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1. Introduction

Guido Bartolini1  
(1)School of Languages, Literatures and Cultures, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland
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On 12 July 1942, Italian soldiers surrounded the Croatian village of Podhum, a few kilometres from the city of Fiume, today Rijeka. Freedom fighters who opposed the Italian occupation had been active all around the area, and the military authorities were determined to crash such opposition. The Italians rounded up all adult males living in Podhum, moved them to the outskirts of the village, divided them into small groups, and shot them dead. About a hundred men were slaughtered on the spot, while the remaining inhabitants, comprising women, kids, and the elderly, were deported.1
On 16 February 1943, the village of Domenikon in Thessaly, Greece, suffered the same fate. In the previous days, Greek partisans had struck an Italian convoy, killing a few servicemen. The reprisal was fierce and indiscriminately targeted innocent civilians. Italian soldiers occupied Domenikon, executed all men aged between fifteen and eighty, and deported women and children. Then they burnt the village to the ground. The general who had ordered the retaliation, in which at least a hundred and fifty men were murdered, defined it as ‘a salutary lesson for all the inhabitants of the area’.2
Podhum and Domenikon are just two of the most renowned atrocities that the Italians committed during World War II. These episodes of violence were not isolated cases, but part of a broader strategy of control over the occupied territories. The Italian army intended to affirm its authority by force and in pursuing this goal carried out several massacres, abolishing any distinctions between civilians and guerrilla fighters.3 Such a brutal system of dominion was often fuelled by open racism against the Slavs and the people of the Balkans. After all, as Angelo Del Boca noticed, many members of the Italian military cadres had been formed in the colonies, in Ethiopia, Somalia, and Libya, where they had become accustomed to commit brutalities and apply racist repressive policies.4
The extent of the systematic use of suppressive violence against the inhabitants of the lands that Italy occupied in World War II is attested by the creation of concentration camps. Initially designed as places of confinement for prisoners of war, these camps were soon used to deport the local populations and the political enemies of the Fascist state.5 The most infamous of them was Arbe, established on the island of Rab, in Croatia, where many internees, especially of Slovenian origin, were left starving to death. Scholars have determined that Arbe had a death rate of 19%, in line with German concentration camps such as Buchenwald.6
Despite the scope of these crimes, the Italian regimes of occupations in World War II remain largely overlooked. The atrocities that the Italians perpetrated continue to be little known in Italy and are seldom included in international debates about past wrongdoings. The Axis War, meaning the military campaigns that Italy fought as a Fascist state and member of the Axis Powers from June 1940 to September 1943, has been one of the most neglected parts of contemporary Italian history. Even in the last two decades, when the end of the Cold War era led to a pluralisation of the Italian memory, the Axis War does not seem to have enjoyed particular consideration across Italian society: it has continued to play a minimal role within state commemorations, and no canonical film or work of literature has been devoted to it.
By contrast, this war has become an increasingly central subject of historical enquiry. Anticipated by Angelo Del Boca’s

 research on the legacy of Italian colonialism, by Enzo Collotti’s works on World War II, and by studies of military historians such as Giorgio Rochat and Lucio Ceva, a new generation of historians has focused with renewed interest on the wars that Italy waged as a Fascist nation.7 Since the early 2000s, scholars such as Davide Rodogno, Lidia Santarelli, Costantino Di Sante, Eric Gobetti, and Davide Conti have devoted important studies to the Italian occupations of World War II and the repression of civilians, while historians such as Filippo Focardi and Michele Battini have dealt with the issue of the Italian war crimes, showing how knowledge of these wrongdoings was removed from the public discourse of the postwar years.8
This recent trend of scholarship, which testifies to the will of Italian historians to investigate some of the darkest pages of Italy’s national past, joins the significant work that, at least since the 1990s, has been done on the Italian memory of World War II. Following the pioneering studies of oral history by Luisa Passerini, Alessandro Portelli, Leonardo Paggi, Anna Bravo, Giovanni Contini, and Paolo Pezzino, the Italian collective memory of the last world war has evolved into a distinguished topic of academic enquiry.9 As a result, we now possess accurate reconstructions of how various segments of the Italian history of World War II have been conceptualised throughout the decades, authored by some of the most prominent scholars of Italian history and culture, such as Filippo Focardi, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, John Foot, Philip Cooke, and Robert Gordon.10
The scholarship now provides a quite accurate view of both the Italian history of World War II and its legacy across the twentieth and twenty-first century. Several studies offer detailed accounts of the strategy of violence that Fascist Italy followed in the territories it occupied, and many academic enquiries have shed light on the cultural mechanisms that enabled the memory of these crimes to be marginalised in the Italian collective memory. Few works, however, have examined in detail how cultural production was highly entangled in this process facilitating the formation and maintenance of a self-absolving discourse about the past.11 This book aims to show that Italian cultural production was fundamentally involved in the diffusion of a memory of the past that was oblivious to the issue of responsibility. To achieve this goal, this study carries out an in-depth analysis of a largely neglected source, that is, the body of literary texts that represented the Axis War over three decades after the end of World War II.12
This segment of Italian war literature, which I call the literature of the Axis War, has long been overlooked in the scholarship. Although monographic studies on some of the Italian war writers of World War II exist, throughout the twentieth century no literary critic has addressed these war narratives as a unitary phenomenon.13 Some scholars have investigated the memoirs of specific campaigns, but only from a historical perspective, without employing, therefore, theories and methodologies of literary analysis.14 In the new millennium, which saw an increased interest in war literature among scholars of Italian Studies, the literature of the Axis War has started to receive more attention.15 This is particularly true for those texts—largely written by members of the Alpine divisions of the Italian army—that narrated the winter retreat from the Soviet Union, which have been investigated by several recent works of scholarship.16 Moreover, thanks to the work of Marco Mondini, we now have a series of important articles that have started to map general trends of the Axis War literature, in particular for what concerns the conceptualisation of warfare that these texts developed.17
Through the first in-depth study of the literature of the Axis War, this book aims to examine the ways in which the Fascist wars of aggression entered the literary imagery of postwar Italy. This study will explore the events that were put in the spotlight and those that were overlooked. It will analyse how violence, both received and inflicted, was represented and how the texts addressed the notions of guilt and responsibility for the Fascist wars of aggression. By doing so, it will assess whether the literature of the Axis War helped Italian readers to form an ethical awareness of the past crimes committed by members of their national community or, instead, prevented the formation of such critical understanding of the past. In other words, this book intends to explore the contribution of literary production to the development of the Italian collective memory of World War II.
Through the exploration of the literature of the Axis War, this study will show how literature constitutes a privileged ground for discussing collective memory and understanding the dynamics of its diffusion across society. Simultaneously, it will document how a nuanced understanding of the formation and dissemination of collective memories can help illuminate the representations developed by literary texts. These goals imply that in this work memory will play an important but auxiliary role. This book does not aim to elaborate a new take on the Italian collective memory of World War II, but to show the contribution that Italian literature had in transmitting specific conceptualisations of the past and the effects that the Italian collective memory had on literary representation.
Among the numerous books that between 1945 and 1975 have represented the Axis War, this study selects a body of thirty-four texts. Besides the temporal framework, whose rationale will be discussed below, the definition of this corpus has been based on thematic principles, distinctions of literary genres, and aspects of reception. In relation to the former point, this book explores texts that deal with the military campaigns of the Axis War and the occupation of foreign territories—the latter being the most overlooked aspect of this already largely neglected war. This choice results in the exclusion of those narratives that recount the experiences of the Italian prisoners of war, which usually focus on the period of captivity passing over the war experience that occurred before capture.18
In terms of literary genre, the premise of this study is to focus, first and foremost, on fictional accounts. Building on the work of Ansgar Nünning, Astrid Erll—author of one of the most significant studies on the relationship between memory and culture that will support many of the considerations that this book develops—stresses that fiction enjoys several privileges when conceptualising the past. Freed from the requirements of trying to recount things just as they happened, fiction can reimagine the past and interpolate alternative events and counter-narratives, transforming the telling of specific events into accounts that are significant for the present.19 Works of fiction are, therefore, a fundamental component of the process that literary critic Viet Thanh Nguyen has called ‘fight for the imagination’: they are textual spaces in which the past is re-imagined and acquires meaning.20 As such, fiction appears particularly important to assess how a given society has conceptualised the events of its national history.
This principle has been combined with aspects of reception. Since this study intends to explore the contribution of literature to disseminating representations of the past across Italian society, it appears of primary importance to consider books that had a significant circulation. Hence, not only does this book favour works of fiction that were issued by major national publishers, but it also takes into account texts that proved extremely popular among Italian readers, irrespectively of their genre. Since some of the most famous books devoted to the Axis War happened to be memoirs, these texts have been included in the corpus.
The decision of analysing certain memoirs alongside proper works of fiction is also due to the consideration that the borders separating fictional narratives and non-fictional ones are blurred and rarely unambiguous. This seems particularly true for the texts forming the literature of the Axis War, which often narrate within fictional storyworlds historical events that the authors actually endured. Hence, before introducing the texts of the corpus, it is important to clarify how this study conceptualises the distinction between fictional and autobiographical writing. In his pioneering theoretical study on autobiography, Philippe Lejeune has famously defined this genre on the basis of two features: firstly, a triple homonymy among author, narrator, and protagonist; secondly, the establishment of a ‘pact’ between author and reader, stipulated through elements of the paratext, editorial information, and preliminary remarks, which commits the former to recount events that happened and the latter to believe that what is written actually took place.21 Philippe Gasparini has wisely observed that the idea of the pact does not oblige every author of autobiographies to tell only what they remember, without any interpolation of fictitious material, just as it does not prevent some readers from doubting the veracity of what is narrated. Texts that establish and do not openly break an autobiographical pact simply facilitate their own reception as autobiographies by reducing as much as possible their connections with fiction.22
Building on Gasparini’s

 codification of various forms of autobiographical writing, we can divide the texts that this study explores into six groups, presenting an increasing degree of affinities with the genre of autobiography. First of all, the corpus includes four historical novels set during World War II, such as Ugo Pirro’s Jovanka e le altre

 (1959), Marcello Venturi’s Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

 (1963), Luigi Preti’s Giovinezza, giovinezza

 (1964), and Elsa Morante’s La Storia

 (1974). To this group, we can add Dante Troisi’s La gente di Sidaien


 (1957), a book comprising four short stories, the first of which is set in the African front. All these texts were written several years after the end of World War II and combine fictional events with historical ones, after varying levels of historical enquiries carried out by their authors. Importantly, all of them are recounted by a narrative voice that cannot be conflated with the person of the author and, therefore, they firmly belong to the realm of fiction.
A second group of texts is formed by Gian Carlo Fusco’s eccentric works of prose, that is, Le rose del ventennio

 (1958) and Guerra d’Albania


 (1961). These border-crossing narratives constitute a mixed genre, blending military chronicles, historical writing, newspaper trend pieces, and fictionalised storytelling. While dealing with historical events and mimicking in many ways the language and style of historiography, these texts, which do not establish any autobiographical pact, present a series of narrative traits, such as dialogues between invented characters, that invite readers to approach them as works of fiction.23
A third set of narratives, which establish closer relations with autobiography, corresponds to what Gasparini

 classifies as ‘autobiographical novel’. Texts belonging to this group are based on a ‘strategy of ambiguity’: they recount a series of events that are somehow grounded in the authors’ real experiences and memories, but they are heavily transfigured by fictionalisation processes, engendering the same reception of a work of fiction.24 This group includes Indro Montanelli’s Qui non riposano

 (1945), Persio Nesti’s I villaggi bruciano

 (1947), Mario Tobino’s Il deserto della Libia

 (1952), Renzo Biasion’s collection of short stories Sagapò

 (1953), Renzo Renzi’s film proposal ‘L’armata s’agapò’ (1953), Manlio Cecovini’s Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

 (1954), Giovanni Pirelli’s L’entusiasta (1958), Giulio Bedeschi’s Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

 (1963), and Manlio Cancogni’s La linea del Tomori

 (1965). The events narrated in these books may present similarities with those their authors experienced during World War II; however, all the protagonists of these stories are fictional characters who, at the most, can suggest some connections with the authors but cannot be directly conflated with them.
Six other texts move a step closer to the genre of autobiography, forming a fourth group that is characterised by a high degree of ambiguity. Raul Lunardi’s Diario di un soldato semplice

 (1952), Marcello Venturi’s Dalla Sirte a casa mia

 (1952), Ugo Pirro’s Le soldatesse

 (1956), Roberto Carità’s Quattro stracci

 (1959), Giuliano Palladino’s Pace a El Alamein

 (1960), and Luigi Silori’s

 short story ‘Le “case chiuse” di guerra - La “casa” di Atene’ (1965) are all works of fiction: they do not establish an autobiographical pact and present narrative and stylistic traits that engender a fictional reception. Nevertheless, they are all recounted by an anonymous first-person narrator who is also the protagonist of the story. This anonymity, which is maintained throughout the narrative, suggests a potential identification between narrator and author, blurring further the distinctions between fiction and autobiography.
A fifth group, formed by one text only, Mario Terrosi’s La casa di Novach

 (1956), offers an extreme example of the liminality between autobiographical novel and autobiography. The text does not establish an autobiographical pact and was published within a book series of fictional narratives; however, it leaves open the possibility of an autobiographical reception. The story, indeed, is recounted by a first-person narrator who initially remains unnamed, but whom we will later discover to have the same name as the author, Mario Terrosi. This text, written in a realistic style, belongs to that literary space of indeterminacy concerned with the fictionalisation of autobiographical experiences, which Gasparini

 names ‘self-narration’.25
Besides these twenty-three texts that can easily, or problematically, be received as fictional, the corpus includes ten memoirs that belong, therefore, to the genre of the autobiography: Eugenio Corti’s I più non ritornano

 (1947), Oderisio Piscicelli Taeggi’s Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


 (1946), Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s Takfír

 (1948) and Alamein

 (1962), Mario Rigoni Stern’s Il sergente nella neve

 (1953) and Quota Albania

 (1971), Giuseppe Berto’s Guerra in camicia nera

 (1955), Alberto Bechi Luserna’s I ragazzi della Folgore

 (1956), Cristoforo Moscioni Negri’s I lunghi fucili

 (1956), and Nuto Revelli’s La guerra dei poveri

 (1962).
These narratives present the triple homonymy among protagonist, narrator, and author and, more importantly, establish and do not break an autobiographical pact by presenting themselves as accounts written on the real experiences of their authors in the Axis War. As a result, these texts can all be considered as autobiographical memoirs, despite the various affinities that they may present with the realm of fiction—as in the cases of particularly refined and elaborated narratives such as those by Berto

 and Piscicelli Taeggi. Finally, the corpus includes one last book, Rigoni Stern’s Ritorno sul Don

 (1973), which is composed of a series of short stories that belong to different genres: some of them have Rigoni as main character and are presented as factual autobiographical writings; others have imaginary characters as protagonists and can be read as fictional short stories; others are narrated by an anonymous voice and remain indeterminate, being suspended between fiction and non-fiction.
The corpus that this book explored is formed, thus, by thirty-four texts written by twenty-eight authors and brings together all the writers who, in the first three decades since the end of World War II, have published with major publishers fictional accounts centred on the campaigns and occupations of the Axis War. During this period, some of these authors, such as Cancogni

, Pirro

, Bedeschi

, and Fusco

 published other works that touch upon the Axis War.26 However, since the representations offered by these narratives do not differ, at least for the purposes of this study, from those developed in their previous works, the decision has been taken to limit the analysis to the texts above to avoid an excessively broad corpus.
A meaningful result of this process of selection is that out of these thirty-four texts, thirty-three were written by authors who had served in the Italian army during World War II. The fact that only writers who had had a direct experience of the Axis War decided to write about it shows the sparse attention that this part of Italian history received across the decades. The sole exception is offered by Morante’s La Storia

, which ends its sections set during World War II with a relatively long scene portraying the death of a secondary character, Giovannino Marrocco, during the retreat from the Eastern front. This episode is extremely notable because it constitutes the only extensive representation of the Axis War that, in thirty years of Italian literature, appeared in a major Italian novel written by an author who did not have a direct experience of that war.
Morante’s

 book, therefore, constitutes a benchmark in the development of the Italian memory of the Axis War, since it marks the passage from a narrativisation that maintains contacts with the personal memories of the authors to one that does not and relies entirely on the images of that war that circulated across Italian culture. For this reason, the publication of La Storia marks the upper date of the span of time that this study considers. Hence, this book analyses the representation of the Axis War in three decades of Italian literature, running from the end of World War II to the publication of Morante’s

 novel in the mid-1970s. This temporal frame has the advantage of going beyond a symbolic date such as 1968. Numerous studies about the memories of World War II have shown that, across Europe, this year has often represented a turning point: in countries such as Germany and France, for instance, post-1968 culture is seen as a moment of renovation in the collective views of World War II, which led to a reassessment of the countries’ culpability for the past, in relation to Nazism and the Vichy regime.27 Despite the importance that 1968 had in the evolution of the Italian memory, too, in Italy this phase did not see the beginning of a re-evaluation of the national responsibility for either Fascism or the Axis War.28 This is why this study embraces a span of time that exceeds this date, in order to show the consistency in the representation of the Axis War in Italian literature beyond this point in time.
The book adopts the following structure. Chapter 2 delves into the field of memory studies to achieve a threefold goal: clarifying the conceptualisation of collective memory that this study upholds; describing the Italian collective memory of World War II in the light of the scholarship produced on the topic; developing a theoretically sound methodology for the study of literature in relation to memory. As a result of this theoretical exploration, this book will develop an innovative approach for the study of the connections between literature and collective memory, based on the combination of memory studies and thematic criticism, which consists in exploring the figures of repetition that characterise a large body of texts.
The following three chapters will reflect this methodology: each one of them will focus on a particular form of repetition characterising the Italian literature of the Axis War, moving from the simplest to the most complex ones. Chapter 3 identifies and discusses four topoi that recurrently appear across the texts of the corpus. Chapter 4 deals with seven of the most significant themes of the Axis War literature, shedding light on the reasons why the four topoi discussed in the previous chapter became central elements of the Italian representation of World War II. Chapter 5 focuses on other, more complex, forms of repetition: it considers the strategies through which Italian violence and the idea of guilt have been consistently glossed over and minimised across the literary texts, and it links this process to the formation of two typified plots, which are explored through Porter Abbott’s

 concept of the masterplot. Chapter 6 concludes our journey across the literature of the Axis War: it explores representations that problematise the dominant paradigm described in the previous three chapters, and it questions whether Italian literature was ever able to narrate World War II in ways that could foster a sense of responsibility for the past.
By integrating historical enquiries, theories of memory, narratology, and thematic criticism, this book sheds light on the interrelation that exists between literature and memory, showing both the influence that memory has on cultural production and the contribution of literary texts to the negotiation, diffusion, and maintenance of a memory of the past. Through the exploration of the literature of the Axis War, this study will offer substantial evidence of how Italian culture was closely implicated in the formation of a self-absolving memory of Fascism. By doing so, this book will also identify and valorise those literary texts that developed a counter-narrative and offered a fertile platform to reflect on the issue of Italy’s responsibility for the Axis War.
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At the end of the 1990s, in the conclusion of the three volumes he edited on the Italian lieux de mémoire—meaning the most significant symbolic entities, either material or non-material, that embody the memorial heritage of a community—Mario Isnenghi argues that a major ‘amnesia’ had affected the Italian collective memory of World War II.1 With this comment the historian referred to the fact that, throughout the second half of the twentieth century, the Axis War had such minimal relevance in the Italian collective memory that it almost seemed as if it had been forgotten.2
Isnenghi’s

 observation raises a series of questions. How can a notable historical event, such as a country’s participation into World War II, become a minor component of the memory of the past? How can we assess that this has been the case? And, more in general, can we claim that a war that directly and indirectly involved millions of people has at any time been forgotten? To reply to these questions, we need to turn to the wide interdisciplinary field of memory studies and understand the dynamics of collective memory, which then will help us clarify how the Italian memory of World War II was shaped and evolved throughout the decades.
2.1 Studying Memories
The study of memory represents a vast and multifaceted area of academic research that in the last two decades has converged into the burgeoning interdisciplinary field of memory studies.3 The coexistence within this field of scholars working on memory from an array of different disciplinary perspectives, including anthropology, sociology, history, philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, and heritage, media, and literary studies, means that many of the key terms of this academic discourse—including the notion of collective memory—have tended to be understood in a variety of ways, as many scholars since the early 2000s have pointed out.4
This work upholds a specific understanding of memory, which is based on a series of tenets. The most important of these are the ideas that memories are always situated ‘in the head’ of the people who remember and that the individuals, therefore, are the indispensable carriers of memories.5 Sociologist Barbara Misztal supports this interpretation, arguing that the act of remembering is ‘constructed from cultural forms and constrained by our social context’, but always remains ‘an individual mental act’.6 Considering memory as a process that always has the individual at its centre, though, does not mean to disregard the role that society and culture play in the formation and transmission of memories. Since the pioneering studies of Frederic Bartlett in the 1930s, cognitive psychologists have offered strong evidence of the fact that individual memory is profoundly affected by collective factors, which offer socially constructed ‘schemata’ that structure the ways in which events are experienced, memorised, and later remembered.7 The cultural and historical origin of such schemata implies that it is impossible to understand memory without considering the social and cultural context. As oral historian Alistair Thomson puts it, memory is always ‘both social and psychological as well as neurological’.8
The second important tenet, which derives from the first ones, is that the notion of collective memory can be equated with the idea of ‘group memory’, a concept referring to memories that are not simply remembered by individuals, but by several people forming a group. This particular understanding has been encouraged by historian Jay Winter, who argues that ‘if the term “collective memory” has any meaning at all, it is the process through which different collectives, from groups of two to groups in their thousands, engage in acts of remembrance together’.9 Although the existence of a given group memory depends on the individual memories of the group members, who form what David Middleton and Derek Edwards call a ‘community of memory’, the collective memory of the group maintains its specificity.10 The wealth of information that is preserved at the collective level constitutes a pool of data that is passed down to the group members and can thus influence the ways these individuals remember the past.
The dependence of individual memory on collective factors and the dependency of group memory on the individual carriers lead to the recognition of a complex dual relationship between the individual and the collective levels, which can be described through what Misztal

