“Ferrante’s writing seems to say something that hasn’t been said before—it isn’t easy to specify what this is—in a way so compelling its readers forget where they are, abandon friends and disdain sleep.” 

			—Joanna Biggs, The London Review of Books

			

			“Ferrante has written about female identity with a heft and sharpness unmatched by anyone since Doris Lessing.” 

			—Elizabeth Lowry, The Wall Street Journal

			

			“Ferrante, in her unflinching willingness to lead us toward ‘the mutable fury of things,’ places the readers inside intimate relations between women and men with an irresistible and urgent immediacy.” 

			—Roger Cohen, The New York Review of Books

			

			“Elena Ferrante’s decision to remain biographically unavailable is her greatest gift to readers, and maybe her boldest creative gesture.”

			—David Kurnick, Public Books

			

			“Reading Ferrante is an extraordinary experience. There’s a powerful and unsettling candor in her writing.” 

			—Nick Romeo, The Boston Globe

			

			“To the uninitiated, the Italian novelist Elena Ferrante is best described as Balzac meets The Sopranos and rewrites feminist theory.”

			—The Times of London

			

			“Ferrante writes with the kind of power saved for weather systems with female names.”

			—The Los Angeles Times
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			I

PAPERS: 1991-2003

			THESE LETTERS

			These letters are intended for those who have read, loved, and talked about Troubling Love and The Days of Abandonment, Elena Ferrante’s first two novels. Over the years, the first became a cult book, and in 1995 Mario Martone made a film based on it; meanwhile, questions about the author’s public reticence multiplied. The second novel further broadened her audience; she gained passionate readers, both male and female; and questions about the person of Elena Ferrante became pressing.

			To satisfy the curiosity of this exacting yet generous audience, we decided to collect here some letters from the author to Edizioni E/O; the few interviews she has given; and her correspondence with particular readers. Among other things, these writings should clarify, we hope conclusively, the writer’s motives for remaining outside, the media circus and its demands, as she has for ten years. 

			

			Sandra Ozzola and Sandro Ferri, 

			publishers of Edizioni E/O 
and Europa Editions. 

			

			NOTE

			This introduction was included in an earlier edition of La Frantumaglia, released in Italy in September, 2003.

			

			All the notes that follow have been added by the editors of this unabridged and updated edition of Frantumaglia.

			1. 
THE GIFT OF THE BEFANA

			Dear Sandra,

			During the meeting I had recently with you and your husband, which was very enjoyable, you asked me what I intend to do for the promotion of Troubling Love (it’s good that you’re getting me used to calling the book by its final title). You asked the question ironically, with one of your bemused expressions. There and then, I didn’t have the courage to answer you: I thought I had already been clear with Sandro; he had said that he absolutely agreed with my decision, and I hoped that he wouldn’t return to the subject, even jokingly. Now I’m answering in writing, which eliminates awkward pauses, hesitations, any possibility of compliance.

			I do not intend to do anything for Troubling Love, anything that might involve the public engagement of me personally. I’ve already done enough for this long story: I wrote it. If the book is worth anything, that should be sufficient. I won’t participate in discussions and conferences, if I’m invited. I won’t go and accept prizes, if any are awarded to me. I will never promote the book, especially on television, not in Italy or, as the case may be, abroad. I will be interviewed only in writing, but I would prefer to limit even that to the indispensable minimum. I am absolutely committed in this sense to myself and my family. I hope not to be forced to change my mind. I understand that this may cause some difficulties at the publishing house. I have great respect for your work, I liked you both immediately, and I don’t want to cause trouble. If you no longer mean to support me, tell me right away, I’ll understand. It’s not at all necessary for me to publish this book. To explain all the reasons for my decision, is, as you know, hard for me. I will only tell you that it’s a small wager with myself, with my convictions. I believe that books, once they are written, have no need of their authors. If they have something to say, they will sooner or later find readers; if not, they won’t. There are plenty of examples. I very much love those mysterious volumes, both ancient and modern, that have no definite author but have had and continue to have an intense life of their own. They seem to me a sort of nighttime miracle, like the gifts of the Befana, which I waited for as a child. I went to bed in great excitement and in the morning I woke up and the gifts were there, but no one had seen the Befana. True miracles are the ones whose makers will never be known; they are the very small miracles of the secret spirits of the home or the great miracles that leave us truly astonished. I still have this childish wish for marvels, large or small, I still believe in them. 

			Therefore, dear Sandra, I will say to you clearly: if Troubling Love does not have, in itself, thread enough to weave, well, it means that you and I were mistaken; if, on the other hand, it does, the thread will be woven where it can be, and we will have only to thank the readers for their patience in taking it by the end and pulling.

			Besides, isn’t it true that promotion is expensive? I will be the publishing house’s least expensive author. I’ll spare you even my presence.

			Warmly,

			Elena

			

			

			NOTE

			Letter dated September 21, 1991

			

			The Befana is an ugly old woman who brings gifts to good children—somewhat in the manner of Santa Claus—on the eve of Epiphany, January 6.

			2.
MOTHERS’ DRESSMAKERS

			Dear Sandra,

			This business of the prize is very upsetting to me. I must say that what has most perturbed me isn’t that my book is being given a prize but that the prize has the name of Elsa Morante. In order to write a few lines of thanks that would be essentially an homage to a writer I love, I began to look through her books for suitable passages. I discovered that anxiety plays dirty tricks. I leafed through book after book, and I couldn’t track down even a word that would do for my situation, when in fact I clearly remembered many. How and when words escape from books and the books end up seeming like empty graves is something to think about.

			What veiled my mind in these circumstances? I was searching for an unequivocally female passage on the mother figure, but the male narrative voices invented by Morante clouded my view. I knew that maternal passages existed, yet to find them I would have to regain the impression of my first reading, when I had been able to hear the male voices as disguised versions of female voices and feelings. But to achieve something like that the worst thing you can do is read with the urgent need to find a passage to quote. Books are complex organisms, and the lines that affected us deeply are the most intense moments of an earthquake that the text provokes in us as readers from the first pages: either one tracks down the fault, and becomes the fault, or the words that seemed written just for us can’t be found, and, if they are, they seem banal, even a cliché.

