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INTRODUCTION

THE EXCEPTIONAL WOMAN
AND THE EXCEPTIONAL MAN

Then the accusation of feminism, a word that shechavas justifiable.
No, she had just aimed at emancipation and fought dqual

opportunities...she had loved few men, actuallyanie, but even fewer
women, bound together in an unchanging fairy tdle: myth of escaping
the rule of conformity.

Anna Banti was “a prominent figure in the Italyeliary scene for
almost fifty years? In the above quote, which is an excerpt from her
fictionalised autobiographyA Piercing Cry (1981), she discusses her
position with regard to feminism and concludes tsyathcing herself from
it. The first aim of this book is to problematisadaunderstand Banti's
stance on feminism, or —more specifically—Italiamfnism. | shall do so
by analysing three of her worka: Piercing Cry the 1951 short story “Le
donne muoiono” (“The Women Are Dying”) and the 193# vous écris
d'un pays lointain” (I am writing you from a farawaand)?® This will
enable me to investigate the question of what Il steder to as the
“(im)possibility of love”, a human dilemma that Bawidely explored in
her works.

As is apparent in the above quote, in Lazzaro-Weisirds, “Banti did
not participate in feminist politics and often eagsed distaste for the
term”.* Banti never proclaimed herself a feminist; indestte says of her

! Anna Banti,A Piercing Cry trans. Daria Valentini and S. Mark Lewis (New
York: Peter Lang, 1996), 74.

2 Carol Lazzaro-Weis, “Introduction”, ithe Signorina and Other Storigklew
York: The Modern Language Association of AmericQ02), vii. For a more
detailed summary of Banti's life, see Enza Biaghmna Banti(Milano: Murzia,
1978).

3| here refer to the dates of publication.

* Ibid., xii.
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alter egoin A Piercing Crythat feminism was a “word that she hated".
However, Banti's work very often deals with womerhavsuffer the
inescapable solitude that awaits the woman who mahker artistic
creativity felt in a male-dominated domain. Thistl& topos indeed, of
Banti’'s magnum opus-her novel Artemisia (1947)— to which she owed
her celebrity. As Lazzaro-Weis clearly points detninist discourse now
acknowledgesArtemisia as a feminist novel for its portrayal of an
“archetype of oppressed female imaginatidmigain and again, Banti
gives voice, as she does Hrtemisig to women struggling against
patriarchal society—-women who, like its eponymoasome, refuse to
abandon their vocation, regardless of any consemsethat may result
from this choice. On the other hand, she also fofieites of [other]
women who feel betrayed, disparagédilongside —and in addition to —
these exceptional and talented heroines. Possiblghnmore ordinary,
they are nevertheless in need of compassion, hdeéeg “abandoned in
their romantic or family relationship$”.Banti never accepted the
“feminist” label, yet many women populate the woadflher fiction: time
and again, these women embody the feminist archetfpsubjugated
woman.

In this connection, Ursula Fanning categorisesethmain types of
female characters in Banti’s works:

the ordinary woman caught in her traditional rofenife and/or mother;
the exceptional, creative heroine; and a thirdgmate of women who lack
a real vocation and as such bear the brunt of Batiidain and contempt.

In other words, if the first two types of womenifito the category of
“woman as victim”, of which Artemisia is a primeaple, the third one
embodies a different kind of female subject. Balespised those women
who unthinkingly cast themselves in an archetymdé rof intellectual
inferiority. In my opinion, these “women without e&tion” are those who

5 Carol Lazzaro-WeisFrom Margins to MainstreaniPhiladelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 131.

8 | azzaro-Weis, “Introduction”, ix.

7 Ibid.

8 Louise Rozier, “Review: [untitled]”ltalica 81, no.3 (Autumn, 2004), 439. See
Ursula Fanning, “Sketching Female Subjectivity: AnBanti'sll coraggio delle
donneandLe donne muoioripin Beyond Artemisia: Female Subjectivity, History
and Culture in Anna Bantied. Daria Valentini (Chapel Hill: University ofdxth
Carolina Press, 2003), pp. 15-30.
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abide by the conventions that want them to be usitgubjugated to male
authority but also, and most importanthersuadedf their inferiority to
men; such women reinforce and justify the same umiéng principles
that limit their freedom. One could say that theg @ctims of themselves,
before becoming victims of patriarchal society. AirPiercing Cry Banti
depicts her fictional counterpart Agnese Lanzi ias of these women and,
on a less explicitly autobiographical note, thishatype of passive woman
also appears in “The Women Are Dying”.

Overall, Fanning's categorisation does accuratelghlight the
emphasis Banti gives to the female side of the dyan terms of her
choice of subjectSHowever, it is particularly accurate, becauseyalgh
it is specifically meant to describe Banti's femalearacters, it may be
applied to male protagonists as well. Banti's chad¢ male protagonists,
although not as frequent, leads to acute portrayftsoubled men, who
happen not to be significantly different from hesrdines. To give an
example: as is clear in both “Je vous écris d’'ugsgaintain” and “The
Women Are Dying”, the quality of being exceptionsl, in Banti's
opinion, primarily grounded on one’s will to overme social prejudices
and constraints. In “Je vous écris d'un pays lamitaBanti describes a
man as a victim of both his society and its prajadj a man who, rather
than obeying those dictates that would imply hispiking his own nature,
accepts the risk of dying. This man, therefore, faons to Banti's
category of the “exceptionat®.

