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Series Editor’s Preface

The present volume launches the series Classical Receptions in Twentieth-Century Writing (CRTW), a project that seeks to explore the modalities and textures of modern classicisms in the works of writers recognized for their global impact on modern poetics, philosophy, politics and the arts. CRTW approaches this aim from two distinct yet interrelated perspectives: it asks how twentieth-century writers’ appeals to the classical past open up new understandings of their oeuvres and contexts, and it considers how this process in turn renders new insights into the classical world. In plotting twentieth-century receptions of Greco-Roman antiquity from this two-way perspective, the series aims to promote dynamic, highly interdisciplinary discussions for readers of Classics and Literary and Cultural Studies. Indeed, a key feature of the series is its extensive range and scope. It looks at both Anglophone and non-Anglophone writers from modernities around the globe, as well as writers still or until recently active in their field. Each of these authors is considered primarily as a writer whose interest in antiquity has contributed to a significant revision of aesthetics, philosophical and political thought, identity studies, gender studies, translation studies, visual culture, performance studies, urban studies and cultural criticism, amongst other areas of knowledge. In this sense, CRTW aspires to promote a new intellectual space and critical direction for those producing research on Twentieth-Century Studies with a focus on Classics and vice versa.

The series furthermore aims to re-energize aspects of reception premises and practice. Over the last two decades, Classical Reception has developed broadly into four main fruitful areas of investigation: periods and/or movements (e.g. Humanism; the Enlightenment; the Victorians), media (e.g. film; sculpture; painting; the stage; museology; comics), theory and criticism (e.g. psychoanalysis; gender studies; deconstruction; postcolonialism); and geopolitical regions (e.g. Africa; the Caribbean; Latin America; Eastern Europe; Australasia). These lines of enquiry have been instrumental in shaping methodological agenda and directions, as well as offering tremendous insights into discourses of Greco-Roman antiquity in space and time. Yet, within the histories of classical receptions focusing on periods and regions, the twentieth century has been underexamined as a thematic unit. On the one hand, there has been a preponderance of focus in studies in English on Anglophone, Francophone and Germanophone receptions. This has been in part corrected by postcolonial reception studies with a focus on geopolitical regions outside of Western Europe. What has been missing is a perspective that combines not only an appreciation of non-Western receptions, but also an understanding of these reception phenomena within a global, and not merely regional, framework. CRTW seeks to address this tangible gap, moving beyond isolated treatments and into full-scale investigations of authors recognized both for radical re-readings of the classical past and for challenging received ideas about the identity and cultural mobility of antiquity in the Western tradition. Interdisciplinarity is at the heart of such a reconsideration of reception in the series. Instead of treating reception as a sub-discipline of Classics, or as an expansion of the disciplinary boundaries of Classics, CRTW conceives reception as a hub for interdisciplinary exchange amongst multiple subjects, disciplinary practices and scholarly expertise. It addresses some of the most profound shifts in practices of reading, writing and thinking in recent years within the arts and humanities, as well as in the poetics of reading the classics that one finds in twentieth-century writing itself.

Beyond reception, each individual study in the series draws attention to the specific quality of a modern writer’s classicism, as well as the various ways in which they negotiate classical ideals typically found in, for instance, the cutting-edge tradition of the twentieth-century Italian film industry. Such is the case with Federico Fellini’s intimate engagement with the ancient city of Rome. In Fellini’s Eternal Rome, Alessandro Carrera explores points of contact and tension between paganism and Christianity in Fellini’s vast filmography, as well as the unfolding image of the city of Rome as a maternal space that can be traced in his films’ characters. In developing these and other argumentative strands, Carrera discloses powerful visions of how classical antiquity subtly and allusively emerges in Fellini’s visual poetics, from his fascination with Babylonian and Christian Rome in La dolce vita (1960), through his distinctive engagement with Greek mythology in the never-televised Olympus, to the Italian director’s famous Satyricon (1969). Both a distinguished academic in Italian Studies and a prolific film critic and scholar, Carrera resists the usual discourses that seek to plot the classics as the very source and impetus of modernist receptions. Instead, the classical Roman past here emerges as part of a complex, often non-linear set of influences and traditions, some of which are mediated via other authors and thinkers in Fellini’s oeuvre. Carrera’s study furthermore artfully contextualizes Fellini’s cinematographic life, career and relationships with those of (non-)Italian authors, film-makers, critics and literary artists. Perhaps the most important argument in Fellini’s Eternal Rome is that his characters constantly desire a ‘maternal space’, one that they conceive as a utopian city representing eternity and immortality itself for those who inhabit it. Yet, as Carrera concludes, Fellini shows how this maternal space is destined to fail and disappoint, not because Catholicism has erased it, but because ‘the utopia of unlimited enjoyment is a self-defeating fantasy’. In this way, Fellini’s eternal Rome becomes an imaginative trope for not only how his characters negotiate the tension between pagan and Christian Rome, but also for how modern cinematography appeals to the classics to articulate the anxieties and identity crises of a post-Second World War world.