			In the end I resorted to the quotation you know; I wanted to use it as an epigraph for Troubling Love, but it’s hard to use because when I read it today it seems obvious, merely a humorous passage on how the southern male dematerializes the body of the mother. Therefore, in case you consider it necessary to quote that passage to make the reading of my thank-you text more comprehensible, I transcribe here the entire page. Morante summarizes freely what her character, Giuditta, will say to her son, commenting on the Sicilian attitude the boy has adopted to mark the end of his mother’s theater career, after she has been humiliated, and her return to a less disturbing figure.

			

			Giuditta seized his hand and covered it with kisses. At that moment (she said to him later), he had assumed the expression of a Sicilian: of those severe Sicilians, men of honor, always watchful of their sisters, making sure they didn’t go out alone at night, didn’t attract suitors, didn’t wear lipstick! And for whom “mother” means two things: old and holy. The proper color for a mother’s clothes is black, or, at most, gray or brown. The clothes are shapeless, since no one, starting with the mother’s dressmaker, must think that a mother has a woman’s body. Her age is a mystery with no importance, because her only age is old age. That shapeless old age has holy eyes that weep not for herself but for her children; it has holy lips, that recite prayers not for herself but for her children. And woe to those who utter in vain, in front of those children, the holy name of their mother! Woe! It’s a mortal offense!

			

			This passage, I would insist, should be read without emphasis, in a normal voice, with no attempt at the declamatory tones of a bad actor. Whoever reads should emphasize only, and slightly, shapeless, mothers’ dressmakers, woman’s body, mystery with no importance.

			And here at last is my letter for the prize jury. I hope it’s clear that Morante’s words are not at all a cliché.

			I apologize again for the trouble I cause you.

			

			Dear President, Dear Jurors,

			I deeply love the works of Elsa Morante, and I have many of her words in my mind. Before writing to you, I tried to find some to hold on to and extract their meaning. I found almost none where I remembered them. Many were concealed. Others I recognized as I paged through the books, even though I wasn’t looking for them, and they fascinated me more than the ones I was looking for. Words make unpredictable journeys in the reader’s mind. Among other things, I was looking for words about the mother figure, which is central in Morante’s work, and I searched in House of Liars, in Arturo’s Island, in History, in Aracoeli. I finally found some in The Andalusian Shawl, the ones that after all, perhaps, I was seeking.

			You certainly know them better than I do and it’s pointless for me to repeat them here. They describe the way sons imagine their mothers: in a state of perennial old age, with holy eyes, with holy lips, dressed in black or gray or at most brown. At first the author speaks of particular sons: “those severe Sicilians, honorable, always watchful of their sisters.” But, within a few sentences, she has set aside Sicily and moves instead—it seems to me—to a less local maternal image. This happens with the appearance of the adjective “shapeless.” The mother’s clothes are shapeless and her only age, old age, is also “shapeless,” “since,” Elsa Morante writes, “no one, starting with the mother’s dressmaker, must think that a mother has a woman’s body.”

			That “no one must think” seems very significant. It means that shapelessness is so powerful, in conditioning the word “mother,” that sons and daughters, when they think of the body to which the word should refer, cannot give it its proper shapes without revulsion. Not even the mother’s dressmaker, who is also a woman, daughter, mother, can do so. She, in fact, out of habit, heedlessly, cuts out clothes for the mother that eliminate the woman, as if the latter were a leprosy of the former. They do this, and so the mother’s age becomes a mystery with no importance, and old age becomes her only age.

			I thought of these “mothers’ dressmakers” in a conscious way only now, as I write. But they have a great attraction for me, in particular if I associate them with an expression that has intrigued me since I was a child. The expression is: “cut out the clothes on”—that is, “cut down,” or “gossip.” I imagined that it hid a spiteful meaning: a malicious aggression, a violence that ruins the clothes and indecently exposes the wearer; or, even worse, a magic art capable of molding a body to the point of obscenity. Today the expression seems to me neither spiteful nor indecent. Rather, the connection between cut, clothe, speak excites me. And it seems to me fascinating that that connection gave rise to a metaphor of gossip. If the mother’s dressmaker learned to cut out her clothes and expose her, or if she cut the clothes in such a way as to recover the woman’s body that the mother has, that she had, in clothing her the dressmaker would undress her, and her body, her age, would no longer be a mystery with no importance.

			Perhaps when Elsa Morante spoke of mothers and their dressmakers she was also speaking about the need to find the mother’s true clothes and tear up the habits that weigh on the word “mother.” Or maybe not. In any case I remember other images (the reference to a “maternal shroud,” for example, described as the “weave of fresh love on the leper’s body”) within which it would be nice to lose oneself in order to rise again as a new dressmaker ready to fight the error of the Shapeless.

			

			

			NOTE

			Troubling Love was awarded a prize for a first novel by the 1992 Procida Prize, Arturo’s Island—Elsa Morante. The author did not attend the ceremony but instead sent the publishers this letter to the jurors, which was read during the ceremony. The text was published in Cahiers Elsa Morante, edited by Jeal-Noël Schifano and Tjuna Notarbartolo, Edizioni Scientifiche Italiane 1993, and it is reprinted here with slight modifications. The passage cited is from the story collection Lo Scialle Andaluso (The Andalusian Shawl).

			3. 
WRITING ON COMMAND

			Dear Sandra,

			What a terrible thing you’ve done: when I happily agreed to write something for the anniversary of your publishing venture, I discovered that the slope of writing to order is a slippery one, and that the descent is in fact pleasurable. What is next?

			Now that you’ve made me pull out the plug, will all the water flow out through the drain? At this moment I feel ready to write about anything.

			Will you ask me to celebrate the new car you’ve just bought? I’ll fish out from somewhere a memory of my first ride in a car and, line by line, end up congratulating you on yours. Will you ask me to compliment your cat on the kittens she’s given birth to? I will resurrect the cat that my father first gave me and then, exasperated by its meowing, took away, abandoning her on the road to Secondigliano. You’ll ask me to contribute an essay to a book you’re doing on the Naples of today? I’ll start from a time when I was afraid to go out for fear of meeting a busybody neighbor whom my mother had thrown out of the house, and, word by word, bring out the fear of violence that reaches us on the rebound today, while the old politics touches up its makeup and we don’t know where to find the new that we ought to support. Should I make an offering to the feminine need to learn to love one’s mother? I will recount how my mother held my hand on the street when I was little: I’ll start from there—actually, thinking about it, I’d really like to do this. I preserve a distant sensation of skin against skin, as she held tight to my hand, out of anxiety that I would slip away and run along the uneven, dangerous street: I felt her fear and was afraid. And then I’ll find a way to develop my theme to the point where I can cite Luce Irigaray1 and Luisa Muraro.2 Words draw out words: one can always write a banal, elegant, heartfelt, amusing coherent page on any subject, low or high, simple or complex, frivolous or fundamental.