In the main,

° Of course, when applying Fanning’s categorisatorBanti's characters, one
must always bear in mind that one definition does mecessarily exclude the
other: for example, Artemisia is an exceptionalented artist fighting for
recognition and at the same time a woman, daugimerwife, abandoned by the
men she loves.

10 Besides the exceptional woman, Fanning also diskiies the one whose
identity is restricted to being a conventional wafed mother. Domenico, frohoi
credevamq1967), is, borrowing Fanning’s words, a man caughhis traditional
role of husband and/or father. As regards thosenfam without vocation”, Paolo,
in “La monaca di Sciangai” (1957), is a prime masihtion of this type. Obedient
husband and passive father, he submits to victtioiséy his wife, and voluntarily
puts himself in a position of inferiority.
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Banti's work is grounded on specific situationgyHlighting the reactions
...of her protagonists after they have suffereda or perceived injustice
most often related to their status as a woman,

but sometimes related to their status as man.Heratords, these shifts of
focus from female to male protagonists, albeit rarglicate Banti's
concern with thdhuman not only thewoman subject. In this connection,
Banti makes a remarkable statementénsignore della scritturg1984).
She declares that her standpoint is “piu una fodmamanesimo che vero
e proprio femminismo® This perspective, in her opinion, conveys a
moral, not a moralistic, meaning, and implies afguod focus on the
most intimate of human problems—as Banti explainRitratti su misura
di scrittori italiani.** According to this assertion, Banti’s focus on woma
as the subject does not necessarily imply a méialigdgment against
men on her part. More precisely, this choice ofjettbis not ara priori
instance of radical feminism. As she declareshautd, rather, reveal,
from awoman’sperspective, a preoccupation with the distinctietwzen
what is right and what is wrong (whatrisoral), in terms ofbeing human
In other words, Banti does not deny that her wopkivilege female
subjectivity, which inevitably constitutes their gto apparent
autobiographical element. Yet, her introspectiiere$ do not proliferate
in sterile depictions of this autobiographical, beriemale, subjectivity. |
maintain that, in each and every one of her woBanti traverses the
realm of self-contemplation and through it embraaewider sphere of
analysis, that which has tHeuman beingas its primary subject. In so
doing, she ventures into depictions of male subjigtas well; and, more
often than not, these few men are just as mucimgodf an unjust society
as are Banti's female protagonists.

Banti, in discussing her standpoint and perspeciiveRitratti su
misura di scrittori italianj also refers to the writer's point of view and
claims that an author should speak of what (s)lmwkn Furthermore, she
adds that this perspective is not only honest tsat eonstructive, because
men do not always understand women, and women doalways
understand met. This point of view, which Banti deems “honest”, wic

M Lazzaro-Weis, “Introduction”, xvi.

12« more of a kind of humanism than real and prdpeninism”. Qtd. in Sandra
Petrignani, Le signore della scrittura. Intervisi®lilano: La Tartaruga Edizioni,
1984), 106.

13 See Elio Filippo Accrocca, Ritratsu Misura di scrittori italiani (Venezia:
Sodalizio del Libro, 1960).
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be the personal perspective that originates, bas dwot exhaust, her
consideration on its subject (the human being)islthonest because,
according to Banti, a writer should principally saier those subjects of
which (s)he has a constructive knowledge. Therefone could say that
she is here implying an intellectual kind of hogest this context, the use
of the autobiographical element, so recurrent intBanarratives, would
be firstly the product of her moral commitment deilectual integrity. In
turn, the author’s truthfulness, implied in an daibgraphical perspective,
acquires a twofold meaning. On the one hand, becafishe clearly
autobiographical nature of the narrative voicés & self-exposing “I” that
emerges from her writings: Banti offers to her eyadthe unconditional
revelation of a lifetime’s introspection, as in tbase ofA Piercing Cry
On the other hand, therefore, this honesty alsdi@mpan attempt on
Banti’s part at reaching out to her reader: by essihg her deepest
feelings to her audience, she is possibly making atempt at
communication. This in turn clarifies what Banti ané in defining her
point of view as “constructive”. It is constructipeecisely because it aims
at establishing a communication with the readegints at delivering a
message which Banti herself has definedrasal. Further, Banti also
declared that the constructiveness of this pointi@iv is in relation to the
dilemma that men and women do not always understauth other. It
follows that, in order to focus on those innermbsman problems that
are, as she declares, at the centre of her anaBaigi needs not only to
understand but also to surpass her female suljgctidnless one’s
discourse on human nature includes both male amlée subjectivity,
one’s understanding of the term “human nature” wél imperfect, since
“human” includes both male and female. There wdédno truthful and
complete understanding of the subject matter onpidue of either the
author or the reader to whom the message is address

To sum up, when Banti says that women do not alwmderstand
men and vice versa, she is, arguably, referringthat lack of
communication between the two sexes which most&ffine relationship
between them and which makes love impossible. in, tas Anna Banti
clearly affirms throughouf Piercing Cry a reluctance to be completely
open would invariably result in the absence ofatjak. Therefore, Banti's
praise for a renewed communication between thessedgch must first
of all stem from mutual openness—would be a maonal moralistic,
message, one which is implied in her works. Comideher focus on
what | have referred to as “(im)possibility of I6yé becomes clear why
Banti would not embrace the Italian feminism of kieme, insofar as, in
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Wood’s words, Banti “distrusts a movement which diedieves will
further divide the sexes®,