 has labelled as the ‘intersubjectivist’ view.11 The individual memories of the group members and the collective memory of the group mutually sustain each other. The existence of a group memory depends on the individual memories of the people that form the given group; vice versa, the group memory constitutes a framework that, through social interactions, can shape what group members know about the past.
The notion of group memory points out that collective memory is closely related to social identities.12 Memory and identity, indeed, are correlated, since, as anthropologist Michael Lambek puts it, they ‘serve to mutually validate each other’.13 Memory is the faculty that allows individuals to perceive a sense of continuity with their past selves and, therefore, allows the construction and preservation of any identity.14 The tight connection between memory and identity is the reason why among all past events those that tend to be considered as part of the collective memory of a given group are above all those that are deemed important for the sense of identity of the community. As Jan Assmann puts it ‘memory is knowledge with an identity-index’.15 When this identity mark is absent, information on the past is usually perceived simply as a piece of knowledge and not as part of the community’s collective memory.
The attribution of this identity-index to specific pieces of knowledge about the past is the result of ideological and cultural constructions that are largely based on identification processes. Group members of the present identify with groups of the past, establish a sense of continuity with these groups, and consider the events experienced by them as contents of the collective memory of their own present community. Hence, the past events that become objects of collective memory are primarily those that were experienced by a collective group with whom those who remember identify.16 It is crucial to bear in mind that this process of identification is always culturally constructed and is based on what Benedict Anderson has famously defined as an act of imagination.17 Any past event could become the object of the collective memory of a given group as long as there are group members who consider that past to be important. This means that there is no ontological difference between past events that are part of collective memory and those that are not. The only distinction is that members of a given community consider certain events in a particular way and see them as part of the past of their group. As Susan Suleiman points out, collective memories are based on a ‘stipulation of what is important for a group’.18 The possible contents of collective memory, therefore, are always questionable, negotiable, and subject to change.
By connecting memories and identities, it appears clear that it is not possible to speak about a unique form of collective memory. By contrast, collective memory is always plural, since within a given social context there might be as many group memories as there are groups. Studies that have explored the diverse forms of collective memories that exist within a national community have often focused on the difference between ‘official memory’—meaning the representation of the past promoted by the institutions of the state—and the memories upheld by local communities, which John Bodnar has indicated with the term ‘vernacular memory’.19 However, as Nicolas Argenti and Katharina Schramm point out, these discrepancies are much more complex and numerous than a centre-periphery relationship.20
Within any community of memory, there are always tensions between different ways of remembering the past. For instance, historian Henry Rousso, in his study on the collective memory of Vichy in postwar France, has underlined the existence of different sub-groups within the French community of memory, such as prisoners of war, partisans, deportees, and collaborators resulting in different group memories.21 Yet, the differences that can be highlighted within a national group memory can actually be pinpointed within any of its sub-groups. Any sub-group, from the largest to the smallest, is both an entity that participates in the creation of the group memory of the larger community in which the sub-group is located and, at the same time, a community of memory in itself, which presents tensions and divisions within.22
This understanding of group memory, however, can be further problematised. In fact, an individual belongs simultaneously to different groups and relates, therefore, to different group memories.23 Depending on a person’s various social identities that person will tap into several group memories, will be influenced by them, and reciprocally partake in their construction and conservation. Furthermore, it is vital to keep in mind that social groups are not isolated entities, but are entangled and mutually influence each other. Within a given social context the diverse memories of different groups interact with each other and affect the memories of members of other groups, who are subject in this way to what literary scholar Michael Rothberg has called ‘multidirectional influences’.24
Given the complex and intricate nature of group memories, it is necessary to find a way of approaching such multifaceted and elusive phenomena. A feasible solution is offered by the fact that group memories are strongly linked to narratives. Scholars in various disciplines have stressed the importance of narratives for the formation of collective memory.25 Jan Assmann has considered the narrativisation of memory so essential to the memory process that he suggests calling the collective memory of a given group ‘communicative memory’, since it is a memory that is formed as a result of acts of communication among group members about the nature of the past.26
The fact that memories can be composed in speech acts and communicated is of extreme relevance, not only for the creation and maintenance of a group memory, but also for its study.27 Studying memories means, first and foremost, looking into the narratives that people produce to communicate what they remember and know about the past. As Joanna Bourke points out, what are usually referred to with the terminology of memory are actually ‘shared narratives of the past’.28 Scholars have coined several terms to stress the narrative nature of their object of enquiry: Alistair Thomson, for instance, has spoken about ‘memory stories’; Rosalind Shaw, Stephanie Bird, Mary Fulbrook, Julia Wagner, and Christiane Wienand have used the term ‘memory narratives’.29 This study will adopt this latter concept, which will be used to refer to the stories that people articulate to communicate what they remember of the past.30
The narratives that circulate within a given community of memory are always plural; however, not all of them have the same weight. Some narratives obtain greater diffusion within a community of memory, while others remain largely unknown. In order to highlight the different degrees of dissemination and success that narratives about the past can achieve within a community of memory, it is essential to distinguish between dominant memory narratives and marginal memory narratives. This distinction enables us to underline that what is usually assumed as the group memory of a given social group is the dominant memory narrative that exists within that group at a given moment of time. This dominant narrative, on the one hand, is supported by a large portion of the group members, who believe in its validity; on the other hand, it tends to be known by those group members who are carriers of divergent interpretations of the past. Besides the dominant one, though, other narratives exist within the same community of memory.
The tensions between the different memory narratives that circulate within a community of memory are a central feature of the collective memory process, since they allow a group memory to change over time. Group memories are not stable and fixed but are the result of discussions and negotiations among group members. Narratives that at one point are neglected can later obtain more recognition; on the contrary, memory narratives that appear significant for a community in a given moment can be marginalised later on. Suleiman

 has spoken about ‘crises of memory’ in reference to the historical phases in which the memory of a particular community undergoes a conspicuous stage of revision and renegotiation.31 Variations in the community, the power structure, and the systems of beliefs and values may all change how people look at the past modifying the group memory of the community.
The structuring of memory narratives into dominant and marginal stories leads to the formation of what can be called a memory discourse.32 This study will use this term to indicate the totality of the memory narratives related to a given event that circulate at a certain time within a community of memory and that the group members negotiate into dominant and marginal narratives. The term memory discourse will be used in the singular form, but it always entails the existence of a plurality of narratives that acquire more or less centrality within the discourse.
The evolution and transformation of a memory discourse is the result of the social interactions of the members of a group, who can rebalance the different sub-narratives that exist within their community of memory. As carriers of memory, individuals are the main actors involved in the process of reshaping the memory of their communities. Memory narratives acquire prominence within a group because there are individuals who sustain them; they last because there are people who both believe in them and reaffirm them; they change across time because someone actively objects to a given dominant narrative and endorses a different way of conceiving of the past. Since these changes happen mainly in the public sphere, through social interactions among individuals, several scholars prefer to speak about collective memory in the terms of ‘public memory’.33 This has the advantage of stressing the social construction of group memory and emphasises that what we can study and discuss when we talk about memory is mainly what people display in the public arena.
To indicate those people who play an active part in the process of creation, diffusion, maintenance, and modification of particular memory narratives, historian Carol Gluck has used the term ‘memory activists’;34 Serge Barcellini and Annette Wieviorka, instead, have talked about ‘actors’ and ‘agents’ of memory.35 Since group memory depends on the interactions among group members, any individual can contribute to the negotiation of a memory discourse and can, therefore, be considered an agent of memory. Yet not everyone participates in this process to the same extent, as some individuals possess more power and influence than others. Collective memories, indeed, are strongly related to the relations of power that affect a community: they are, in Bourke’s

 terms, ‘shared narratives infused with power relations’.36 To highlight the asymmetrical distribution of power that distinguishes the various actors of memory, Jeffrey Alexander suggests the use of Max Weber’s term ‘carrier group’, which he defines as those people who ‘are situated in particular places in the social structure’, and that ‘have particular discursive talents for articulating their claims—for what might be called “meaning-making”—in the public sphere’.37 Carrier groups may include politicians, teachers, journalists, historians, scholars, religious leaders, intellectuals, artists, activists, bloggers, youtubers, or any public figure that can construct and spread a particular memory narrative from a position of power and transmit it to other people.
Carrier groups are fundamentally involved in the construction of the memory discourse, since it is through their actions within the public sphere that specific memory narratives are selected and negotiated into the dominant narrative that a given community of memory supports. Similarly, they are responsible for the maintenance of such discourse through time, since their reiterated acts reaffirm the validity of certain conceptualisations of the past. Eventually, they are implicated in the transformation of collective memory: they can move certain ideas from the margin of the discourse to its centre, reshaping, in this way, both the social identity and group memory of a given community.
This brief discussion about theories of memory clarified the specific understanding of collective memory that this study upholds. Collective memory is understood as a set of narratives about the past structured in a discourse, which is developed within a group marked by a social identity. In accordance with the intersubjectivist view, group members participate in the negotiation of the discourse itself, which evolves through time, thanks to debates, discussions, dialogues, and interactions about the nature of the past that take place in the public space. Having clarified these theoretical points, it is now time to turn towards Italian culture and consider the Italian memory of World War II.
2.2 The Italian Collective Memories of World War II
In Italy, the legacy of World War II has been particularly complex. Not only was the war a disruptive experience that left the country in ruins, but it was also a transformative event that led to a revolution of the political system, reshaping the country’s political identity. Italy entered into the war on 10 June 1940 as a Fascist country and the main ally of Nazi Germany. In the following three years the Italians attacked France, declared war on Greece, fought against the Allies in the Horn and North of Africa, took part in the invasion of the Soviet Union, and established regimes of occupation. The war, however, was not successful. The defeats in North Africa and Russia, together with the heavy bombing over many Italian cities, paved the way to the Allied invasion of Sicily, leading to the collapse of the Fascist regime. After the arrest of Mussolini, Italy continued the war at the side of Germany for forty-five days, until 8 September 1943, when the surrender that the new Italian government had signed five days before was eventually made public. From that moment on, the Germans occupied the Centre and North of Italy, while King Victor Emmanuel III escaped to the Allied-controlled South. Over the next twenty months, between autumn 1943 and spring 1945, whilst the Allies slowly moved northwards, the Italians split into different camps, and the country plunged into a civil war. Some citizens fought at the side of the Allies, as members of the army of the Southern Kingdom, which had obtained the status of co-belligerent. Some fought as guerrilla fighters, forming bands of partisans that were either organised by clandestine Antifascist political parties or the spontaneous outcome of individuals who chose to fight against Nazism and Fascism. Others, instead, supported the Italian Social Republic (RSI), the Fascist state that, after the liberation of Mussolini, was created in the North of Italy and continued the war at the side of Germany up to the spring 1945, when the Fascists were defeated and Mussolini was killed.
One of the prime consequences of this complex history is that the participation of the Italians in World War II took particularly varied forms. Italians went to war abroad occupying other countries, were invaded by both totalitarian and democratic armies, and fought one another in a civil war that was carried out for both national and political as well as social reasons.38 The heterogeneity of the Italian experiences was well reflected by the fate of the prisoners of war. Italian soldiers were imprisoned by all the main powers acting on the European fronts and, at the end of the war, were dispersed in prison camps all over the world: in Russia, in Germany, in America, as well as in East Africa and India.
The diverse Italian experiences in World War II generated varied memory narratives that the Italian community of memory began to negotiate in the last months of the war. Historian Tony Judt has suggested that all around Europe the years 1943–1948 were not only the period of the creation of a new political order, but they were, ‘in an intimately related manner, the period during which Europe’s postwar memory was moulded’.39 In Italy, this phase was matched by a process of redefinition of the country’s national identity. With the defeat of Fascism, Italy became a constitutional democratic republic and entered into the area of influence of the United States. Although numerous examples can be made to show that a chain of continuities linked Democratic and Fascist Italy, the national political system went through a process of radical revolution, which Richard Bosworth and Patrizia Dogliani have defined as a phase of ‘reinvention of the state’.40 A political changeover occurred and Antifascist parties took over.
The change in the political structure of power had pivotal consequences for the way the Italian memory discourse of World War II was moulded. In fact, as a result of this changeover, Antifascist movements became the main carrier groups of postwar Italy, and their group memory became the centre of the Italian memory discourse of World War II. These carrier groups did not identify with Fascism, a system they had opposed for many years and fought during the Civil War. Consequently, the memory narratives they moulded were based on a neat distinction between the new democratic order and the Fascist past and were centred, as in other European countries, on the war of liberation against Nazism and Fascism.41
In the perspective on the past that Democratic Italy adopted, the Fascist regime appeared as an anomaly within the national history—a ‘parenthesis’ as Benedetto Croce famously defined it.42 The insistence on the discontinuity between Democratic Italy and its Fascist past was also the result of a strategic defence of national interests pursued by the postwar Italian ruling class. Filippo Focardi has shown that the idea of the breach with Fascism favoured a precise political agenda, aiming to obtain a better peace-deal with the Allies. Antifascist parties saw in Democratic Italy a renewed country that had participated in the defeat of Fascism and which, therefore, did not deserve an excessive punishment for the faults of the previous ruling class. Hence, they supported and emphasised the idea of the difference from the Fascist regime—which was already an element of the Allied war propaganda—as part of a strategy of negotiation with the victors.43
This strategic defence of national interests was also reflected in the systematic protection that the postwar ruling class gave to the Italian war criminals.44 With the exclusion of those who were arrested abroad in the aftermath of Italy’s surrender on 8 September 1943, and a few servicemen charged by the Allies with mistreatment of war prisoners, none of the almost two thousand Italians whom Greece, Yugoslavia, Ethiopia, Albania, France, and the Soviet Union accused of war crimes was ever taken to trial.45
The uninvestigated Italian war crimes, as well as the extremely limited purges that expelled from the state apparatus men and women who had been involved with the Fascist regime, are examples of the fact that in Italy the transition from dictatorship to democracy failed to assess politically and juridically the responsibilities that many Italians had for both Fascism and its wars.46 This avoidance of responsibility was not only the result of internal factors but also due to the international scenario. Judt

 has pointed out that the European postwar order was built on the notion of German blameworthiness, an idea that facilitated the formation in several countries of memory narratives that neglected the subject of their culpability.47 Furthermore, the beginning of the Cold War era strongly affected the international agenda. From the point of view of the Allies, in Italy, where the Communist party was particularly powerful, the country’s stability, rather than a thorough reckoning of previous wrongdoings, was the priority.48
The international relevance given to the question of German culpability, combined with the necessity of keeping Italy in a stable position, under the rule of conservative forces, resulted in the fact that an ‘Italian Nuremberg’—an international trial that should have judged not only the misdeeds carried out on the Italian soil by both the RSI Fascists and the Germans but also those committed by the Italian army during the Axis War—was never held.49 As a consequence of both national and international interests, a layer of silence descended on the Axis War and the Italian war crimes committed abroad, which were quickly considered to be facts of the past that did not concern the newly democratic country.
Despite the importance that the international scenario and the strategic interests of the Italian ruling class had in the development of such perspective on the past, it must be emphasised that this was also the result of the dynamics of power that moulded the Italian memory in the aftermath of World War II. In this period, the narratives that obtained a dominant position within the Italian memory discourse were those based on the point of view of the Antifascist parties, which transmitted the idea that the Italians had overcome Fascism thanks to the war of liberation. This Antifascist perspective had a long-lasting impact on the ways the Italians established a relationship with the Fascist past, since it became the vantage point whereby following generations continued to look at World War II. As a result, through the decades, a great part of the Italians continued to identify—or to be asked to identify—with the opponents of the regime, rather than with its supporters. Within the Italian Antifascist Republic, Fascism has been treated as a form of alterity that was once expelled from the national community and that the Italians should continue to fight in their present times.50
Yet, even the memory of the Antifascist struggle had a contrasted legacy. For the Antifascist Resistance constituted the main source of legitimisation of postwar political parties, its memory, while being presented as the centre of a renovated national identity, also became the object of a cultural battle.51 Left-wing carrier groups, who had been the main actors of the Civil War, cherished the memory of the Resistance and conveyed it with strength, as the more the Italian political and cultural identity was bound to Antifascism and the Resistance, the more Leftist movements appeared legitimately entitled to power.52 By contrast, the Christian Democrats, despite not severing ties with the Resistance, downplayed its importance, in order to both diminish the source of legitimisation of the Left and gain the support of those Italians who had not identified with the Antifascist struggle.53 Moreover, a small part of the Italian population, which coincided with the political area represented by neo-fascist parties, such as the Italian Social Movement (MSI), and movements, did not identify with the Antifascist side of the Civil War, but rather with the RSI Fascists. As a consequence of that, these people developed and carried memory narratives that were irreconcilable with the main discourse centred on the Resistance and the Antifascist struggle.54
The historians who have reconstructed the history of the public memory of the Italian Resistance tend to agree, despite some differences in the periodisation, on the main traits of its development.55 After the initial phase in which it obtained an absolute centrality in the political liturgies of Democratic Italy, at the end of the 1940s the memory of the Resistance faded and began losing importance, as an effect of Conservative carrier groups. At the end of the 1950s, though, after the celebration of the first decennial of the Liberation—the term that was and is still used to refer to the defeat of Fascism in World War II—the memory of the Resistance steadily gained relevance. In the 1960s, with the formation of centre-left governments, it received the support of institutional carrier groups and became the official memory of the Italian state.56
The centrality that the Resistance obtained during the 1960s, though, did not end the memory battle, and this memory remained the object of ongoing polemics. As Dogliani

 points out at the end of the 1990s, in Italy, the Resistance never became a shared source of national identity.57 The significance that Italian citizens attributed to this part of their past and the ways they remembered it varied according to their political identity—with Leftists being more favourable to it and Conservatives being more critical—but also according to their geographical belonging—with the Centre-North of the country being more concerned with its preservation than the South.58
Yet, looking today at the evolution of the Italian memory of World War II throughout the twentieth century, what appears crucial—rather than the different positions that the Italians assumed before the Resistance—is the fact that through the decades the numerous debates and contrasting memory narratives about the Civil War kept this event at the centre of the national memory discourse. As Alessandro Portelli has argued, during the twentieth century Italy’s main Historikerstreit, that is, the historical debates about the past that affect the public opinion, have not concerned so much the legacy of Fascism or the national responsibility for colonialism, or the Axis War, but have focused on the relationship between the nation and the Resistance.59
Even in the 1970s, a decade that in other European countries led to a reassessment of the idea of responsibility for the past, in Italy the major shift regarded the Civil War. In this period the vision of a unitary Resistance fighting mainly for national interests, according to the paradigm of the Secondo Risorgimento which was promoted by institutional carrier groups, was attacked by many youth movements of the Left, who saw in this narrative a way of taming the political and revolutionary implications that had been an integral part of the Resistance.60 In the 1990s, too, with the collapse of the political system of the so-called First Republic, the crisis of memory that this phase generated revolved around the legacy of the Resistance and its role in a country whose main parties had no direct ties to the actors of the Civil War.61
Thanks to the numerous debates generated by competing and contrasting narratives, throughout the twentieth century the Civil War always maintained a dominant position in the Italian memory discourse of World War II. By contrast, many other events of the war period, such as the deportation of the Italian Jews, the fate of the Italian prisoners of war, the Allied violence during the occupation of Southern Italy, the killings of Fascist supporters at the end of the Civil War, and the murders of civilians by the Yugoslavian army on the Eastern border, long remained at the margin of the Italian memory discourse. Memory narratives of these events, though, did not disappear, but were kept alive by sub-groups of the Italian community of memory and, around the beginning of the twenty-first century, they managed to acquire a renewed centrality in public memory.62
While these segments of the Italian history of World War II have received new forms of attention, the Axis War has steadily remained at the margin of the Italian memory discourse. From the very beginning, this was not a war easy to remember within the public space as it had been fought and lost in faraway locations by a political system that had been overturned and from which Democratic Italy wanted to be distanced. As a consequence of that, few carrier groups have been willing to preserve and convey the memory of the Axis War. Hence, since the aftermath of World War II, a layer of silence has shrouded this event within the Italian memory discourse—a silence that, according to Agostino Bistarelli, constitutes the main proof of the ‘unresolved relationship’ that Democratic Italy established with its Fascist past.63
Through the decades, the Axis War has been overlooked in the commemorations of the state, disregarded in public debates, largely neglected by historiographical enquiries until the twenty-first century, and left at the periphery of Italian literature and cinema, in terms of production and even more dramatically in terms of critical reception.64 Although references to silence, as much as those to the ‘forgotten’ war and its ‘hidden’ crimes, are useful to point out the limited capacity of Italian society to reflect on this part of its national history, these terms are metaphors, and they do not imply that at any point in time the Axis War was entirely removed from public debates or completely suppressed from memory. Rather than thinking about a proper amnesia, it is more fruitful to see these metaphors as the sign of the marginal role that the memory narratives about the Axis War obtained within the Italian memory discourse of World War II.65
In the early 2000s, Giorgio Rochat pointed out the marginality of the memory of the Axis War, arguing that this war generated a ‘discontinuous memory’: it remained overall ‘weak’ within Italy’s memory discourse, while presenting few specific events that received selective attention.66 It is the case of the retreat from the Soviet Union, the battles of El Alamein, and the Nazi massacre of Italian soldiers on the Greek island of Cephalonia—which tended to be interpreted as one of the first acts of Antifascist Resistance that the Italians carried out. While these events acquired some relevance within the broader Italian discourse of World War II, other aspects of the Axis War steadily remained at the margins of the Italian memory, shrouded by a thick layer of silence. This is particularly true for the Italian occupations of foreign territories, the repression of the occupied populations, and the Italian war crimes, which, as Luigi Borgomaneri notices, have constituted the most overlooked aspects of the Italian history of World War II.67
A period in which the Axis War received more consideration was the early 1950s, a decade in which Christian Democrats tried to confer national relevance on the memory of the retreat from the Eastern front and the battles of El Alamein. These events, which facilitated a reading of the war according to the Christian category of martyrdom, offered to conservative carrier groups the opportunity to centre the memory of World War II on the sacrifice of the soldiers of the national army, diverting attention from the more politically engaged Antifascist Resistance. Examples of Conservative attempts to foster the memory of the Axis War are numerous and include the propaganda of the 1948 general election, which gave strong emphasis to the soldiers who had died in the Soviet Union; the creation of the War Memorial of the Fallen Overseas in Bari in 1953; and the visits to the Italian Military Memorial of El Alamein of important politicians such as Giulio Andreotti in 1951 and Paolo Emilio Taviani in 1954.68
The accounts on the Axis War that Conservative politicians developed in this phase were completely uncritical: they promoted the commemoration of the fallen while disregarding the role that the Italians had had as invaders and occupiers. By doing so, conservative carrier groups enhanced views that had already been developed by the Italian military institutions, which, after World War II, crafted memory narratives that were self-indulgent and—borrowing Emilio Gentile’s

 concept—completely ‘de-fascistised’, meaning that they were deprived of any political references to Fascism.69 With the renewed centrality that the Resistance obtained around the end of the 1950s, the memory of the Axis War faded again and steadily remained at the margin of the Italian memory discourse. In the following decades, only the army and the associations of veterans continued to be interested in the preservation of this memory, but had minimal influence beyond their specialist audience.70
This brief overview of the Italian memories of World War II shows the polyphony and diversity of the memory narratives that circulated within Italian society. Given this complexity and the long-lasting debates concerning the legacy of the Resistance, since the 1990s several scholars have emphasised the divisions that affected the Italian community of memory: Mario Isnenghi spoke about a ‘fragmented memory’; Gian Enrico Rusconi and Giovanni Contini about a ‘divided memory’.71 Since then, the term divided memory has stably entered into the debate on the Italian public memory of World War II. This expression was not simply used to highlight that within the Italian community of memory different memory narratives coexisted, as this is always the case within any community of memory. Rather, the term wanted to stress, as John Foot suggests, that for several decades divergent narratives on the past survived in Italy with a high level of polarisation, without the development of an interpretation of the past on which a great part of the members of the national community seemed to agree.72
Yet, despite the divisions within the Italian community of memory, over the last twenty years, scholars have shown that throughout the twentieth century a series of similarities affected the ways the Italians have narrativised and remembered World War II. In other words, the diverse memory narratives that have long divided the Italian community of memory along cultural, political, and geographical lines contributed, nonetheless, to negotiating common ways of remembering the past, forming what can now be seen as the Italian memory discourse of World War II. This memory discourse has been centred on four central tenets.
The first one has been the broadly held assumption, as Stephen Gundle puts it, that by the end of the war the Italian nation became ‘detached from [Fascism’s] values and practices’.73 The postwar era has been conceptualised as the beginning of a new phase for Italian society, which pulled apart the future of Democratic Italy from its Fascist past. This interpretation has cemented the centrality of the Resistance in Italian history and resulted in the fact that in the Italian memory, as Lidia Santarelli argues, the protagonists of World War II have been figures who were ‘not aligned with Fascism’s ideological position’.74
A second constituent element of the Italian memory discourse has been a twofold assumption concerning the nature of the Italians and the Germans. Across many of the Italian memory narratives of World War II, these two national groups have been conceptualised according to stereotypical postulations of their alleged national characters. The Italians have been considered as good people characterised by humane nature—according to a discursive formation that has become common to indicate as the myth of Italiani brava gente.75 The Germans, on the contrary, have been seen as evil, brutal, and ruthless, with a specific proclivity for cruelty. Focardi