			What to do, then, say no to people whom we love and trust? It’s not my way. So I’ve written some commemorative lines, trying to communicate a true feeling of admiration for the noble battle that you’ve been fighting all these years, and that today, I think, is even more difficult to win.

			Here, then, is my message: good wishes. For the time being, I’ll settle for beginning with a caper bush. Beyond that, I don’t know. I could inundate you with recollections, thoughts, universalizing sketches. What does it take? I feel capable of writing to order on the youth of today, the abominations of TV, Di Giacomo,3 Francesco Iovine,4 the art of the yawn, an ashtray. Chekhov, the great Chekhov, talking to a journalist who wanted to know how his stories originated, picked up the first object he happened on—an ashtray, in fact—and said to him: You see this? Come by tomorrow and I’ll give you a story entitled “The Ashtray.” A wonderful anecdote.

			But how and when does the opportunity to write become necessity? I don’t know. I know only that writing has a depressing side, when the sinews of the occasion are visible. Then even the truth can seem artificial. So, to avoid any misunderstandings, I will add in the margin, without capers or anything else of the sort, without literature, that my congratulations are true and heartfelt. 

			Until next time,

			Elena

			

			In one of the many houses where I lived as a child, a caper bush grew, in all seasons, on the wall facing east. It was a rough, bare stone wall, riddled with chinks, and every seed could find a bit of earth. But that caper bush, especially, grew and flourished so proudly, and yet with colors so delicate, that it has remained in my mind as an image of just force, of gentle energy. The farmer who rented us the house cut down the plants every year, but in vain. When he decided to fix up the wall, he spread a uniform coat of plaster over it and then painted it an unbearable blue. I waited a long time, trustfully, for the roots of the caper to win out and suddenly fracture the flat calm of that wall.

			Today, as I search for a way to congratulate my publisher, I feel that it has happened. The plaster cracked, the caper exploded anew with its first shoots. So I hope that Edizioni E/O continues to struggle against the plaster, against all that creates harmony by elimination.

			May it do so by stubbornly opening up, season upon season, books like the flowers of the caper.

			

			

			NOTE

			Letter to Sandra Ozzola on the occasion of Edizioni E/O’s fifteenth anniversary, in September, 1994. 

			4.
THE ADAPTED BOOK 

			Dear Sandro,

			Of course I’m curious, I can’t wait to read Martone’s screenplay, please send it to me right away, as soon as you get it. I’m afraid, however, that reading it won’t satisfy my curiosity, which to me means understanding what in my book nourished and is nourishing Martone’s film project, what nerve of his the text touched, how it set off his imagination. Further, in thinking about it, I foresee that I will find myself in a situation that is partly funny, partly embarrassing: I will become the reader of someone else’s text that is telling me a story written by me; I will imagine on the basis of his words what I’ve already imagined, seen, put down in my own words, and this second image will, like it or not, have to reckon—humorously? tragically?—with the first; I will, in other words, be the reader of a reader of mine who will describe in his way, with his means, with his intelligence and sensibility, what he read in my book. How I might take it I can’t say. I’m afraid of discovering that I know little about my own book. I’m afraid of seeing in someone else’s writing (a screenplay is specialist writing, I imagine, but still writing to tell a story) what I really wrote and of being disgusted with myself; or of discovering instead its weakness; or even just realizing what it lacks, what I should have told and—through lack of ability, fear, self-limiting literary choices, superficiality of view—did not tell.

			But enough, I don’t want to drag this out. I have to admit that the taste for a new experience prevails over small anxieties and worries. I think I’ll proceed like this: I’ll read Martone’s screenplay disregarding the fact that it’s a way of arriving at his film; I’ll read it as an occasion for going deeper, through the work, the invention of someone else, not into my book, which now is on its own, but into the material that I touched on in writing it. Tell him in fact, if you see or talk to him, that he shouldn’t expect a contribution that is technically useful.

			Thank you for the trouble you’ve taken.

			Elena

			

			

			NOTE

			The letter is from April, 1994, and refers to the screenplay adapted by Mario Martone from Troubling Love. The director sent the text to Ferrante with a letter.

			5.
THE REINVENTION OF TROUBLING LOVE
Correspondence with Mario Martone

			Campagnano, April 18, 1994

			

			Dear Signora Ferrante,

			What I’ve sent you is the third draft of the screenplay I’m working on. As you can imagine, there will be others, which will gradually incorporate new ideas, changes having to do with the development of characters or the choice of settings, and other adjustments. A screenplay in fact is a little like a map: the more precise it is, the freer the journey that begins with shooting the film. Until that moment, you never stop working on it.

			I tried to understand and respect the book, and at the same time filter it through my experiences, my memories, my perception of Naples. I’m trying to give life to a Delia who may be different from the one you know: it has to be done, precisely because in the novel you decided to conceal her image. You reveal her thoughts, throw the reader some definite hooks, but you never describe her to us through the evidence given by the other characters. That extraordinary process of writing, which creates the mystery of the relationship between Delia and Amalia, for me inevitably has to dissolve, in order to then, I hope, be re-created cinematographically: from the start of the film, in fact, we have to see Delia. I’m trying to give Delia a personality that is at the intersection of the character of your novel and the actress who will play her, Anna Bonaiuto, following a process I’m very attached to (if by chance you’ve seen the film Death of a Neapolitan Mathematician, think of the character of Renato Caccioppoli and the actor Carlo Cecchi). It’s a way of trying to adhere to the story with cinematic concreteness: you mustn’t forget that the camera will be shooting that face, that body, that look.

