (Belluno: Amministrazione
Comunale di Belluno, 1985), pp. 168-9)

This group linked up with others and, in particular, with two men responsible
for organizing the Resistance in this area, Mario Prevedello and Sandro Garbin.
Giovanna Zangrandi’s role in the operations of this group, and the nature of its

political orientation are made quite clear:

Cominciammo a ricevere la stampa clandestina che veniva riprodotta a
macchina, dalla Bevilacqua, in molte copie che noi facevamo circolare.
Noi stessi intraprendemmo la redazione di un giornale — battuto a
macchina, sempre dalla Bevilacqua e del quale potemmo diffondere
soltanto il primo numero — per far conoscere la politica di liberazione
attuata dal PCI, sia in pace che in guerra, nonche gli ideali e gli obiettivi
concreti della lotta partigiana, gia iniziata nel Cadore. (p.169)

Zangrandi’s house was also used for partisan meetings. As Pioggerella points out,
after the German invasion, all the teachers in the state schools were replaced
by German speakers from the Alto Adige and it was only the Istituto Antonelli
that remained open, with Italian teachers, for the children of Italian ‘immigrants’
from other provinces. In I giorni veri, Zangrandi describes the way that, at the
beginning, she continued to teach at the Antonelli school in Cortina, and at its
other school in Pieve di Cadore. This proved to be very useful for her Resistance
activities, because although Cortina was part of ‘Alpenvorland’, the area that
Nazis considered to be a reclaimed part of their own country, Pieve was across
the ‘border’, in what the Germans designated as occupied Italy. Her journeys
between the two allowed her to carry messages while remaining unsuspected of any
clandestine activities. However, as she describes in I giorni veri, it soon became

unsafe for her to remain in Cortina, as she was known and wanted by the Germans.
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For a partisan, it was a particularly dangerous place to be, given the sympathy
towards the Germans felt by a large section of the population. She had to escape

along with the other members of the group, who took to the mountains.

Once partisan bands had formed in the hills, Zangrandi worked as a staffetta,
carrying messages, food and arms between different partisan groups. The danger
involved in this and the distances that had to be covered would have made this
arduous under any circumstances, but high up in the Dolomites conditions were
particularly tough. The details are described in I giorni ver: and, as Mirella Al-
loisio and Giuliana Beltrami suggest in their book Volontarie della liberta, ‘bisogna
leggere il suo libro per rendersi conto di quale fosse la durezza della lotta in mon-
tagna non solo contro il nemico, ma anche contro gli elementi’ (Volontarie della
liberta 8 settembre 1943-23 aprile 1945, (Milan: Mazzotta, 1981) p.173). That
Zangrandi survived such an ordeal and was able to make such a contribution to
the Resistance is a testament to her skill as a mountaineer and her knowledge of
the environment in which she had to work. She herself emphasizes how important
her previous experience of mountains, as well as her involvement in contraband
and poaching had been. She also stresses the importance of the solidarity of local
resistance fighters. Chapter Five of this thesis will discuss I giorn: veri, which was
published in 1963, many years after the Resistance, and will consider this work
particularly from the point of view of women participating and writing about the

Resistance.

The Post-War Writer

Zangrandi returned to her home in Cortina at the end of the war. For a few months
immediately after the war, she was editor of Val Boite, the weekly newspaper of
the Comaitati di Liberazione of Cortina and the Val Boite. It reported local news
and was designed to be a forum for debating the issues facing Italy, and Cortina
and its surrounding area in particular, in the post-war period. In her editorials,
Zangrandi took the opportunity to express views that were clearly aimed to be
controversial and provoke strong reactions. The fact that this newspaper did not

last beyond the beginning of September 1945 is not surprising when one reads her
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attacks, both on the collaborators of the last war and on those who, as far as she
was concerned, were not contributing to the reconstruction of Italy. In one article
directed particularly at the women of the area, she rebukes them for their lack of

seriousness (and, indeed, lack of morals):

Non ci st puo accusare di non conoscere la vita e le sue esigenze di
ripresa, di allegria viva, di risata. Sul nostro stesso giornale, numeri
addietro, parlammo noi per primi della necessita di ‘saper ridere’.