Laura Jansen
University of Bristol



Author’s Preface

In the early 1980s, I was an occasional guest on an Italian weekly cinema review hosted by one of the new radio stations that the loosening of broadcasting rules in mid-1970s had helped create. At that time, I was primarily a music critic and I did not write about cinema, except for reviews of films about music, but I debated cinema quite frequently. At the beginning of my college years, I had attended training session for ‘debate directors’. In that capacity, my job was to travel a couple of nights a week, mostly in the winter, to small theatres in the Lombardy region, to events run by the local church or the local public library, at which I would introduce and then discuss with the audience the movies chosen for the season. It was a strange gig, perhaps, but many years later, when I started teaching film theory at the University of Houston, I was grateful to the Centro Studi Cinematografici in Milan and the people who had taught me the basic techniques of film discussion.

One night, in a studio at Radio Popolare, we discussed the latest films by Federico Fellini. Disappointment about Fellini had been brewing since the release of Fellini’s Casanova (Il Casanova di Fellini, 1975), one of his most arresting works but one that was, admittedly, inaccessible to the average filmgoer. No one, as I recall, was particularly fond of his recent films. One of the panellists, however, was positively outraged. He was a serious intellectual, or one of those intellectuals who took themselves seriously. Nothing short of Carl Theodor Dreyer, Jean-Luc Godard, Robert Bresson, or Ingmar Bergman was worthy of his attention. He lashed out at Fellini’s vulgarity, lack of education, complete absence of whatsoever cultural project, indifference to anything but his petty problems and total irrelevance in the current predicament of the Italian society.

I was born in 1954, the year La strada was released. I grew up together with the best of Italian cinema, which was so plentiful in movie theatres and ubiquitous on TV that it was all too easy to take it for granted and assume that it would never end. Vittorio De Sica, Luchino Visconti, Roberto Rossellini, Giuseppe De Santis, Luigi Zampa, Pietro Germi, Alberto Lattuada, Carlo Lizzani, Renato Castellani, Federico Fellini, Michelangelo Antonioni, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Bernardo Bertolucci, Marco Bellocchio, Mario Camerini, Ermanno Olmi, Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, Giuliano Montaldo, Ettore Scola, Francesco Rosi, Luigi Comencini, Mauro Bolognini, Dino Risi, Sergio Leone, Francesco Maselli, Antonio Pietrangeli, Mario Monicelli, Marco Ferreri, Valerio Zurlini, Elio Petri, Florestano Vancini, Liliana Cavani and Lina Wertmüller were household names. One could endlessly criticize this or that film but there was no doubt that Italian cinema was great. With such an abundance, critics could afford to be severe.

However, it did not take long to undermine the foundations. Poor political and managerial decisions, endless distribution problems, ageing stars who made no room for a new breed, the end of post-war reconstruction and the compelling stories it provided, competition with a rejuvenated Hollywood, the creation of private TV networks and the avalanche of American sitcoms and trash TV that suddenly flooded every Italian apartment, gluing audiences to the TV screen in a pandemic of perverse scopophilia; all these factors accomplished the deed.

It was like a plague. By the end of the 1970s, cinemas were closing by the dozen or focusing solely on porn features; indeed respectable directors turned to soft porn to remain in business and the sub-genre films that had helped the national cinema industry to stay afloat – spaghetti western, horror, crime films or, as they were called, poliziottesco – were facing new competition abroad or running out of steam. In just a few years, Italian cinema went from being one of the most respected national schools to ‘the ugliest cinema in the world’, to quote an embittered critic.1 It took a long time for it to recover, but only in part, and the golden age, like all golden ages, has never returned.