			The flashbacks, like the intrusions of the offscreen voice, are perhaps too numerous, but consider that the material can be very freely edited later, and it seems to me better to keep for now. I’ve changed some settings, in particular you’ll see that I changed the hotel room to a spa. These changes, and there will likely be others, are due mainly to the fact that I’m going to try to find real places that are close to the spirit of the novel and not re-create the settings scenically; and in the second place because sometimes (as with the hotel room) seeing on the screen is inevitably different from seeing with the imagination. For that same reason I prefer, for example, that Uncle Filippo have both his arms: otherwise, I’m afraid that the spectator sits there wondering where the trick is.

			As for the period when the film takes place and the electoral climate that I’ve sketched in the background, I would like to know what you think: I don’t want it to seem gratuitous. I’m sending a photocopy of an article that appeared in Il Manifesto that I think captures well the relationship between the femininity of Alessandra Mussolini and Fascism as an “anthropological” fact in Naples: a relationship, it seems to me, not completely irrelevant to the story of Troubling Love.

			I ask you, therefore, not to hesitate, if you’d like, to give me directions and suggestions, even in detail: they will be incredibly valuable for me. I truly hope that the screenplay doesn’t disappoint you: as I start work on the film, I would like to be able to count on your faith in it.

			With affection and gratitude,

			Mario Martone

			

			Dear Martone,

			Your screenplay has excited me so much that, although I’ve tried several times to write to you, I haven’t managed to get beyond the first lines stating my esteem and admiration for your work. I’m sincerely afraid that I don’t know how to contribute to your project. I’ve decided therefore to do the following: I will indicate below, pedantically and with some embarrassment, a few marginal points, at times completely irrelevant, where one might intervene, as I noted them while I was reading, without too much insistence. Many of the notes will seem to you unjustified, dictated more by the way the event and the characters remain in my mind than by the way they are now in the writing. Furthermore, maybe they don’t take into account sufficiently your effort to reinvent the character of Delia in a cinematographic mode. I apologize in advance.

			

			p. 10 The reference to Augusto: Delia is a person who is constricted in every muscle, in every word; kind and cold, affectionate and distant. Her relationships with men are not experiences but experiments intended to test a choked-off body: failed experiments. She can’t, I think, enjoy solitude. Solitude isn’t a break for her, a vacation in a busy life: it’s an entrenched defense transformed into a way of life. Every gesture or word of hers is a knot. It will be these events which loosen her. I don’t think it’s useful to refer to her having a normal life, made up of common phrases and feelings. If there were an Augusto, Delia wouldn’t talk about him. In other words I would eliminate that name and the reference to solitude, as well as the “Let’s tell each other a few things.” 

			

			p. 14 Maria Rosaria’s remark seems excessive. I would replace it with one that gives an immediate, precise indication of the father’s jealousy. I will take advantage of this to tell you that it should perhaps be made clearer that the father has always been jealous. In fact, it’s starting from that paternal jealousy that Delia has constructed an image of the unreliable mother. She was convinced, as a child, that Amalia brought her into the world only to project her outside herself, to separate from Delia and give herself wantonly to others. That specter of Amalia—not the real Amalia—is the intersection between the father’s obsessions and the sense of abandonment experienced by Delia as a child (reference to the storeroom, in the first pages).

			

			pp. 16-17 Maria Rosaria’s second line and the line of Wanda’s that follows don’t seem justified. They say things that all three sisters already know. They’re formulated as rhetorical questions, useful perhaps to the audience but not to the characters. Furthermore, doesn’t Maria Rosaria’s tone contradict what she’s saying about her husband and her? If the theme is the flight from Naples and from their family situation, maybe it would be suitable for the three sisters to confront it with statements that reveal to each something about the others.

			

			p. 18 The body of the old sewing machines and the child’s exploration of them could lead to the mother’s work at home to the theme of clothes (putting on the clothes that she imagines to be her mother’s and that will turn out to have been chosen for her) to the injured finger. They are the signs (machine, needle, plaster, thimble, pincushion, and gloves and fabrics and clothes) that indicate how Amalia hid or empowered her disobedient body, deserving punishment. But I would also like to emphasize that Amalia’s work recalls the struggle, in certain milieus, in the forties and fifties, to move from pure survival to a more comfortable way of life (Caserta’s blue suit and camelhair overcoat were, in the eyes of the child Delia, the proof of the mother’s other life, a secret life). At the root of what happens in Troubling Love is the great waste of energy in moving from a state of working-class precariousness to possessing the symbols of some para-bourgeois comfort. We have to imagine that Nicola Polledro’s activities have supported his father’s pastry shop on the outskirts; that Nicola Polledro had an economically successful phase by exploiting “the art” of Delia’s father; that he then slid into small illegal enterprises, to the point where as an old man he scrapes by on the edges of his son’s illegal Camorrist activities. We have to imagine that Delia’s father originally had a crude talent—perhaps the painting of the Vossi sisters really is his—deflected first by the need to get by and then by the need not to keep up with Caserta (the prosperity that Caserta flaunts has made him envious, mean). We have to imagine that the effort directed toward a change of status has released in him tensions and violence fused with jealousy, sexual terror, revenge for his wasted talent, for the exploitation suffered. That scheming seems to Delia herself a thing that men do. But the moments when she realizes for the first time that her mother’s work produced money for the family are important; that her mother’s body was the nude model on which the image of the Gypsy is based; that the break between Caserta and her father (and Amalia’s being mixed up in it) happened around the economic use of the image of that body.

			

			p. 19 Why is the voice-over that prepares for the episode of the elevator placed here? Wouldn’t it be better to see Amalia, on the landing, calling Delia, and then return to the episode?

			

			p. 33 Delia’s first remark seems to me unjustified. Further, in my mind the father’s violent jealousy has always been there. At this point, simply, his reasons for jealousy become more complex and his fury increases.

			

			p. 34 The figure of Nicola Polledro’s father—Antonio’s grandfather—doesn’t seem very vivid to me (but perhaps I’m wrong). Yet it should be clearly defined, because of the role he plays. Caserta doesn’t sell the bar but pushes his pastry-maker father to sell it. The old man should be imagined as having been “put up to it” by Nicola, who meanwhile acts the gentleman.

			

			p. 38 The theme of the painting could be enhanced, beyond my book: it’s the only moment when Delia’s father can effectively waver between boasting and talent betrayed.