Ma un conto & quel tanto di sana allegria che basta, un altro conto
e I'impazzimento totale e sfrenato di certe personcine senza cervello.
Quello & solo offesa indegna a chi tutto diede. (Val Boite, Cortina, 21
July 1945)

Zangrandi continued to be a member of the communist party after the war. Her
newspaper was clearly inspired by her political ideals, even if it was not openly
affiliated to the PCI. Amongst her papers there is a letter from L’Unita, dated
12 September 1945. In this letter, the editors of L’Unitd show an interest in her
local paper, which she must have mentioned in a letter to them. They are also
keen to have reports on the local situation in Cortina d’Ampezzo in this immediate
post-war period (as mentioned earlier, there had been a good deal of support for

the fascists in Cortina, which led to a difficult situation after the war):

Se pur la cosa ¢ assai delicata e in mano alle autorita, come tu affermi,
noi ti diciamo che & necessario tu ci invii al piu presto dette corrispon-
denze, anche perché — per esempio — alcuni giornali di Milano di altri
partiti hanno gia cominciato a parlare della cosa, naturalmente dal loro
punto di vista.

Devi quindi accordarti con la Federazione del P.C. di Belluno e in-
viare una serie di corrispondenze che noi potremo anche far apparire
come servizi speciali eseguiti da qualche nostro inviato e questo, tu lo
comprenderai, per ovvie ragioni che ti riguardano.

Ma oltre alla situazione politica nell’Ampezzano e nel Cadore vi sono
certamente problemi locali della montagna, della agricoltura, del turi-
smo; e anche delle comunicazioni, della vita democratica, ecc. su cui
puoi inviarci corrispondenze molto interessanti.'

16The letter is signed ‘Paoclo Succi, Il responsabile’. Succi suggests that Zangrandi’s contri-
butions should be anonymous or attributed to some correspondent because of the hostility that
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Shortly after this, in 1946, Zangrandi organized, and participated in, the build-
ing of a mountain refuge, designed to act as a kind of rustic hotel for walkers and
climbers during the Summer, which Zangrandi ran herself (there are many such
refuges throughout the Dolomites). The Rifugio Antelao was built in the moun-
tains just above Borca di Cadore, and this is recounted in her work Il campo rosso:
cronaca di una estate 1946 (Milan: Ceschina, 1959). In this work, Zangrandi de-
scribes the way that she had got together a rather motley group of labourers, men
looking for some kind of employment now that the war was over, and somehow
raised sufficient money to build the refuge and pay their wages. It is also the story
of the way that she and the men working for her attempted to adjust to a new
life after the destruction and upheaval of the war. She went on to run the refuge
for walkers and mountaineers during the Summer tourist season. This involved
cooking and cleaning, but, as Mario Rigoni Stern has commented, she was an ex-
perienced mountaineer and would also act as a guide to climbers and walkers.!”
Another friend who knew her from the days of the Resistance, Luigi dall’Armo,
has also testified to her knowledge of the mountains and has described her as ‘piu

18

montanara dei montanari’.'® Indeed, she herself describes acting as a mountain

guide (although she makes no reference to her particular refuge) in the story ‘Lo

scrittore e la “pasionaria”’ Mariangela’ (Gente alla Palua, pp. 101-14):

Per me veramente non era affatto strano o esaltante [...] anche se
alquanto singolare poteva apparire a gente cittadina il mio modo di
vivere. Affittata proficuamente ai villeggianti la mia casa di fondovalle
(mia unica risorsa, che dovevo poi tirchiare e far bastare una intera
annata) partivo con un enorme sacco, attrezzi, viveri, la mia salute, la
mia forza giovane oltre gli anni, che la mia faccia scura imbrogliava:
‘Anna Sherpa’ mi chiamavano. (p. 117)

Unfortunately, according to Fornasier, she was unable to make sufficient money

from the refuge and so, after a few years, she sold it to the Club Alpino Italiano

she faced in Cortina d’Ampezzo. The Archivio L’Unitd at the Istituto Gramsci Rome did not
respond to a request for information (made 30 November 1995) regarding Zangrandi’s correspon-
dence with L’Unita.

17This and other comments from Rigoni Stern are based on an interview I had with him at his
house in Asiago, 6 March 1993.