 has argued that these two stereotypes have been so widespread in the postwar decades that they can be considered as the backbone of the Italian memory of World War II.76
A third paramount component of the Italian memory discourse has been a widespread sense of innocence through which the Italians tended to narrate their participation in World War II. Luigi Borgomaneri, Silvana Patriarca, and Emiliano Perra have been among the many scholars who have stressed this aspect, highlighting the relevance that innocence had in the most diverse of the memory narratives negotiated in postwar Italy, from those concerning the Holocaust to those related to the Italian occupation in the Axis War, as well as in more general accounts on Fascism.77
A final aspect that scholars have highlighted is that many of the Italian memory narratives of World War II, referring to a variety of settings and different events, tended to be centred on recurrent conceptualisations, such as the ideas of victimhood and martyrdom. Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Rosario Forlenza have noted that in the accounts they developed about the past the Italians often attributed to themselves the role of victims.78 Guri Schwarz, instead, has drawn attention to the concept of sacrifice, arguing that this idea offered to postwar society a common framework whereby various segments of the Italian history of World War II could be organised in a unitary form.79
Thanks to the works of these scholars we are now in the position to look back at the twentieth century and describe the Italian memory discourse of World War II, which stemmed from the various memory narratives produced throughout the decades by the numerous sub-groups of the Italian community of memory. This discourse was structured around the ideas of innocence, victimhood, and sacrifice, corroborated a sense of detachment from the Fascist past, and foregrounded specific views about the national character based on a continuous comparison between the good Italian and the evil German.80 This memory discourse was undoubtedly the product of the difficult circumstances in which Italy plunged in the last years of the war. After the Allied bombed many cities and invaded the South, the communication of Italy’s surrender on 8 September 1943 spread across the country the vivid sense of the disintegration of the social fabric.81 The Nazi occupation that immediately followed forced the Italians to experience forms of violent repression that were comparable to those that the Europeans had perpetrated in the colonies. These events, together with the hardship that many common men and women lived while fighting in the Resistance, often at the cost of their lives, against the Nazis and Fascists, facilitated the formation of memories centred on the ideas of victimhood and sacrifice as well as on the evilness of the German occupier.82
Yet this memory discourse has also constituted a self-absolving framework that has allowed the Italians to evade the question of their implication in the Fascist regime, its wars, and its plan to give shape to a new world order. This self-absolving mechanism will be fully explored through the study of the Italian literature of the Axis War, which will allow us to observe how this memory discourse was embodied in literary depiction. Before addressing the connections between Italian war literature and the Italian memory of World War II, it is first necessary to consider the role that media play in the memory process in order to develop a tailored methodology for the study of literary texts in connection to memory.
2.3 Studying Literature and Memory
One of the main tenets of the understanding of memory upheld by this study is that memories are always located in the minds of people. From this it follows that cultural products cannot be treated as a form of memory themselves. Susannah Radstone has stressed the importance of maintaining an epistemological distinction between memory and material culture. Noticing the often too straightforward conflation of memory and literary texts, she cogently remarks that none of the literary ‘forms and genres are, in any simple or straightforward way, “memory”. An autobiographical narrative is not, that is, memory. […] It seems to need saying that literature remains literature, and a memorial statue continues to be a statue’.83
Maintaining a firm distinction between memory and cultural products does not mean, though, to overlook the crucial roles that the latter play in the memory process. Firstly, it must be noted that, as Jan Assmann puts it, memory frequently works through the encounter of a ‘remembering mind’ and a ‘reminding object’.84 Any forms of material culture can work as prompts that trigger in the mind of individuals particular recollections that, otherwise, would not be recalled. Secondly, cultural products offer formidable aids to human memory: they operate as storage that free humankind from the burden of keeping in mind countless pieces of information, which, instead, can be preserved within these items and later retrieved.85
The latter aspect is particularly important as it points to the fundamental contribution of material culture in the dynamics of collective memory. This study contends that the most correct and fruitful way to conceptualise the relationship between memory and cultural products is to see the latter as fundamental components of the process of memory transmission. In fact, memories can be shared and communicated not only through inter-individual verbal communication, but also through processes of ‘externalisation’ and ‘mediation’, which encapsulate specific conceptualisations of the past into material objects.86 In other words, cultural products are not memories in themselves but are physical items that can mediate memories, give them a tangible form, and transmit them across society.87 By doing so, material culture plays a fundamental role in the dissemination of memory narratives about the past and contributes, therefore, to the negotiation of a memory discourse.
To respect this conceptualisation, it is crucial to adopt a terminology that can refer to cultural products as transmitters of memories.88 Paul Fussell, for instance, has spoken about written texts as ‘means’ that can convey specific representations of the past to their readers; similarly, Yoseph Yerushalmi has talked about ‘vessels’ and ‘vehicles’ of memory.89 In line with these concepts, this study will use the term ‘vectors of memory’, which was originally coined by Henry Rousso and then theorised by Nancy Wood.90 Monuments, plaques, museum installations, books, films, songs, theatrical performances, paintings, historical accounts, school textbooks, newspaper articles, political speeches, ceremonies, survivor testimonies, trials, documentaries, academic scholarship, television and radio programmes, and internet pages are human-made products that can mediate and transmit conceptualisations about the past. As such, they can all be considered as vectors of memory.
Talking about cultural objects in terms of both memory mediation and memory transmission points out that material culture exercises a double function within the memory process. Any cultural product can be seen, simultaneously, as the result of an externalisation process, though which specific memories have been mediated into a material form, and, at the same time, as a vector that circulates within society and conveys those memories to others. Astrid Erll has elucidated this twofold function, discussing the role of literature in relation to memory. Building on Paul Ricœur’s

 three-sided conception of mimesis, Erll argues that literature performs three simultaneous processes, which are those of prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration. Literary texts are prefigured by conceptualisations of the past that are part of the extra-textual world, they configure a new take on that past, and refigure it to their readers.91 In other words, when writing a text, authors compose it in accordance with both their memories and the memory narratives that circulate within their communities, which constitute an extra-diegetic perspective on the past that prefigures what the text can narrate. At the same time, that text does not merely replicate conceptions that already exist, but, as a unique product of human creativity, develops—configures—a new account of the past. Then, when the public reads it, the text becomes the source of a refiguration through which readers acquire information about the past.
To summarise this process, building on and slightly readapting a terminological distinction introduced by Erll

, we can argue that cultural products are both memory-reflective and memory-productive.92 They reflect memory narratives that circulate across society, which their authors encoded within them, making such narratives visible. At the same time, they can transmit such narratives to the public, having an active and productive function within the memory process. This view implies that any cultural objects can be approached and studied both as an exemplification of the memory narratives that exist in a given community at a certain time and as a medium that can convey such narratives to others.
While this double function characterises any kinds of cultural product, it is important to stress that, because of some of its intrinsic qualities, literature appears as a particularly valuable memory-reflective and memory-productive medium. The importance that literature has as a memory-reflective object stems, first of all, from its narrative nature. As we saw, memories are closely associated to narratives—so much so that we argued that the study of memories usually entails the examination of the narratives that people articulate to conceptualise the past. Hence, the analysis of novels, short stories, and other narrative texts that circulate across society offers a series of exemplifications of the discursive strategies through which the past has been narrated in a given social context.93 Another aspect, intrinsically related to the previous one, is the selectivity of literary depiction. Ricœur

 has underlined the correspondence between the necessary selective nature of both memory and narrative, arguing that as it is not possible to remember everything, so it is impossible to recount it. Both narratives and memory inevitably contain ‘a selective dimension’.94 The study of what enters into literary representations can give us a sense of this process, helping us to outline the ways in which the events of the past have been selected within a given culture.
If we consider literature’s memory-productive power, its value for the memory process becomes, again, apparent. Literary texts can recount the past in particularly expressive ways obtaining degrees of proximity, intimacy, immediacy, and intensity that make the events that are narrated especially compelling and memorable.95 As Ann Rigney has pointed out, literary stories ‘stick’: they constitute well-structured accounts on the past that thanks to their aesthetic power resonate with the readers and can even influence their future recollections.96 Even more importantly, literature appears as an important memory-productive medium because of its meaning-making power. Erll

 has exemplified this point by comparing literature and historiography, showing that one of the main differences between these two genres is due to their reception. When readers approach a fictional account on the past ‘the referentialising movement in the reading process does not seem to be directed towards the pre-narrative reality of past events—as it is the case when reading historiographical texts—but rather towards the horizon of meaning’.97 In other words, readers do not approach a novel recounting the past to know what really happened. On the contrary, literature presents readers with a meaningful representation of that past, offering ways to interpret it and understand its significance.
Although the features described above can characterise other cultural products, too, they appear paramount in literary mediation. By selecting the events of the past, structuring them into a narrative, and giving them memorable and meaningful forms, literature contributes to defining what a given culture considers to be important, providing readers with ways to envision and interpret the past. Yet if literature constitutes such a valuable source for the study of the dynamics of memory formation and memory transmission, it is vital to develop an appropriate methodology that can support the examination of literary texts in connection to memory. In fact, despite the links that exist between what is mediated in cultural objects and the collective memory of a given community, this connection is never secure, but only possible.
To understand this important argument, we are going to consider, first of all, the memory-productive function of literature. Let us take a historical novel as a case in point. The novel is a material entity in which information about the past has been stored and through which it can be transmitted to others. The existence of this vector of memory in itself, however, does not prove that the particular representation of the past that the text develops has actually circulated across society. This can only happen when the public consumes the novel through the act of reading. To argue that a novel, or any other cultural objects, has exercised a function on the memory of a given group, one must prove that there are group members that read that text and learned some pieces of information from it, or present in their memories structural similarities with the conceptualisations of the past transmitted by the text. The mere existence of the vector of memory, in which such conceptualisations have been stored, does not prove that this is the case. As cultural historians Wulf Kansteiner and Claudio Fogu have stressed, studying memory through cultural objects ‘involves the challenge of relating the artefacts in question to their effects on producers and audiences’.98 The existence of a cultural product offering a particular representation of the past only proves that certain contents have been mediated into a medium, are available to the public, and, thus, could be known by the group members. However, there is no proof that they actually are. This is why Erll

 claims that cultural objects have only a ‘potential’ for memory-making, which always needs to be actualised through reception.99
Similar limitations affect the memory-reflective capacity of literary objects. The analysis of the particular memory narratives that a medium reflects does not give us the certainty of assessing the actual state of the collective memory of a given community. When analysing a novel as a memory-reflective medium, we must always bear in mind that the representation of the past that this cultural object puts forward could reflect an idiosyncratic understanding of that past, which their authors may uphold in contrast with the dominant narratives that characterise their communities of memory. In other words, the memory narratives that a given cultural object reflects may not be representative of the memory of a larger community and, therefore, the analysis of that specific cultural product risks to lead to an extremely partial assessment of the nature of collective memory.
This conundrum seems especially valid when dealing with literature or other particularly refined forms of artistic mediation. As Rigney

 points out, scholars tend to attribute a special role to literary texts, as the media that are capable of preserving conceptualisations of the past that are ‘overlooked in other forms of remembrance’.100 Geoffrey Hartman, for instance, has seen literature as a critical counterforce that can oppose power and represent the past in ways that conflict with those dominating the memory culture of a given community.101 Similarly, Luca Somigli, in discussing the representation of the Italian colonial past in the crime fiction of the early 2000s, has noted that historical novels have often been deemed capable of ‘articulating the truths obscured or repressed by official history’.102 Mario Isnenghi, too, has supported this view, recognising that literature is often able to give a voice to the overlooked and forgotten aspects of history, filling in the gaps of historical research.103
As a result of these observations, we must acknowledge that the study of memory through cultural production and literary mediation can be affected by important structural limits. Not only is the memory-productive power of cultural objects just potential, but also their memory-reflective capacity could be partial and fallacious. In order to tackle these issues, scholars have called for the necessity of studying cultural products through specific methodologies that can reduce the gap that may exist between what is mediated through cultural forms and what people actually remember. One of the most feasible solutions, advocated, for instance, by Wulf Kansteiner, consists in focusing on the study of critical reception, rather than on the description of cultural production, in order to show how cultural objects have been interpreted and understood and reveal in this way their impact on society.104 Henry Rousso has pursued a similar strategy and in his study of the French memory of Vichy he has considered book sales, film attendance figures, and opinion polls, all of which are forms of data that can help us assess how certain cultural products have been received in a given community of memory.105
Another solution, closely linked to the study of reception, has been offered by the notion of canonicity. By focusing on the formation of a canon within a cultural tradition, scholars can pinpoint those cultural products that have gone through a successful process of critical reception and, because of this, are subject to continuous readings and new interpretations, which enable them to maintain an audience across generations.106 The relevance that canons have for the understanding of memory is also attested by their being tightly intertwined with the power structure of a given society.107 The study of the canon, therefore, allows us to identify those cultural products that have obtained the support of powerful carrier groups, which enabled these media to exercise a steady effect on the interpretative community.108
Another approach that allows scholars to carry out meaningful surveys of material culture in relation to collective memory subsists in focusing on the network of relations that media establish with cultural objects of the present, past, and future. Cultural products can quote, adapt, re-write, and satirise other media that are part of a cultural tradition establishing with them a series of intertextual and intermedial relationships.109 These processes, which inform what has been called the cultural afterlives of media, enable a given cultural object to affect the cultural production of ensuing eras, exercising, in this way, an effect on memory culture.110 Similarly, scholars can fruitfully explore that process that Erll—readapting a concept introduced by David Bolter and Richard Grusin—has named ‘remediation’, which she defines as the ‘ongoing transcription of a “memory matter” into different media’.111 Indeed, what is deemed memorable within a given society is subject to a continuous process of sustained mediation across a range of different media. By investigating how a given event has been remediated across several and different cultural products, scholars can approach material culture in ways that are meaningful for memory.
The study of critical reception, canonicity, intermediality, cultural afterlives, and remediation support the exploration of culture in its relation to collective memory. What all these methods have in common—besides being different ways of exploring broad forms of reception of cultural products within society—is the necessity to go beyond a text-centred approach, in order to study not the cultural products themselves, but the dynamic relationships they establish with both their public and the field of cultural production in which they are located. While these methods remain extremely valuable, in our exploration of the Italian literature of the Axis War we will only sparingly rely on them. This book, in fact, aims to propose a further methodology for the examination of cultural products in connection to memory, which, in contrast with those previously outlined, is based on a text-centred study of cultural production.
The proposed methodology consists in exploring the figures of repetition that characterise an extensive body of texts dealing with a specific historical topic. The term figures of repetition refers to all those textual tropes, such as motifs, themes, types, and masterplots, that reoccur within a text or across several texts and are the principal objects of investigation of thematic criticism. The idea is to investigate literary works not as monadic entities that should be individually studied but as instalments of a broad corpus that can be synchronically explored in order to identify and discuss the most frequent elements that appear repeated throughout.
The examination of the figures of repetition enables us to carry out a study of literary texts that rectify the limits that usually affect a text-centred survey of cultural production. First of all, the study of the figures of repetition enhances the memory-reflective capacity of literature. By focusing on what is repeated across a significant number of texts, it becomes possible to identify and discuss narrative conceptualisations that cannot be considered as eccentric representations put forward by specific media but must constitute, instead, socially accepted ways of conceiving of the past. In other words, conceptualisations that are repeated across a significant number of narratives cannot be the invention of each one of the considered authors but must relate to the ways that event has been narrated within the mnemonic community to which the authors belong.112
Furthermore, figures of repetition maximise the memory-productive potential of literary objects, since representations that are repeated across various vectors of memory are more likely to reach an audience. This has been implicitly argued when discussing the relevance of canonicity for collective memory. A work recognised as canonical exercises an influence on members of the interpretative community by being frequently republished, re-discussed, re-interpreted, and readapted, in other words, by being repeated across society.113 Similar implications concern the study of cultural afterlives, intermedial relations, and remediation processes, which attest that it is mainly thanks to forms of repetition that cultural products can have an effect on memory. As Erll

 argues, the events that acquire relevance in cultural memory are above all those that go through a process of ‘repeated representation’, which sustains their impact on society.114
Yet, if figures of repetition seem able to maximise the memory-productive capacity of the vectors of memory, it is not simply because they enlarge the audience that certain conceptualisations can reach. What reoccurs within a text or group of texts appears particularly significant for memory transmission because it is a content that readers are particularly likely to assimilate through the act of reading. This idea has been put forward by classical scholar Harald Weinrich, who, while reflecting on the theoretical principles governing the ‘post-histoire’ of reading, meaning what people retain of the books they have read, suggests that the elements that are most likely to last in readers’ recollection are precisely those that are repeated within a narrative.115 Hence, according to this view, the study of the figures of repetition allows us to identify textual contents with high mnemonic impact on readers.
As suggestive as Weinrich’s idea can be, it must be stressed that, in the end, it remains speculative. The interpretative process is a pluralist and subjective endeavour, and critics cannot predict how readers will interpret a text, let alone what they will remember of the particular interpretation they gave to it. In other words, textual analysis alone cannot fully anticipate how a book will be received, which is something that can be exhaustively assessed only by asking the readers themselves through the study of reception. Yet, although a final answer about the memory-productive effect of literature pertains to the study of reception, the examination of the figures of repetition can still be instrumental for such assessment. In fact, through the sole textual analysis, scholars can still make a series of educated guesses on how a particular work could be received by the public, since the text itself guides readers in the interpretative process positing a series of limits to their infinite interpretative power.116 As Erll

 argues, by examining how a text configures the past critics can ‘risk some hypotheses on its potential memorial effects’, putting forward a conjecture on how readers will use it to refigure the past.117 The study of the figures of repetition sustains the hypotheses about the memory-productive effect of literary texts by allowing us to discuss conceptualisations that, because of their reoccurrence within a single work and their proliferation across numerous vectors of memory, stand out and appear as prominent messages that the readers are likely to pick up.
While this may still sound conjectural, the study of the figures of repetition offers another crucial insight for the examination of the memory-productive effects of literature. Thanks to the identification of all those conceptualisations that are subjected to processes of repetition, we can also pinpoint, through contrast, those conceptions that have been excluded from this process and remain largely overlooked in cultural depiction. While the transmission of the figures of repetition to readers constitutes a plausible, but speculative assumption, we can argue in much less uncertain manners that those contents that have not been reiterated in cultural representation and that the texts have largely neglected are barely capable of exercising some significant impacts on readers. As a result, through the study of the figures of repetition, we can develop a plausible assessment of the memory-productive capacity of literary texts, which is not only based on the examination of the most explicit conceptualisations that the texts repeatedly convey to readers, but also on the identification of those ideas that the texts disregard and exclude from representation.
At the end of this enquiry into theoretical conceptualisations of memory, we established that processes of repetition are a key source for the study of literary texts in their connections with collective memory. The validity of this method will be proven throughout this book, which is going to analyse the figures of repetition of the Italian literature of the Axis War, showing that these reiterated depictions embodied dominant ideas of the Italian collective memory that Italian literature consistently transmitted to postwar readers, contributing to the negotiation and maintenance of the Italian memory discourse of World War II.
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This chapter begins the investigation of the figures of repetitions of the literature of the Axis War, discussing the main topoi that are woven into the texts of the corpus. In order to carry out this analysis, we will first turn to narratology and clarify how the concept of topos is understood together with the correlated notions of motif, theme, and type. Although themes will only be discussed in the next chapter, the theoretical proximity between the concepts of motif and theme requires that we foreground the discussion of both concepts at this stage.
Motifs and themes are basic terms of literary analysis that are often used in intuitive and non-systematic fashions to refer to those narrative elements that are repeated within a text or group of texts. In his Dictionary of Narratology, Gerald Prince indicates the most common ways of distinguishing between these two concepts, stressing a twofold difference. Firstly, a theme constitutes a structure that is much more complex than a motif, which, conversely, is seen as a simpler unit that may play a part in the construction of a theme. Secondly, motifs tend to be linked to concrete elements, while themes are usually related to abstract ideas.1
These basic assumptions, however, are not widely accepted across the scholarship. Despite their relevance and frequent use in literary criticism, motifs and themes remain problematic notions.2 Not only does the scholarship lack established definitions of these two concepts, but also clear ways to distinguish between them. The question of the difference between theme and motif, which Remo Ceserani has defined as an ‘intricate’ and ‘hopeless’ issue, has remained so imprecise that these two concepts have often appeared interchangeable and various scholars have considered as a motif what others have defined as a theme.3 The theoretical impasse has been well summarised by Pierluigi Pellini who argues that on the terminological questions concerning themes and motifs ‘a Babelic confusion prevails’.4 Given these difficulties, some scholars have chosen not to make a clear distinction between the two terms. For instance, in an article surveying the theoretical discussion on this issue, Matteo Lefèvre has argued that the only certainty in this debate is, paradoxically, that within the field of thematic criticism a univocal definition of motifs and themes remains wishful thinking.5 Similarly, in editing the Dizionario dei temi letterari, Remo Ceserani, Mario Domenichelli, and Pino Fasano have chosen not to conceptualise a distinction between the two terms, while assuming, however, that such difference exists.6
Although well-accepted definitions of themes and motifs remain out of reach, in this book, we will opt for an operative conceptualisation of these two concepts that will allow the organisation of the textual material. Our understanding of these literary terms will be based on the important theoretical study authored by Daniele Giglioli, which will be integrated with reflections of other prominent literary scholars.7 At the heart of Giglioli’s

 theory, there is the idea that motifs and themes are the results of two different modalities of approaching and reading a text. Motifs should be seen as recurrent textual elements that can be pinpointed through a descriptive survey of a narrative discourse, while themes stem from the reader’s acts of interpretation.8
According to this conceptualisation, motifs are simple units that segment the content of a narrative text. Identifying a certain motif means looking for precise words and textual images that recur in a text, or a series of texts, without addressing issues of interpretation. As Giglioli puts it, the motifs ‘stop at the threshold of hermeneutics […] their sphere of influence does not reach the question of the meaning of the narrative’.9 By contrast, in Giglioli’s

 view, the theme pertains to the domain of the meaning that a literary work creates. According to this conception, a theme is not a textual element that moulds the narrative discourse and, therefore, it cannot simply be pinpointed in specific portions of a text. Themes, instead, rely on the interpreting gaze of the reader. By making connections between different parts of a text and construing particular passages, readers discern a series of themes that stem from the narrative discourse.10 The act of ‘thematisation’, meaning the identification of certain themes within a text, allows meaning to emerge from a narrative and, as such, constitutes a pivotal part of the process of interpretation.11
Giglioli’s

 conceptualisation implies that themes and motifs are different but also closely connected. The reader’s recognition of a theme is based on the interpretation of specific textual passages and, therefore, it also entails the interpretation of the motifs that are contained within those passages. It follows that different motifs can contribute to the creation of the same theme and that a theme can be identified by the conjunction of various motifs. Such relation between themes and motifs is consistent with the view of many other scholars. Gerald Prince, for instance, defines a motif as a ‘minimal thematic unit’.12 Cesare Segre calls it a ‘thematic germ’.13 Romano Luperini designates it as a ‘cell of the thematic organism [which contributes] to structuring it’.14 Lubomír Doležel remarks that the theme can be defined as ‘a structured agglomeration of recurrent motifs’.15 All these definitions see motifs as textual units that contribute to the articulation of themes, which, on the contrary, constitute complex entities that cannot be reduced to any one of the various motifs that participate in their construction.16
This understanding of motifs and themes offers the basis for the conceptualisation of another element of literary repetition, that is, the topos. The critical work that is generally seen as the point of departure for the study of literary topoi is Ernst Robert Curtius’ 1948 European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages. In this work, the scholar defines the topos as a ‘cliché, which can be used in any form of literature’.17 In particular, Curtius uses the term topos to refer to all those images, figures, and ‘trains of thoughts’—such as the locus amoenus or the puer senex—that from classical rhetoric entered into Western literary genres and became recurrent elements of literary representation.18 In Curtius’

 acceptation, therefore, the topos constitutes a traditional image that reappears in cultural production across a long period of time.
Francesco Orlando has noticed that as a result of this conceptualisation the study of literary topoi has been generally carried out along diachronic lines and has usually focused on issues of genealogy. In contrast, the study of topoi in a synchronic perspective has been far less common.19 This study moves in the latter direction. The concept of the topos will be used to pinpoint a series of recurrent textual elements that have characterised the Italian literature of the Axis War in a relatively short timeframe, the years 1945–1974. Rather than focusing on the genealogy of these images, the main aim of this chapter is to spot their consistent presence within the corpus.
Giglioli

 groups the topos together with the motif, since he sees it as ‘an objectively determined element’, rather than ‘an interpretative concept’.20 For him, a topos is simply a motif that has been traditionally institutionalised: it is a ‘molecule of tradition’ that has been repeated up to the point that it has become a cliché.21 Luperini

, too, contends that the topos ‘can be identified with the motif’, and Segre

 calls it ‘a codified motif of cultural tradition’.22 Other scholars, while grouping the topos with the motif, have also stressed a difference between the two concepts. Prince

, for instance, has suggested that a topos should be seen as a ‘stable disposition of motifs’.23 Similarly, Sergio Zatti has defined it as ‘a structured and relatively stable configuration of motifs’.24 The last conceptualisations highlight that a topos is not simply a recurrent textual unit, but rather a complex and compound construction that stems from the combination of various motifs into a cluster. This study will conceive of the topos in accordance with the latter view, as a recurrent and typified cluster of comparable, but varied, motifs. Despite their richer and more elaborate form, topoi will remain the result of the same descriptive study of the narrative discourse through which motifs are identified. Hence, questions concerning the interpretation of the topoi will not be addressed in depth until the next chapter, which considers whether these topoi contribute to the creation of particular themes.
The last figure of repetition that we need to consider is the ‘type’. Porter Abbott defines this concept as ‘a kind of character that recurs across a range of narrative texts’.25 He notes that while complex and rounded characters are usually the result of the combination of different types, there are also ‘flat’ characters that possess only well-codified features and, therefore, embody only one single type.26 Typified characters are a common presence in war narratives, which, as Paul Fussell notices, have a propensity to fit people into ‘cliché classifications’ and ‘simplified sketches’.27 Topoi and types will be closely linked since it will be shown that certain topoi are often embodied in specific recurrent types.
Each of the following four sections will analyse a specific topos. These four topoi constitute recurrent representations that, to a greater or lesser extent, affect almost all the texts forming the literature of the Axis War.28 Given their high frequency, the analysis does not aim to be exhaustive but will offer representative selections of examples taken from as many texts as possible, in order to show the recurrence of the topoi and their dissemination across the corpus. While an overall interpretation of the meaning of these four topoi will be developed only in Chap. 4, when the themes of the literature of the Axis War will be taken into account, the conclusion of this chapter will openly address the connections between the literary topoi and the Italian memory of World War II.
3.1 The Good Italian Soldier
The first topos that will be addressed relates to what we have considered as one of the central tenets of the Italian memory discourse of World War II, the stereotype of italiani brava gente, that is, the Good Italian people. According to this cliché, during their service in the army, the Italians did not enjoy violence, did not commit atrocities, and always maintained a decent behaviour towards the populations of the territories they occupied.29 This ideological conceptualisation of Italianness incessantly occurs across the literature of the Axis War and, in a few cases, is even articulated in explicit terms. It is the case of Persio Nesti’s novel I villaggi bruciano