During the almost fifty years of her literary car¢®£937-1981), it was
an egalitarian feminism that dominated the scenevarhen’s fight for
emancipation. Women’s movements in post-war Italgrevborn as a
reaction to the old-fashioned image of woman ag aiid particularly as
mother, which was promoted by both the leadingtigali party of the
Christian Democrats and the Catholic Church. Italiavomen’s
movements focused more and more on the role of woasvictim,
subjected to patriarchal oppression because obiwdogical function of
child-bearing. Therefore, this wave of feminismedrito offset those
stereotyped representations of the Italian womar dlominated popular
culture, and also to make women aware of theirugadijon. This in turn
meant that women adhering to movements sudbessauwent as far as
advocating a new “matriarchy”, opposed to the existand loathed
“patriarchy”, the annihilation of which was one ibieir primary goals®
Given Banti's concern with communication betweer Hexes, it is no
wonder that she would not support this kind of fieisth.

Furthermore, when she wrote “The Women Are Dyinganti was
warning against the risk of identifying the subjemdman primarily as
objectified “victim”, when this process of victinsison was understood as
deriving from woman'’s sexual difference. She inséhnts note of caution,
even before 1960s feminist movements suddexsauidentified woman'’s
reproductive functions as the source of most ofttegudices of which she
was the victim. Indeed, tHeemaumovement even went so far as to urge
a “masculinisation of the woman”, on the grounds tiemininity (and all
that defines it) was the determining cause of wdmalavery. This kind
of feminism, called “feminism of equality”, impliednore than the
feminists’ goal of judicial equality. More precigeit also came to entail
the implication that, in order to attain the qualif beingequalto men on
a judiciary level, women should aim to be equabkarontological levet!

5 Sharon Wood,ltalian Women's Writing, 1860-1994London: Continuum
International Publishing Group, 1995), 122.

% Demauwas an Italian feminist group whose manifesto walslished in 1966.
Further details will be given in Chapter Two.

1 The word “equal” when understood as being synomsmwith “just” or “even”,

is derived from the Latimequus Interestingly, however, the Latin woequalis
which is formed on the same root, is also trandlaéo English as “equal”, but
this time in the sense of “identical”. In the ficsise, therefore, the translation into
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Hence, woman'’s quality of beingnlike man, her beinglifferent became
considered as the source of women’s subjugatiois Whve of feminism
not only strongly denied the importance of womadifference, but
moreover radically scorned it.

For all these reasons, Banti could not embracdtétian feminism of
her time and always refused the label of femiistLazzaro-Weis rightly
claims, “her commitment to exploring the questidnsexual difference
links her to women writing now*® it links Banti with a more recent
discourse on sexual difference, since the Itall@mminismo della
differenza (feminism of difference) was systematically theed only
during the eightief’ In “The Women Are Dying” (written in 1948,
published in 1951) Banti acknowledged the imporaatthe concept of
“sexual difference” many years before Italian feists theorised it
systematically. In “Je vous écris d’'un pays lointajwritten in 1969-70,
published in 1971), Banti reaffirms her faith irffedience by entrusting to
a man, and not to a woman, the (im)possible tasteaffirming love on
earth. One could say that this is a stance rootd&hnti’'s self-proclaimed
“humanism”, insofar as by choosing a male protagfoshe declares her
faith in sexual difference as a quality to be presé, whether in men or in
women. On the other hand, she distances hersetftine Italian feminism
of equality, insofar as the cases of both Agnesasttand the protagonist
of “Je vous écris d’'un pays lointain” prompt a neee communication
between men and women that feminism of equality dexded. They are
exceptional characters, insofar as they experideedings and make
choices that go beyond conformity and social dégtatn “The Women
Are Dying”, these social dictates do not just imphe demeaning of
woman’s difference by a patriarchal society butoaland most
importantly, the undermining of their own differencby women
themselves. In “Je vous écris d’'un pays lointathe protagonist fights
against imposed societal rules that appear prgciasl the extreme
consequences of this predicament.

Latin highlights the judicial connotation of wor@dual”, whereas in the second
case, “equal” refers to an ontological kind of digua

18 Anna Banti, “The Women Are Dying”, iThe Signorina and Other Stories
(New York: The Modern Language Association of Aroari2001), xxiv.

19 The so-calledfemminismo della differenzavas inspired by Luce Irigaray’s
Ethique de la difference sexue(E984), which in 1985 was published in Italian,
translated by Luisa Muraro and Antonella Leoni. dauiMuraro also translated
Irigaray’s workSpeculun{1975).
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| therefore believe that if there is any markerferhinism in Banti's
work, it consists of a feminism of differencante litteram which
reinforces rather than contradicts her stance iypgelaimed humanism.

Having said this, for the moment | shall defer &nyher consideration
of this question to the analysis that follows. Bemng with Banti's
pseudo-autobiographyA Piercing Cry and then continuing with “The
Women Are Dying” and “Je vous écris d'un pays laint, | shall
examine Banti’'s concern with the question of “(imgpibility of love”,
with “love” understood both as an amorous encoub&ween man and
woman, and as a universal feeling on which one'sifp human” is
intrinsically grounded.