			

			p. 53 The change of setting (the baths in place of the hotel) I don’t mind. I’m only afraid, as I’ve already said, that one loses an aspect of Delia’s character: her body is blocked in a sort of programmatic reversal of the sexually intense figure that she has attributed to her mother. The scene has to communicate the sensation of Delia’s body choking between repulsion and desire, and at the same time her suffering, or it risks being an erotic gift to the spectator.

			

			p. 68 I would eliminate that “look, look, look.” It doesn’t seem to me the right tone for Delia.

			

			p. 69 The theme of the painting—I would insist—perhaps needs one more touch. The aspect of the search for economic, social, and cultural emancipation through the mythicizing of art could be a “positive” trait of the father, who has a socially disadvantaged talent, not cultivated but ambitious. But I don’t think it’s a question of adding: maybe it’s only something to be visualized, when you work with the actor who plays that character.

			

			p. 74 Delia’s line is difficult. It should be thought of not as a discovery (it’s a discovery for the audience, not for her) but as the effort of expressing a truth that is known yet only in that moment is about to become words.

			

			Finally: I don’t dislike the electoral updating, provided it remains “landscape,” distant sound, not indispensable detail.

			

			I hope you will be lenient with me. I know almost nothing about how to read a screenplay, and probably I’ve noted with some rudeness things that were already clear to you, that were already present in your mind, or that have little to do with a story in images. In that case throw it all away and keep only my admiration for your research, for your work. What is important to me (and flatters me) about my book is that it has served to inspire imagination and creativity, which fully belong to you. 

			With respect,

			Elena Ferrante

			

			

			

			Dear Martone, 

			This last draft is more convincing to me than the preceding, but it’s hard to explain clearly why. All I know is that I read your text with an intensity and an engagement that my own for now denies me. The more you reinvent Troubling Love, the more I find it again, I see it, I feel what it carries with it. It’s a sensation I ought to reflect on. For now, I’m pleased with the result, both for you and for me.

			

			I have almost no objections to placing Delia in Bologna. Rome has no role in the story: at most it conferred on Delia a more anonymous place, as a single woman, with a small talent that enables her to earn a living, a woman hard enough on herself and others to protect her precarious equilibrium; but fragile, anxious, in some ways childish when her mother’s visits impose on her a regression to her native city. Bologna, on the other hand, as far as I know, suggests a bit more of the “artistic” and the “alternative” that, at least in my intentions, isn’t in the character. But if you think that that city will be more useful for the construction of the working profile of the character and for its verisimilitude, that’s fine.

			I’m more excited about your decision to put Amalia’s apartment in one of the palazzos of the Galleria. I know those buildings. It seems to me a good choice, and even more promising because of your sensitivity to the story and to the anthropological changes in that space. I had imagined a narrow street in a less expensive area. But I very much liked the image of Delia looking out into the Galleria and hit by the echo of voices in dialect.

			Also, the changes you’ve brought to the night scene in the building—I suppose suggested by the choice of place—are convincing, although I was attached to Delia’s moving from the high toward the low. (Her adolescent refuge is high up, something that in my mind—perhaps a bit mechanically—was opposed to the low of the childhood cellar. Delia has drawn her mother to that refuge, there Caserta should ascend; but both encounters fail and Delia is forced to go downward, a slide that is faintly present in the whole plan of the story, and which you—it seems to me—have summarized well by accentuating the passage from the center to the periphery. But these are subtleties: the scene as it is now seems very tense, sharp, effective.)

			The meeting with the mother in the elevator remains a problem, in my opinion. It’s an important moment, in which the mother-daughter relationship plunges openly into jealousy for the first time and into an embarrassing physicality (an embarrassment represented, in the book, by a gesture: Delia pulls her hand away, places it on her heart, then opens the door and asks her mother to leave). I think that this is one of the cases in which the narrator’s voice, anticipating Delia’s jealous question, diminishes the scene and confuses the issue, rather than clarifying it. I don’t know how to keep the audience from seeing it as a vision rather than as a memory: but you’ve resolved a lot of problems, you’ll resolve this one, too.

			Speaking of the voice-over, I’m convinced, reading this last draft and admiring the result, that the first-person story must have been an irksome cage for you (the first person, once it’s there, can’t resign itself to becoming the third). Yet you’ve come out of it very creatively, now enhancing the child Delia’s gaze, now inventing the device of the glasses. However—besides the difficulties having to do with the elevator scene—I’d like to encourage you to make a last effort to eliminate completely, or almost completely, the voice of the narrator.

			In my book, it’s the voice of a Delia who is already outside the story; it belongs not to the woman who is living her days in Naples but to the woman who has emerged from those days changed and now, again far from Naples, can describe the change, internal and external, that she has undergone. You, on the other hand, from the moment you could (as you did) construct a Delia whom it’s possible to see “inside” and “outside” just as the action is happening (the finale, which is very beautiful, is the best proof of your fine result), no longer have a need for a retrospective summary. Thus the fragments of voice-over that remain in your text now seem superfluous and in a certain sense contradictory to their origin. Originating as bits from a voice that is telling a story after it’s over, they can’t function as “current thoughts” of a third person who doesn’t yet know what will happen to her—the person whom we see acting on the screen and who already has, among other things, an inner world effectively visualized in parallel.

			Yes, if possible abolish what remains of the voice-over: it shouldn’t be difficult for you, at this point. Perhaps, if you don’t find anything better, you could keep only the beginning, without the adjustments there are now but, rather, displaying the literary articulation.

			

			Now I would like to move on to some notes on the reading. Out of necessity you have fully occupied the verbal space left empty by my story: the dialect. You have done it with such naturalness that—I think—it’s one of the elements that contribute to the emotion with which I read your work. I imagine that the background noises, the unwritten lines, will also contribute to the creation of that dialectal tide that Delia feels as a threatening sign, a recall to the language of the obsessions and violence of childhood (in this sense I very much like that in scene 17 you avoid ascribing directly to Caserta the burst of obscenity, but have it flow out of the sounds of the city; similarly, I appreciated the insistence on the roar of voices in the lunch scene).