At the end of the 1970s, Fellini used to drive at night through the streets of Rome, wondering where all the cinemas had gone. His Orchestra Rehearsal (Prova d’orchestra, 1978), a short film made for Rai, the state-owned TV network, was a small affair, except for being the timeliest commentary – and still one of the best – on the years of bipartisan terrorism that peaked with the Red Brigades’ kidnap and killing of Prime Minister Aldo Moro. At any rate, it was not sufficiently spectacular to reconcile Fellini with the large audience that he needed for his lavish style of filmmaking. Then came City of Women (La città delle donne, 1980), in which Fellini tackled feminism, putting himself in the lions’ den in the disguise of the sly, complacent Marcello Mastroianni. What could go wrong?

Quite a lot, as it turned out. And the Ship Sails On (…e la nave va, 1983), a flawed but fascinating metafilmic experience, remained a mystery to many. During our radio debate, I found myself in the awkward position of defending films I did not entirely like. I sensed that Fellini was not just self-referential when he indulged in an infantile treatment of sexuality or in humour usually associated with ‘boys’ who in their adult life never leave behind the pranks that they enjoyed in their teenage years. Perhaps, his aloofness toward the commonly accepted cultural codes had to be taken at face value. Fellini was mimetic of a zone within the national psyche that was all but hidden (it was in plain sight), yet it caused embarrassment in intellectual circles and was usually put to rest together with some disparaging comments about the historical immaturity of the Italian people.

Fellini’s opinion on the matter was actually harsher than that of my fellow panellist. In an interview that he gave after the release of Amarcord (1973), Fellini said in no equivocal terms that the combined forces of fascism and of the Roman Catholic Church had sentenced Italians to an eternal adolescence:



That is, this remaining children for eternity, this leaving responsibilities for others, this leaving with the comforting sensation that there is someone who thinks for you (and at one time it’s mother, then it’s father, then it’s the mayor, another time Il Duce, another time the Madonna, another time the Bishop, in short, other people): and in the meanwhile you have this limited, time-wasting freedom which permits you only to cultivate absurd dreams.2



I did not recognize myself in that sketch, nor did I know many people who fit the profile. True, I was acquainted with some inveterate vitelloni (the ‘old boys’ of Fellini’s eponymous film), but who was not? Yet Fellini’s words rang somewhat true, and I was willing to give him credit on the condition that he included himself in the picture. He ought not to accuse his fellow citizens of the same weaknesses he abundantly showed in his films without feeling at least as accountable as they were. To be fair to him, he did include himself in the picture: in a BBC documentary he confessed that Casanova, the character he hated the most and which he described as the Italian male in his darkest incarnation, a scoundrel, a fascist, a creepy Pinocchio who refuses to become a good boy, was also a projection of himself. ‘Casanova dances with an imaginary woman who is a shadow because … that is his destiny, or at least the destiny I gave the character Casanova, just as, in short, I identified him with … with me …’3

The truth is that Fellini loved his compatriots and his love was not unrequited. They may not have loved all his films, but they loved him. Fellini the filmmaker saw his box-office power diminished after Amarcord, but a new Fellini film, regardless of its financial outcome, was always an event. And Fellini the director-star was still very much in the heart of the nation – a privileged position that unfortunately did not help him to obtain sufficient financial backing for the most ambitious projects he had in mind. After he died, on 31 October 1993, a memorial service and viewing were held in Studio 5 of Cinecittà, where he made most of his films and which is now named ‘Studio Fellini’. On 2 November, tens of thousands of people paid homage. On 3 November, his funeral in the church of Santa Maria degli Angeli in Rome was held in the presence of the President of the Republic and the highest authorities of the state. In the early 1980s, if I had known that great quote from the American poet Frank O’Hara, ‘I want to be at least alive as the vulgar’, I could have thrown it at my fellow panellist who was lambasting Fellini for his poor taste.4

Even in his worst moments, Fellini is aiming at some elusive truth concerning the degree of freedom to which an individual can aspire, the repression that society exercises over the same individual and to what extent such repression is impossible to shake. In his New Yorker profile of Fellini, published one year after the director’s death, Clive James hit the nail on the head when he said that all that Fellini was about boiled down to ‘the difficulty of marriage and the emptiness of the alternatives’.5 By means of analogy, I intend to demonstrate in this book that one of Fellini’s major concerns, if not the major concern, is the failure of institutionalized Christianity and the impossibility of finding a ‘pagan’ alternative to it. In my other areas of research as a scholar of music and cultural studies, I have published a book on Bob Dylan whose subtitle is An Explanation of America.6 I could as well call this Fellini book An Explanation of Italy.