CHAPTERONE

A PIERCING CRY

A Piercing Cryis not a proper autobiography, but, as suggesyed b
Guerricchio, “un racconto omodiegetico in terzasper”" At the same
time the novel contains enough parallels with Bariife to justify an
autobiographical reading. For this reasénpPiercing Cry may help us
understand Banti's life just as the latter may hefpin analysing the
former. This double interpretation is, in my opimi;mecessary in order to
understand Banti’'s concern with “la solitudineatitazione e insieme la
diffidenza verso I'amore® and with the marked pessimism that inevitably
infects the world of her female, unhappy protagsnis

To this end, during a 1992 conference on Banti,a@esGarbofl
strongly expressed his perplexity concerning tiigative attitude toward
life, which was unjustified by Banti's enviable pdarity and career.
Consequently, he could not help wondering, “doveoeme potessero
trovar posto, in quella vita cosi ben organizzatadiavoli che la Banti
teneva accucciati dentro di s&.”

In his opinion, Banti’'s successful life as a writerd literary critic did
not give any grounds for the pessimism she expdessder works. In
Belotti’s words, “Banti, in questi straordinari mmti, parla piu volte della

1« .a homodiegetic story in the third person”. &RiGuerricchio, “Vite vere e
immaginarie di Anna Banti”, il'opera di Anna Bantied. Enza Biagini (Firenze:
Leo S. Olschki, 1997), 84. Unless otherwise spadijfiranslations from Italian to
English are mine.

2«_ loneliness...attraction and at the same tiiiffiddnce towards love”. Giuseppe
Nava, “I modi del racconto nella Banti”, Ibid., 165

3 Cesare Garboli was a friend of Anna Banti and lesband Roberto Longhi;
since 1962 he was director of their art magaziraragone”. His studies on
Banti's work are collected in the Garboli antholpBycordi tristi e civili (2001).

4 «_where and how, in such a well-organised lifena Banti could hide the
demons she carried inside of her”. Cesare Garbalina Banti e il tempo”, in
L'opera di Anna Bantied. Enza Biagini (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 1997),
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solitudine come luogo della liberta femminifeThe majority of Banti's

characters, despite an emerging, increasingly appaartistic talent,

always struggle to follow their vocation—which maréen than not leads
them to make painful decisions. Given Banti's owrccess, it is no

wonder that Garboli could not understand such aitiegy perspective on
female creativity. A lonely life is always the cheiwomen artists make to
embrace their talent, and this pattern does notrgpeat itself in most of
Banti’'s works but, what is more, it occurs in thdierary artefacts to

which Banti owed her success as a writer.

In the very novel that made her famoAstemisia we read the story of
an extremely talented female painter who follows Vacation despite all
the predictable consequences that such a choictdveotail. On the one
hand, she is resolute in her choices, and nevdly reansiders the
possibility of abandoning her artistic inclinatiorisr the purpose of
purchasing a socially acceptable life as a canbmiifa and mother. Yet,
on the other hand, her choices come at a costdter-ending regret of
having deserted her husband and destroyed her mapiage. In the end,
Artemisia is free, but this freedom has indeedttetsiweet taste of both
artistic fulfilment and emotional lonelineSs.

5 “In these extraordinary stories, Banti often defifloneliness as the place for
women'’s freedom”. Elena Gianini Belotti, “Anna Baetil femminismo”, Ibid.,
117.

5 At one point, Artemisia actually disguises hersadf a man in order to be
accepted by society and treated with the respeat, ih her time, was only
accorded to male artists. It could be said thasamoing, she is further giving up
her identity as a woman (after having renouncedrbler as wife). To this end, a
comparison with Virginia Woolf's Orlando may prowery interesting. Anna
Banti was the first translator of Virginia WoolfJacob’s Roon{1922), and wrote
an essay on her, the 1952 “Umanita della Woolftlided in the collection
Opinioni (1961). Although their works have not been theeoty of a systematic
comparative study, the parallel with Woolf's moamfous character—Orlando—is
here most appropriate. The quest for identity rgred, in fact, to both works, with
the difference being that Woolf's character actualked to be a man. In both
cases, however, the protagonist dresses up in nototises to find freedom. As
Maria Carla Papini claims in “Artemisia ed Orlandbbth protagonists attempt to
escape their condition of women who are not corafidet in their own bodies. The
reason is that they are unable to conform to thebéished model of womanhood
of their times (Orlando lives for five hundred ygabut it is in the London of the
18" century that she disguises herself. Artemisiasliire the 18 and the 1%
centuries).
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Similarly, the renowned “Lavinia fuggita” (Lavininas fled)’ set in
the 17" century, depicts female talent as it hopelesstggaauthoritarian
patriarchal society. In this case, patriarchal dation is embodied in the
person of the Italian composer Antonio Vivaldi athe negated female
talent belongs to the orphan Lavinia. The two @fnh who could not be
any more different (for social position, age, ands), do have something
in common, namely their indisputable ardour for imuds director of the
choir, Lavinia is supposed to scrupulously repraediivaldi's work.
Needless to say, she would not be allowed to amplen the most
insignificant change to Vivaldi’'s compositions. Hewer, Lavinia’s passion
for music is so overwhelming that she cannot raeffabm revising his
work. Eventually, she goes as far as composing @enratorio and has
the choir performing it. Her dream is fulfiled anthe prevailing
patriarchal system defeated: as a woman, she woelgr have been
allowed to compose music, but her talent and l@recbmposition are so
intense that she cannot desist from offending tie. IEven if this meant
punishment, and indeed she has to leave the orghanaorder to avoid
castigation.