			I am not very convinced, on the other hand, by Delia reporting to Giovanna (scene 6) the phrase that is partly (not alone) at the origin of her verbal block. I’ll tell you why: it seems to me wrong that Delia should resort to dialect in the first scenes of the film, in a setting distant from Naples in every way, when, instead, her cadence and her definitely dialect phrases should emerge either as an instinctive reaction (“strunz”—shit—she’ll cry later to the troublesome young man) or as a step in her approach to Amalia; but above all it seems wrong that we hear that sentence—from her mouth—immediately. It has a story that we have to traverse backward: we’ll start with Amalia; we’ll hear a mysterious hint on the part of Uncle Filippo; we’ll place it clearly in the mouth of the child Delia; we’ll learn that she heard it from old Polledro; and only at the end will we understand how she readjusted it, and hear it pronounced in a liberating way by the adult Delia.

			In other words it doesn’t persuade me that the phrase is repeated, at the start of the film, by Delia (she wouldn’t do it, among other things; she would skip it; or she would use a generic formula, in embarrassment, unable to tolerate the irritation at the mother’s obscenity). I tend to believe that the phrase should appear clearly in the mouth of Amalia, which is unbearable for Delia. It will be the rest of the story that makes us think those words were uttered by Amalia, maybe in a state of anxiety and mental instability, as a signal of danger (with me is Caserta; your father still wants to hurt me, etc.) or as the outburst of a tipsy old woman or as a disoriented act of reconciliation.

			In short, those words, in my opinion, should be heard by the audience, clearly, at the end of scene 5, among other muffled obscenities uttered by Amalia on the telephone, and immediately afterward collide with Delia’s bewildered expression: the first time her expression indicates to us inner richness and knowledge derived from suffering. “Mamma, who are you with?” could be uttered by Delia after that phrase of Amalia’s, as a kind of jolt of memory.

			As for the phrase itself, I would like to cautiously observe (I don’t have clear ideas about it) that either it is really, intolerably obscene (and it isn’t) or it suggests the obscene through a total indeterminacy. Your phrase is of the second type; therefore I would favor the elimination of that “under,” which, precisely because it specifies, might lead the audience to think that it specifies too little.

			Finally, still on this point, as I was reading I had the impression that at the conclusion of scene 44, when Polledro gets up and leaves, we could already see the father and hear the voice of the child Delia who reports old Polledro’s phrase as if Caserta had addressed it to Amalia. Then one could move to Delia, who says: “And then if I’m sick…”; then start with 12. This to clarify the story, because I’ve noted the need to know directly what use the child Delia has made of the old man Caserta’s words. But maybe I’m wrong. I’m writing in a hurry, without the time necessary to refine senseless suggestions.

			

			There is another theme that has puzzled me somewhat: the economic exploitation of Delia’s father’s work.

			To characterize the trafficking among the three men, I would aim, yes, at a Caserta who, as it says in the book, does business with “the Americans,” but I would give more details. From the way you’ve constructed the beginning of the scene of the slap (another good solution), we know little about what those three men really did: the exultant cry of Uncle Filippo doesn’t tell us much. If you develop, instead, the few lines in the book in which there is a mention of “portraits for the Americans” Uncle Filippo could—let’s say—arrive, in scene 4, with some photos and say something like: “Now make four more American portraits. Caserta says he wants them right away. I’ve brought the photographs” (forgive this ridiculous pseudo dialect sketch). And we could see in detail the photos brought by Uncle Filippo (there are some descriptive hints in the book), a last one attached to the edge of the easel and in a corner the portrait that has just been made from it, other portraits ready, mixed with seascapes and country scenes. Delia then could say, on page 31: “He’s the one who did business with American sailors in the Galleria, he got them to take out family photographs and persuaded them to have oil portraits done of their mother, their fiancée, their wife. He exploited homesickness and allowed us all to eat, including you…” Caserta’s scheming, at least in regard to Delia’s father, would consist, in that case, in getting in touch with the sailors and transforming them into commissioners of oil portraits made from photos (their photos, of fiancées, of distant mothers, etc.). The other middleman, Migliaro, would intervene later to get Delia’s father out of a market that was probably in decline and place him in another, completely different market, expanding along with the petit-bourgeois expansion of the fifties.

			I suggest these things because I’m afraid that visually the weakest point of your text is precisely the definition of the activities of Caserta and Delia’s father. If you refer to these not at all unlikely “artistic” dealings with the Americans, you gain a concreteness (the photos, the portraits scattered through the room) that—it seems to me—is at the moment missing from Uncle Filippo’s irruption (very effective, besides: it shouldn’t be touched), which is completely focused on the Gypsy.

			

			I have nothing else to suggest, except for some small annotations that I will list here below by page number. But note: I realize that I have already let myself get out of hand. I’ve discovered that because of certain, scarcely rational idiosyncrasies of mine I’ve even eliminated that “no?” in Delia’s remark on page 5: “Your father is still at the police station, no?” Take out the no. Be merciful, please.

			

			p. 13 The dialogue between the sisters is better, but there are still things that I would change. Especially Delia’s “very many”: it seems vague and mournful, I would replace it with an approximate number (but there is the scene in which Delia has revealed to her mother her refuge in the elevator, on the top floor. When did it happen? Two years earlier? Three? Can’t Delia answer, without contradiction: “Yes. Two or three years”?); or I would leave only the “yes”; or replace it with a “yes, many.”

			Maria Rosaria’s answer also continues to bother me: maybe I feel a danger implicit in all the lines in dialect, the lurking stereotype of the recitation in a Neapolitan cadence, complaining, maudlin, tremulous, overdone, with a display of sentimentality that doesn’t communicate sentiments. It’s true that there is a type of communication in Neapolitan that has these characteristics (and in the text the echoes are heard here and there in Uncle Filippo and in Signora De Riso); but I wouldn’t exaggerate it in the writing with a disparaging imitation of a theatrical or film performance, etc. I would make a Maria Rosaria who tries to contain her emotion with a blunter: “It was mamma who was supposed to get on the train and go to visit you in Bologna,” a half reproach: then the weeping, which Wanda joins with a certain irritation.

			

			p. 25 In Signora De Riso’s line, at the bottom of the page: wouldn’t “this apartment” be better, eliminating “in the Galleria”?

			

			p. 28 It occurred to me that in the old, yellowed photograph, shown after the identity card (which Delia naturally doesn’t examine), it would be good if Amalia were also there and we could see her face, her hair. The audience has to match the identity card with a distinct photographic image of Amalia, so that it can be a bigger surprise when Delia, after the quarrel with Polledro, checks the identity card and discovers that the photograph (an old one) has been touched up. But any other invention that would allow us to see Amalia in a photograph before we get to the scene with Polledro and the surprise of the identity card would be fine.