187,uigi dall’Armo spoke about Zangrandi during a visit to the Istituto Storico Bellunese della
Resistenza, July 1990.
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di Venezia, and returned to Cortina. Lino de Luca maintains that she had a house
built in Cortina as this point and lived by renting out rooms, mostly to the Polizia
Stradale. However, in I giorni veri, she refers to renting out rooms in Cortina
before the Resistance and it is not clear if she owned this house previously. She

herself describes giving up the refuge:

dopo molte fatiche e amarezze nella gestione di quel rifugio, dopo alcune
stagioni, piantai tutto e andai altrove, continuai a scrivere, era malattia
fonda, storie vere o no, corte e lunghe: avevo cominciato lassu in rifugio
nei solitari autunni e certo gli argomenti non mancavano. (p. 107)

The first book that Zangrandi had published was Leggende delle Dolomiti (Mi-
lan: Eroica) in 1950. As she says in her essay at the end of the collection, these
are stories that she gathered herself, ‘in anni lontani, lasciati ormai dietro una bar-
riera di sangue’ (p. 197), as she travelled around and talked to the people of the
Dolomites. This is another example of her interest in story-telling and the place
that it has in the lives of real people. It is a constant theme in Zangrandi’s writing,
from the articles she published under fascism to her last collection of short stories.
Her next work, I Brusaz, won the Deledda literary prize in 1954, and was pub-
lished by Mondadori in December of the same year, and Zangrandi suddenly found
herself interviewed by all the main critics and photographed by Epoca. Everyone
was keen to find an autobiographical element in this novel and tended to relate
her lifestyle and the events of her life to her characters and plot. (This was partly
inevitable in the context of debates on neorealism and given that this novel spoke
about a backward and struggling section of Italian society. The relation that this
novel bears to neorealism will be discussed in Chapter Four.) Despite her literary
success, she continued to act as landlady to her tenants.

Roberto De Monticelli, writing in Epoca (13 February 1955), described her in
the following way:

¢ una donna piccola, dalle spalle robuste, un volto bizzarro, irregolare,
deciso, col naso arcuato, gli occhi allegri, le pupille che, se ammiccano,
diventano strette e verticali nell’iride come le scanalature nei chicchi di

caffe; sulla fronte i capelli neri, corti, selvatici, spettinati: ha un passo
veloce, ilare, da ragazzo e da cucciolo; affitta le camere della sua casa
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a Cortina, batte i lenzuoli, le coperte e i tappeti sul terrazzo di legno,
alle sette del mattino, nella luce fredda dei monti; si rovina le mani
nell’acqua del bucato e scrive. (pp. 64-5)

Zangrandi’s own words, quoted by De Monticelli, give a similar impression of

someone with a job to do, a tough one at that, who also happens to write:

Certo quando vengo a Milano e qualcuno mi invita, qua, la, e ci sono
scrittort, giornalisti, signore, mi trovo un po’ imbarazzata per que-
ste mie mani. Lo so, non sono mani di una scrittrice. [...] Be’, che
vuoi? Sono le mani di un’affittacamere, di un’affittacamere di monta-
gna. Perché questo io faccio; e poi anche scrivo. (p. 64)

Not only was this a time when others began to write about her life, Zangrandi’s
unpublished diaries also date from the mid-1950s, shortly after the award of the
Deledda prize. In her diaries, she describes the way that she continued to live in
Cortina d’Ampezzo and rent out rooms, even after the success of her novel. She
often expresses her intense dislike for the town, however. As mentioned earlier,
she realises that 1955 is the ‘diciottesimo anno in cui lavoro in questa Cortina: mi
da un senso di nausea tutte le volte che mi vien nominata. Devo propormi irre-
missibilmente di non oltrepassare i venti, diventerebbe masochismo’ (‘Capodanno
1955’, p. 2). As has been seen earlier, she does not consider that she ever belonged
there. In ‘Anni con Attila’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 7-68), writing about this post-
war period, she does not even want to mention the name of the place, because
she knows it has connotations of ‘velleita mondana’. But for her it was just ‘un
posto buono da ingaggio’, where she spent years working very hard, feeling herself
to be, ‘forestiera, sradicata, solitaria, con la speranza da emigrante di far gruzzolo
e andarmene’, and, for this reason, she says, ‘si impara a incassare umiliazioni, a
coprire dolore e sensibilita sotto una maschera di bronzo, di sorriso, pur di arrivare
a quella meta’ (p. 8). She did spend some time away from Cortina, and went
quite often to Milan, as she had been advised that this was necessary in order to
further her literary career. A number of entries in her bound diary ‘Capodanno
1955’ are written in Milan, although rather than specify the name of the city she

often refers ironically to her ‘Diario dalla giungla dei lupi’, which she changed to
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‘diario dalla giungla...ma di che bestie?’ for her entry ‘Fine gennaio 1955 (p. 17),
and in February 1955 this becomes her ‘Diario nella giungla delle puttane’ (p. 43).
These titles reflect her ambivalence towards life in this city. In ‘Anni con Attila’,

she claims to enjoy Milan, and to prefer cities to small towns:

Mi piace la metropoli (tanto destesto le citta piccole, pretensiose e
sonnolente), mi piace la febbre spietata che si attacca e ti sveglia, la
durezza brutale del minuto e altro. Mi piacciono anche le sue nebbie, il
suo freddo per le strade e i buoni termo nelle case, il suo mondo intricato
dove occorre farsi lupi veri, pur senza parere. Anche le periferie dove
devi abitare, se hai poco denaro per i posti entro cerchia dei Navigli
dove stanno i ‘bene’. (Anni con Attila, p. 45)

Similarly, in her diary she comments that, as soon as she escapes into some ‘bet-
tolino’, ‘mi sento a casa mia [...] con questa gente un po’ sbracata, ma sotto tanto
pill profonda umana e viva di “quelli 13"’ (‘Milano 6 aprile’, in ‘Capodanno 1955’,
p. 58). By ‘quelli 13’, she is referring to the literary world of Milan. In the same
entry she talks of ‘dei salotti, delle maldicenze, delle acidita represse e delle coltel-
late alla schiena’. In another entry she is particularly scathing about her visit to

Mondadori, now that she has won the Deledda prize:

Anna, oggi, adesso devi presentarti al Presidente Alberto Mondadori,
quanto hai aspettato? Quante volte ti rimandarono dalle sue sacre
porte: “non ha un nome, nome nuovo, capira che la nostra casa non
accetta principianti” e adesso riverisci ti considerano ormai come un
orsetto consumato (‘Fine gennaio 1955°, p. 18)°

In this way, she hints at the efforts she had to make before her work was accepted,
although there is no reference to this elsewhere. In her diaries, she refers to the
fact that she is writing Orsola nelle stagioni during this period. In an entry in the
volume ‘Capodanno 1955’, marked ‘Cortina 9 maggio 1955’, she comments that she
is returning to Cortina ‘a finire (o cominciare) la storia di Orsola Osarchio’ (p. 89).
On the same page, she refers to another interest she has at the time, saying that she
has been to Rome, ‘una scappatina [...] buona per dare una ripassatina “politica”

sul mio paese’. In this way, although she does not mention this elsewhere, it seems

19The Fondazione Mondadori were unable to supply information regarding Zangrandi.
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that she had continued the work for the PCI that was suggested to her some ten

years previously.

She seems to have gone through a lean period in the mid-fifties, and, apparently,
all did not go smoothly after the award she received. In a section of diary entitled
‘Cortina 10 giugno’ (no year, but presumably 1956), she writes that ‘ancora trovo
gente che mi viene incontro a far felicitazioni per il libro fortunato, per il concorso
Deledda di due anni fa’, but laments that she has barely enough money to eat. By
this stage, she has completed two more novels; as she says, she has ‘Camps: del fiore
rosso in casa editrice da un anno e quattro mesi, ed Orsola nelle stagioni fatto e
consegnato da mesi’, and has heard nothing. ‘Nulla, il silenzio, ma perche’, she
asks with some vehemence, ‘mi hanno tirata fuori dalla mia vita felice ed ignorata
per “lanciarmi” per dirmi “lavora qui che & meglio devi (dissero) lavorare come
scrittrice”’. And, she goes on to say, whilst they have not had the courage to tell
her that her work is worthless, it has been impossible for her to find work at any
publisher’s or magazine. Instead, she has toured Milan for five days, returning
home at night to get drunk on her own. ‘Non sono una scoraggiata cronica’, she
says, ‘ma una temporanea ribelle e bere fino a domani mi fa sempre arrivare al
famoso “altro giorno”’. Writing this entry, and no doubt after no small amount of

alcohol, she thinks little of her publishers:

La casa editrice con i suoi meandri da ministero, le sue mene, il pro-
prietario debole e incapace, giochi di milioni. Questa e la situazione
letteraria italiana e mi hanno presa e fatta cittadina della repubblica
delle lettere, quanto desidererei cambiarla con una licenza di prostituta
pubblica almeno per guadagnarci in dignita.

However, by the end of this section, when she describes escaping up into the
mountains, she has regained the resolution and independence that are a more
usual feature of these diaries, and, of course, the two novels she refers to were
published subsequently (Il campo rosso after Orsola nelle stagions, even though it

had evidently been written earlier, and by Ceschina rather than Mondadori).