, where an old Croatian man directly puts this topos into words to salute the arrival of officer Pompeo, the protagonist of the story, in his village: ‘[the man] wanted to talk to him, but since he did not know how to speak Italian he just grinned and said Dobri ljudi taljani, dobri (Good folks the Italians)’.30
Besides similar straightforward occurrences, across the corpus this topos is constructed through various strategies. For instance, in Mario Rigoni Stern’s Il sergente nella neve

, the Italians fighting in the trenches on the rear-guard of the Stalingrad’s siege are shown to follow a chivalrous and humane behaviour. At one point they even stop their gunfire, when they realise that the Russians are trying to rescue their wounded:We resume shooting. But this time they don’t come to kill us: they want to rescue the wounded along the river. I stop shooting and yell: «Don’t shoot! They are collecting the wounded. Don’t shoot!» The Russians were astonished when they noticed that our fire ceased. They stopped in disbelief, stood up, and looked around. I shouted: «Don’t shoot!» They collected their companions in a hurry and transferred them on their sledges.31

The scene presents the war on the Eastern front—at least before the retreat that will shatter all military hierarchies—as a fair war carried out with no hatred by soldiers who were not intoxicated by the cult of violence fostered by Fascist culture.32
Although the latter representation attests that the topos of the Good Italian can affect the depiction of scenes of combat, it is above all in relation to the military occupation that this stereotype is more heavily articulated. For instance, in another scene of I villaggi bruciano

, Pompeo’s arrival in a Yugoslavian village after the surrender of 8 September 1943 is met by warm expressions of approval: ‘the men surrounded Pompeo and almost all of them asked whether he was Italian. They were pleased with his nationality and acted friendly as if he was there to protect them’.33 These enthusiastic reactions are due to the supposedly humane behaviour that the Italians exhibited during the occupation.
A similar scene, reporting positive views that the occupied populations allegedly had about the Italian invaders, also appears in Renzo Biasion’s collection of short stories Sagapò

. After the surrender, the Italians are about to be shipped to German camps, and the Greeks decide to pay the last homage to their former occupier:The Greeks came to say farewell. The Italians waved back. The women offered grapes to the Italian prisoners throwing them over the German guards […] Some of the women were crying […] thinking that they would have never seen those men again, who had visited their houses as friends for over two years.34

Giulio Bedeschi’s historical bestseller Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

 develops a similar depiction in even more pathetic and blatantly emphatic terms. It represents the Greeks gathering in the streets to salute the Italians, who, this time, are going back home after the Italo-Greek war:Going around the village and talking to the people, it was easy to see that the villagers were sorry to see the Alpini leaving. But no one was expecting that […] the entire village would pour into the streets to say goodbye. But this is precisely what happened. Moreover, many of the inhabitants, especially the girls, decided to accompany the soldiers for several kilometres waving at them and offering dry fruits […] They were all waving their handkerchiefs and shedding rivers of tears.35

In all these examples, the texts use the victims of the Italian occupations to cast a positive representation of the occupiers: they control and manipulate the voice of the Greeks and Yugoslavians to show that the latter have nothing to reproach the Italians with. Through similar depictions, the texts attest to the good nature of the Italians, constructing a positive representation of their participation in World War II.36
Across the literature of the Axis War, the topos of the Good Italian is inescapably linked to the context of the occupation, constituting the central paradigm that informs the representation of the relationship between the Italians and the local populations. This connection is so strong that in those texts that avoid offering depictions of this relationship, such as many of those set in the North African front, there are very few occurrences of this topos. Conversely, as soon as the relationship between occupier and occupied is addressed, the topos emerges. It is the case of Mario Tobino’s Il deserto della Libia

, in which the few sections showing the life of the Italians along the local Arab communities focus on the medical care and assistance that the former provides to the latter and their good mutual relationship.37
An important distinction in the way the topos of the Good Italian is articulated depends on whether the protagonists of the narratives are regular soldiers or members of Special Forcers. In the former cases, the topos is embodied in a series of typified figures who are characterised by a quintessentially unwarlike nature. We can consider, for instance, the portrait of private Pagliarulo in Sagapò

:Everyone liked him. There was something in his face that would compel you to smile. He was naturally inclined to joy and he would often sing. Otherwise, he would take his little harmonica from a pocket and—after cleaning it with the sleeve of his shirt—he would play it, holding it, delicately, in his hands of the colour of an olive tree.38

With his natural sense of joy and his love for music, Pagliarulo appears as a peaceful and non-belligerent individual who is alien to the violence of war. Similar features distinguish many other characters across the literature of the Axis War, such as Pompeo in I villaggi bruciano

, officer Aldo Puglisi in Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, private Scudrera in Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, and soldier Velín in Pace a El Alamein

, who all embody the qualities of the Good Italian.
When not condensed into a precise type, in the texts dealing with regular soldiers the topos is constructed through micro-depictions of unnamed servicemen, who are described in non-military fashions. For instance, in another short story of Sagapò

, the Italians are portrayed while building a place of observation: ‘on the mountain of the windmill, the soldiers dug emplacements from dawn to dusk. It was an exhausting task carried out under a relentless sun. Thankfully there was the sea breeze. Thus, the men would call each other workers rather than soldiers’.39 The narrator confers on the soldiers the more irenic title of ‘workmen’ and, in doing so, deprives them of a bellicose military identity. Similarly, in another passage of the book, in the short story ‘Sagapò’, the narrator represents the troops tidying up the camp claiming that ‘it did not look like an army of soldiers, but gardeners’.40
Renzo Renzi’s ‘L’armata s’agapò’, the loose screenplay on the Italian occupation of Greece published as an article in Cinema Nuovo in 1953, reports the case of a soldier who has to guard his captain’s Greek lover’s son, and it remarks that the private ‘was transformed into a nanny’.41 Another battalion is shown to take up a series of agricultural activities and, once again, is divested of a soldierly aspect and a belligerent attitude: ‘to supply food rations to the troops, they started to grow vegetables and breed rabbits. […] The commanders became, therefore, country farmers, whose main concern was the fence of a garden or the sudden death of a rabbit’.42 Similar irenic depictions, which deny the martial nature of the Italians, can also be found in Marcello Venturi’s Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, where the soldiers are portrayed as ‘peasants in uniform who shovelled around the fields of the island’ and the officers are defined as ‘noisy students on holiday’.43 In all these passages, the soldierly nature of the Italian occupiers appears volatile and unstable and can be promptly replaced by a non-military identity. Through these depictions, the texts suggest that the Italian laypeople were not made to fight the war and their attempts to do so can only constitute a temporary perversion of their true irenic nature, which is inevitably meant to reappear.
In certain occasions the alleged unmilitary essence of the Italians is highlighted in even more open terms. In Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, in the chaotic hours that follow the communication of Italy’s surrender on 8 September 1943, the officer Aldo Puglisi remarks that ‘my artillerymen […] are just peasants, General, sir […] they are not gunners. They are peasants dressed up as soldiers’.44 Similarly, in Ugo Pirro’s Jovanka e le altre

, an Italian lieutenant is described as a fat and small man who ‘retained, despite the uniform, his appearance as county doctor’.45 Later on, after a group of Yugoslavian partisans carried out an action against the Axis occupiers, the partisan Velko comments that ‘it is unfair that these Italian peasants dressed as soldiers got butchered in this way’.46 All these depictions suggest that for the Italians a military aspect can only be a form of momentary disguise, which cannot cover their true unwarlike character.
If we try to develop an intentional reading of the aforementioned passages and attempt to speculate what the authorial intention could have been in writing these scenes, it can be argued that the authors did not aim to depict the Italians as harmless soldiers. By insisting on the inadequate military appearance of the troopers, these writers denounced the disorganisation and lack of preparation of the Italian army, condemning the folly of the Fascist regime that brought Italy into a war that the country was not ready to fight. Moreover, insistence on the grassroots origins of the Italian soldiers, with references to humble professions, provides a further ideological lens through which similar depictions can be read. By representing the Italians as working-class people, whom a military dictatorship forced to dress up as soldiers, these texts bring forward a socialist interpretation of the war, as a struggle that is carried out by the poor who are sent to die in foreign lands by the political power that dominates society.
The validity of this intentional reading emerges from a passage of Le soldatesse

, in which a Greek town under the control of the Italians acquires the aspect of a socialist utopia, revealing the possibility of human cooperation even amid the violent divisions that war creates:The soldiers, the girls, and even the Carabinieri were living in amity: there was no feeling of war. In that road, no one ever died of hunger. A different relationship was built between the civilians and the soldiers-bakers. The war was over on the first day that the wood-fired oven was lighted up.47

To the Italian soldiers, depicted as an embodiment of the working class—the ‘soldiers-bakers’—war offers the occasion for an encounter with another subdued population with whom it is possible to build positive relations based on mutual support through labour.
Nevertheless, notwithstanding the possible intentions that different writers may have had, all the considered extracts create a depiction of the Italians as harmless and non-belligerent soldiers according to the topos of the Good Italian. This self-depiction is so pervasive that it even emerges in passages that are supposed to showcase the occupiers’ misuse of power. In Giuliano Palladino’s Pace a El Alamein

, an Italian battalion moving eastwards on the Libyan coastline pillages a caravan of Arab traders who are transporting watermelons. Commenting on this episode, the narrator remarks that ‘because of the victory, even our peaceful men became slightly overbearing’, recasting the idea of the goodness of the Italians who, at the most, are capable of committing petty crimes.48 In Mario Terrosi’s La casa di Novach

, one of the few texts that openly address the Italian use of repressive violence, as we will later discuss, the Italians stop and detain a Slovenian man who refused to perform the Fascist Roman salute at a checkpoint. The lieutenant that commands the arrest decides to punish and humiliate the Slovenian and orders his men to slap him. The soldiers, however, do not comply with the order and one after the other only pretends to hit the man, enraging their commander.49 Even in this case, an episode that should describe the abusive behaviour of the Italian occupiers becomes the occasion to reveal their good and non-violent nature.
In the texts dealing with the Special Forces of the Italian army, the articulation of the topos changes. In the narratives by Mario Rigoni Stern, Giulio Bedeschi, Manlio Cecovini, Nuto Revelli, and Cristoforo Moscioni Negri, the protagonists are not common soldiers but members of the Alpine divisions. Since their creation in 1872, the Alpine troops have been at the centre of cultural transfigurations constituting what Marco Mondini has defined as the most powerful warrior myth of Italian culture.50 Long-lasting traditions formed by songs, stories, and symbols flourished around this corps, engendering extremely typified characterisations of the men belonging to these units. In cultural depictions, Alpine troopers have been usually portrayed as stubborn, simple-minded men of few words, hard-drinkers, and hard-workers, characterised by a strong attachment to their platoon and to the mountains where many of them grew up. The Alpini have been represented as restless, fatigueless, loyal, and brave warriors who, despite their sense of duty and exceptional war abilities, constitute quite an anarchist group and hold in esteem only the authority of those who proved to deserve their respect.
In contrast with the texts dealing with common soldiers, those on the Alpine divisions portray the members of these units as very skilful warriors, gifted with extraordinary endurance, strength, and courage, who know exceptionally well how to wage war. While being exceptional fighters, the Alpine soldiers are also characterised by a magnanimous and goodhearted nature, offering a further formulation of the myth of the Good Italian. Giulio Bedeschi’s books, for instance, are full of extremely idealised representations of Alpine soldiers, among which we can consider the following portrayal set during the occupation of Greece:No one was calmer, more benevolent and serene than them. They would fetch water and firewood, keep the stables clean, and prepare food in the army mess […] They were always followed by a crowd of children, their natural companions, whom they liked to share food with and play together.51

The Alpine soldiers are presented as laborious men, devoted to all the typical activities of mountain-rural communities and with their reassuring aspect, attested by their positive relationship with the children, appear as a perfect embodiment of the Good Italian.
A similar depiction, which highlights the benevolence of the Italians while celebrating their exceptional war skills, characterises the representation of members of other specialised units, such as the paratroopers of the Folgore Division and the crewmen of the Ariete Division—one of the first armoured divisions of the Italian army. For instance, in Oderisio Piscicelli Taeggi’s Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, the narrator describes officer Del Tullio, presenting him as the model of an Italian warrior:Among all my soldiers, Del Tullio is the most magnificent and kind […] He seems born for war resembling a Homeric hero, but gentler, as if he was drawn from the verses of an epic poem […] He is inclined to command as much as to fight […] He is tender, tough, witty, and sharp: in a word, he is deeply humane.52

Officer Del Tullio is both an ideal soldier and a humane person with a kind-hearted nature. The narrator claims that at times he can be violent, but offers as an example a case in which he approached another soldier with harsh words. Del Tullio apologises for his misbehaviour and gains the respect of the soldiers he commands thanks to ‘that act of kindness more than his bravery on the battlefield’.53 The anecdote becomes the occasion to stress once more the benevolent nature of the Italians.
The examples considered show that across the literature of the Axis War the topos of the Good Italian alternates between two forms. The first one represents the Italians as people distinguished by an unmilitary character who, therefore, are not made for fighting a war. The second one, embodied by special units such as the Alpine soldiers and the Folgore paratroopers, represents the Italians as skilled and capable fighters who are, nevertheless, characterised by a gentle nature. In both cases the Italians are presented as averse to violence and devoid of the brutality that affects people in the midst of war.
The emergence of this topos in the literature of the Axis War, and in postwar Italian culture in general, is not surprising, since this model of manhood opposed the ideals that the Fascist dictatorship had promoted over the previous twenty years. The topos of the Good Italian appears, first and foremost, as a rebuttal of the Fascist idea of the ‘new man’, which aimed to affirm the role of the Italians as a race of dominators by fostering a cult of war and violence.54 Yet, it is important to bear in mind that before becoming a crucial component of the renegotiation of a post-Fascist identity, this topos already had a long life in Italian culture. According to Silvana Patriarca, this stereotype dates back to the years of national unification when Catholic intellectuals developed paternalistic depictions of the Italians, characterising them as brava gente, that is, humble people of simple rural origins closely attached to the family and the church.55 Then this stereotype, as Angelo Del Boca has shown, became a powerful propagandistic tool to promote and justify Italian colonialism.56 With this purpose, it was also reused under the Fascist regime, which, however, paired it with representations that stressed the belligerent, aggressive, and violence-prone nature of the Italians.57
In the literature of the Axis War, the colonialist function of this topos is still operative. As we saw when considering the cases of manipulation of the voices of the occupied populations, several texts rely on this stereotype to put forward positive representations of the Italian occupiers. Despite these continuities, the topos also presents significant differences from pre-war uses. To exemplify this point, it is useful to consider Alberto Bechi Luserna’s memoir I ragazzi della Folgore

, which is the carrier of a representation of the Axis War developed in the years of Fascism—the text was edited in 1956 by Paolo Caccia Dominioni who assembled not only notes that Luserna had written before his death in 1943, but also some of the articles and war sketches that he had already published in military journals of the time.
In I ragazzi della Folgore

, the topos of the Good Italians presents both similarities and differences with the representations developed in the postwar years. We can consider as an example the following scene in which the narrator shows the Italian paratroopers assisting the local population after they occupied the Greek island of Zakynthos:The island, which was a stronghold of the enemy, does not oppose our occupation, and the population asks for help. The paratroopers, who descended from the sky ready to use their daggers, are now using them to disembowel tins of food to give relief to the starving population.58

Here Bechi Luserna highlights the generosity with which the Italians assist the locals, offering support and clear justification to the colonial expansion. Yet in his memoir, the depiction of Italian kindness is immediately paired with a celebration of Italian belligerency—which, in the quote above, is evoked by the use of the verb ‘disembowel’—resulting in an idealised portrait of a solider that is both magnanimous and war-lover that differs from the postwar model:These men may have grim faces and tough muscles, but also a heart of gold. They are ready to fight with no hesitation against arrogant, fully armed enemies. But as soon as the opponent, exhausted, asks for mercy and offers the hand of reconciliation, they immediately soften, they generously break bread with them and share their flasks. They are good lads.59

These excerpts show that under the Fascist regime the topos of the Good Italian was already deployed as justification of the Italian colonial endeavour but was also mitigated by representations that, at the same time, fostered the bellicosity of the Italian soldiers and their longing for war.
In the postwar years, in a wholly changed cultural climate, this topos presented a series of shifts in meaning. It was no longer used to justify the Italian occupations in World War II, but rather to exonerate the Italians from the blame associated with this endeavour. Furthermore, the aggressive traits with which this topos had been paired under Fascism disappeared. This appears evident in the literature of the Axis War that, whether representing the Italians as unmilitary people or skilful warriors, neither attributes to them a propensity for violence nor love for war. By contrast, the topos of the Good Italian showed to postwar readers that kindness and peacefulness were the constitutive features of their national character, constructing self-evident proofs of the Italian estrangement from Fascist values.
This conceptualisation finds an explicit formulation in Indro Montanelli’s Qui non riposano

:I said to him that, in contrast with Fascist slogans, I don’t consider the Italians as warlike people […] The Italians are small and delicate and have a natural and civilised repulsion for bloodsheds […] They are the least imperialist and xenophobic of all the people […] These are truths that we have been unable to profess. For twenty years the Italians have been exposed to a self-portrait that deformed their features in the most absurd way.60

This extract fully reveals the function that the topos of the Good Italian exercised in postwar culture, which was to attest that the essence of the Italians had been unaffected by the cult of violence that the Fascist regime had promoted. By doing so, the topos counteracted the Fascist model of manhood and marked the abandonment of the idea of Italy as a nation of conquerors and warriors.
3.2 The Sagapò Army
The second topos that we are going to consider goes under the name of Sagapò army, an expression that transliterates the Greek phrase Σ’αγαπώ, that is, I love you, and that can alternatively be rendered as the ‘Army of love’.61 According to this topos, during World War II Italian soldiers were particularly keen on seducing local women and having love affairs, and many of them were extremely successful. As a result of this stereotype, several texts of the literature of the Axis War focus on love stories between Italians and women of the occupied lands, presenting these love affairs as a central aspect of the occupations.
Luigi Preti’s Giovinezza, giovinezza offers clear examples of this topos. When narrating his experience in Italian-occupied Ukraine, a secondary character, soldier Ferrari, chooses to foreground the love stories between occupiers and occupied: ‘it is very likely that many fell in love. What is certain is that the shirts of the soldiers were all carefully washed and that bread and tins went from the army warehouse to Ukrainian houses’.62 This account describes the relationships between Italians and Ukrainians as mutually positive, thanks to a series of interpersonal favours that are initiated by the affairs between soldiers and local women. At another point in the story, the extradiegetic narrator represents the occupation of Southern France in an almost identical manner: ‘despite the war, romance blossomed. Italian soldiers and French women walked together in the sunlight as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Their wives and fiancées seemed thousands of miles away’.63 The love stories between the Italians and the locals are presented as a constituent feature of the occupation and appear as a natural consequence of the presence of Italian occupiers.
The same sense of spontaneity characterises the affairs between the Italians and the Slovenians at the beginning of Ugo Pirro’s Jovanka e le altre

. While describing the tensions that are growing between occupiers and occupied in Ljubljana, the narrator stresses that in the first days after the arrival of the Italians, the atmosphere was much lighter:It was not always like that. In the aftermath of the entrance in Ljubljana, even before the Italian flag was raised over the Municipal House Tower and fluttered from the balconies of the government buildings, we made love basically everywhere. We had meals together with the civilians, and we did not think about the war. Then, however, little by little, friendships ended.64

Even in a passage that aims to stress the hostility that the Slovenians feel towards the occupiers, the narrator presents romance as an intrinsic feature of the Italian occupation.
In Rigoni Stern’s ‘Ritorno sul Don’, the short story that concludes and gives the name to the whole collection, we find further examples of this topos. Years after the war, the autodiegetic narrator goes back to the Soviet Union to visit the places where he fought, in a trip that becomes a journey through his war memories. In a restaurant in the town of Rossoch, where he stops to buy food for his journey, Rigoni meets a waitress who, as soon as she realises that the guest is Italian, is taken by emotion:And then I see her face change: first, she turns pale, then blushes, her eyes light up and moisten; finally, she smiles. We don’t manage to talk. This woman, who for the emotion struggles to wrap my package, must have been twenty years old at the time. She says «Dasvidània!». Then she adds, in Italian, «Arrivederci», and nothing else.65

The girl is overcome by memories of her youth at the time of the Italian occupation. Her strong emotional response presupposes the recollection of an intense, probably challenging but nevertheless merry period of her life, suggesting that the girl was personally involved with an Italian soldier from whom she learned the few words of Italian she knows.
In Mario Tobino’s Il deserto della Libia

, one of the main characters is medical Lieutenant Marcello, who is defined as ‘a sincere and avid admirer of female beauty’.66 In one of the last episodes of the book, Marcello manages to identify the hidden location from where an enemy was communicating the exact position of the Axis tanks to the Allied artillery. Marcello’s intuition was based on his detailed knowledge of the desert, which he had developed while exploring the area with a fellow soldier to peek at women of the nomad shepherd communities that populated the area.67
Even though the topos of the Army of love affects the representations of all the war fronts where the Italians operated, it obtains particular centrality in the texts set in Greece, where it tends to be articulated through representations of military prostitution. While brothels were not a peculiarity of the Italian military force, and each army had its structures, the texts dealing with the occupation of Greece confer strong emphasis on this aspect. 68 It is the case, for instance, of Le soldatesse

: set in occupied Greece, the novel tells the story of a young lieutenant to whom is assigned the peculiar task of protecting a convoy of young Greek prostitutes and accompanying them to the various Italian camps where they will begin their profession in military brothels.69 Similarly, when in 1965 Gian Carlo Fusco edited a volume of short stories on the theme of legal prostitution, the writer Luigi Silori decided to set his story inside a brothel of occupied Athens, representing the Italian occupation through the microcosm of the bordello.70
The link between prostitution and the Italian occupation of Greece is inevitably associated with the court case that involved film critic Renzo Renzi and Guido Aristarco, the editor of the journal Cinema Nuovo. When in February 1953 Renzi published ‘L’armata s’agapò’ in the latter journal, he defined his article as a proposal for a ‘forbidden’ film, rightly foreseeing that it was going to be controversial.71 The loose script dealt with the Italian occupation of Greece and aimed to offer a depiction of the war that could differ from the nationalist representation of World War II developed by the films of the time.72 In the screenplay Renzi reports that the Italians were extremely busy in seducing Greek women, taking advantage of the shortage of food that affected the country during the occupation. A retired general found the article offensive towards the Italian army and sued both the author and the editor of the journal at a military tribunal. Renzi

 and Aristarco

 were both arrested, spent a period in prison, and received a light sentence in September 1953.73
For the implications it had for Italy’s freedom of expression, the Renzi-Aristarco trial generated a great uproar with many newspapers campaigning in defence of the two journalists.74 As a result of the heavy media coverage it received, ‘L’armata s’agapò’ gave high visibility to the representation of the Italian occupiers as seducers and prostitute-goers. This depiction was embodied and reinforced by the anecdote after which the screenplay was named. In the text, Renzi

 reports that the Allies nicknamed the Italian occupiers as armata sagapò, the army I love you, because of their behaviour towards Greek women. Since then, the story of the nickname has been remediated by various sources and has been discussed as a truthful historical episode.75 Recent studies, however, suggest that the anecdote was likely to be a rumour circulated by the Italians themselves, a fact that would explain why this story left no trace in British and Greek scholarship on the occupation.76
The Renzi-Aristarco affair contributed to popularising the anecdote of the Sagapò Army and strengthened the association between the occupation of Greece and the theme of prostitution, which subsequent writers maintained and cemented it further. In a few cases, these authors even referred to Renzi’s

 screenplay showing the influence that the media coverage of the case had on the imagination of postwar writers. For example, in opening his war story set in a brothel in Athens, Luigi Silori specifies that ‘I have no intention of adding further contributions […] to the well-known and vexed question of the Sagapò army’.77 Similarly, in Le soldatesse

 the girls whom the narrator will escort across Greece are defined as ‘the recruits of the Sagapò army’.78
Yet the link between prostitution and occupied Greece predated the publication of Renzi’s screenplay. This appears manifest if we consider a memoir such as Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s Takfír

, set in the North African front and published in 1947, in which the narrator immediately alludes to a sexually connoted experience each time a character is said to have spent time in occupied Greece. For instance, a group of recruits who reached the Libyan coast via Athens had their first sexual experience in the brothels of the Greek city and are later referred to as ‘the fornicators of Athens’.79 Similarly, a sapper who served in Greece is defined as a ‘veteran of Kythira’, epithet of the Greek goddess of love Aphrodite referring to the island where, according to the myth, she was born.80 Caccia Dominioni re-proposed this association in his 1962 memoir Alamein