			

			p. 32 I feel something unnatural in this important line but I don’t know what. Maybe it’s that “half naked” that seems redundant, especially if otherwise the actress’s tone—and expression—are the right ones. It occurred to me, further, that this might be one of the points where Delia lets a little dialect escape, calmly, without overemphasis, as if suddenly she heard the voices of that time. Something like: “He did good. He didn’t want hundreds of copies of that Gypsy to end up in country fairs…” But I don’t want to overdo it: am I stupidly interfering in your work too much?

			

			p. 54 I wanted to tell you that the erasure of a too powerful mother by breathing on the glass is very beautiful; even more beautiful is the way the mother and Caserta return, having aged, as the glass clears, amid the crowd in the Camorrist-electoral dining room.

			

			p. 56 I would take the “Delia” out of Polledro’s line at the bottom of the page. He addresses her and that’s all: he is thinking of his own troubles, he doesn’t want to establish a real contact with that particular person who is called Delia; it’s why she is ironic in the following line.

			

			p. 57 Polledro’s line doesn’t seem clear to me. Maybe it’s better: “You came to the shop. It wasn’t that I went looking for you.”

			

			p. 65 Shouldn’t Delia dial a telephone number at the end of 48? Isn’t there confusion in ending on a ring, opening on a ring?

			

			p. 69 I’d like the father to be more yielding and say at the bottom of the page: “…What did she think: she loved me, she never loved me. She was a liar,” etc. 

			For this character I would like—beyond my book and as if to counterbalance a scene that I feel as terrible—a good moment before. For example, at the end of 4, the child could wind up with her father, who has now gone back to the easel, and the Gypsy, or while he’s already sketching one of the new commissioned portraits. The man would take her on his knees, perhaps distractedly, and she wouldn’t willingly accept that contact and he would ask her: “What happened to you? Who made you cry?” and she would wriggle free, sullen: “No one,” and he would go back to painting. But I don’t know if you can do that, since there’s already the really fine scene with the assistants.

			

			p. 71 Isn’t the father’s second line, “What was she doing,” too little? Wouldn’t it be better “What was she doing with Caserta?” And then Delia’s line, too, should perhaps be harsher: “Yes, it was a lie, but what did you start making a child believe? For you she was a whore if she just said hello to another man! You didn’t think twice about believing me. Not twice! You believed me the way I believed you when I saw that she was going there and I thought: If she goes, it means she really is a whore.” Or something like that. Anyway it’s here that Delia could slip again into dialect.

			

			p. 72 The father’s third line: better to be specific. “I had done it already when I was twenty-five. I sold it…” etc.

			

			p. 75 I don’t like the line “Look.” From “Where are you” we perceive that Delia believes she’s being observed.

			

			p. 76 Delia’s third line: I would eliminate “disgusting”; it’s a redundant comment, what we are seeing is already repulsive. Furthermore, I would add: “I told my father…” or (in my view preferable) the “Come here etc.” could be uttered by Caserta as an old man, and the adult Delia, after repeating it to herself, could finally admit: “I told my father that Caserta had said and done to Amalia what instead that old man had said and done to me.”

			

			I’m finished, I hope I have done diligently what you asked of me. I foresee that these notes of mine will reach you when you have already started shooting and will be of no use. Ah well. It gave me pleasure just the same to focus on your text and imagine what might help it: at certain moments it was like being able to put my hand again to mine. I’ve been happy about this involvement, which I didn’t expect or pretended not to expect, because I was afraid of it. I ask you not to take account of my poorly controlled narcissism, drools of pride, immodest intrusions.

			With friendship, with gratitude,

			Elena Ferrante

			

			

			

			Rome, January 29, 1995

			

			Dear Elena,

			The film is now ready. Some phases of the editing (sound editing and mixing, photographic correction of the final print) are still to come, but the working copy that we are now able to project contains essentially everything. Troubling Love will be in the theaters in April.

			The last time I wrote to you was August, and we were a month away from starting to shoot: the following months were so intense that it’s hard for me to try to describe now, in a letter, the whole combination of emotions and reflections during this exciting and exhausting period. I can only try to tell you how grateful I am to you for having given me the chance to make this film, which I absolutely and completely love independently of whatever success it may have. The trust that I would be truly happy not to have betrayed is yours.

			Your last letter was very precious to me. I kept it with me during the shooting, and it helped me confront decisively the more obscure areas, besides polishing and perfecting the screenplay. Elena, would you like to come to Rome to see the film? I know your reserve, and I don’t mean to violate in any way your wish not to appear. You choose the time and the means, or, if you don’t want to, tell me no, I will understand very well. But know that Anna and I, and all my collaborators, loved and respected you, and we always thought we were making the film with you.

			With affection, and I hope to have an answer from you soon,

			Mario

			

			

			

			Dear Mario,

			Your invitation has complicated my life. It’s pointless to tell you how much I wish to see the results of your work, it’s very important to me in a particular way. But in this period every day is a risk for me. I’m working intensely on a new book—it’s hard to call it a novel: I don’t know exactly what it is—and every morning I start writing with the anxiety of being unable to go forward. I know from experience (a very bad experience) that any accident can weaken the impression of necessity in the pages I’m writing; and when that impression fades, it’s the work of months that vanishes, all I can do is to wait for another opportunity. 

			Seeing your film is, obviously, anything but an accident. Although I’ve tried, in these months, to think of it as an artistic activity independent in substance not so much of Troubling Love as of the feeling I preserve of it, I doubt that I would be an indifferent viewer. The idea I’ve formed of you—of the passion and intelligence with which you threw yourself into this work—keeps me from fooling myself. I can very well foresee the effects of a work that, I imagine, will strike me with an energy far greater than what I needed for the book. I’m sure, in other words, that your film will leave a deep impression, and that for a while I will have to reopen accounts with myself, with what I’ve done up to now, with what I intend to do in the future. This is why, after much hesitation, I’ve decided to concentrate on this new work and try to finish it without risking interruptions that could be definitive.

			It distressed me to make this decision. The desire to be knocked over by your film (of whose success I’ve had no doubts from the moment I read the screenplay) is at least as strong as that of seeking a sturdy shelter. Naturally I will not resist for long and in the end I will not find any adequate protection. But I’m sure that until then you will understand not so much my reserve (I’m hardly reserved) but my fears.