When not in Milan, she continued to live in Cortina d’Ampezzo. Much as she

disliked the place, she was always relieved to get back to the mountains. They
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were the reason for her move to this area in the first place, and continued to be
extremely important to her throughout her life. They are a constant backdrop
to all her writing. During this period, excursions into the mountains allowed her
to escape the society that she hated so much in Cortina and also provided her
with relief after frustrating trips to Milan. After one such trip, she tells herself,
‘dopo questa settimana milanese [...] hai bisogno di solitudine, di neve, solitudine,
silenzio’ (‘Fine gennaio, 1955°, (‘Capodanno 1955’), p. 19). As she says in this
entry, time in the mountains seems to restore her spiritually, but also fulfils a need
for physical activity, ‘avresti anche desiderio e bisogno di strade percorse a piedi,

laceri, di paracarri da far passare, fame di strade ho’.

What she really longed to do was to be able to afford the move a few miles east
to the Cadore, where she spent most of her time as a partigiana. She viewed this
as a move away from the supporters of fascism who despised true Italians, in order
to live amongst the cadorini, the people with whom she identified. She asserts, in
the same section of diary as above, ‘avro la mia microscopica e solitaria casa oltre
Dogana sul verde prato che sogno’ (p. 4). Unlike the intrusive ampezzani, she felt
that the cadorini were genuine and, above all, her people. They emerge from her
writings, both published and unpublished, as people who have no pretensions, talk
little, yet have a generous sense of humour and great strength of character. In her
diary of 8 December 1955, she refers to the piece of land that she is desperately
hoping to buy, so that, she says, ‘allora rivivrei fuori da questa conca dannata im-
pregnata di odio’ (p. 229) and would live again ‘tra la mia povera gente com’erano
oggi, domenicali, ma non offensivi, freddi, chiusi in sé, ma sereni, non ostili se non
tagli loro la via’ (p. 230). That longing to move is mentioned again and again in

her diaries.

It was during these years that Zangrandi met Mario Rigoni Stern. Both living
in the Dolomites and writing about the people there and their way of life, they had
a good deal in common and became friends. Rigoni Stern has also indicated that
Zangrandi would sometimes send manuscripts to him, to get his opinion, before
sending them on to her publisher. Speaking in an interview in 1993, he made it

clear that he still holds her, and her writing, in high regard.
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Thus, it is possible to find friends that date from this period, but, by this stage,
Zangrandi no longer had any family that she was in touch with. In her diary of
1955 she mentions that she has one uncle left, but in an entry for 4 April 1957, she
says that he had died a month earlier, and, although she had been invited to the
funeral she says ‘non ci sono andata, promettendo di andarci qui ed invece sono

andata a zonzo a far 'autista agli amici infortunati’.

Eventually, Zangrandi got together enough money to make the move from
Cortina to the Cadore. There is no reference to exactly when this was. An entry
entitled ‘Cortina 23 dicembre’ describes the feelings of depression she has, saying
that ‘I’indigenza e lincertezza del domani pesano a 47 anni’, and, she explains,
‘quello che da il maggior fattore alla mia tristezza e che sono stanca di vivere in
questa valle di odio [...] voglio andarmene da questa conca dannata e maledetta,
voglio avere la mia casetta a Villanova, tra la mia gente. Devo trovarlo questo
dannato danaro’.?® Thus she was still in Cortina in 1957. However, a diary entry
of April 1958 is entitled ‘Borca — diarii dell’altopiano’ and begins with the words
‘Sul colle dietro la mia casa di Villanova...”. By 1966 she had published a collection
of short stories which includes a description of this move. In ‘Anni con Attila’, she
describes having her new house built in Borca di Cadore. According to this story,
instead of staying in Cortina, she and two carpenters constructed a ‘baracca’ next
to the building site for her to live in, in the meanwhile, along with her new dog,

Attila.