By and large, the feminine universe depicted by tBé&n deeply
affected by inconsistencies between the rulesddraineering patriarchal
society and the unfulfilled desires of talented wmrartists. On a more
general level, as Magnolfi writes, her literary Wois dominated by
unhappy female characters living “una vita che iaattraverso un
tempo governato dalle regole del conformismo. taitadalla solitudine e
dalla memoria® Social dictates rule the life of Banti's protagsisi
whether they chose to respect them or not. AccghgiA Piercing Cry
depicts the life of a professionally frustrated veonwho has given up her
vocation for a man’s love. Given that the protagorif this novel is
Banti’s fictional counterpart, this work may be ¢akas a paradigm of her
thought with regard to the above-mentioned cordgréstween negated
female talent and patriarchal society.

In A Piercing Crythe protagonist’s husband, Dr. Delga, is the fitdio
transposition of Dr. Roberto Longhi, Banti’s latasband. Like the real

| here adopted the translation proposed by Laz?éeis in “Anna Banti (Lucia
Lopresti)”, published in Gaetana Marrone’s Encyeldip of Italian Literary
Studies, Volume 1 (London: Routledge, 2007).

8 « life as a flow of time regulated by the rule$ conformism, dilated by
loneliness and memory”. Beatrice Magnolfi, “Saldtlle Autorita”, inL'Opera di
Anna Bantj ed. Enza Biagini (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 19%%),
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person, Dr. Delga is a very famous and renownedrdit (with regard to
Roberto Longhi, his reputation was and still issoth prominence that
scholars following his influential example, to tiday, are referred to as
“Longhiani”).’ Agnese is utterly intimidated by his reputatiomdaso
much does she fears a comparison to him, that ehe dot even try to
follow her original vocation as an art historiardagritic. For this reason,
she never reveals her secret desires, neither gowtbrld nor, more
importantly, to the person whom she loved—her hadbAgnese is lonely
because she dooms herself to constantly wear a; slaskorces herself be
someone else. As a consequence, her profound sétmeeliness is also
rooted in the fact that nobody knew her intimately.

Lavinia and Artemisia choose their talent and viocabver society’s
acceptance, even if this means abandoning thefanlity they have ever
known-her husband Antonio in Artemisia’s case, iandavinia’s case her
friends at the orphanage. However, although Agessciously opts for
a different choice and represses her vocation, ldmeliness she
experiences still is, as it was in Artemisia’s dravinia’s case, the result
of that conventional dictate that deemed womamtdlectually inferior to
man. The thing is that in her case this dictateei§imposed. In deeming
herself incapable of equalling Longhi’s/Delga’setat, it is Anna/Agnese
who denies herself the possibility of a happy refahip with her
husband, she is the one who, in the first placajiede herself the
possibility of love.

It is just a dream

At the beginning ofA Piercing Cry Agnese has a dream about her
birth—a “recurrent drean She describes the newborn as “the lump of
flesh that has begun to breathe”, and “the lowdsbeaings, writhing
anyway it can, a death and dumb mds$sThe crudeness of these
metaphors suggests not only a disturbing visiorbiah-giving, which
nearly reaches a level of disgust, but most immtistarevulsion for her
self. Expressions such as “lump”, “lowest” and “dummass” produce a
violent impact on the reader, and Banti insistghlenpoint by reporting a
nurse’s comment, which is the opposite of Agnesegression: “it's a

% Prof.ssa Fulvia Vattovani Sforza (Facolta di Lette Filosofia, Universita degli
Studi di Trieste, Italy), personal communicatiodi December 2009.

10 Banti, A piercing Cry 1.

" Ibid.
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beautiful baby girl? The woman's kind words emphasise through
contrast Agnese’s abhorrence for the little creathat has just been born.
Her sense of unease in seeing herself as a nevidsae Agnese to feel
relieved when the dream is about to end: “fortuyatieath returns®?

In her paper “The Abjection of the Female Body: IHe a Metaphor
for Birth”,'* Paola Bono states that a “scene of re/birth (aath) gives
voice to the painful feeling which accompanies lites of self® If we
rely on this assumption to construe Agnese’s dreanguld be said that
she is not merely witnessing her own birth andxgeeiencing the turmoil
of her birth-trauma—but rather—we could go as fatcasay that the birth
she describes is metaphorical and it is painfubfans as it precisely
describes the emergence of an unwanted new setfehiemplying the loss
of the former one.

As we shall see, the meaning of this dream is aftuér an
understanding of Agnese’s real life, insofar as abwal events that she
describes at the beginning of the novel may be nstoled only if
considered along with this dream. To this end, wednto focus on yet
another aspect of Agnese’s recurrent reverie.