			With great affection,

			Elena Ferrante

			

			

			NOTE

			The Martone-Ferrante correspondence on Troubling Love was published in the magazine Linea d’ombra, double issue 106, July/August 1995.

			6.
MEDIA HIERARCHIES

			Dear Erbani,

			Your letter impressed me with its terse frankness, a quality that only the writing of clear-minded people has. If I were sure of being able to respond with equal transparency to the questions you intend to ask, I would say all right, let’s do the interview. But I look for ideas by running after words, and it takes me many sentences—real, confusing, jumbled speeches—to arrive at an answer. This doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t like to chat with you. Your letter, thanks precisely to the clean exposition that distinguishes it, provoked in me the wish to ask you a question in turn. The question is the following: Why, although you read my book a year ago, although you admire it as you say, did you get the idea of communicating with me only now, after learning that a film is being made from Troubling Love?

			If we were to have, let’s say, not an interview but a friendly conversation, I would discuss with you in particular the reasons for this long delay, starting, for example, from an observation of yours. You write, but less brutally than in my summary: your book says something to me, but your name says nothing. Question: if my book had said nothing to you and my name had said something, would it have taken you less time to ask for an interview?

			Don’t take it as a bitter remark, it isn’t; I’m just exploiting the fact that you’ve written plainly to bring up plainly a problem that is important to me. I want to ask you this: Is a book, from the media point of view, above all the name of the person who writes it? Is the fame of the author or, rather, the author personality who takes the stage thanks to the media, a crucial support for the book? Isn’t it newsworthy, for the cultural pages, that a good book has been published? Is it newsworthy, instead, that a name able to say something to editorial offices is on the cover of some book or other?

			I think the good news is always: a book worth reading has come out. I also think that, for real readers, who wrote it isn’t important. I think that readers of a good book hope at most that the author of a good book will continue to work conscientiously and make other good books. I think, finally, that even the authors of the classics are only a pile of dead letters alongside the life that flares up in their pages as soon as one begins to read them. That’s all. To put it another way: even Tolstoy is an insignificant shadow if he takes a stroll with Anna Karenina.

			You will say: What do you want from me, it’s the unwritten law of journalism that imposes such procedures; if one is no one I can’t give him space; if not even in Naples is there a dog who’s ever heard of the author of Troubling Love, why in the world should it be necessary to talk about her book, interview her in the pages of a big newspaper? Merely because she has written a decent book?

			You’re right, you have acted in the only way that is journalistically possible today. You have waited for an event that could justify an article, a headline, on a book that you didn’t dislike. A year later, the event arrived: a film is being made from that book, the director has a not unimportant name, it’s now possible to ask for an interview with this woman, who doesn’t have even a tiny local reputation. Finally, you explained to me clearly, politely, perhaps sadly, that it is the film-event that makes my book a worthy interview subject.

			Well, I won’t complain. I’m pleased that a film is being made from Troubling Love, I hope that this brings the book more readers. But must I also be happy to observe that a book becomes important for the cultural pages only because a film is being made from it? Must I also be happy to be promoted to an interviewed author only thanks to the good name of another author, Martone, who works in theater and cinema, fields more loudly acclaimed by the media? Must I also be happy that it is the film of Troubling Love that indicates the existence of the book Troubling Love? Don’t you think that accepting hierarchies of this type, taking them as natural, encourages the idea that literature, in the lists of cultural products, occupies the lowest position? Don’t you think that it would be nice to provide a journalistic initiative that risked everything by saying to the public: read books, see movies, go to the theater, hear music, and construct your own preferences based on the works and not on the editorial pecking order displayed by the dailies, by the Sunday supplements, by TV?

			I will stop here and thank you for your kind request.

			
			
			NOTE

			The letter is undated but is probably from 1995. It wasn’t sent. It originated as a response to the following letter from Francesco Erbani:

			
			Dear Signora Ferrante,

			A year ago your novel fell into my hands. I opened it with curiosity, I read the beginning and found it breathtaking. I was born in Naples in the late fifties and I have a certain familiarity with Neapolitan writers, those of the generation that came right after the war, those active in the sixties, the youngest. But your name said nothing to me. And then that scorching beginning. I read Troubling Love in a couple of days, at times eagerly, seduced by the colors that the city seemed to me to emanate. Then I left it there, to float in memory. Some time ago I discovered that a film would be made from your book and I developed the idea of getting in touch with you.

			I am a journalist, I work for the cultural pages of the Repubblica, and I would be very pleased if I could interview you. I’ve been told of your reserve, and I’m afraid you’ll refuse, but at the same time I nourish a hope that a conversation with you published in a newspaper would be only a small break in a rule that I admire.

			If you agree, I could come and see you, but if you prefer I could let you have the questions in writing.

			I await your response confidently. 

			Cordially,

			Francesco Erbani 

			
			After reading the letter in the first edition of La Frantumaglia, Erbani wrote to the author: 

			
			. . . The arguments that you raise are real . . . : I, too . . . suffer greatly from certain requirements imposed by show business and from the reduction of literary work to goods. And you are right when you maintain that often in the newspapers books are not discussed for their value and that authors are neglected because “they are no one.” But the point is another: I didn’t write to you when I had read the book, I believe in the summer of 1993, and did not ask you for an interview, for the very simple reason that at the time I worked not at la Repubblica but in a press agency, where I was employed in the foreign news department. I spoke of it two years later, as soon as I

			
  [image: The Lying Life of Adults]

ELENA FERRANTE
THE LYING LIFE OF ADULTS



Translated by Ann Goldstein





“Two years before leaving home my father said to my mother that I was very ugly. The sentence was uttered under his breath, in the apartment that my parents, newly married, had bought in Rione Alto, at the top of Via San Giacomo dei Capri. Everything—the spaces of Naples, the blue light of a very cold February, those words—remained fixed. But I slipped away, and am still slipping away, within these lines that are intended to give me a story, while in fact I am nothing, nothing of my own, nothing that has really begun or really been brought to completion: only a tangled knot, and nobody, not even the one who at this moment is writing, knows if it contains the right thread for a story or is merely a snarled confusion of suffering, without redemption.”
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