Once she had moved to Borca, Zangrandi’s main activity was writing. She
lived partly from the proceeds of her books, although, according to both Rigoni
Stern and Fornasier, these earned her very little, and from money she earned by
selling short stories to newspapers. She kept many, clipped from papers, with her
other documents. They almost all date from the years 1969-70, although one is
as early as 1966 and four date from 1984. According to Fornasier, she had also
inherited some land near Galliera, in Emilia Romagna, which she gradually sold
off to her cousin, Antonio Bevilacqua, who lived in that area (the documents from

these sales may also be found amongst her personal papers). That money allowed

20V/jllanova is some 2 kilometres from Borca di Cadore.
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her to build her house in Borca and provided a little more money to live off. She
is rather vague as to what she spent her time doing when not writing. In ‘Anni
con Attila’, she talks about ‘vagabondaggi montani e silvicoli’ that she went on
with her new puppy, at the time when she was living in the ‘baracca’, or preparing
wood for the winter (Anni con Attila, p. 18). In the same story, she talks about
a day that was ‘denso, pieno, chilometri, paesi, valli, valichi, colloqui’, all for ‘una
certa faccenda’ which she does not bother to describe. In the same collection, in
the story ‘Il ponte del Gar’, there is a similar vague reference to her activities: ‘una
giornata pesante; di scorrerie e di incontri per valli e paesi, uffici, archivi, segreterie
a cercare dati per una certa inchiesta’ (p. 69). Likewise, there is little reference to
what was happening in the world around her during those years. An important
exception is the story that she wrote about the Vajont disaster of October 1963,
in the first story of the collection Racconti partigiani, ‘Pitt niente’. This is also the
story that appears in the anthology, L Italia raccontata (ed. by Gian Carlo Ferretti
(Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1987), pp. 231-38). For Zangrandi, that disaster was also
a personal tragedy, as she knew a number of people who lived in Longarone, the
village that was almost entirely destroyed. As she says, ‘correvamo per sapere,
chi aveva parenti, quasi tutti noi della provincia ci si aveva amici, conoscenze e
legami di affari ch’erano anche legami umani’ (L Italia raccontata, p. 231). At the
end of the story, she talks to a local inhabitant who wants his young son to see
what has happened, ‘¢ troppo piccolo per provarne choc, abbastanza grandino per
ricordarsi, come io e lei che vedemmo Caporetto a sei anni’. But, she reflects, this
is even worse than the pain of war: ‘la sconfinata tristezza che ti prende quando
vedi, senti discorsi derivati da parole d’ordine, in malafede, allora il dolore che era
atroce, ma pulito e senza marcio diviene carico di amarezza, si gonfia di ribellione.
Allora si soffre di pitt’ (p. 238). In this way, Zangrandi shows that she was still very
much concerned with the people around her and the injustices they suffered. All
who knew her comment that she was a well-known figure in the area and that she
had many friends. On the other hand, they also mention that she had a tendency
to keep to herself. She never married and lived alone, but for her dog. De Luca
recalls that she was invited to sit on the village council, but never wanted to. He

also points out that she was a card-carrying communist all her life, yet there is
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no evidence that she got involved in the activities of the local party. A similar
insularity is sometimes expressed in her diaries (although it should be remembered

that most of her diaries date from the time when she was still living in Cortina).

Zangrandi had not been living in Borca di Cadore long when her illness began.
It turned out to be Parkinson’s Disease, although it is never given any name in her
published writing. She describes its onset in ‘Anni con Attila’ (Anni con Attila,
pp. 7-68). The story is set at a time when the symptoms that she suffered from
already went back a number of years . She explains that something happened, but
it was not ‘immediato, veloce, violento come e stato solitamente nella mia vita’,
but instead, ‘qualcosa di lento, quasi inavvertito e falsamente giudicato prima,
un male inafferrabile e fondo in cui lo spirito non entra affatto’ (Anni con Attila,
p. 57). At first it was ‘certe incespicate nelle gite, dapprima ascritte al terreno
accidentato o alle scarpe’, or ‘I’'oggetto che diabolicamente sfugge dalla mano e si
spezza a terra’, accompanied by ‘una fiacchezza insana e stanca’ which went on
‘per mesi, anni, per stanche primavere inaspettate fuori dal nevaio disfatto, per
viali della metropoli o zebrati di cui arrivi alla fine senza fiato, per estati calde,
boccheggianti, angosciose’ and continues, bringing her up to the time when the
story is set, in ‘questo annebbiato autunno che ti affloscia’ (p. 57). According to
this same story, she attempted to carry on with her life as normal, particularly
during those periods when she felt rather better. She did not perceive this illness
as a purely physical ailment; she comments on having endured weeks, months of
‘pazzia’ and adds, ‘senza mentire so che devo dare questo nome a cio che mi sta
succedendo’ (p. 63). She finds it difficult to describe exactly, for the symptoms are
not always the same. At times, she says, ‘e I'incapacita di fare un certo movimento
che si addiziona al male e fa traboccare il vaso’, and the frustration makes her cry
out. This seems to be the most frightening aspect, for she has heard such cries
before from ‘un fratello di mio padre e una sorella di lui, le loro crisi atroci dietro
la porta prima che li portassero via’ (p. 63), and suspects that her own illness
is linked to that of her relatives and her own father. The story ends with some
optimism, however, as she undergoes an operation that apparently worked and she

