Matilde Serao (1857-1927), Carolina Invernizio (1858-1916), Sibilla Aleramo (1878-1960): The Women’s Movement in Film and Literature in Southern Italy
Katharine Mitchell
[ppt 1]

The topic of the women’s movement in film and literature at this juncture in history is a particularly challenging one to confront. This is because – unlike in Anglo-American and other Protestant countries, the movement was barely active in Italy, and was concentrated in the North. This was in part due to Italy’s culturally (and in some cases, particularly among women, practicing) Catholic heritage, which was strongest in the South. That said, there was a Committee for Female Suffrage in Naples by 1906, but post-Unification Italy was generally hostile to female suffrage – the following year the movement collected a meagre 600 signatures for a petition to the Italian parliament, and their campaigns failed. Mussolini ended local elections in 1926, and it was not until 1948 that women could finally vote in national elections. 
You may well be wondering – quite rightly – why Matilde Serao, Carolina Invernizio, and Sibilla Aleramo?

The answer lies in the wonderful book [ppt 2]on Notari mentioned in Monica Dall’Asta’s inaugural talk on Thursday for this festival. Streetwalking on a Hidden Map by Giuliana Bruno claimed that these were the three women writers to have had the most bearing on Notari’s cultural imagination. 

Of these three writers Bruno says, it was the popular crime, sensationalist and gothic writer Invernizio [ppt 3] with whom Notari shared her filmic mode of production. Both made use of the serial narrative mode, and both churned out an impressive number of ‘mass-produced fantasies’ for women, recycling plots of passion and murder, and privileging melodrama and repressed sexuality in their narratives. I hope I am not being too controversial as an early-career scholar in disagreeing with Bruno and with Roberto Paolella, who in his 1956 book on silent cinema called Notari the ‘Invernizio of film’. For a start, Invernizio orginates from the North, in Piedmont, though she spent some of her upbringing in Florence. To my knowledge, her stories were not set beyond Florence. Some depicted the grimy alleys of Florence and the downtrodden, for example, in Raffaella: I misteri del vecchio mercato, which Notari made into a film in 1917 (the film was later re-released in 1924 as La fata di Borgo Loreto, but both are lost together with Chiarina la modista from 1919, which is also based on an Invernizio novel). Invernizio does share with Notari a marginalisation on behalf of male critics of the time who frowned upon their work. Invernizio’s narratives were extremely popular and entertaining. They were read by the popolane and female migrants in New York, as well as by the lower-middle classes. Invernizio had a large female fandom of readers, and addressed them using the feminine gender, and yet so did Serao and other women writers. The thing that persuades me to disagree with Bruno is that Invernizio essentially belonged to what the Marxist philosopher [ppt 4] Antonio Gramsci called a progressive nationalisation, which marginalised those who spoke dialects. Even though Invernizio was invited by the Workers’ Association of Naples to speak on Italian female workers in 1890, Bruno herself tells us that Invernizio spoke down to them.

[pause]

It is for these reasons that I want to suggest that Notari shared her filmic mode of production most closely with the Neapolitan writer, Matilde Serao.

I hope it will become clear as to why after I have given you with some background context to the period just prior to the onset of Notari’s career. And as I present my reasons, I’ll be guided by the following three questions: 

· Ppt 5 - 1) to what extent did the presence and large quantity of women writers of serialised novels, and the ubiquity of performing artists circulating in the cultural imagination (in film, theatre and opera) prepare Notari for a successful career as a director? 

· Ppt 6 - 2) related to this, to what extent did this female culture industry of writers, producers, and directors at this juncture in history give voice to a re-evaluation of women’s social, economic and political condition, one which included all social classes, genders, generations, and regional and local heritages? 