, where all the troops coming from Athens are said to suffer from venereal diseases.81
Another text that predates Renzi’s screenplay and puts forward the link between occupied Greece and prostitution is Renzo Biasion’s

 short story ‘Sagapò’. Published in 1949 in La rassegna d’Italia, it recounts the story of Ketty, a young Greek prostitute who works in an Italian military brothel and has been nicknamed Sagapò, after a famous Greek song of the time.82 This first text led to the publication of the collection of short stories Sagapò, which figures many female characters who, because of the misery and difficulties caused by the war, have begun to work as prostitutes.83
In the short story ‘Katina’, the stronghold of Heraklion where the protagonist ends up is a place where ‘love became a habit as necessary as the salt in the soup’.84 In another short story, the soldiers fraternise with the locals and often pay visits to their houses in order to spend time with the young women who live there: as the narrator notes ‘in the long run, love stories blossomed’.85 Love affairs are at the centre of so many of Biasion’s

 short stories that some reviewers have even argued that, despite being completely set in Italian-occupied Greece, the book should not be considered a text about war.86 Sagapò

 attests to the pervasiveness of the topos of the Army of love, which deeply shaped the representation of the Italian occupation of Greece.
Among the factors that facilitated the link between the topos of the Sagapò army and the occupation of Greece, we can count the orientalist conceptualisation of Athens as a degenerate Levantine city of vice, which had characterised Italian culture under the Fascist regime.87 The Mediterranean landscape, too, with the mildness of its weather, appeared as the perfect background for stories revolving around the love affairs of the soldiers and facilitated, therefore, the formation of this stereotype. As a result, in the texts set in Greece the topos of the Army of love is at times modulated by the motif of the holiday, which characterises the days of the occupation as a pleasant stage of recreation. In Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, Lieutenant Aldo Puglisi declares that were it not for a sense of nostalgia for ones’ beloved ‘we could think that we were on holiday’.88 A few pages later, the narrator reinforces this opinion describing the battalions that occupied the city of Argostoli, on the island of Cephalonia, as a group of schoolboys during a holiday by the sea:The soldiers liked to frequent that stretch of pebble beach, not far from the villa. They would come running, like schoolboys leaving school. They would undress in a hurry, yelling at each other, until they remained almost naked in the sunlight, wearing only their white underpants. Then, twirling their arms, they would jump into the sea.89

Such a depiction is not exceptional and can also be found in Sagapò

. In the short story ‘De Profundis’, as in ‘La Repubblica di Alconziono’, the protagonists are cut off from the war in isolated lookouts on coastal cliffs. Hence, they spend their time swimming in the sea, playing games in the water, sunbathing, and singing, unconcerned with both the war and military discipline: ‘the men jumped into the water calling one another, playing like kids on holiday […] A soldier, getting in tune, started to belt out while all around him a group of infantrymen was clapping hands and slapping thighs to mark the rhythm’.90 In all these passages the war appears as a faraway reality, and Italian soldiers can, therefore, be depicted, in the words of Saverio Giovacchini, as ‘vacationers’ and ‘permanent-tourists’.91 In this holiday-like atmosphere, the Italians are oblivious to the war and can more easily devote their efforts on the only activity that seems to concern them: the love of women.92
It is key to stress that in all the texts that we have considered, these love stories are not presented as forms of exploitation of local women that the invaders carry out thanks to the position of power they achieved in an imperialistic war of aggression.93 By contrast, these love stories are represented as genuine and consensual and are never the results of acts of violence. For instance, in Sagapò

, the affair between the soldier Pagliarulo and Katina, a young orphan who was already a prostitute before the arrival of the Italians, evolves into a romantic relationship:Katina, who loved for the first time, was sensitive to Pagliaurolo’s almost feminine delicacy. He treated her as a fine girl, as a proper girlfriend. They walked together inland holding hands as two lovers on their first dates. They felt for each other that tender and rather solemn sweetness that sex causes to those who are in love.94

Katina does not succumb to the power of the occupier, but falls in love with Pagliarulo and consensually chooses to stay with him.
In several occasions, the texts suggest that the spontaneous and consensual character of these love relationships is the result of the capacity of certain soldiers, who are exceptional lovers and skilful seducers. These figures form a recurrent literary type that can be called the ‘Sagapò soldier’, who is an indolent, athletic, good-looking man, and, above all, a womaniser. The Sagapò soldier does not care about the war but lives only for the love of women, as he has always done throughout his life. In Mario Terrosi’s La casa di Novach

, readers encounter soldier Lombardi, a man who struggles to get used to the small Slovenian village where he serves during the occupation because, as the autodiegetic narrator comments, ‘how could he get used to living in a miserable place when in Soriano and Rome he had grown accustomed to having every single night a woman at his disposal?’95 In Ugo Pirro’s Jovanka e le altre

, despite the growing tensions with the population of Ljubljana, sergeant Rocco di Candia continues to seduce local women thanks to his natural charm and sensuality.96 Similarly, in Manlio Cecovini’s Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, the protagonist narrates with jealousy the gallant adventures of officer Gardi who, during their stay at a training camp on the Italian Alps, manages to frequent several girls at the same time.97
To understand the formation of this literary type and, more in general, the topos of the Sagapò army, it is necessary to consider the construction of the idea of masculinity in Italian culture. Jacqueline Reich has amply shown that in Italy male identity has traditionally been codified around the notion of a strong performative heterosexual masculinity.98 A result of this conceptualisation is that Italian society has proven particularly receptive to the diffusion of that stereotypic model of manhood that has been commonly labelled as ‘Latin Lover’. Although this stereotype possesses deep roots in Western culture in connection to the figure of the Libertine, embodied by well-known characters such as Don Juan and Casanova, scholars tend to see the Latin Lover as the result of the construction of a form of otherness that was projected onto Southern European countries. Luigi Settembrini contends that in British and German travel writings of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, the Italians were seen as passionate and ardent people, a belief that, as Reich has argued, was reinforced by American cinema in the twentieth century.99 These views impacted on the self-perceptions of the Italians, according to a process similar to what Silvana Patriarca has called ‘stereotype trafficking’: impressions that foreigners developed about the Italians influenced the views that the latter had about themselves, affecting their self-representations, which, in return, confirmed the foreign perceptions.100
Although the Latin Lover trope constitutes a multi-national long-term phenomenon, Reich

 has stressed that this conceptualisation acquired particular importance in postwar Italy.101 In line with the circulation of this stereotype across Italian society, the articulation of the topos of the Sagapò army in the literature of the Axis War reinforced the codification of Italian masculinity on the necessity of a normative and performative heterosexual drive. In several texts of the corpus, such persistent desire for women is codified as an intrinsic element of the Italian national character. For instance, in Raul Lunardi’s Diario di un soldato semplice

, readers encounter Lieutenant Secchi, another example of a Sagapò soldier, who is described as the embodiment of national virility:My friend had the reputation of a playboy. If you saw him, you would struggle to believe it, since he was so small and looked almost insignificant. He was, however, what foreigners call ‘an Italian fire’. He had dark hair, black eyes, and an open face. Moreover, he was able to sing in a pleasant way […] and my friend did not demand exclusivity to his love adventures.102

The passage presents Secchi’s passion for women as an inescapably Italian feature. Likewise, in his screenplay, Renzo Renzi deems the love drives of the Italian soldiers the result of ‘a characteristic national instinct: machismo [gallismo]’.103 Giovanni Pirelli’s L’entusiasta


, too, establishes a link between Italianness and performative masculinity. When the officer Pietro Andreis, the protagonist of the story, arrives in Albania, he discovers the disorganisation and corruption of the zone behind the front, embodied by Aldo Parodi, an officer of the air force who does everything he can to avoid the front line. Disgusted by this behaviour, Andreis declines Parodi’s invitation for dinner leading the latter to sadly comment: ‘It’s a pity! After the meal, I was thinking to party a little bit. If there is a service that works fine here, it’s the service for the c***. We are Italians after all!’104 All these passages establish direct links between Italianness and performative masculinity and, by doing so, contribute to articulating and strengthening the topos of the Army of love.
Throughout the corpus, this topos provides a series of diversified but consistent depictions of Italian men in wartime. Some of them portray the Italians as gentle, charming, and sensitive lovers, who engage women in romantic love stories. Others represent them as passionate, lustful, and hot-blooded seducers, whose only aim is having sexual intercourses. All these figures, though, are characterised by an unrestrained passion for women and a rejection of violent manners. The formation of this consistent depiction of masculinity attests, first of all, to the postwar need to defend the heterosexual virility of the Italian man, which the disastrous defeat in the Axis War had hampered.105 In doing so, this stereotype reaffirms long-established views of manhood that centred masculinity on a performative heterosexual drive.106 Yet, despite these continuities with the past, the topos also creates a stark contrast with the Fascist model of the new man. The Italian soldiers who are protagonists of the literature of the Axis War are undoubtedly champions of heterosexual normativity; but they are also divested of any violent and bellicose traits and are so absorbed in the seduction and sexual conquest of women that are oblivious to the war. As a result, the topos of the Sagapò army reinforces the idea of the Italians as an innocuous and disengaged force of occupation, presenting the men’s passion for women in stark opposition to their military nature.
3.3 The Difference Between the Italians and the Germans
In the previous analysis of the topos of the Good Italian, we overlooked an essential aspect of this cultural construction, which is that this stereotype is often developed through comparisons that oppose the Italians to the Germans. A straightforward example of this can be found in Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

. When, years after the war, sergeant Aldo Puglisi’s son arrives in Cephalonia, he meets an old waiter who approaches him in broken Italian: ‘«Me like Italians» the waiter said laughing […] «Me met Italians». He hesitated a moment and then added: «Italians good. Germans bad»’.107 In the unambiguous summary of this Greek character, readers encounter two of the most consistent representations of the literature of the Axis War that insists on the goodness of the Italians while portraying the Germans in accordance with a negative preconceived type that Rosario Forlenza has called ‘the wicked’.108
It must be stressed that representations of the Germans as evil creatures are in no ways peculiar to the literature of the Axis War. Besides the role that the Nazis have acquired in Western imagery as the embodiment of evil, within the perimeter of Italian culture negative depictions of the Germans had already been developed at the time of World War I, while representations of the bad Austrian dates back to the Risorgimento.109 During the 1943-1945 Civil War, this cultural baggage was reused to promote the continuation of the war against Germany.110 In the postwar years, negative portrayals of the Germans continued to circulate across many of the Italian vectors of memory of World War II, constituting a frequent depiction in the works about the Italian Resistance.111
It is significant to notice that in war literature negative caricatures are a narrative device that has been regularly used to portray the enemy. Paul Fussell has shown that processes of dehumanisation have been heavily used, for instance, in European literature of World War I, in which enemies often ‘took on attributes of the monstrous and grotesque’ and are said to resemble ‘the vilest animals’.112 Such dehumanisation process also affects the literature of the Axis War in which the Germans are often characterised as monstrous and non-human figures.113 For instance, in I villaggi bruciano

 a Nazi officer is described as ‘a scraggy and nervous being: extremely pale, hairless, disfigured by a scar running vertically from an eye to the corner of his mouth’.114 In Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, when recounting the first appearance of the Germans, the narrator relies on an animal simile that reflects such dehumanising mechanism:The Germans went past the Villa at high speed. Four officers were sitting in the car, which in its camouflage colours—yellow, green, and brown—resembled a monstrous toad. The men were all blonde. In their brief appearance, Adriana believed to have spotted something in the blue of their eyes, their cold German eyes.115

In the passage, the reference to a monstrous toad is used to describe the officers’ car and, through metonymy, conveys the idea of the monstrosity and animalistic nature of the Germans—an aspect that the remark about their icy eyes, then, reinforces. The consistent use of dehumanising techniques to represent the Germans shows that the literary texts took up the Antifascist perspective that shaped the Italian memory discourse of World War II. According to this view, the Germans had been the real enemy of the Italian people. As a result, in cultural depiction, they were consistently portrayed through all those techniques that usually inform the characterisation of war enemies.
In the literature of the Axis War, the recurrent negative depictions of the Germans result in the formation of another topos which, rather than the mere representation of German evil, consists in the regular differentiation between the Italians and Germans. In several texts, this difference is constructed by highlighting that an ontological gap separates the members of the two nations. In Il deserto della Libia

, the very first appearance of the Germans disembarking in Tripoli’s harbour becomes the apparent sign of the gulf that divides the two allies:Until then, our troops always disembarked in great chaos and with gloomy faces. The landing of a division took at least three days to be complete, and ten days were necessary before all men and equipment could be in the right place. The next morning, the Germans were already marching across Tripoli smiling with confidence, wearing white gloves, and displaying numerous armoured vehicles.116

Better organised, more ordered and efficient than the Italians, the Germans reach levels of proficiency that are unthinkable for their allies, giving the sense that the two people belong to different kinds of human beings.
The discrepancy between German efficiency and Italian disorganisation is, indeed, a recurrent topic of the literature of the Axis War. In Giuliano Palladino’s Pace a El Alamein

, this contrast is perfectly embodied in the encounter between General Erwin Rommel and Captain Varenna. The German general, who is reproaching the Italian captain for having taken a desert route that he does not approve, is described as a prodigious commander, endowed with superhuman qualities, in accordance to the postwar myth that surrounded his figure.117 To Rommel, ‘the sombre and strict commander, as authoritarian as Hannibal, who always sleeps little and with one eye open’, the text opposes Captain Varenna, a man who, while returning to his truck in a hurry, reveals the typical unwarlike nature that is attributed to the Italians:When he ran, in that ridiculously staggering manner that distinguished him, I felt pity for him. He was not made to run among perils. Maybe he was born to work for a company in Milan, even for the whole day and with no rest. But he was not born to run in that way in the uniform of a commander.118

This typified portrayal of the unmilitary Good Italian creates a harsh contrast with the martial nature of Rommel

, highlighting the difference between the Italians and the Germans.
Another strategy that lets this ontological difference emerge consists in stressing the dissimilar treatments that members of the two national groups receive from others. In I villaggi bruciano

, when Pompeo ends up in a partisan squad belonging to Tito’s formations, he discovers that there is also a German doctor who deserted the army. The doctor is a staunch socialist and feels at ease among the Communist partisans. Unfortunately, the latter do not trust him because of his national origin, and, despite his commitment, they decide to kill him. By contrast, no one questions the good faith of Pompeo who, simply because he is Italian, is welcomed in the squad and, even though he does not have any political beliefs, is allowed to become a partisan.119
Another technique constructing the difference between the Italians and the Germans consists in representing harsh fights between soldiers of the two groups. In Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s Takfír

, the Italians open fire against the Germans who, while directing the traffic between El Salloum and Bardiyah, impede the advancement of Italian trucks that are transporting the injured. A few pages after, because of further quarrels related to the right of way, the autodiegetic narrator almost shoots a German soldier, who manages to escape just in time.120 In Guerra d’Albania


, Gian Carlo Fusco offers a particularly telling example of the animosity that separates the Italians and the Germans. The protagonist of this quite famous episode is soldier Sanna, a Sardinian man that, similarly to other Italian soldiers, lacks any military features: ‘not only was he particularly short—he was, indeed, barely as tall as it was required to be drafted—but also very fat’.121 During a march, Sanna stops to share his food with two half-naked frightened Greek children. A German, ‘a big Kraut’, however, does not appreciate this generous gesture: he firstly tells Sanna off and then pushes the piece of bread from the hands of the two children onto the ground.122 The difference between the altruism of the Italian and the wickedness of the German is reinforced by the sudden violent reaction of the former:So we all saw him climbing on the German as if it was an elm tree. He captured him in his arms and threw his legs around his waist. Then, he started to headbutt him and literally smashed his face. […] The Sardinian did not let the German go. He remained on him even when they both fell on the ground and continued to shatter his nose, mouth, and eyebrows furiously.123

This paroxysmal reaction constitutes one of the most violent outbursts of an Italian character in the literature of the Axis War and conveys the sense of strong opposition that divides the two allies.
In La guerra dei poveri

, Nuto Revelli, too, reports several conflicts between the Italians and the Germans. During the retreat from the Eastern front, the autodiegetic narrator, together with a companion, kicks a German soldier and even thinks of killing him, because the latter mocked the Italians after one of their machineguns jammed.124 Shortly after, the Italians argue with a German about the disposition of their retreating columns, and two Alpine soldiers ‘grab the Kraut by the neck, punch him, and knock him out’.125 Other clashes are caused by the allocation of the troops into Russian houses. Revelli is outraged by the German’s merciless decision of moving the Italians, including the wounded, out of a house, which was assigned to the Germans: ‘bloody Germans […] they are kicking Italian soldiers out of the izbas, as if they were sacks of potatoes. They are driving all of them out, sneering, including the wounded and the frozen. Pigs, pigs, cowardly bastards!’.126 A few pages later, however, the same scene happens again, but with reversed roles. This time the Germans are ejected, although some of them are wounded and frozen: ‘we decide to clear an izba that some frozen Germans occupied. They are cunny and look for excuses not to leave. We adopt their manners: we kick them out badly, kicking their asses’.127 In this case, the narrator presents the Germans’ resistance as an act of sly cunningness and the Italians’ decision only as a reaction against previous German misbehaviour. By foregrounding these clashes and by applying such double standards, the text creates a stark opposition between the Italians and the Germans.
In his work on the figure of the Alpine soldier in Italian culture, Marco Mondini has discussed the anti-German stance that characterises the texts about the retreat from the Eastern front, noticing that in this context the conflicts with the Germans seem to acquire an ‘almost symbolic’ meaning.128 This suggestion identifies a substantial feature of the literature of the Axis War and should be extended beyond the perimeter of Alpine literature. Despite the historical evidence that can be used to show that cases of poor cooperation between the Italians and the Germans occurred—especially in the terrible days of the winter retreat from the Soviet Union when thousands of soldiers strove to survive across the steppe—the continuous opposition of the two groups goes beyond the retelling of specific episodes.129 Similar passages contribute, rather, to creating a thorough breach between the two national groups and, in this way, differentiating the Italians from their allies in the Axis War.
It is interesting to notice that representations of such brawls between the Italians and the Germans can be found in the texts by Nuto Revelli, Cristoforo Moscioni Negri, Paolo Caccia Dominioni, and Eugenio Corti, who all fought against the Germans in the Italian Civil War.130 It seems, thus, that this experience contributed to forming an utterly negative view of the Germans that retrospectively influenced how these men narrated their participation in the Axis War. This would not be particularly unusual since, as Arnold Harvey has noted in his study of war literature, ‘hindsight inevitably coloured even writing that purported to be honest reportage’.131 As an indirect proof of this, we can consider the fact that in the books of Rigoni Stern—who was imprisoned in a German camp during the Italian Civil War—the Germans are not described positively, but neither can we find the same sense of enmity that characterises the abovementioned writers nor cases of open clashes. Brawls between the Germans and the Italians are also completely absent from the books of Giulio Bedeschi, who took part in the Italian Civil War but on the side of the Fascist Social Republic.132 Yet, the variations in the representation of Italo-German relationships are only a matter of degrees. In all the texts in which they appear, the Germans tend to be depicted negatively, and they are always presented as a group from which the Italians drastically differ. Even in Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, a text which is not characterised by a sense of hatred towards the Germans, the two allies are clearly distinguished. As the narrator points out ‘the Italians were unable to understand the Germans’.133
In this process of differentiation, the topos of the Sagapò army also plays a part. In Le soldatesse

 the clashes between the two national groups are not limited to the troops but are re-enacted by their prostitutes. The nights at the ‘Vaterland’, a nightclub that both German and Italian soldiers frequent, are said to start ‘in an atmosphere of camaraderie’ but then degenerate soon, ending up in fistfights, ‘and so it happened outside, between the prostitutes working for the Germans and the Italians’.134 Besides such fight, the primary mode in which the two topoi are combined relates to the alleged difference in the ways the Germans and the Italians love and make love. In Sagapò

, when Ketty goes to work in a German brothel, she is immediately struck by how her new clients treat her:Soldiers no longer carved her name on the house walls. Songs were no longer made for her. Nobody was sending letters to her written with much patience in the boredom of military life. And now no one looked at her with hungry eyes filled with desire and admiration, while waiting for hours that she decided to undress. These Germans had no blood in their veins, and they made love in a cold and distracted manner. Only alcohol could turn them on.135

While the Italians are presented as romantic, skilful, and caring towards the women, their allies are portrayed as incapable of being good lovers.
A similar lack of passion also affects the Germans in Le soldatesse

, in which the narrator claims that they ‘never looked for women with our same desire. They were polite and ambiguous’.136 In this and the previous passage, the Germans are characterised by a lack of sexual drive and, therefore, by an ambiguous masculinity. In conformance with the conceptualisation of gender relations that dominated postwar society, these portraits were supposed to attest to the degenerate morality of the Germans.137 Moreover, by attributing an equivocal masculinity to the German characters, the texts reinforce, through contrast, the performative virility of the Italians, strengthening the idea of the difference between the two allies.
When not depicting them as sexually ambiguous, the literature of the Axis War attributes to the Germans another sexual behaviour that strikingly differs from the Italian conduct. In Le soldatesse

, during their journey across occupied Greece, the protagonist and the prostitutes end up travelling with some Germans. The latter do not miss the opportunity to assault one of the girls:Then we heard Tula screaming. The German officer was trying to undress her. Tula cried for help in Italian, hoping I could do something […] the two Germans ripped off her clothes, yelling and pulling her hair, they slapped her face and spanked her legs.138

In this brief appearance, the Germans immediately show in their approach to women a level of violence and ferocity that is unknown to the Italians.139 In Alamein

, Paolo Caccia Dominioni narrates a very similar episode. A group of Italian soldiers who have been deployed in Athens—the usual location where stories about sex tend to take place across the literature of the Axis War—rushes into a house after having heard some women screaming. Here they discover a group of Germans who is about to abuse two young Greek girls. The Italians attack the men and kick them out, saving the girls from the brutality of their allies.140
A violent behaviour against women also characterises the Germans in Luigi Silori’s short story ‘La casa di Atene’. The young Italian protagonist is forced by the circumstances to spend two nights in a brothel in Athens, open only to Italian troopers. The man is quite ashamed of his new accommodation and does not want to sleep with one of the girls without creating first a sense of personal intimacy with her. During his stay, though, two German soldiers decide to pay an unexpected visit to the brothel. The two are drunk and violent, they frighten the girls, and are finally kicked out from the building with the help of the protagonist.141 The whole story creates a contrast between the gentle nature of the Italian protagonist and the violent behaviour of the Germans, offering further examples of the topos of the difference between the two people.
The use of violence is, indeed, the most important and substantial strategy through which the literature of the Axis War articulates the difference between the Germans and the Italians. In all the texts in which the Germans appear, the narrators foreground their ruthless and violent nature, which contrasts with the characterisation of the Italians. For instance, in Sagapò

 German paratroopers, ‘resembling medieval warriors’ conquer the city of Heraklion on the island of Crete: ‘the soldiers spread out across the ruins, throwing grenades, shooting dead anyone in their sight’.142 It is only after this moment of violence that Italian soldiers enter into the scene: ‘about four months after the bombardment of Heraklion, my platoon, which at the time was commanded by Marshall Lo Guercio—a small fat officer whose figure seemed sculpted from a watermelon—arrived at the outpost’.143 By juxtaposing German violence with the type of the inoffensive Italian soldier, the text strengthens the idea of the difference between the two allies.
In Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, the narrator reports an episode that causes outraged reactions in the Italian contingent. An old Russian man and his granddaughter had a scuffle with a German soldier after the woman had tried to protect him from the soldier’s violent behaviour. The German authorities decided to punish the two Russians who, the day after, are hanged from a tree in the village main square. After this scene that casts light on the brutal German suppression of the occupied population, the narrator moves on to describe the sympathetic way in which the Alpine soldiers treat their prisoners of war. By showing the alleged different approach to violence that characterises them, the passage establishes a clear distinction between the members of the two groups.144
In I lunghi fucili

, Cristoforo Moscioni Negri narrates a quite similar scene. During the retreat from Stalingrad, the Italians attack and sweep the village of Sceljakino. In this operation, they spot two Soviet partisans, whom they decide to spare and convince to surrender. As the Alpine soldiers begin to chat with the two Russian prisoners, the idea of shooting at them simply became ‘unconceivable’.145 Unfortunately for these prisoners, German soldiers arrive on the scene: they first interrogate the two men and, as soon as the interrogation is over, immediately execute them, arousing the anger of the Italians.146
In Roberto Carità’s Quattro stracci

, the same contrast between the Germans and the Italians is constructed in a scene representing the deportation of Greek Jews. A Nazi train reaches the station of Belgrade transporting in cattle wagons the Jews of Thessaloniki, many of whom are already dead when the train stops. Two Jewish women are allowed to collect water for the deportees, but when they prove unable to transport the heavy jags, they are brutally assaulted by the Germans. At that point, a young child, the daughter of one of the two women, rushes from the train towards the mother, and a German soldier opens fire on her and kills her. These shocking acts of cruelty enrage the Italians, who first try to assist the dying child and then insult the perpetrators, whom they would like to beat up. 147 The episode communicates once again that an insurmountable difference separates the Italians and the Germans.148
Yet, the text that emphasises German violence the most is undoubtedly Eugenio Corti’s I più non ritornano