Introduction

What Is Wrong with Fellini?

Cinecittà, Studio 5, 1975. Fellini is filming the first scene of Fellini’s Casanova. Led by their Doge, the Venetians are trying to dredge up from the waters of the Canal Grande a gigantic, crowned female head representing the submerged soul of the city, perhaps Reitia, the old goddess of the ancient Venetians, or the new goddess from which the name of the city seems to derive, Venice-Venusia-Venus. One of the extras, who plays a monk, starts laughing. Fellini swoops down on him. ‘Don’t you understand,’ he yells at the extra, ‘that the Venetians are performing a pagan rite? A Christian monk is not supposed to laugh; he must feel outrage at this display of paganism.’1

No more than a little anecdote, but it shows that Fellini was perfectly conscious that in many – if not all – of his films, he was staging the conflict and at the same time the guilty co-existence of Christianity and paganism. Most of the time, Rome was the backdrop of the drama, but it did not have to be Rome. Venice, born from the sea like Venus, and whose rule lasted longer than that of the Roman empire, could substitute. Any small town in Italy where Catholic processions were held, where barefoot pilgrims directed their steps to the next shrine, and where a miracle was announced to send the crowd into a frenzy, could be the site where Christianity and pre-Christianity would clash and then mingle to the point, sometimes, of being undistinguishable. Unless, as was the case in Fellini Satyricon (1969), he decided to reconstruct the Roman world as an alien entity that had occurred in a parallel universe and where the thread that connected Roman decadence and late antiquity to the Early Middle Ages was lost.

From these few observations alone, it is clear that Fellini was not and could never be a straightforward ‘classicist’. He would not subscribe to the reassuring assumption of continuity between historical past and present time. On a personal level, he was an enemy of his own past as well. His friend and biographer Tullio Kezich bears witness that Fellini used to tear up his mail after he’d glanced at it briefly.2 He did not keep an archive and Giulietta Masina had to take away from his hands what survives of his notes, letters and sketches lest he threw everything in the bin. Fellini’s universe aims to be self-sufficient; it begins and ends with him. Other film directors have imitated him, but Fellinism never measures up to Fellini.

Fellini was an average student in school and never attended a college class. His early roots lay in popular culture: comic books, caricaturists and (usually abridged) novels that were labelled as ‘young people’s classics’: Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, Oliver Twist, Treasure Island, The Thousand and One Nights, Don Quixote and E.A. Poe’s Black Cat. Of course, he read Homer (he was born in 1920 and Italian boys of his generation played Greeks and Trojans as much as they played cowboys and Indians). If we believe his recollections, he read Petronius’ Satyricon as a teenager.3 He also read Ariosto’s Orlando furioso, Conrad, Kafka and Dostoyevsky. Up to the 1970s, when insomnia made him an avid reader of literature, he preferred scientific manuals, history books, a little bit of philosophy, newspapers and minutes of court proceedings. Gianfranco Corsini, who played partisan Marco in Rossellini’s Open City and who after the Second World War became an influential journalist and translator of English and American literature, declared that Fellini had ‘no culture to speak of, and very little education’.4

The reality, however, was more nuanced. Fellini’s cultural carelessness was often a conscious act. He hated being pinned down. As he said to Kezich:


I refuse to proclaim my ignorance. In addition, it would be antieducational. Should we teach young people that it’s only worthwhile to read comic strips? The truth is that it isn’t necessary to read a certain author – say, Joyce – if Joyce has really been important, as he has been, to contemporary culture. Then you come to know Joyce by looking at the layout of a magazine, speaking with people, observing how a girl is dressed. It is, of course, better to read and to understand everything, as Pasolini and Brunello Rondi do. But culture, when it is authentic and has a profound effect, doesn’t spare the ignorant, the lazy, the unprepared. I would say that the true cultural facts are breathed in
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