· Ppt. 7 - And lastly, 3): what did the donne nuove in Italy – the New Women like Sibilla Aleramo (and to some degree Invernizio and Serao, though they did not identify with the women’s movement, and neither did Notari for that matter) have to offer ordinary workaday women in Naples from the lower classes, if anything at all?
To begin to find answers, let’s consider some recent background to scholarship on Italian women writers
Unification took place in Italy between 1861 and 1870, and the first wave of women writers was most productive and popular in the 1880s. Perhaps not surprisingly, the well-regarded reputations enjoyed by the hundreds of professional, middle-class women writers were forgotten after the onset of fascism. Until the 1980s and 1990s, at least in the Anglophone context, the literary ‘great men’ dominated teaching syllabi at the majority of universities, and this is the case still today in some more traditional universities. It was thanks to the social and cultural climate of 1970s Italy and to intellectuals and novelists such as [ppt 8] Umberto Eco and Antonia Arslan that their memories were revived. This revival is still ongoing today, and can be witnessed not only in the increasing number of academic outputs in both Italy and elsewhere, but also by [ppt 9] online databases, such as the one hosted by the scholar Patrizia Zambon at the University of Padova (‘Le autrici della letteratura italiana’), and that of the University of Chicago Library. These are important and vital open-access resources that provide not only biographical and bibliographical information, but also a sizeable window on previously hidden female-authored narrative worlds.

The ongoing recovery of a female-penned culture industry in the newly-unified state and its ‘re-mapping’ in academic circles is also well underway in Italian cinema studies. This is thanks to the work of scholars such as the aforementioned Bruno, as well as Monica Dall’Asta and Cristina Jandelli, among others. 
[ppt 10] From Maria Messina in Sicily, to Grazia Deledda in Sardina, to Serao in Naples via Aleramo in Rome; from La Marchesa Colombi in Turin, to Invernizio in Piedmont, via Ada Negri in Lombardy to Neera in Milan, Italian women writers at the turn of the twentieth century, as Umberto Eco informs us, wrote about women for an expanding female readership. And while they were generally keen to present themselves to a gender-neutral readership as against the women’s movement out of fear that they may not be taken seriously by their critics, with the exception of Sibilla Aleramo, they typically embodied the tensions and contradictions to be found in their writings. Written in a realist style that gave direct access to the inner workings of their female protagonists’ minds, they typically drew their subject matter from everyday experiences of adolescence to womanhood to marriage to motherhood, and their third-person narrators reveal sympathy for women’s social and economic condition across the class spectrum.

Now, why with the exception of Sibilla Aleramo, you may well ask?

[ppt. 11] Aleramo was a self-declared emancipationist, and her writings are testimony to her feminist beliefs. She viewed herself as ‘above’ the women writers in united Italy, and lamented the ‘poor’ quality of their writing in her semi-autobiographical novel Una donna, published in 1906. This tells of the rape and emotional abuse at the hands of her husband, and her struggle to leave him and their son. She did leave, but at great cost, for it was almost unheard of at the time. Unlike Invernizio and Serao, Aleramo was Notari’s contemporary: they belonged to the same generation of girls growing up in the 1880s and 90s. And yet their backgrounds and experiences could not be more different. Though Aleramo spent much of her life as a writer in poverty, she was born in Piedmont and spent her formative years in the North. Though she lived in Naples for two years from 1920-22 she apparently did not meet Notari once during her time there.

The majority of middle-class women writers were in fact productive in the North, which is where the printing press was at its most active. Women writers writing in standard Italian eschewed regionalisms and local dialects - something which Notari actively sought to retain in her filmography. 

I’m going to give you some figures on literacy.

[ppt 12] At the time of Unification in 1861, only 25% of the population could read and write standard Italian, and among women only 19% could read, though illiteracy figures were higher in rural areas.

Prior to unification, the peninsular was divided into regions, which for centuries had had their local and regional dialects. Standard Italian is based on the Tuscan dialect, the language of Dante and it was codified as a written language in the sixteenth century. It was adopted as the national language at the time of unification and was acquired through study.

[ppt 13] By 1901, literacy figures among women had risen to 40%, but still in 1911 only 60% of Italian women could read and write. As elsewhere in Europe, unprecedented economic and industrial changes were contributing to the rise in female literacy, and during the period 1874 to 1883, women gained access to all levels of education. In practice, however, given that girls could only attend girls’ schools, boys were more likely to receive an education than girls, since if new schools were built they were provided for boys in preference to girls, and difficulties were encountered in enforcing the law in the South. In 1901, in many areas of the South still 4 out of 5 girls did not receive an education. This is because the majority of people in the South in rural areas were landless peasants tending large estates belonging to the nobility in a system not unlike that of feudalism. And as railway networks expanded, large swaths of people from the South migrated to the cities and the increasingly prosperous North, as well as abroad. There was also the issue in the South of [ppt 14] government neglect, economic deprivation, and the onset of organised crime, which drove many to leave. It is estimated that 9 million Italians migrated from the South to the North of Italy or elsewhere between 1861 and 1914. At the time of Unification, Naples went from being the capital city of its own Kingdom to ‘just’ another large city in Italy, and as a consequence bureaucracy jobs and a rapidly declining financial situation led to high unemployment and a cholera epidemic in the 1880s. Large sections of the city needed to be rebuilt in a process known as risanamento – ‘made healthy again’. We know from Notari’s documentary footage and films featuring street children (scugnizzi) that the process was unsuccessful, and arguably the consequences of this neglect are still felt among Neapolitans today. 