. In this memoir, the Germans operating on the Eastern front are shown carrying out several war crimes. In one case, they adopt an extremely cruel method to get rid of Soviet prisoners, setting a small group of partisans on fire.149 Among the many disconcerting episodes that the memoir reports, the most disturbing one is narrated by an intradiegetic narrator, who happened to find shelter in a Russian house together with a German. The latter forced all the inhabitants to move out of the house and killed them in the barnyard, sparing only a young woman whom he repeatedly raped during the night:He came back inside, pushed the girl on the bed, and raped her, inviting the Italian to do the same. Our soldier refused; he only wanted to stay warm inside the house. […] The day after, the German kicked her out, but as soon as she got past the door, he took his machinegun and suddenly killed her.150

In the scene, the Italian soldier, whilst not attempting to stop the ally, equally does not engage in any forms of violence and remains a passive observer. The weakness and decency of the Italian are opposed to German wickedness and brutality.
Throughout the corpus, different authors return to a Manichean oppositional dualism in order to create a clear distinction between the Germans and the Italians. By resorting to the types of the evil German and the Good Italian, by reporting cases of open fights between soldiers of the two armies, by differentiating in the ways members of the two national groups approach women and make love, and by focusing on the violence of the former and the humanity of the latter, the literature of the Axis War creates a constant distinction between the Germans and the Italians.
3.4 The Difference Between the Italians and the Fascists
The last topos concerns another process of differentiation, which contrasts, this time, the Italians and the Fascists. It must be immediately stressed that among the four topoi that we are discussing this is the one presenting the smallest number of occurrences. This fact, however, does not imply that numerous texts develop nuanced representations that differ from such stereotype. By contrast, if several texts of the Axis War literature do not present any occurrences of the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Fascists, it is because these narratives offer no significant depictions of Fascism at all.
In certain books, such as Il sergente nella neve

 and Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, the scope of this absence is such that throughout the entire narrative the words ‘Fascism’ or ‘Fascist’ have no occurrences. The lack of even the smallest reference to the political dictatorship that ruled Italy for twenty years and brought the country into World War II is, obviously, extremely relevant. This significant omission testifies, first of all, to the great difficulties that postwar writers felt in addressing the legacy of the dictatorship, an issue that was easier and more convenient to gloss over in their narratives. In some cases, this absence reflects the desire to foster a patriotic and nationalist reading of the Axis War, which, in line with the military memory discourse developed in the late 1940s and early 1950s, could divorce the memory of the war that the Italians fought from that of the regime that planned it. It is the case, for instance, of Paolo Caccia Dominioni, who in Takfír


 de-fascistises the Axis War trying to present it as a national struggle:We were fighting, after all, for the same flag for which the Italians fought in the Wars of Independence and the Great War. And when the building of your apartment is on fire, you try to smother all flames, even if you don’t like the porter. We would have dealt with the porter later on, preferably behind closed doors.151

This account presents the Axis War as a war that has been fought in the name of the Italian nation, while disregarding completely the political context that led Italy to war. Through this depiction, Caccia Dominioni

 tried to spare the memory of the Axis War from the severe judgement that one should have on Fascism and Mussolini—the ‘porter’ that set the building on fire.
If we set aside those narratives that do not develop relevant representations of Fascism, the other texts offer a consistent depiction of Fascist characters, who are represented as a group of people from which the other Italians differ. This difference can be easily spotted in the description of a group of Fascist Blackshirts in Cecovini’s Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

:The men of a Blackshirt battalion came out of the train. All of them were small and were moving swiftly. Their commanders were screaming quick orders to which the soldiers responded by promptly clicking their heels. Compared to them, our mountaineers seemed big and slow, looking like a herd of elephants.152

The Fascist soldiers are characterised by common physical traits and their quasi-caricatural movements convey the sense of narrow-minded respect for military formalities. To these men, the narrator opposes the Alpine soldiers who, with their size and slowness, seem to belong to a different anthropological group.
The Alpine soldiers are, indeed, the members of the Italian army that more often tend to be opposed to Mussolini’s supporters. In Quota Albania

, Rigoni Stern decided to amend for the shortcoming that some critics found in his first book, which, by not addressing the presence of the Fascists in the Italian army, had not developed an explicit and outspoken condemnation of the dictatorship.153 In this new text, thus, readers find several Fascist soldiers, who, from their first appearance, look remarkably different from the Alpine troopers:We were informed that some Blackshirts were marching towards us. The Colonel sent for me and ordered me to go and meet them to show them the way. It was snowing heavily and—the Colonel said—there was a risk that they could get lost. I went there with Agnoli. The march was ludicrous as the paramilitaries scattered in different directions all along the mule track. They were trying their best, I guess, but they couldn’t make it.154

The Blackshirts are unable to follow their more experienced guides through the blizzard, revealing their lack of skills and training in comparison with the expert Alpine soldiers. A few pages later, the text offers further proof of their incompetence:Looking at them wearing that irrational and ridiculous outfit, you would feel pity for them. They were hobbling in the snow, panting heavily. Santini and I were like shepherd dogs that keep the flock together: we were motivating and teasing them. We even helped those in miserable condition to carry bags and weapons […] For several days, when travelling through that trail, we kept finding objects that the Blackshirts had left behind.155

In this scene, the clumsiness and inability of the Fascists become manifest and create a sharp distinction between them and the skilled Alpine servicemen. In La guerra dei poveri

, Revelli establishes a very similar difference, highlighting the fearfulness that characterises the Blackshirts, who, during an attack, are not able to tell the direction from which the gunfire is coming: ‘one of our anti-tank batteries opens fire behind us. The usual Blackshirts, thinking it was enemy’s fire, cringe away. The most coward shield themselves behind the sledges or even start digging in the snow’.156 In this depiction, the Fascists show a poor propensity for fighting and a tendency to be easily scared.
Rigoni Stern, too attribute these features to the Fascists showing, in Quota Albania

, that Mussolini’s supporters abandon the battlefield in terror:The Greeks reached the position guarded by the Blackshirts who, without even attempting to defend the trenches with their hand grenades, just abandoned everything there and fled away as hares chased by the hounds. They escaped through the Verces Valley. But the best part is that once they were far from the battleground, they did not halt. They kept running up to the divisional headquarters. Here, having seen them in such condition, they thought that the Greeks were just behind them. So they packed up their stuff and withdrew towards Elbasan. Things looked pretty bad, but the Alpini were resisting, enraged.157

The uncontrolled flight generates a grotesque chain-reaction, whose excessiveness gives to the passage an almost comic tone. The cowardice of the Fascists is contrasted with the bravery of the Alpine soldiers, who do not abandon their positions and daringly fight back.
Similar to the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Germans, the distinction between the Italians and the Fascists finds embodiment in a series of open brawls, which divide the members of the two groups. In Quota Albania

, after the Alpine soldiers have rejected the enemies, the autodiegetic narrator describes an outraged Alpine colonel, furious at the insufficient support that his elite troops received from the rest of the army. On his way to headquarters, the man sees two Blackshirts who, during the attack, abandoned their position, and, as the narrator reports, he ‘gave vent to his rage, bashing them’.158
In Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, during a stay in Bari before the departure to the Greek front, the protagonist’s company spends a night in a dormitory next to a group of Blackshirts. The Alpine soldiers are significantly tired since they are still shaken by what they saw that evening at the local hospital, where they went to visit the wounded—‘I still had in my eyes the view of the gangrenous foot of an Alpino’.159 In this state of mind, they found the vulgar laughter and noise coming from the room of the Fascists unacceptable. After an initially moderate protest, the situation escalates in a harsh altercation.160 The episode shows that an insurmountable difference separates the Alpine soldiers, who are concerned about the suffering of the Italian people, from the vulgar Fascists, resulting in an unavoidable scuffle between the two.
The sense of opposition between the Italians and the Fascists is epitomised by an episode of Giovinezza, giovinezza

, where a Blackshirt, who openly supports the Axis War and the regime’s propaganda, is roughly criticised by the rest of the troopers:A Blackshirt kept repeating, like a broken record, the mottos of Fascist propaganda: «Vinceremo! We will prevail!». The soldiers replied with grunts, bitter laughter, and ironic jokes. Nonetheless, the Blackshirt went on. A lieutenant, with a bandaged thigh, which was still bleeding, cried out: «Shut up, moron». All of a sudden, a big Alpino kicked the Blackshirt in the ass. Only then he decided to fall silent.161

The passage is charged with a series of symbolic meanings unfolding in a climax. The angry grunts and ironic laughs that come from the mass of unnamed soldiers appear as a proof of the firm disaffection that the Italians felt towards the war and the regime. The wounded lieutenant unveils the disdain that the veterans and those who directly suffered in the war felt for Mussolini’s government. Finally, the scene is closed by the appearance of the Alpine soldier who physically castigates and silences the Fascist.
In the episodes that have been considered, Alpine soldiers are characterised by an irremediable incompatibility with the Fascists. This opposition is not a coincidence but stems from the symbolic function that the figure of the Alpine trooper has played throughout Italian history. As Mondini

 has shown, Alpine soldiers have been the embodiment of ‘the community in arms’, offering an ideal representation of the virtues of the national community.162 The soldiers who are the protagonists of these scenes conform to this function: they testify to the aversion that the Italians allegedly felt for the Fascist regime and, by doing so, they symbolise the values of postwar Democratic society after the reshaping of the national identity as an Antifascist country.
Another symbolic scene, highlighting the difference between the Italians and the Fascists, is narrated in Piscicelli Taeggi’s Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


. It is the day of the declaration of war. While following Mussolini’s speech broadcasted on the Italian radio, the narrator looks out from his balcony to see how ordinary people may be reacting. A woman, all dressed in black, who silently listens to the speech with apprehension, captures his attention:When he had finished speaking, we turned to go back in our flats, and our eyes met. I could see in her expression the shame for that infamous act, an inexpressible anguish, and the presentiment of an irreparable disaster. It seemed that behind those eyes, her soul was breaking apart. At that moment, I lived the entire war.163

The woman, whose clothes remind of the traditional mourning dress, anticipates the grief that will be inflicted to the many Italian mothers who will soon lose their children in the war. By comparing this simple and honest woman with the boastful words proclaimed by Mussolini, the text establishes once again a difference between the Fascists and the ordinary people who are presented as the intended victims of a war that they did not want.
Il deserto della Libia

 offers further representations of this difference. In portraying the population of Tripoli after the defeat of the Italian army in 1941, the narrator underlines the contrast between the common Italians, who suffer the consequences of the war, and the Fascist supporters, who cowardly flee from the war zones thinking only about saving their lives:The Fascists try to escape as fast as they can to Italy, and the vast majority of them has already done so. Here only the Italians who were stupid and somehow innocent remained, together with the decent ones who, even in the hollow victory, having understood the unwholesome situation, decided nonetheless to stay. They did not flee because of their dignity.164

By singling out the Fascists, representing them as a group of people who inordinately tries to escape from a war they were the solely to support, the text creates a gap between the supporters of the regime and the rest of the Italian people, who is characterised, instead, by a finer sense of dignity.
Yet, as it has been observed for the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Germans, the clearest demarcation between the Italians and the Fascists stems from representations of acts of violence, which some texts specifically attribute to the Fascist segment of the Italian army. In I villaggi bruciano

, a Yugoslavian partisan of the squad that Pompeo joined describes heinous episodes of violence that the Blackshirts perpetrated against the local population:«You know too well, comrades, the atrocities that the Fascists committed. We had home and family, no ambitions. We just wanted to work and live in peace. And then the Fascists came. They killed the men, burnt and plundered the houses, raped our women…».165

In this passage, the repressive violence of the Italian occupation is revealed, but the agency and responsibility for such actions are entirely ascribed to the Fascists. This contributes to strengthening the difference between them and the other soldiers, who, through the figure of Pompeo, are portrayed according to the topos of the Good Italian. In a passage of Fusco’s Guerra d’Albania


, too, the link between Fascism and violence is openly used to point to this difference:When the Fascist battalions of Blackshirts, together with a few Nazi units sent as reinforcement, were sweeping the mountains, setting the houses on fire, shooting people on-sight, and torturing the defenceless, the regular companies of our army […] were careful not to seriously take part in the acts of repression.166

In this excerpt, the Fascists and the Germans are associated by the use of violence and opposed to the innocuous Italian soldiers, who do not participate in the acts of suppression against the Greeks. In this way the text both reaffirms the idea of the non-violent nature of the Italians and creates a distinction between them and the Fascists.
Throughout the corpus, the books that do not avoid portraying Fascist characters depict them in a consistent way, as a group to which the other Italians can be easily opposed. Besides representations of open scuffles between the two, the narratives deploy two main strategies to create this distinction. The texts that have Alpine soldiers as main characters insist on the Fascists’ weak temper, their cowardice, and their lack of military capacity. The others, instead, focus on the Fascists’ use of violence, which is presented as a specific trait of theirs. In Le rose del ventennio

, Gian Carlo Fusco merges these two strategies in the character of Ferro Maria Ferri, the voluntary Fascist lieutenant who is the protagonist of the last chapter of the book. The man is initially presented as a ferocious warrior who respects a strict discipline that is unknown to the other members of the Italian army. By the end of the story, though, the fierce attitude that distinguishes him from the rest of the soldiers is revealed to be only a simulation, which covers cowardice and pusillanimity. Ferro Maria Ferri creates a group of elite troopers, called by the hyperbolic—and parodic—name of Superarditi. These men are supposed to be sent on the most dangerous missions; however, as the war goes by, no military operation appears perilous enough to require their services. The story ends on the contrast between these Fascists and the other Italians. The latter are represented by the wounded of the Greek front, ‘hundreds and hundreds of Alpine soldiers and infantrymen, assisted, as best as possible, in the field hospitals’.167 The former are embodied by Ferro Maria Ferri’s Superarditi, who laugh, drink, and sing in their barracks, pretending to wait for military missions that they have no will to join. Ferro Maria Ferri perfectly embodies the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Fascists. Because of both his fierce aspect, which conflicts with the alleged pacific nature of the Italians and his pusillanimity, which contrasts with the decency that is attributed to the privates and the Alpine soldiers, he presents clear differences from the other members of the Italian army.
3.5 Topoi of Memory and Historical Reality
An important question that has been left unanswered concerns the degree of factuality of the four topoi that we have identified. It is interesting to notice that historical data could be used to back up to some degrees the representations discussed in this chapter. For instance, the use of brutal forms of repression by German soldiers in the territories that the Nazi Third Reich occupied is a well-known historical reality. If one considers the figures concerning the murders, massacres, and deportations in the countries occupied by the Axis Powers, it would not be difficult to argue that in the lands under the control of the Germans, cases of repressive violence have quantitatively exceeded the same practices carried out in Italian-controlled areas.168 Further proofs of Italy’s quite mild regimes of occupation come from oral historians, who have shown, for instance, that many Greek citizens retained positive memories about the period of the Italian occupation.169 By referring to these historical data, therefore, it could be argued that during the Axis occupations many Italians maintained a decent behaviour and were not as ruthless and violent as the Germans.
Moreover, historical research has revealed that in Greece, at the end of World War II, there were several mixed families born from relationships between the Italians and the Greeks.170 Hence, on the basis of this, one could even contend that the Italians were particularly interested in establishing love relationships with local women. Similarly, for what concerns the process of differentiation between the Fascists and the Italians, it must be stressed that great differences existed between fervent Fascists, who after 8 September 1943 chose to stay on the side of Mussolini, and the many Italians who, instead, did not have strong political convictions, or opposed the regime, and took part in the Axis War only as a result of national conscription.
These examples show that each one of the topoi of the literature of the Axis War is grounded somehow in historical data. Yet, factual reality alone cannot explain the formation and, above all, the continuous and homogenous reoccurrence of these topoi. The fallacy of a factual explanation is easily proven by the fact that there are many other episodes, equally attested by historiographical enquiries, such as the numerous cases in which the Italians brutally repressed the occupied populations and committed war crimes, that are completely at odds with the depiction created by these topoi.171
Rather than connecting the topoi with the sole historical reality, we need to look for their origin in the Italian collective memory of World War II. This allows us, first of all, to clarify the relationship that these recurrent representations have with historical data. Psychologists Roy Baumeister and Stephen Hastings have shown that cases in which memories are entirely fabricated from scratch are very rare. Memories tend, instead, to be distorted by self-deceptive processes, such as those of omission, exaggeration, embellishment, manipulation of associations, and externalisation of responsibilities through which people try to generate and ‘maintain a positive image of self’.172 The four topoi reflect real experiences of the Italian soldiers in the Axis War, which, however, have been heavily distorted and used to create a uniform and exceptionally partial representation of the past that could conceal the many episodes that did not offer a positive image of the Italian participation in World War II.
Since all the authors we considered served in the Italian army, we could argue that these distortions originated at the level of the authors’ individual memory affecting the way in which each one of these men remembered their participation in the war. The consistency and reiteration of these topoi, however, suggests that this is extremely unlikely. The distortions must be rooted, instead, in the collective level, in the various memory narratives that the veterans of the Axis War produced in the postwar years and that these writers then remediated in their texts.173 In her study of oral history about the Italian veterans of World War II, Gabriella Gribaudi offers substantial evidence of that. She notices that the Italian ex-servicemen tended to describe themselves as ‘pacific people’ and show a continuous desire to ‘mark their difference from the Germans’.174 Furthermore, in many of these stories, the soldiers displayed ‘anger towards the Fascist Blackshirts’, while conferring particular relevance to their love experiences.175 In other words, in the oral accounts that her team collected, Gribaudi

 finds all the topoi that we have identified in the literary production.
Yet, it would be reductive to consider these recurrent representations only as central elements of the memory narratives crafted by the veterans of the Italian army. These topoi connect directly to the Italian collective memory of World War II of which the memory of the Axis War constitutes only a component. As we saw in Chap. 2, when discussing the Italian memory discourse, at least three of these topoi are related to some of the main ideas that throughout the twentieth century dominated the Italian memory—such as the stereotype of Italiani brava gente, the inherent brutality of the Germans, and the gap between Fascism and the true essence of the Italian people. The topoi discussed in this chapter go beyond the narrativisation of specific aspects of the Axis War and constitute points of connection between literary texts and collective memory. The literature of the Axis War reflects a series of beliefs that circulated in the postwar years, which the authors encoded in their narratives. The texts, then, worked as vectors of memory, further conveying these views to the Italian readers. By doing so, Italian literature was instrumental in the diffusion of the memory discourse of World War II and its maintenance throughout the decades.
The formation of these topoi in both literature and memory finds an explanation in the process of renegotiation of Italian identity after twenty years of Fascism. The Democratic and Antifascist course that postwar Italy undertook necessitated a redefinition of the sense of Italianness, which implied, first of all, a rejection of many of the views and values that the regime had endorsed. The topoi discussed in this chapter were part of this process as they developed representations of Italianness that could contrast and deny some aspects of the anthropological model that had been fostered under Fascism.176 The emphasis placed on the fact that the Italians were different from both the Fascists and the Germans is a clear indicator of this process. These two acts of differentiation aimed to create a gulf between democratic Italy and its past as a Fascist dictatorship and aggressive member of the Axis Powers, in order to open up spaces for the redefinition of a new identity. Across the literature of the Axis War, the main pillars though which this new identity was constructed were the topoi of the Sagapò army and the Good Italian. The former cast representations of masculinity that both defended the virility of the Italian men and deprived it of military connotations. The latter reaffirmed long-lasting stereotypes about the Italian national character, claiming, through such self-representation, that Mussolini’s aspirations to transform the Italians in a community of imperialist warriors had actually failed.
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In this chapter, we will carry on with the investigation of the figures of repetition, examining some of the most significant themes of the Axis War literature. As we saw, a theme does not coincide with any particular point of a narrative discourse but depends on the reader’s acts of interpretation of several such points. By establishing connections among different parts of a narrative and by engaging with its recurrent elements, readers can infer from a text a series of abstract ideas that contribute to supporting the interpretation process.
The relation between thematisation and interpretation implies that the recognition of a particular theme is a rather slippery and uncertain critical activity, which is always more elusive than the pinpointing of a series of motifs. Different readers may produce distinctive interpretations, which also entail the identification of dissimilar themes. Yet, the degree of subjectivity that characterises an enquiry on such an interpretative matter can be partially reduced through quantitative and qualitative criteria. In fact, not all the themes that can be identified in a text possess the same relevance. Pierluigi Pellini, thus, suggests that thematic analyses should address above all the themes that strike us as central components of a narrative.1 This centrality often results from quantitative factors, since a particularly relevant theme tends to be constructed by numerous textual passages.2
Without aiming to offer a complete analysis of all the important themes that could be inferred from the texts of the corpus—assuming that such a survey could be possible—this study explores seven themes, which are those of innocence, defeat, victimhood, suffering, horror, pacifism, and heroism. These ideas powerfully emerge from the literature of the Axis War since they are moulded by various elements that recur with frequency across the texts. Each of the following sections will explore a specific theme but will also stress the mutual interdependence existing among these conceptualisations. Themes, indeed, are not isolated entities but nuclei of meaning that are often related to one another, forming what scholars have called ‘thematic clusters’.3
While the study of the four topoi tried to embrace the entire corpus at once, the sections of this chapter will be based on a subdivision of the texts according to, naturally, thematic similarities. In other words, each theme will be exemplified through the texts that confer the most importance on it. In this regard, though, the analysis of the first theme constitutes an exception: this short section will address again the entire corpus, showing that the four topoi discussed in Chap. 3 take part in the construction of a unique theme, which concerns the innocence of the Italian people. Finally, in the last section, we will openly address the connections between these figures of repetition and the Italian collective memory of World War II.
4.1 Innocence
In his entry for the Dizionario dei temi letterari, Paolo Zanotti defines innocence as ‘the state of those who are not corrupted by evil, or simply ignore it and, therefore, are not able to perpetrate it’.4 In this definition, innocence is conceptualised in relation to a twofold idea: firstly, an ontological dimension, according to which the innocent person is characterised by a virtuous nature deprived of evilness; secondly, a performative dimension, in which innocence stands for the lack of wrongdoings. Furthermore, Zanotti’s conceptualisation points out that innocence can be conceived of only in a dialectic relationship with its opposite. It is the existence of evil that makes the recognition of innocence possible, and the identification of a state of innocence inevitably relates to the acknowledgement of evilness and the attribution of blame. In other words, being innocent means not being blameworthy of something that happened and of which, therefore, someone else must be considered responsible.
The Italian literature of the Axis War confers great relevance on the idea of innocence, which constitutes one of its most widespread themes, as scholars who have worked on specific segments of this literary production—mainly the texts about the Alpine divisions—have pointed out.5 Across the corpus, this theme is constructed through two movements that respect quite closely Zanotti’s conceptualisation. Firstly, the texts put forward an essentialist representation of the Italians, presenting them as irreprehensible figures who did not commit serious wrongdoings. Secondly, they identify certain groups to whom the blame that is not attributed to the Italians can be ascribed.
The first of these processes is achieved through the topoi of the Good Italian and the Sagapò army. These topoi essentialised the Italians, trapping them into stereotypes. They show that Italian soldiers may have committed unmilitary actions, such as stealing products from the army storehouses and indulging in relationships with local women, but always behaved decently and never enjoyed the cruelty of violence. As a result of such representation, the Italians appear incapable of performing evil actions and, as Lidia Santarelli noted, the idea that in the Italian army there were butchers and torturers becomes basically inconceivable.6 By presenting the Italians as ontologically blameless, these two topoi contribute to the articulation of the theme of innocence across the literature of the Axis War.
The second movement whereby this theme is formed is supported by the topoi of the difference between the Italians, the Germans, and the Fascists. Sociologist Neil Smelser has stressed that when dealing with a past of violence people ineluctably have the need to attribute blame to someone.7 After a tragic experience such as a war, which caused havoc, pain, and death, questions of guilt and responsibility are inevitably raised and must find some sort of answer. This is why Elena Baraban, Stephan Jaeger, and Adam Muller argue that war representations in literature, cinema, and other artistic media are ‘practically inseparable’ from questions of agency and blame.8 In the literature of the Axis War, the representations of Italians as harmless and non-violent people leave similar questions unsolved. A response is offered, instead, by the other two topoi, which divert the ideas of guilt and responsibility onto the Germans and the Fascists.
In order to understand this process, it is useful to resort to the scholarship investigating the mechanism of scapegoating. The scholar who is inescapably associated to the study of this phenomenon is René Girard, who has applied the mechanism of scapegoating to the exploration of sacrificial rituals, Greek mythology, and the Bible, transforming it into what Wolfgang Palaver has called ‘an all-encompassing theory of culture’.9 Yet, besides its application in ethnographic and religious studies, Girard has also stressed that scapegoatism constitutes a ‘psychological mechanism’ that commonly affects social relations.10 Similarly, psychologist Tom Douglas, author of a work on scapegoatism based on psychological studies and group-work practices, has argued that in modern societies scapegoating neither constitutes a ritual nor a symbolic act but should be seen as a ‘pattern of social behaviour’ that can have both conscious and unconscious explanations.11
For both Girard and Douglas