There is in fact one point of view that is missinghis scene, which is
of course that of the mother. As Bono writes, tbke of the mother in a
scene of re-birth and loss of the self is obviowslycial, insofar as “death
is an essential part of life;...both are inscribedhe maternal power of
generation™® In In Spite of Plato: a Feminist Rewriting of Ancient
Philosophy Adriana Cavarero expresses a similar concept, agits
something more specific about the womb. She wiitedollowing:

12 pjd.
13 Banti, A Piercing Cry
4 The power of the mother who can give or fail teegjife is a central and explicit
aspect of “The Women Are Dying”, where motheringoamts to the ability of
transmitting mortality or immortality. In this shatory, humankind undergoes an
extraordinary change, as men—not women—will combelgeve themselves to be
immortal. Consequently, the power of the mothegitee life will turn into the
uncomfortable responsibility of mothering a mottaby girl or an immortal boy.
For this reason, the act of giving birth becomestnpooblematic for mothers, as
too for fathers who, at some point, will begin aing women during the nine
months of pregnancy.
15 paola Bono, “The Abjection of the Female Body:|tsl a Metaphor for Birth”,
ggOOS), http://arts.monash.edu.au/cclcs/researpbfptabjection.pdf, 5.

Ibid.
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the power of the mother...is inscribed in all ofura as the power both to
generate and not to generate. This is an absotwterpthat presides over
the place from which humans come into the wofld.

The womb, as the site where life originates, plabeswoman in an
intermediary position between life and death, betw&being” and “not
being”. In “The Women Are Dying” this power will henderstood almost
in a literal sense, which is why analysing thisgaae ofA Piercing Cryis
important not only for an understanding of the datgelf but also for the
other two works that this present analysis tak&sagcount. IrA Piercing
Cry this maternal power is understood in a metaphbdease. As we
shall see, Agnese allegedly ascribes to her matieetoss (death) of her
self, because of her impossibility of identificatiovith the standards the
woman establishes. Therefore, my point would bé tta question “who
am 1?”, which Agnese will repeatedly ask herselfotlghout her life,
stems precisely from a loss of the self causeddyriother. The depiction
of her childhood is very brief and not very detdjlget we may grasp that
the mother’s influence on Agnese’s life is of dedpnot devastating,
impact. Although we know little about Lucia Lopriéstmother, what
Agnese Lanzi tells us about her own, will be ofphiel clarify and possibly
understand Agnese’s recurrent dream and her endleasch for an
identity.

Having said this, before moving on to analyse @ of the novel, |
would like to consider its title for a momert:Piercing Cry As Strocchi
suggests, “il grido lacerante & quello della nasgcita € anche il romanzo
della morte, come compiersi di una vitd’Agnese’s “piercing cry” is the
one that she produces as a newborn but it is Aswiblent scream that
decrees the end of life:

one day—one night—the time will come. The clocK siitike and the sound
of a piercing cry will resound turning the hourdret minute'

As a matter of fact, as Nava suggests, in this Inaad in Banti's
works more generally) the flow of time leads “iregsibilmente verso la

17 Adriana Cavareron Spite of Plato: a Feminist Rewriting of Ancient
Philosophy(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 59.

18 “The piercing cry is that of birth: but it is alsonovel of death, as a new life
coming into its own”. Maria Letizia Strocchi, “Coscenza di Anna Banti”, in
L'opera di Anna Bantied. Enza Biagini (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 199B0.

19 Banti, A Piercing Cry 119.
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morte” (irreversibly leads to death), and the cbema “si chiudono su
descrizioni di vecchiaia e di attesa della finepdémonizioni o epifanie
della morte™®

This disturbing feeling of death approaching, thimstant descent
towards death, permeatés Piercing Cryfrom the first page, from the
dream, right until the very last one. Thereforengsge’s nightmare, which
depicts her longing for death, might symbolise shmbolic moment that
caused the loss of her previous self and, for tkeison, marks the
beginning of her quest for a new identity.

This interpretation finds further endorsement imAge’s depiction of
her childhood, insofar as this dream may be seeheasymbolic—and
disquieting—loss of the self; she also openly talisof the actual events
that caused the emergence of such predicamenednde analysis of the
role played by her mother is essential for an ustdeding of this process
of loss of the self and the consequent need ofidedtitification.

“Who am 1?”

A Piercing Crybegins when the protagonist, Agnese, is in henties,
but the first part of the novel takes the form okeollection of childhood
memories—the nightmare being the first one.

As a child, “Agnese’s world was inhabited by woméhto the point
that there were no important men in her life anoe“glid not like [them],
she did not think of them as ‘people’, but rather things, useless
objects”?* Since she was used to spending all her time wéthnhother
and aunt, she ignored the masculine side of thédwto the extent that
she could not even understand for what purposerawaa on earth.

As for her father, he never really influenced Agrisslife: “the
intermittent presence of the father did not maffeahd, as a consequence,
she relates herself to the world through her mofthiis is the reason why
her mother’s opinion becomes of the utmost impagaim the child’s
eyes. Her mother is the messenger between Agnekéharouter world:
she introduces her daughter to society, to lifgeéneral, hence setting all

20« dwell on depictions of oldness, premonitioagjphanies of death, waiting for
the end to come”. Giuseppe Nava, “I modi del ratzorella Banti”, inL'opera di
Anna Bantj ed. Enza Biagini (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 19985.

21 Banti, A Piercing Cry 5.

2 bid., 4.