Italy experienced an unprecedented industrial takeoff in the North between 1896 and 1913, further emphasising the North-South divide and securing the economic centre as the “industrial triangle” of Turin, Genoa and Milan. And yet, before WW1 less than 4% of university graduates were women (compared to 15% in England), and the professions women could pursue were limited. This can be explained in part by cultural and scientific thinking of the day particularly among positivist scientists such as Cesare Lombroso and Paolo Mantegazza in the North, who believed that women were pathologically too physically and mentally weak to receive an education.

Yet women were making an extraordinary contribution to the Italian economy [ppt 15] – more of them than men worked in industry and in rural areas, but they were paid little more than a third of a man’s salary. Women were sacked if they were pregnant unless they returned to work shortly after giving birth, and many women died of TB due to the poor working conditions. A study from 1881 calculated that 80% of the industrial workers were female and prostitution was rife in cities and towns. Italian workers were the worst paid in Europe and worked the longest hours. There was no limit to the working day, and no legislation providing for breaks or weekly rest. The situation was different for middle-class women, who had to cease working if they got married. However, thanks to the efforts of the Russian-born emancipationist Anna Kulischoff, a law introduced in 1912 prohibited children from working under the age of 12.

We can conclude from all of this that the social, economic and cultural contexts during Notari’s formative years these were paradoxical and ambiguous: while on the one hand women were expected to be mothers and wives, to remain in the home which they were expected to manage, and to obey their husbands, there emerged a vibrant and thriving female culture industry thanks to industrialisation, new technological advances, and the development of the printing press. This was thanks in part to the support of some intellectual male writers who supported the careers of some women writers, and also to the increasing accessibility and affordability of periodicals and newspapers, and as well as the circulation and visual presence of female actors, singers, and dancers, and their female spectators and fans. 

[pause]

I’m going to spend the remainder of my talk discussing why I believe Serao to have had the most influence over Notari’s career.

Serao, Film and Notari

[ppt 16]
I am learning at this festival more and more about Neapolitan culture and Notari’s extraordinary achievements. Naples seems to have been a particularly paradoxical place for women at the turn of the twentieth century: it produced the first woman journalist to establish her own daily newspaper; and it produced the first woman director in Notari. We learned from Monica dell’Asta’s talk on Thursday that in order for women to have thrived in the patriarchal and misogynist culture, they needed supportive and open-minded husbands and male mentors. Male attitudes towards women in the South were, and to some degree still are, very particular in as much as the figure of the southern Mediterranean mother is elevated to the status of religious icon (we see an example of this in the mother characters from Verga’s novella Cavalleria rusticana). Both Notari and Serao were mothers and wives, and neither of them associated themselves with the women’s movement. This ironically paid off in terms of their rise to notoriety. I learned from speaking to Simona other evening (thank you, Simon) that at the end of the nineteenth century in particular in Naples, bourgeois and popular culture intertwined and the boundaries that we associate with them today were less rigid. Notari and serao both positioned themselves as apparently detached observers, documenting ‘gritty’ reality for a popular readership and spectatorship made up of both women and men, and whose narratives were told from a female perspective.


It is said that Serao showed contempt for women workers, but nowhere does she reveal more sympathy with them than in her stories from the 1880s [ppt 17], ‘Telegrafi dello Stato’ and ‘Terno Secco’. Telegrafi dello Stato is about the long hours and poor working conditions of women telegraph operators, and ‘Terno Secco’ is about a warn out, single mother struggling to make ends meet. She forgets to play her lottery numbers, and instead her maid passes them to her friend who needs a windfall in order to get married. The omniscient narrator reveals a genuine sympathy for the heavily pregnant and exhausted maid, who was deprived of an education and instead worked in the fields as a small girl. 