, what lays at the centre of this process is a fundamental tendency of human beings that consists in the need to evade blame, so to avoid being held responsible for unfavourable happenings.12 Often, after adverse events, people tend to externalise their part of guilt and ascribe it to a third party—the scapegoat—that becomes the only bearer of responsibility. This process allows people to maintain positive views of themselves by discharging the unwanted ‘unacceptable parts of the self’ on others.13 Girard

 argues that it is especially when it is not easy or possible to indicate who holds responsibility for a given event that communities tend to channel their sense of guilt onto scapegoats.14 Post-conflict societies, therefore, appear as an extremely fertile context for the development of a similar psychological mechanism. Hence, it is not surprising that Wolfgang Schivelbusch, in his study on cultural responses to military defeats in Western societies, has found several examples of this process, showing a general tendency to look for scapegoats in the aftermath of defeat.15
One of the key features of this phenomenon concerns how the scapegoat is selected. According to Girard, Douglas

, and other scholars, this selection process is twofold. First of all, targets of scapegoating are usually people or groups who, despite being part of a particular community, present a series of specific traits that make them look different, and therefore recognisable.16 Secondly, scapegoats tend to occupy a weak position within the power structure of society and are, therefore, unable to retaliate.17 This is why this phenomenon is closely related to episodes of persecution against minorities, who are characterised by both recognisable traits and low social power.18 Although in the vast majority of cases scapegoats are found among a community’s ‘internal-others’, groups that live at the fringes of society and maintain cultural traits that preserve their differences, Girard

 argues that in moments of social crisis members of the elite can also become scapegoats.19 Even in this case, the selection process relies on the identification of a series of differences, this time in the form of privileges.20
The Italian literature of the Axis War appears strongly affected by a scapegoating mechanism, which sheds light on the way the Germans and the Fascists are portrayed across the corpus. Chris Fleming has argued that in cultural depictions groups who are the targets of scapegoatism tend to be characterised by a series of differential traits that make them appear grotesque and readily identifiable.21 Not only does the literature of the Axis War represent the Germans and the Fascists in negative terms, but it regularly opposes these groups to the Italians, depicting them in ways that make their difference manifest. These representations single out the Germans and the Fascists, providing readers with two straightforwardly recognisable groups that become the easy targets upon which the blame that is not attributed to the Italians can be cast.
It is important to stress that both the Nazis and the Fascists bore heavy responsibilities for the Axis War. Hence, arguing that they have become the scapegoats for a series of crimes for which they were culpable may appear as a contradiction. Palaver, for instance, defines the scapegoat as a person ‘who—as a result of a spontaneous psychological mechanism—is blamed for the mistakes or sins of others’.22 According to this definition, therefore, the Germans and the Fascists could not play the role of scapegoats in relation to World War II, since they had been actually responsible for this event. Girard

 can help us to resolve this problem. In Le bouc émissaire, he shows several cases in which a scapegoat mechanism is established between the accusers and the accused, even though the accusations were well-founded.23 Similarly, Gordon Allport and Bernard Kramer have argued that it is not necessary to assume that in every case of scapegoating the victim must be ‘lily-white in his innocence’.24 The scapegoat mechanism that affects the Italian literature of the Axis War does not imply a transfer of guilt for the war onto groups that bear no responsibility for it. By contrast, the texts develop a series of depictions that emphasise the blameworthiness of the Germans and the Fascists, meaning those groups who hold the greatest share of responsibility for World War II.
Across the literature of the Axis War, the two processes of differentiation contribute to redefining the sense of Italian identity along two lines. The first one is outward-looking: by stressing the difference from the Germans, the texts dismiss Italy’s role as a member of the Axis Powers denying that the Italians had something to do within the plan of creating a Fascist European order. The second is inward-looking: by singling out the Fascists, the texts reshape the perimeter of the Italian community and transform the latter into a proper internal-other, who remains the only segment of Italian society that can be associated with the Germans. Thanks to these topoi, the literary texts channel the blame for the Axis War onto these groups, keeping it outside the perimeter of the Italian community, and can develop, through the other two topoi, positive representations of the Italians that foster the idea of their innocence.
4.2 Defeat
During the Axis War, the Italian army suffered major defeats wherever it operated. In the first months of the war, the Italians lost control of the Horn of African colonies. In winter 1940–1941, they suffered a major defeat in North Africa, where the troops of General Richard O’Connor surrounded the army led by General Rodolfo Graziani. The Italo-Greek war, which Mussolini started on 28 October 1941, was eventually successful, but only after the Italians had been forced to withdraw into Albania, pushing the Germans to join the invasion and open a second front through Bulgaria. The campaign in the Soviet Union ended in an utter disaster: in winter 1942–1943, the Italian army, which was deployed at the rear of the Stalingrad siege, holding a line of trenches on the River Don, was forced to retreat through the Russian steppe. Around 85,000 men disappeared, either killed or imprisoned.25 The Axis advancement in North Africa finished with a major defeat at El Alamein, which pushed the Italian troops back to Tunisia where they were eventually vanquished. Even the brief war on France, which took place while the country had already capitulated to Germany, had a human cost that historians have deemed disproportionate.26
As a result of these historical events, the literature of the Axis War confers significant prominence on the theme of defeat, and a vast majority of texts revolve around smaller or greater debacles. Those set in North Africa, for instance, offer a quite accurate compendium of the defeats the Italians experienced through the various stages of the war. In Il deserto della Libia

, Mario Tobino represents the 1941 debacle: the event, defined as ‘a complete rout’, lets the Italians fully understand ‘what it was like to be defeated’ and leads to a disordered flight towards Tripoli.27 The protagonist of Marcello Venturi’s Dalla Sirte a casa mia

 goes through the same withdrawal. Having crossed the Libyan Desert, he reaches the harbour city of Bizerte, where he is supposed to join what remains of his company, only to discover that ‘his company no longer exists’.28 Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s

 and Giuliano Palladino’s

 books foreground the defeat of El Alamein that shows—in the words of Palladino—that ‘the time has come for our most complete defeat’.29 Giuseppe Berto’s Guerra in camicia nera

 recounts his disastrous experience in a unit of Blackshirts—‘and there is no doubt that it was a disaster’ as the narrator likes to point out—which will finish in a camp for war prisoners in Texas.30 In Oderisio Piscicelli Taeggi’s Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, the Italians armed units continue to fight even after El Alamein, but already around the middle of the book the war is deemed to be lost.31 In Dante Troisi’s La gente di Sidaien


, after the fall of Tripoli in January 1943, the protagonist’s unit disorderly withdraws from Sidaien, the desert oasis where it was recently deployed, giving a concrete form to the grim sense of doom that the protagonist feels from the very beginning of the story.32
The texts on the Italo-Greek war, too, offer numerous representations of the experience of defeat. Manlio Cecovini’s Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

 depicts many useless assaults to the Greek positions that cost the lives of many men and produce no significant gains, conveying a clear sense of failure.33 In Giovanni Pirelli’s L’entusiasta


, the two protagonists, the officer Pietro Andreis and the Alpine soldier Antonio Da Rin, see distant flashes of explosions, which are signs, as the narrator clarifies, that ‘the front was collapsing’.34 On Christmas Eve, the Italian offensive line is completely overwhelmed, and Pirelli offers a powerful depiction of the debacle:
Tens of thousands of men were broken in body and spirit, hungry, and worn out […] The officers were randomly mixed up with private soldiers. All of them were moving backwards, in the dark: some under the rain knee-deep in the muck, some overwhelmed by snow and blizzard. Only one common worry pushed the men on: to escape the enemies who were coming from all sides […] It was chaos.35

Pirelli’s gloomy description of the crestfallen and dispirited Italian soldiers who are caught up in the withdrawal is similar to the representation of the same event that Giancarlo Fusco develops in Le rose del ventennio

:
The men, unfed, wearing pairs of broken shoes, hardly managed to move forward. Their backpacks, warped by the rain, were basically empty. The mess tins, sombre-sounding, lied unused on the side […] A white-haired captain, with no side cap, was walking next to the remnants of his company, leaning on a high stick.36

These scenes portray the catastrophic retreats that the Italians experienced even in a military campaign that was eventually successful, and, in so doing, posit defeat as a pivotal moment of the narrativisation of the Axis War.
Yet, more than the stories set in North Africa and Greece, the most disastrous experience that the Italian writers narrated, which strongly embodies the defeat of the entire nation in World War II, remains the retreat from the Eastern front. In La guerra dei poveri

, at the beginning of the withdrawal, Nuto Revelli tries to keep order among his men but finds it impossible since everywhere ‘it was chaos, it was a convulsive motion of columns of disbanded soldiers’.37 Despite the efforts of several officers, the withdrawal soon becomes a disordered flight. Revelli shows his mortification in a paragraph formed by a single short sentence, which conveys the sense of the irremediable catastrophe: ‘it’s a disaster’.38
While highlighting the heroic sacrifice of the few soldiers who open the way to the many that are no longer able to fight, the representation of the retreat foregrounds the complete breakdown of the Italian army. Here is Revelli again: ‘disorder, indiscipline, recklessness, insubordination, desertion. It’s a disaster: the desperate flight of a mass of men with no company, no weapon!’.39 In Giulio Bedeschi’s Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, most of the Italians, having no directives from their officers, have ceased to be an organised army and look like a mass of wretched creatures. Hence, when the Soviets attack the withdrawing columns, the battle appears as a clash between uneven forces. The narrator emphasises this aspect claiming that ‘the Russians began to pounce on that ruination [sfacelo]’ where the term sfacelo is used metonymically to refer to what remains of the Italian army.40
The word sfacelo is a particularly frequent term that Italian writers use to convey the magnitude of the defeat in the Axis War. According to the Grande dizionario della lingua italiana, the word initially indicated body tissues affected with gangrene. This clinical acceptation was progressively extended, and the term acquired broader meanings referring to the deterioration of the whole human body, the destruction of buildings, an irreversible crisis, an utter defeat, the disintegration of the social fabric, and even the irremediable destruction of the ‘prestige, power, and authority of a people, civilisation, or state’.41 With this polyphony of meanings, embracing at once the annihilation of the human flesh, the material demolition of buildings, and the social damage inflicted to communities, the word sfacelo constitutes an extremely apt term to conceptualise the effects of war defeat, explaining why many authors chose to resort to it.
In Takfír

, after the defeat of El Alamein, Paolo Caccia Dominioni withdraws westward. He goes past Marsa Matruh and El Salloum, which the Italians have abandoned without opposing resistance, and eventually reaches a military camp near Tobruk where he defines his journey as an ‘emerging from desolation [sfacelo]’.42 In Roberto Carità Quattro stracci

, the first part of the book, which recounts the vicissitudes of the Italian soldiers in Greece in the aftermath of Italy’s surrender of 8 September 1943, is sharply entitled ‘Destruction [Sfacelo] of an army’.43 In L’entusiasta


, the term appears in particularly notable moments. Firstly, at the beginning of the retreat when fear, anguish, and dejection invade the souls of the soldiers who are dominated by the dramatic sense of ‘complete devastation [sfacelo]’.44 Secondly, in one of the most significant points of the story, when Pietro Andreis, injured and unable to move, observes with a sense of powerlessness a group of retreating Italian soldiers being killed by the Greeks. This view pushes him to reflect on the differences between the beliefs about the war he had before departing as a volunteer and his actual war experience, embodied in ‘that disorder, that destruction [sfacelo]’ that unfolds before his eyes.45 In this passage, not only does the word sfacelo convey the sense of the Italian defeat, but it also creates a contrast between Andreis’ war experience and the expectations cultivated by the Fascist regime.
In other texts, the extent of the Italian defeat is conveyed through references to Caporetto, the most infamous debacle in the Italian history of World War I. In Quota Albania

, when representing the withdrawing Italians troops during the Italo-Greek war, Rigoni Stern evokes stories he heard from his father: ‘while walking full of bitterness, I remember my father’s accounts on the retreat of Caporetto’.46 In Takfír

, Paolo Caccia Dominioni develops the same association, narrating how the defeat of El Alamein triggers memories of World War I, in which he had directly fought: ‘exactly in these days, my mind jumps twenty-five years back to the events of Caporetto’.47
The centrality that the theme of defeat acquires in the Italian literature of the Axis War is also revealed by the fact that in texts that do not focus directly on the war campaigns, but on events that follow 8 September 1943, the previous period of war can be entirely summed up by references to defeats. For instance, in Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, Aldo Puglisi remembers the time of the Greek campaign through a single reference to the ‘the plains of Korçë’, across which the Italian troops had to withdraw.48 Similarly, in I villaggi bruciano

, one of the few passages referring to events that predate the armistice is constituted by a list of places where Italian soldiers were killed: ‘Dreznica, Jablanica, Aleksin Han, Konijc [sic]… all these are infamous names for the Italian annals of war. In spring 1943, more than two thousand men died when all the garrisons were overwhelmed and swept away by a wave of Partisans’.49 In these two texts, moments of defeat are the only references to battles that the Italian army fought as a Fascist nation, showing that the experience of being vanquished works as a synecdoche that embodies the totality of Italy’s participation in the Axis War.
As a result of the prominence given to this theme, defeat becomes the primary paradigm whereby the Axis War is approached and narrated, a fact that results in an extreme selectivity concerning what the literature of the Axis War represents and conveys to readers. Mario Isnenghi has already underlined this aspect in relation to the memoirs of the Russian campaign. He argues that this literary production is entirely focused on the retreat, moving from East to West, and the writers do not seem interested in narrating other aspects of the campaign.50 Gustavo Corni has returned to this point illustrating it more thoroughly. He contends that what is missing in the representations developed by the memoirs of the Russian campaign is not so much the departure and the entrance into the Soviet Union but rather everything that has to do with the acts of aggression and the anti-partisan operations.51
The memoirs by Eugenio Corti, Nuto Revelli, and Mario Rigoni Stern conform to this general trend: they focus entirely on the tragic withdrawal from the River Don and allocate almost no space to events that happened previously. What appears significant is that both Rigoni Stern and Revelli re-proposed this selective focus on defeat when, in later texts, they decided to narrate other experiences of the Russian campaign. In the first part of La guerra dei poveri

, Revelli relates a useless assault carried out on 1 September 1942, which led to nothing and cost the lives of many men.52 Rigoni Stern, too, re-evoked the same event in ‘Nella steppa di Kotovskij’, one of the short stories of Ritorno sul Don

. The protagonist’s unit has captured a position behind the enemy lines, but something in the plan of attack goes wrong and the supporting battalion that was supposed to intervene does not show up. Hence, Rigoni and his men have to retreat, and many of them do not make it back to the base.53 Even in these cases, the Italian texts focus on defeats and retreats.
This selective focus on defeat is not limited to the memoirs but characterises the fictional accounts, too. In Giovinezza, giovinezza

, it is an intradiegetic narrator, soldier Ferriera, who narrates the war on the Eastern front to Giulio, the protagonist of the novel, when the two are hospitalised together in Italy. In the first of his stories, Ferriera remembers the first days his battalion spent in Ukraine, offering a depiction of this period according to the topoi of the Good Italian and the Sagapò army: the Italians fraternise with the local population, especially with the women, and everything goes by as if the war was far away.54 When Giulio meets him again, Ferriera, with an ellipsis, resumes his account directly from the vicissitudes of the retreat, glossing over the phase of advancement through Russia.55 Similarly, in Elsa Morante’s La Storia

, the only episode related to the Axis War is the retreat from the Soviet Union, narrated through a digression about the death of a soldier, Giovannino Marrocco.
All these examples show that the prominence that the literature of the Axis War gives to the theme of defeat engenders a series of omissions. The moments in which the Italians were defeated are repeatedly foregrounded to the detriment of other events that are kept outside the area of representation of the narratives. Yet, the impact of defeat goes beyond the selectivity of the subject matter as many texts mould a series of conceptualisations that stem directly from this experience. In his superb study on the culture of defeat, Wolfgang Schivelbusch has identified several recurrent tropes developed across Western countries to cope with war defeat. One of these can be summed up by the post-World War I German motto Im Felde unbesiegt, undefeated on the battlefield, a conceptualisation that entails the belief that while one’s country was defeated, one’s military unit was not been beaten in combat.56 This conception circulated across the literature of the Axis War, too, especially in texts written by writers of conservative orientation.
In Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, the Italian army has to withdraw westward, although in the previous hours the narrator’s Ariete motorised division prevailed over the British, capturing numerous prisoners. This leads Piscicelli Taeggi to state that ‘it’s sad to withdraw after one has won’.57 In Takfír

, at the beginning of the Italian retreat of El Alamein, Caccia Dominioni narrates a similar episode declaring that ‘thus we have to leave, abandoning the positions we victoriously kept’.58 In Alamein

, he will put forward this idea even more strongly, claiming that ‘at Alamein, not only the dead are victorious, but also the defeated who survived, because they resisted for twelve days straight […] and eventually were overwhelmed without being beaten’.59
The consolatory trope of the undefeated division also appears in Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, which—reporting a war rumour that circulated in the postwar years and that later historical research has debunked—claims that the Soviets circulated a war bulletin stating that ‘only the Italian Alpine Army Corps should be considered undefeated on Russian soil’.60 Yet the author who more than anyone else insists on the idea of the undefeated units, forging the postwar myth of the Folgore division, is Bechi Luserna. Across I ragazzi della Folgore

, numerous scenes highlight the Italian successes against the British, and, in the moment of the withdrawal, the narrator stresses the disappointment of the Italian paratroopers who feel ‘the sorrow of having to turn their backs on that enemy whom they constantly defeated’.61
If the myth of the undefeated battalion characterises especially the writings of authors of conservative views, then another of the tropes identified by Schivelbusch is, instead, widely spread across the literature of the Axis War. Schivelbusch notices that when recounting their war experiences, people who underwent defeat tend to emphasise the military superiority of the enemy.62 This is a recurrent motif of the Italian literary texts, which often stress the weakness of Italy’s armament. It must be immediately stressed that, if compared to the superpowers involved in World War II, Italy was a minor actor, affected by organisational problems and a reduced industrial capacity. Scholars who have discussed the structural and logistical limits of the Italian army agreed on the fact that what penalised the Italians was not so much the use of out-dated weapons, since similar firearms were used by every army, but the scarcity of automatic rifles and modern tanks, which Fascist Italy failed to produce in adequate quantity.63 Hence, by emphasising the underdevelopment of the Italian weaponry, the literature of the Axis War highlights a real problem experienced by the soldiers. Yet, the insistence with which many authors go back to this issue is not limited to factual reporting but contributes to strengthening several of the themes we are discussing.
In Rigoni Stern’s books, for instance, readers encounter numerous rifles that are stuck and bombs that do not explode, as a result of the extremely low temperature of the Russian winter in which the faulty Italian weapons do not work:
The lieutenant wanted to open fire to check whether the sentinels were vigilant. We heard the click of the trigger, and that’s it. So, I tried myself with my rifle. The rifle clicked. He asked me, then, to throw a hand grenade. I did so, but the hand grenade did not even make a sound, it simply disappeared in the snow.64

Through similar representations, the texts underplay or even deny the possibility that the Italians could do harm with their weapons, reinforcing the conceptualisation of the Italians as innocuous soldiers and harmless occupiers.
This ideological subtext emerges quite clearly in a passage of La guerra dei poveri

, in which Revelli defines the grenades provided to the Italian army with an oxymoron, as ‘hand grenades unbelievably harmless and humanitarian, which did not always explode’.65 The presumption that the Italian weapons were not instruments of death, but inoffensive tools, also appears in Il deserto della Libia

, in the description of the Italian soldiers who took part in the assault of Tobruk:Our soldiers were poorly armed. They were not protected by precise and numerous artilleries. The hand grenades were few and made of tin: they were very noisy but could barely kill anybody. Our machineguns got jammed frequently and were in short supply.66

While reaffirming the idea that the Italians were, in the end, inoffensive soldiers, strengthening, therefore, the theme of innocence, the motif of the faulty weapons also contributes to enhancing the theme of defeat. This function emerges with clarity in Tobino’s portrayal of the divisions that survived the defeat of Graziani in 1941:
They were without weapons and vehicles: indeed, the soldiers went on by walk and were armed just with the usual, tedious, and mocked 1891 rifle and with a few machineguns FIAT, which got usually jammed. On top of this, they only had the artillery—149 and 117 cannons—and a few other things that no one valued or believed to be useful. For instance, these infantry divisions neither had anti-tank guns nor weapons that seemed modern. Above all, the men were oppressed by low morale and the desire of falling into captivity.67

By insisting on the weakness and misery of the Italian divisions, the text powerfully conveys the idea that defeat was the only possible outcome of a war that the Italians were sent to fight without preparation and adequate equipment.
4.3 Victimhood
Schivelbusch

 shows that another feature characterising the war narratives developed in countries that experienced military defeat is the tendency to indulge in forms of self-victimisation.68 In this regard, the literature of the Axis War is no exception. Among the wide range of textual strategies that articulate the theme of victimhood, the motif of the faultiness of the Italian armament plays a quite significant role. In La guerra dei poveri

, Revelli underlines the great difficulties with which the Italians, impaired by their malfunctioning weaponry, fight against the more efficient Red Army: ‘our rusty Parabellum cannot shoot. We throw a dozen of hand grenades: they do not explode. Because of the frost and lack of oil, our machineguns do not fire. And the Russians, ten metres away, are shooting and killing’.69 The battle is presented as a fight between unequal powers, a representation that contributes to conferring to the Italians the role of victim.
In Il deserto della Libia

, while passing by the town of Ajdabiya, the protagonist finds traces of the battle that took place there at the beginning of 1941, when Graziani’s army was retreating westward. While they contemplate the humble and improvised cemetery where Italian Bersaglieri have been buried, the narrator recounts the battle:
Some Bersaglieri take up positions in the plain with rifles and a small number of little and fragile tanks known as matchboxes […] The fight was short. Besides their bodies, the Bersaglieri had only their youth. As crosses for their graves, they used two wooden boards.70

The ill-equipped Italians are not ready to oppose the advancing Allied army, and their death is the only possible outcome of the battle. The disparity between the two armies, as much as the simple crosses that remain in the cemetery outside Ajdabiya as a humble homage to these war casualties, compels readers to commiserate the Italians creating a sense of victimhood.
The emphasis that Tobino gives to the unfortunate and pitiable fate of the Italian soldiers constitutes a recurrent technique whereby several texts articulate this theme. In Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, when the Russians are chasing the retreating Italians, the narrator comments that ‘it was no longer a war, rather it was an easy hunt against the wretched’.71 In Sagapò

, to the eyes of a British commando who eliminates a group of Italian guards, the latter appear as nothing more than helpless: ‘«it was an easy affair» an officer said inspecting the rock «but not for these unfortunate soldiers»’.72 These comments underline the miserable fate of the Italians, who have been sent to serve and die in foreign lands in the name of an imperialistic war, and induce readers to sympathise with them.
A similar sense of compassion is constructed through touching apostrophes, which the narrative voice addresses towards the Italians who have lost their lives or have suffered greatly. For instance, in I più non ritornano

, the image of a wounded soldier begging for water moves the autodiegetic narrator, pushing him to cry out: ‘poor Italian infantrymen!’.73 Similarly, in La guerra dei poveri

, when he is finally outside the Soviet-controlled areas, Revelli sees the poor conditions of those who survived and exclaims: ‘poor Italians: people who fought and suffered, carrying in their hearts the sights of the dead companions’.74 Through these depictions, the literature of the Axis War articulates a discourse that Lilie Chouliaraki, building on the work of Luc Boltanski, has called ‘politics of pity’: the texts bring postwar readers close to the distant suffering that the Italian soldiers experienced. By doing so, the literary texts asked readers to empathise with and feel pity for the Italians, who are presented as war victims.75
Morante’s La Storia

, too, participates in this discursive formation. As we mentioned, within the diegetic world of the novel, the Axis War is condensed into a unique scene that portrays the death of a wretched soldier, Giovannino Marrocco. This choice is not a coincidence since, as Chouliaraki

 stresses, ‘the physical and psychological pain of a single human being is a strong point of identification’ for readers and facilitates the evocation of pity.76 While advancing stubbornly and hopelessly through the snow, Giovannino falls in a crevasse and, no longer having the strength to move forward, dies there. The scene, which, significantly, concludes the chapters of the novel dealing with World War II, ends with the narrator directly addressing her character, uttering the words ‘Good night, blondie’.77 This apostrophe shows that the narrative voice is the first to be moved to compassion and invites readers to empathise with the pitiful and unfortunate fate of Giovannino. By doing so, the scene contributes to attributing to the Italian soldiers of the Axis War the role of victims.
In relation to the construction of the theme of victimhood, La Storia

 appears a telling case in point. Stefania Lucamante has pointed out that this novel was conceived ‘in order to lend the voice to the subaltern’, constituting ‘an emblematic container for the private story of powerless characters’.78 Similarly, Raffaele Liucci has seen Morante’s text as a story about the victims of history, who hopelessly try to oppose the power that dominates society.79 Collocated within this structure, the death of Giovannino Marrocco allows readers to list the Axis War soldiers among the many victims to whom Morante’s novel lends a voice. In this way, the Italian soldiers seem to belong to the same category as other disempowered figures that populated the diegetic world of the novel, such as the Italian Jewish minority persecuted by the Racial Laws, the poor, the infirm, the idealists, the anarchists, the children, the workers of factories, and the animals.
La Storia

 is not the only text that establishes a more or less open connection between Italian soldiers and other victims of World War II. The same association appears at the end of I villaggi bruciano