2 bid., 5.
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the “standards” to which Agnese relates and meadweself against as a
child.

Interestingly enough, as Agnese explains, evenewdtill a child she
feels like a foreigner in her own place, describiiegself as “a stranger in
a land where she does not belong and from which isheanned?
Agnese does not perceive the house or the hometsvihers and,
moreover, feels rejected by them. Why so? We dohast to look very
far for an answer, because Agnese’'s mother hadyalwigemed her
daughter to be exceptional-she “was convinced slgediven birth to a
phenomenon® Agnese’s mother continually singles out her daegfar
her uniqueness, considering the little girl to beeptionally different
from other children. As a consequence, “Agnese.diways thought of
herself as different® This predicament has an unbearable consequence
for the child Agnese who, despite her young agenwmally finds herself
trying to answer a self-addressed, impossible, tqres“who am 12"
Trying in vain to make sense of an alleged unigesrt@at her mother
never fails to points out, Agnese screams for nétynand says: “I am a
little girl, a little girl”.?® The stress on the expression “little girl”, whish
desperately repeated twice, seems to function asraing to her own
mother, who had always regarded her as exceptiaviadreas Agnese
claims to be just a (normal) little girl, no extrdmary person.
Nevertheless, this is not the response Agnese destause “her head
becomes void® the answer does not appease her. She experiences a
sense of emptiness that grows stronger as she tcéindoa satisfactory
reply, or a place in the world that she can consideme”.

Therefore, if the recurrent dream of her birth e tsymbolic
representation of the loss of her previous se#fis¢hare the actual events
that mark the beginning of Agnese’s quest for a idamtity. From this
moment on, to put it in Lazzaro-Weis's words inrétger than Life?
Autobiography And Historical Fiction”,

bid., 2.

% Banti, A Piercing Cry 2.
2 |bid.

27 bid.

28 |bid.

2 |bid.
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history and autobiography are...pitted against anether in a struggle
between autocancellazione (self-annulation) andadigrmazione (auto-
affirmation)

which will eventually end with the triumph of Agres long-repressed
passion for writing. In other words, APiercing Cry Banti's

literary memory serves to fulfil the...generic ftino of describing the
genesis of a writer by representing and re-naigitiy her previous
work 3!

But this writer, whom Banti depicts as her fictibead alter ego
Agnese Lanzi, is not only a writer who strugglesr@¢oognise herself as
such. This writer is also a woman, and this facgame point in her life,
will strongly demand to be acknowledged. Therefavben reading and
analysingA Piercing Cry we must always bear in mind that, before
anything else, this novel is the genesis afoaan writer

“Agnese was letting herself die”

A very long ellipsis separates Agnese’s childhoanf her twenties,
and the few details given in between are of nora@steto our present
analysis of the novel. Symbolically, the first inmf@nt episode we need to
take into account happens after she graduatede dmavher working as a
cultural supervisor in a remote museum in AbruZius job turns out to
be not only boring but also exceptionally frustmgti if not even
demeaning, for a young graduate with great aspiratiBesides, Agnese
seems to be completely alone in the world; theradsmention of any
family member, or of a friend. The decisive evestan unpleasant
encounter with a priest, which mercilessly undedinthe desperate
situation of loneliness and frustration in whichn&ge is living. The facts,
bluntly put, happen as follows: after some timeha new post, Agnese
believes to have—eventually—found something intergsin the local
church, facing an exciting discovery after monthaathingness. Yet, her
eagerness to do her job provokes a humiliating gt with a

%0 carol Lazzaro-Weis, “Stranger Than Life? Autobagny and Historical
Fiction”, in Gendering ltalian Fiction: Feminist Revisions odlian History, ed.
Maria Ornella Marotti and Gabriella Brooke (CramguNJ: Fairleigh Dickinson
University Press 1999), 42.

31 Ibid.
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clergyman, who stubbornly and ungallantly refusescboperate with
Agnese and, most importantly, brusquely forcesdutrof the Church. As
a consequence, the episode ends with Agnese fomomhscious in her
room, starving herself to a point close to deatid being rushed to the
hospital as she almost relapses into unconsciosisnes

The doctors claim that Agnese “was letting herdadf nearly starving
herself’%

Lonely (“not even her teacher prof. Delga, to whehe had written,
gave a reply”y? and professionally frustrated, as Nava suggesjsese
“scarica la sua oppressione e aridita, la sua isipitita personale e
storica di affermazione, in distruzione e autodizine”>* Yet Agnese is
rescued and for the moment there is no escapetfranprofound sense of
loneliness and frustration that had led her to imgrb die.

This is a key passage of the novel, insofar asA iRiercing Cry
Agnese’s frustration about her career is one of ghmary causes of
unhappiness in her marriage. Yet this frustratimesd not stem from
anything but Agnese’s lack of determination in pimg her career as an
art historian, of which the encounter with the gris only a first instance.
This is the self-annulation mentioned by LazzarodNewhich
momentarily overcomes her desires for self-affiiorat What is more,
after this debacle Agnese opts for self-punishmstiatving herself close
to death, which is a path we shall encounter agaiffhe Women Are
Dying": a pattern that leads from loneliness tcsfration, from frustration
to self-punishment. Agnese knows that she is gzablg as the stubborn
clergyman, because if on the one hand he had skowimexplicable

32 Banti, A Piercing Cry,16.

% bid., 14.