is able to return to her home and her dog: ‘guardo la mia mano ritornata abile
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passare sul muso del mio cane. Posso camminare, cammino normalmente’ (p. 67).
In a later story in this collection, ‘Davide e i gatti’ (Anni con Attila, pp. 230-258),
she refers to this illness as ‘una lenta morte da vivi fin che insperatamente era

venuta una quasi guarigione’ (p. 272).

She refers to an operation in other short stories. In Racconti partigiani e no
(1981), she recounts being in hospital for ‘un intervento cerebrale, indubbiamente
delicato’ (p. 7), but this story, ‘Camera 32, is really about the dreams and recol-
lections she had at this time, and tells us nothing of the operation or its outcome.
Fornasier and De Luca also spoke of an operation on her brain, saying that she
went to a private clinic in Milan. Her diaries date largely from the period before
the disease began. There are some later entries bound together under the title
‘Diarii — note (note dell’ospedale di Pd)’; some of which have the date October
1962, but there is little reference to the fact that she is in hospital. In one of these
entries she does write about the importance that mountaineering had for her and
she realizes ‘che vivo ora, ammalata, e sopravvivo come allora, su lievi alee da
giorno a giorno, anche se schifata di vivere e sotterraneamente tentata di finirla,
sopravvivo tenacemente da un giorno all’altro e piccoli appigli salvano’ (‘PD. 6
ott.”). However, references to the illness itself are rather rare, considering the
amount she writes about herself and the fact that she suffered for more than thirty
years. Nevertheless, amongst her papers, there is a more formal description of the
development of her illness and of the treatment that she underwent. It covers a
single side of paper and there is no indication as to who wrote it (the typeface is
different from that of Zangrandi’s diaries). The title is simply: ‘BEVILACQUA
ALMA, ANNI 65’ and it describes the initial stages of her disease in the following

manner:

Inizio morbo di Parkinson lentissimo circa nel 1961, braccio e soprat-
tutto gamba destra. I Stereotassi nel 1964, per diatermocoagulazione,
a Milano, chirurgo Columella, riesce molto bene. Resta una piccola aci-
nesia a sinistra, poi si vuole strafare e una seconda stereotassi peggiora
la situazione. Tuttavia con molta buona volonta e inizio della cura con
Dopamina passano anni di vita quasi normale. Posologia prescritte:
Pagitane mgr. 5 — Larodopa gr. 3 in tre volte al di (tollerati bene
dallo stomaco — intestino e sonno regolari)
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It seems clear that the illness progressed slowly and that for some periods she was
apparently completely free of it. In 1973, however, it showed signs of worsening

again:

Verso la fine del 1973 iniziano disturbi varii, forte acinesia etc. si rico-
vera pochi giorni a Natale alla clinica delle Betulle di Appiano Gentile
calcolando di passare alla cura Madopar, forti disturbi anche in conco-
mitanza di un notevole esaurimento nervoso (capogiri, nausee, insonnia
etc.). Interrompe la cura del Madopar dopo pochi giorni (anche per ra-
gioni finanziarie) e ritorna al Larodopa (e Pagitane da mgr. 2,5)

Acinesia e spasticita, difficolta o addirittura impossibilita di qualunque
lavoro, specie verso sera.

Si ricovera in Agosto 1974 circa 10 giorni nel reparto Neurologico di
Belluno (direttore prof. Ravenna), dove viene iniziata terapia con Si-
nemet (gr. 4 o 4,5 al di e piccole dosi di Pagitane leggero da mgr. 1 a
mgr. 2 al di).

Scarso beneficio, malessere, inappetenza, stitichezza fortissima e in-
domabile, spasticita spesso tale da dover ricorrere a miorilassanti, in-
sonnia, difficolta a camminare e facilita a cadere; non ha tremiti ma
difficolta di movimento soprattutto nelle mani verso sera.

This description of Zangrandi’s illness then records a visit to the Istituto Neuro-
logico, Castelfranco Veneto, where ‘lentamente viene abituata al Larodopa’, which

results in an ‘ottima ripresa’ which lasted until July 1979.