Serao’s solidarity with working women extended to her journalism that addressed a specifically female readership. In this, she criticised the exploitation of child labour and working conditions for women in her column ‘Per Le Signore’, which appeared regularly in the daily newspaper Corriere di Roma, which she founded with her husband Eduardo Scarfoglio. 

Previously, in Il Piccolo, Serao had spoken out against female suffrage as it was then proposed on the grounds that it did not include women from the working classes. 

It was perhaps Serao’s unusual self-confidence and self-esteem; her ability to (dare I say it) ‘lean in’ that enabled her to forge a career as an internationally-renowned writer and critic in the new Italy, and to be translated into many European languages.

She is reported to have said (I quote): ‘I conquer my place through pushing and shoving, with an intense and ardent desire to get there ... I do not pay attention to the weaknesses of my sex and keep on going as if I were a young man’.
[ppt 18]
As a Neapolitan woman from a previous generation to that of Notari, might Serao have inspired – however unconsciously – the film director to realise her own artistic talent? While I do take the point that Serao repeatedly refused to sell the rights of her stories to Notari, preferring instead to sell them to a major film company in Rome, was that not her right, her choice, as an internationally-acclaimed intellectual? Another factor which makes me suggest that Serao had more in common with Notari than either Invernizio or Aleramo is that Serao was against fascism and its rhetoric of a nationalising uniform culture. In 1926 she was a Nobel Prize candidate, but this went to Grazia Deledda because of Serao’s anti-war stance.
One should also take into account divisions not only across social classes at this time, but also in terms of generations when reassessing the influence of Serao on Notari: could it have been that Serao did not want to be publically shown to be giving favours to Notari, for fear of being associated with the movement for emancipation, which in Italy, and specially the south, was frowned upon? Just as some women today who have power and status thanks to (typically male mentors) keep the glass ceiling behind them once they have climbed the ladder, it is possible that Serao felt that Notari should forge her own career, alone, through ‘pushing’ and ‘shoving’.

And Serao has been criticised for speaking disparagingly on the new medium of cinema. In her 1906 article published in the daily newspaper she set up and ran, Il giorno, Serao pathologises the new form of entertainment declaring it a ‘virus’. Yet ten years later it would seem that Serao’s attitude towards the new medium had shifted and she welcomed the new genre as a spectator, demanding that it offers her ‘pleasure’ and entertainment. Writing on cinema as a medium and a device for production and reception in her 1917 article for L’arte muta, ‘Parla una spettatrice’ (‘A female spectator speaks’), Serao demands that her fellow writers of fiction address the cinema from the viewpoint of an ‘ordinary spectator’. More significantly, she positions herself not only as an ordinary spectator, but, conscious of the differences between women and men in experiencing everyday life, she highlights the importance of pleasure in her role as a ‘woman spectator’ [ppt. 19]: ‘Dearest friends [she says, addressing her fellow writers], it is a spectatrix speaking to you, a spectatrix who now asks herself, in retrospect, the reasons for her tears, her smiles, her boredom. This woman who is speaking to you is a creature of the crowd, it is she whom you should move, whom you should please…’.

In the previous century, since 1885 Serao had documented her attendance opera performances at the San Carlo and musical soirees in Naples, and had written about attendees (who were in attendance, what they were wearing). She had also given her opinion on performances and performers. Though Serao refers to ‘the audience’ in her descriptions, she explicitly draws attention to ‘le spettatrici’. Also in her fiction [ppt 20], middle-class women spectators are shown to be engaged in, and enthusiastic about watching and listening to theatre and opera performances. Female spectators in novels such Fantasia are shown to be gripped by the action on stage and the music of an opera. 

As an intermediary, Serao thus initiated her increasingly widespread female, popular readership into cultural fields as individual agents, consumers, and critical respondents of the theatre performances they attended, helping them to reflect more deeply, and in a more informed way, on matters of love, sex, and marriage. 
[ppt 21]
We know that Notari read Serao because Notari repeatedly asked for the rights to recreate her narratives. So I want to conclude by suggesting that Serao’s influence on Notari should not be forgotten and lost like so many of Notari’s films. Instead, Serao ought to be recognised as a symbolic mentor and role model for Notari through Serao’s publications on spectatorship – one who taught Notari to engage critically and objectively as an artistic director. This symbolic – perhaps unconscious – connection with Serao through their shared female-authored culture, dialect and customs of Naples is the women’s movement in film and literature in Southern Italy.

Thank you.
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