34 « .gives vent to her oppression and aridity, tpmrsonal and historical
impossibility of achievement, by seeking distruotemd self-distruction”. Nava, I
modi del racconto nella Banti”, 165. In the samerkydsiuseppe Nava defines
Manzoni's Gertrude, Flaubert's Emma Bovary and fByls Anna Karenina as
archetypes in Banti's works. We must here focushenparallel between Agnese
and Madame Bovary because both are affected byatingedisorder. In “The
Power of the Powerless: A Trio of Nineteenth-Cepntirench Disorderly Eaters”
Furst observes that Emma’s attitude towards foadsslf-destructive one, and her
eating as well as her non-eating is definable aat@mpt at autonomy. See Furst,
Lilian R., “The Power of the Powerless: A Trio ofndteenth-Century French
Disorderly Eaters”. IrDisorderly Eaters: Texts in Self-Empowermesdited by
Lillian R. Furst and Peter W. Graham, 153-166. @drsity Park, Pennsylvania:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992.
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resolve to abide by non-collaboration, on the otAgnese had done
almost nothing to triumphantly counter his obstindeor this reason, she
must punish herself-rather than going back and mga&nother attempt at
doing her job. This single episode is rather irgtng if we consider what
happens next: half conscious and half asleep,drhtspital where she is
taken after the above-mentioned episode, Agneseiasaher former

professor Dr. Delga. Right after her marriage, reggetfully abandons her
career and chooses instead to be a devoted wife mat aspirations

whatsoever.

Agnese, despite her passion for art criticism, & able yet to
overcome that socially-imposed belief accordingvwbich woman is
intellectually inferior to man. This is why she mnders to the priest's
intransigence; this is why, after her very firstuee, she prefers to give up
a career for which she had dearly longed. Of coutse towering
reputation of her husband clearly and deeply imfbés her decisions, yet
we have just seen how her lack of self-confiderféected her even prior
to being overwhelmed by Dr. Delga’s unequalled tafion.

Having said this, it is apparent right from therstthat Agnese’s
relationship with her husband is very complicatedpecially if we
consider the way in which they got married. Appéyershe was not even
fully conscious—this suggests, that as far as heb#nd was concerned,
Agnese never really managed to have, nor to expsepsrsonal opinion.
To this end, before moving on to a further analysighis novel, the next
section provides with a closer investigation of Barrelationship with
Longhi that will lead us to further understand depiction of Agnese’s
marriage inA Piercing Cry

She called him ‘Maestro”

In A Piercing Cry as Carol Lazzaro Weis puts it, Banti faces feglin
of both inadequacy when comparing herself to Rabérnghi and
dependency on him, “which persisted in her despéte own success”.
Similarly, Garboli argues that, in this novel, Bdnede e riconosce i suoi
diavoli; vede e affronta...i rimorsi che le chiudoih passo.®*® Garboli's

% Carol Lazzaro Weissrom Margins to MainstreaniPhiladelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 43.

36 “Banti sees and aknowledges her demons; she seefaces...the regrets that
stand in her way”. Cesare Garboli, “Prefazione”Um grido laceranteby Anna
Banti (Milano: Rizzoli, 1981), i.
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comments on Agnese Lanzi rely completely on arghitsinto Banti’s life
and specifically into her marriage with Roberto pbn To this end,
Garboli claims that Banti's sense of inadequacy wbhemparing herself
to Longhi deeply affected their relationship. Asghés it, she considered
herself “non...degna del dio Longhi, non...ugualé dei, non...capace di
amare e di essere amatad’Roberto Longhi was a famous art expert, and
was also Banti's former professor. In “ll punto dsta di un’allieva”,
Grazia Livi says that Banti accepted to meet hdy anthe light of her
success as a student of the professor’s: “mi deadito solo perché avevo
preso trenta e lode con suo marito, Roberto Lon§Hii “Conoscenza di
Anna Banti”, Maria Letizia Strocchi writes that amment such as
“saresti piaciuta a Longh® was “il massimo® (the maximum) that one
could obtain from Anna Banti. Banti had admired hesband so much
that she considered his opinions more important ande valuable than
her own. Garboli also suggests that Longhi wasaal™go Banti: needless
to say, the use of this term entails a feeling efaration that in turn
presupposes a superiority invested in the godiyréigin addition to this,
the fact that Banti used to call Longhi by his sume demonstrates the
hierarchical nature of their relationship; as Sttoc comments in
“Conoscenza di Anna Banti”: “Longhi-sempre e solonghi, mai
Roberto”#* The formality implied in using a surname ratheartha first
name suggests a certain distance between Bantiarghi.

On the other hand, Strocchi claims that Banti wasy\close to her
husband and that

87« _unworthy of the god Longhi, unequal to the godnable to love and to be
loved”. Garboli, “Anna Banti e il tempo”, 5.

38 She gave me credence only because | had obtgtieetiark of thirtycum laude
with her husband, Roberto Longhi”. Grazia Livi, “@a Banti. Il punto di vista di
un’'allieva”, Ibid., 137.

39 «_onghi would have liked you”. Maria Letizia Stroiui, “Conoscenza di Anna
Banti”, Ibid.,146.

0 Ibid.

41« onghi, always and only Longhi, never Robertdsid.