In Zangrandi’s published work, there is some reference to the later stages of
her illness. By the time of her collection, Gente alla Palua, published in 1974,
Zangrandi seems resigned to the fact that she is ill and nothing can be done.
Unlike her other collections, this one makes very occasional references to the time of
writing and even to the future, in comments on her state of health. In ‘Torre Sonia’
(pp. 115-130), she describes a mountain ridge that she used to climb, but now
cannot because ‘qualcosa s’¢ spezzato nella macchina che fu selvaggia e padrona
di grandi regni di pietra; mai pill da viva ci potro arrivare’ (pp. 128-9). In the
following story in the collection, ‘Il ragazzo cane’ (pp. 131-140), she says she is

‘matusa’ and adds that she and her dog are ‘malandati ambedue’, (p. 131). Both
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are now just left to dream of the mountain excursions that they used to go on. In
the same story, she describes having to talk to someone she finds very tiresome
and considers saying, ‘I'ultimo intervento neurochirurgico mi ha leso la zona del
linguaggio, posso parlare e ascoltare molto poco’, but then reflects, ‘ma era una
frase confidenziale e non mi piaceva dirla’ (p. 134). Amongst her diaries there
i1s the draft of a letter, typed very badly, dated 1 July 1978, four years after
the publication of Gente alla Palua, in which Zangrandi is replying to a letter
concerning suggestions for the financing of a collection of short stories of hers (from
the indications she gives, this appears to be the collection Racconti partigiani e

21

no).”! She apologizes for the delay in replying, but explains:

ecco il guaio irreparabile: io sono molto ammalata e lo vede dal come
scrivo. Il guaio e il morbo di Parkinson, da molti anni; e quando ero
rassegnata a tirare i piedi senza farne tragedia ecco che operazioni e
medicinali del DOPA unitamente alle sollecitazioni di amici mi hanno
spinta a fare quella raccolta e scelta di racconti di cui vi ho inviato
copia.

If by this stage, she was finding it very difficult even to write a letter, she was,
according to De Luca, still managing to look after herself and continued to do so
until around 1984. In the later years of her illness, Zangrandi was not at all well
off. As Vendramini has explained, she continued to make some money from her
writing in later years, by ‘recycling’ many stories, and sending them off to different
newspapers, as she was no longer able to write new ones. Her last two collections
of stories, Racconti partigiani and Racconti partigiani e no were published at the
instigation of the Research Institute for the Resistance in Belluno (she talks about
the way friends have encouraged her to do this in the letter referred to above),
in order to provide her with some income. The first collection was published as
a limited edition with drawings by the artist Augusto Murer, and the second is a
rather more substantial volume, containing some of the same stories, and others
from those she had had published in newspapers. In the last years of her life
Zangrandi apparently told Fornasier that she felt that, during her illness, she had

21Tt is not clear who the original letter was from as Zangrandi makes no reference to her name
and begins her own letter ‘Gentile Signora’.
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been abandoned by the cadorini who had meant so much to her, and for this reason
asked to be buried in her family plot in Galliera in Emilia Romagna. She died on

21 January 1988 and was buried two days later.

A Life in Fiction

These, then, are the events of Zangrandi’s life, as they can be gleaned from her
accounts and those of other people. But, as mentioned earlier, a chronological
biography of this sort, relying to such a large extent on her own writings, inevitably
involves splitting the ‘double narrative’ of her versions of her own life. Given the
fact that the context of narration always influences what is narrated, it is important
to look at her life and especially her writings about her life from another point
of view, and to examine her life not as a chronological series of events, but as a
picture given much of its form in the relatively short number of years that she
was writing about it; a synchronic rather than diachronic account. Nearly all
her writing (except for the newspaper articles that she wrote under fascism which
will be considered in more detail in the next chapter) dates from quite a short
period — from the late 1950s, through to the early 1970s. As has been seen,
Racconti partigiant and Racconti partigiani e no were published somewhat later,
but, considering the incapacitating nature of her disease, they must have been
composed earlier. A clear pattern of what material and what periods Zangrandi

chose to write about may be discerned from this survey of her life.

Firstly, with regard to her childhood, she is very selective, giving only informa-
tion about the Palua and a little about her parents and their home. As has been
seen, she has apparently altered some of her own past with respect to this period.
She gives emphasis to the period when she was around 8-10 years old. As for her
adolescence, it is interesting to note that the episode she picks out for a short story
is the one with Delfine. Otherwise, most of what she writes is concerned with the
repression she felt from her relatives. From this time, and for most of the period of
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