, when Pompeo, who is imprisoned in a German camp, thinks about the future when Nazism will be eventually defeated:
Europe, once again, will be saved from the barbarians. That moment was not far off. And on that day all the prisoners, the Italians, the Poles, the Serbs, the Russians, the French, the Belgians, the Dutch, and the English, will see the gates of the gloomy camps opening up.80

The passage presents the Italians among the victims of Nazism, listing them side by side with countries that fought against Germany from the beginning of the war, or that were invaded by Germany without being first its ally.
An episode of Pace a El Alamein

, too, strongly embodies the Italians’ victimisation at the hands of the Germans. Second Lieutenant Sala is an inexperienced soldier. Described as a ‘very young’ officer ‘with a child’s mouth’, he shows all his lack of preparation when he is about to start a night patrol without appropriate equipment.81 During the patrol, the Italians are surprised by the Allies and, impaired once again by their jammed guns, have to retreat. Second Lieutenant Sala, however, loses his way in the desert and ends up in front of the German lines. Panicked and frightened, he does not remember the word of identification and, despite his desperate cries, he is shot dead by the sentinels.82
Across the corpus, though, the Germans represent only one of the possible persecutors of the Italians. In La guerra dei poveri

, other victimisers of the Italian soldiers are the military commands that, with their incapacity, ‘send the Alpine companies to slaughter’, as the narrator constantly underscores.83 Other texts, instead, portray the Italians as victims of the Fascist regime. This emerges, for instance, in one of the few passages of Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

 in which the Italo-Greek war is remembered:
Step by step, track-by-track, they claimed the Albanian mountains, now advancing, now retreating. Their donkeys had remained trapped in the mud of the river Vjosë: they saw them dying this way, abandoned behind the men, their eyes imploring, as if they knew it. Those poor donkeys had been their armoured columns. The captain […] thought about the sinister trick that the Duce played on them when he decided that they had to be soldiers and threw them into the war with no preparation like the donkeys of the river Vjosë.84

The excerpt develops a representation of the Italian aggression of Greece that focuses entirely on the suffering and misfortune of wretched and poorly equipped troopers. The final simile, establishing a comparison between the innocuous donkeys and the Italian soldiers, presents the latter as the victims of a political power that deceived them and forced them into the war.
The latter idea is perfectly epitomised in an episode of the Italo-Greek campaign that several texts narrate. In March 1941, Mussolini was in Greece to personally direct the offensive operations. This lends the opportunity to several writers to stress his direct responsibility in the suffering and death of many Italian soldiers. In Quattro stracci

, a veteran remembers the attack of that day, which broke a period of relative calm on the front. Although the Italians had ‘Mussolini on their arse’, their assault ends up in a disaster, ‘a massacre […] a useless massacre’, which was directly caused by the Fascist leader.85 In Qui non riposano

, Montanelli portrays the destruction of an Italian company, whose soldiers were ‘caught between the Duce behind them and the Greeks and the mountain in front of them’. Almost all the soldiers sent to the attack ‘died, without moving, in the open, crouching down under the fire of the Greek machinegun, looking behind towards Mussolini as if they were asking why’.86 The passages portray the Italians, who die in pointless assaults, as the victims of Mussolini’s dreams of power.
Another strategy through which the theme of victimhood is constructed consists in highlighting the moments when the Italians were subject to the violence of their enemies. For instance, while narrating the Italian reconquest of Tobruk, the narrator of Il deserto della Libia

 recounts the sad end of a unit on a night patrol. Allured by the freshness of the night, these men—a group of ‘peasants who dreamed about their homes’—fall asleep and are slaughtered by an Australian squad.87 In Alamein

, Caccia Dominioni represents the night raid of a New-Zealand unit that penetrates the Italian trenches and massacres several soldiers.88 Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

 abounds of scenes of this kind. One of the most intense concerns the shipwreck of the Galilea, which was transporting the Gemona battalion from Greece back to Italy. British submarines torpedoed the ship and impeded the rescue attempts of other Italian boats, resulting in hundreds of men being drowned or dismembered by the propellers of the sinking ship.89
All the passages we discussed show that the literature of the Axis War can identify distinct types of victimisers of the Italians, but it consistently ascribes to the latter the role of victims. This process of self-victimisation is well-embodied in a particularly revealing excerpt of Ritorno sul Don

. Years after the end of the war, Rigoni is visiting the city of Kiev, when he finds a monument commemorating those who died in World War II. In the square of this memorial, looking at the people around him who survived the war, the Italian declares his proximity to all the men and women who suffered in those tragic years:
I would like to walk the streets as one of them: as that peasant with a Tatar mug, that mutilated on crutches, that worker with the hands in his pockets and a Lenin-style beret, who smokes his papiroska while waiting for the tram. Otherwise, I could seat next to that Jew—who knows how he survived—who enjoys the sun on the bench, looking at the children play. No, here we were not like the Germans […] That’s why I can safely say «Ià italianschi [I’m Italian]», and you can smile back at me and say «Italianschi carasciò! [The Italians are good!]»90

The passage, while revolving around the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Germans, distances the Italians from the role of perpetrators by listing them at the side of the victims of World War II, represented by the Russian peasant, the wounded veteran, and the Jew who survived Nazi extermination. This depiction enhances the view that in relation to their participation in the Axis War, the Italians should not be seen as invaders but rather as victims.91
Some texts reinforce the sense of victimhood by portraying death as the fundamental essence of war. In Il deserto della Liba


, the Allies bombard Sirte killing fifty-six Italians. The view of the dead bodies, lying in a tent one next to the other, shocks a young soldier who is almost resentful towards the dead companions ‘that revealed to him what war is like’.92 Similarly, in Pace a El Alamein

, a long war scene describing the Italians rejecting a British attack, during which many defenders are killed, ends with the sombre comment of an officer: ‘that’s war’.93 These two accounts conceptualise the act of dying as the defining moment of the war experience facilitating an interpretation of war centred on the idea of victimhood.
A text that offers a powerful representation of this conceptualisation is Manlio Cancogni’s La linea del Tomori

. The novel is constructed as a coming-of-age story, which follows various stages of the life of the protagonist, Silvio, from childhood to the departure to the Greek front.94 Within this structure, the war appears as the crucial experience that should mark the beginning of Silvio’s adulthood. This metamorphic encounter with the battle, however, never takes place within the diegetic world of the novel. Silvio’s baptism of fire is constantly postponed by various vicissitudes up to the final page when the young man finally reaches the frontline. The book ends at this point, with Silvio getting to the trenches. Although in the novel war combat is never represented, remaining only an implicit presence, what Silvio quickly spotted while running towards the trenches allows readers to grasp, nevertheless, the essence of the war experience: it is ‘a plateau filled with wooden crosses’, which constitutes the graveyard of the frontline units.95 Thanks to this view, La linea del Tomori

 conceptualises war as an inescapable encounter with death, a conception that both criticises warfare and presents the soldiers who fight in it as inevitable victims.
A reason that contributes to explaining the strong sense of victimhood that permeates the Italian literature of the Axis War can be found in the motivations that pushed many of these men to write books about World War II. Literary scholars Giancarlo Alfano and Viet Thanh Nguyen have argued that one of the prime forces lying behind war literature is the urge to remember the companions who died, in an attempt to give a voice to those who can no longer speak.96 This motive strongly emerges from the Italian literature of the Axis War and in some texts is openly stated in the books’ extra-textual apparatus. For instance, in the preface to his first novel, Giulio Bedeschi claims that in his work ‘the war is seen, so to speak, from the point of view of the dead’.97 Similarly, Eugenio Corti dedicates his first memoir to all his comrades who lost their lives:
[These pages] shall be a prayer/for the many who loved me, lived/ and shared bread with me, and fought at my side/ and suffered together with me/ and painfully hoped/and, alas, eventually lied with no life/on the never-ending roads of the steppe.98

The memories of the many who did not return from the war cast their shadow on the present, generating what Alfano has called the long effect of war.99 These memories haunt those who survived and compel them to write. Thanh Nguyen notices that this impulse often leads war writers to tell their stories from a limited ethical perspective, which he defines as the ethics of ‘remembering one’s own’, resulting in stories that consider and remember only those who fought at one’s side.100 This restricted viewpoint pervades the Italian literature of the Axis War, which is obsessively centred on the need to name and remember the Italians who did not make it. As a vivid example of this urge, we can consider Mario Rigoni Stern’s account after the battle of Nikolayevka, when he remembers more than eight fallen companions in less than two pages:
This was January 26, 1943. My dearest friends abandoned me that day. I have never managed to know what happened to Rino, who was injured during the first attack […] Raul, too, left me on that day. Raul, my first friend from the army […] And even Giuanin died. Yes, Giuanin, you reached the end of the journey. We will all do. […] The chaplain of the battalion, too, died. […] And the captain died as well. […] And among the soldiers of my battalion that served with me in the trenches, how many more have been killed?101

Rigoni’s account, like many other pages across the literature of the Axis War, becomes a burial ground in which writers can offer a last homage to the fallen, keeping their memories alive by perpetuating their remembrance in the minds of the readers.
This impulse appears particularly strong in Paolo Caccia Dominioni, who wrote his war narratives by combining notes of his personal diaries, track records of military companies, memoirs written by other soldiers, and works by journalists and historians, composing a polyphonic text that aimed to offer as complete as possible a nomenclature of the Italians who died in North Africa. Dominioni’s books are constructed as commemorative monuments of the Italian sacrifice mimicking the ten-year period that the author spent in Egypt after the war, exhuming and identifying the dead of El Alamein and supervising the construction of the Italian War Memorial.102
If the memoirs by Corti, Revelli

, Rigoni Stern, Moscioni Negri, and Caccia Dominioni are the texts that more evidently show the ethical demand of remembering one’s companions, with innumerable passages evoking the last time the autodiegetic narrator saw a comrade or a friend, then this paradigm is not limited to the genre of the autobiography. The ethics of remembering one’s own equally affects the fictional production, in which the narrative voice displays continuous attention to the commemoration and remembrance of the protagonist’s late comrades. The death of Gardi in Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, Da Rin in L’entusiasta


, soldiers Pagnotta, Saverio, and Pasqualino Locoforte in Sagapò

, Tonino in Dalla Sirte a casa mia

, and Giovannino Marrocco in La Storia

 constitute powerful points of climax of these texts and some of the most touching moments of Italian war literature.
This commemorative spur is powerfully embodied in a scene around the conclusion of Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, when, among the material traces of a past battle, Stefano Gray, the protagonist of the novel, discovers the remains of a group of Italians:
Here is a man who fought until the end. Here is another who did not have the time to move back and was killed on the spot by a grenade that ripped out his legs. […] His face has been lying on the ground for the past five months, waiting for a pious spirit that could give him a proper burial […] If only one had dared to grasp that torso from the shoulders and turn it back, we could have recognised in him the appearance of a friend.103

The mutilated body of this unknown soldier epitomises the sacrifice of all the Italians to whom the literary texts want to pay a pitiful and humble homage. Following the ethics of remembering one’s own, the Italian literature of the Axis War foregrounds the hardship that the Italians experienced and, by doing so, strengthens the theme of Italian victimhood.
4.4 Suffering
In the foreword to the complete collection of Rigoni Stern’s war stories, Folco Portinari argues that a work of this kind could be perfectly introduced by a line of Thucydides about the suffering that soldiers experience in combat.104 Suffering is, indeed, a fundamental theme of Rigoni’s oeuvre, and it also characterises many texts of the corpus, in which the authors directly infused the memories of the hardship they had faced during World War II. The intensity of suffering is often embodied in loud screams of pain, which reverberate through the pages of the literature of the Axis War, tormenting the narrators as much as the readers. In Pace a El Alamein

, when Lieutenant Bartoni is hit by shrapnel, his cries are so ‘inhuman’ that the autodiegetic narrator hopes he can die soon.105 In Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, Piscicelli Taeggi hears the screeches of one of his men and rushes to the frontline positions, which were exposed to the enemy’s fire:
Biaggioli’s had been hit by shrapnel: his chest was opened up, and we could see that fragments of the explosion penetrated his shoulder near the spinal cord. He was screaming out loud! He seemed to suffer horribly. His face twitched in fear. He was grinding his teeth. His usually sweet eyes were now full of horror and blood.106

While an ambulance carries the wounded away, the narrator remains speechless, looking at the vehicle that gradually disappears, while atrocious cries continue to be heard across the desert. Biaggioli’s screams of pain are just one of the many instances across the literature of the Axis War in which war outrages the bodies of the soldiers inflicting terrible suffering on them.
A strategy that contributes to the articulation of this theme consists in presenting a soldier’s first encounter with war as the discovery of physical pain. At the beginning of Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, medical Lieutenant Italo Serri, after having listened to a speech delivered by an officer on the honour of serving for the fatherland, arrives in Bari, from where his unit will soon be shipped to Albania. It is in the harbour of this Southern Italian city that Serri and his companions can see for the first time veterans coming home from the war front:
A few feet from there, the soldiers silently observe the parade of stretchers coming out of the ship. The wounded appear immobilised by their pain as if they were dead. These are the injured, frozen, and sick who come back from the Greco-Albanian front.107

The group of wounded soldiers represents for Serri the first encounter with the reality of war, which creates a sticking contrast with the verbose words uttered by the officer before his departure. Thanks to this vision, readers can immediately associate war with the experience of suffering.
In Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, Manlio Cecovini establishes a similar link when portraying Stefano Gray’s baptism of fire. After the first attack carried out by Gray’s artillery unit, the Greeks retaliate and bombard the Italian outpost, hitting private Lorenzi:
Suddenly Lorenzi came out from the wood, screaming. He flung himself down the valley running with a dangling broken arm […] Shrapnel had passed through his arm and penetrated his chest severing his muscle and tendon […] His arm became almost purple and he screamed in pain.108

The sight of Lorenzi’s pain pushes Gray to compare his first war operation with the many military exercises he performed before going to Greece, gravely commenting that: ‘no, it was not like the training camp’.109 In this scene, Cecovini presents the experience of pain as one of the main factors that distinguishes actual combat from military practices carried out in peacetime.110
L’entusiasta


, too, develops a similar representation. While hiking through the mountain, heading towards the front line, Alpine soldier Da Rin and Lieutenant Pietro Andreis have an argument about which road to follow and decide to split up. Da Rin goes on with the hike, while Andreis tries to rest in an outdoor pallet in the middle of the snow, waiting for the end of the night. The hardship and cold, though, make it impossible for him to fall asleep. While he moves and tries to find a comfortable position, he suddenly realises that his feet have become numb: they are frozen. Andreis, thus, starts massaging them as he was taught at the officer training camp:
After rubbing his feet for a while, he started to feel a tingle in one of his toes. He focused on that foot. The tingling grew into an unexpected, intense, excruciating pain. At the Officers’ Training School, no one had told him that when blood comes back into a frozen limb, it provokes the cruellest pain.111

Once again, suffering is what differentiates the actual war experience from the preconceptions that men had before going to the front. In the army’s schools, the boot camps exercises, and the words of officers under a Fascist dictatorship, war is described in ways that are extremely different from what soldiers live through. The texts stress that one of the main differences is due to the experience of pain.
The relevance that suffering has in the representation of the Axis War is proven by the fact that in some cases this idea, similarly to the concept of defeat, can metonymically replace the whole war experience. For instance, in Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, when Italo Serri is on leave at home and thinks about the war, the pain of his soldiers is the main aspect he remembers: ‘his mind went back to his infantrymen and his Alpini and thought about their infinite ways of suffering’.112 In this book, suffering is at the heart of the war experience and becomes a constituent trait of the identity of the soldiers:
All around them, it was not Albania, not anymore. Their hearts were no longer full of life but only of suffering. Everything was as absurd as a nightmare but as real as pain […] they were men in arms, that’s why they were meant to suffer.113

As suffering is one with being at war, Bedeschi presents the end of the war as the termination of pain. The victory in the Italo-Greek war, therefore, is the moment ‘when suffering subsides’. The soldiers who went through the campaign ‘were taken by the simple and primitive joy of the survivors. Life flowed in their veins again, getting through routes that up until then seemed shrunken by suffering’.114 Yet, it is above all in the pages about the withdrawal from the Eastern front that suffering becomes the thematic centre of Bedeschi’s

 conceptualisation of war. The atrocious days of marching in the snow are described as an ‘agony’, a ‘distant and secluded world of suffering’, and ‘an infinite torment’.115 For the withdrawing soldiers suffering becomes the only reality, together with the necessity of continuing to walk: ‘the men were blind and mute. They knew they were alive only because they suffered: life consisted exclusively in the steps of the march’.116
The retreat from the Eastern front is, indeed, the event that contributes to giving centrality to the theme of suffering. In Il sergente nella neve

, when the night falls on the steppe, the only palpable reality is constituted by the sorrow of the soldiers: ‘there were no longer things nor people, but only the lamentation of the people’.117 While advancing through the snow, the men are overwhelmed by the excessive pain and distress they have to go through: ‘we can’t take it anymore: we are desperate, worn out by tiredness, cold, hunger, and lack of sleep’.118 In La Guerra dei poveri

, a man is driven crazy by fatigue: ‘he yells, going wild like a madman. Others shout at him. He cries and screams that he will walk no more’.119 Revelli keeps walking, but he reaches the limits of his capacities: ‘I drag my feet in the snow, they are so heavy. I feel a sharp pain on my left side: maybe it’s my heart. My strength is abandoning me’.120 Similarly, in I più non ritornano

, Corti continuously underlines the torment caused by the cold of the Russian winter:
The cold became unbearable: it seemed almost impossible that we were still alive after so many hours suffering such cold […] It was no longer the common feeling of cold: now it was like something deadly that surrounded us and tried to suck the life from our torn flesh, provoking a great deal of suffering.121

In these hard and extreme conditions, death may appear almost desirable, since it can bring pain to an end: ‘I was walking in the middle of a field of corpses. We envied them: now that they were as rigid as blocks of ice, they no longer felt the torment of the fight against the cold’.122 The centrality of the theme of suffering is reinforced by the conclusion of the book, where Corti states that ‘my diary terminates here, as here the days of the retreat ended. But our suffering did not’.123
By foregrounding the physical pain, emotional distress, and inhuman tribulations that the Italians faced all-over the fronts where they were deployed, the literature of the Axis War consistently articulates the theme of suffering. The relevance attributed to this idea contributes to strengthening the theme of victimhood showing, once again, that Italian writers have been particularly concerned with the narrativisation of the hardship experienced by their side, in accordance with Thanh Nguyen’s notion of the ethics of remembering one’s own.
4.5 Horror
Across the literature of the Axis War, the themes of suffering and victimhood are often strengthened by representations of gruesome and appalling episodes of violence, which the Italians are subject to. Not only do these scenes contribute to associating war with the experience of pain, but, thanks to their repeated occurrences and the particularly expressive language that authors use, they also give shape to another theme, which concerns the horror of warfare.
As a first example, we can consider how Cecovini represents the terrible damages that modern weaponry causes to human bodies. From a distant outpost on the Italian line—the Poggio Boschetto


 after which the novel is named—Stefano Gray is following the attempt of a small group of soldiers to conquer an enemy position, when the men are suddenly discovered and overwhelmed by the Greek defensive fire: ‘the mortar went on undisturbed, targeting every corner of the mountain according to a pre-established defensive plan. I heard the screams of pain of the wounded and I saw chunks of dismembered bodies flying in the air’.124 In recounting this failed attack, the narrator does not simply report the death of the men but exposes to view the dismemberment of their bodies, showing that in war death entails both intense suffering and dreadful disfigurations.
The emphasis that Cecovini places on the corporeality of warfare also emerges in a series of shocking descriptions of war injuries, such as the following portrayal of the wounded face of an Italian private:
Among clots of dark dried blood, mixed with dirt and sweat, the left eye—or at least what remained of it—appeared. Now it was just a laceration full of blood, which deformed his face exposing a part of the frontal bone. Then, we saw his nose that had been almost completely ripped off. The wounded clenched his lips and trembled convulsively.125

This accurate depiction, which displays the bodily mutilations that firearms can cause, reflects what literary critic Bruno Maier has called Cecovini’s ‘firm and secure poetics of reality’.126 By showing through a realistic language the permanent damages that war inflicts on the human body, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

 reveals the horrific dimension of the war experience.
Eugenio Corti and Nuto Revelli are two other authors whom literary critics have often praised for the particularly realistic and unadorned style through which they represented the war.127 Their books, too, do not shy away from the cruellest aspects of war, which are exhibited before the readers with factual dryness. In La guerra dei poveri

, the narrator shows the dire conditions in which doctors have to assist the troops during the retreat from the Eastern front: ‘I see Doctor Taini behind an izba, he is amputating the mangled arm of a soldier using a common knife’.128 I più non ritornano

 reports a similar event with an equally unembellished tone: ‘both he and Captain Ruocco performed surgery under appalling conditions: at times, they had to cut gangrenous limbs with ordinary knives and razor blades’.129 In both memoirs, the peak of horror is reached in the description of an analogous scene, showing the numerous dead bodies of Italian soldiers who have been run over by motorised vehicles. In Revelli the usually dry voice of the narrator is broken by the emotions caused by this hideous sight:
Oh, God, what a horror! It’s the massacre of January 16. At the time we were still at the front. Here, the Russian tanks ran over an entire column. Hungarian, German, and Italian soldiers are now just a mush of flesh, bones, and clothes. We cannot stand the sight, but our eyes remained wide open and see everything. The most disturbing view is that of the torsos. Some trunks lack the heads, others the legs. Some corpses are left with half face, others are torn apart. And they are so many!130

In Corti’s account, the narrative voice remains calm, but the frightfulness of the scene is intensified by the almost surreal detail that closes the passage:
Some soldiers tried to stop the lorries standing in their way with open arms. But the drivers did not want to stop, knowing that with more people on board it would have been impossible to depart again. Hence, they ran over them. A twenty-year old driver from Como later told me that after he had run over some of these desperate men, a hand with half forearm had flown inside the cockpit.131

The dismembered arm of an Italian soldier, flying in the air and entering the driving cab of the truck, shows that the violence that occurs in a war is not of an ordinary kind. War brutalises, disfigures, and outrages the human body revealing the fragile materiality of flesh, which can be obscenely butchered and chopped into pieces.
Because of the shocking and excessive dimension of war violence, many writers do not simply foreground the suffering that the men experience but narrate unsettling moments of pure horror that can trouble the readers. In Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, a night bombing wakes up the narrator who, following the screams of pain cried out by his soldiers, arrives on the scene of a massacre:
A boot sticks out from under a lorry. We can also recognise the camouflage trousers. It is a severed leg. The rest of the body is ten metres away. The soldier has already bled to death. Lying down on the chassis of an assault gun there is the Tank Commander Di Carmagnola. One of his legs, too, has been chopped off. The other is ripped apart, and through the living flesh we can see the bone.132

Many of the protagonists of the literature of the Axis War are the direct witnesses of such horrors. In Pace a El Alamein

, the narrator rushes to rescue a companion who has been badly injured during a night-attack. Under the ominous light of a burning truck, he realises the severity of the man’s wound:
And so I saw his viscera coming out in a tangle from his burst stomach. With his hands, he desperately tried to hold the horrific mass together. Until that moment, he had not understood what was going on, but now his wide-open eyes revealed that he, too, saw that horror. His last scream, which seemed to contain all the terror of this world, died in his throat. Finally, disgusted by the tragedy of life, already oblivious to himself, he bowed his head, relaxed his limbs, and started to wheeze.133

The woeful astonishment of this soldier before his own dismembered body offers a disturbing representation of the inhuman modality in which death can be meted out on the battlefield.
The same disgust, dread, and awe that Palladino’s character feels in his last moments of life are those that, in Quattro stracci

, continue to hunt the mind of a traumatised Greek ex-serviceman. As a partisan recounts to the autodiegetic narrator, the man was living in a mountain village when the Germans came and attacked the place:The man escaped through the mountain together with his wife and their son. A mortar, however, got them and he was the only one to survive, unharmed. Now, you are a soldier, you know better than me how weird these mortar shells can be. He remained there, next to that hole in the ground ídi trellòs (already half-mad) and do you know what he was holding in his hand…? the little hand of his son, which he was holding the moment the bomb killed his family…134

The shock for this heinous loss traumatised the unfortunate Greek and made him crazy, leaving him wandering around the mountains where the protagonist of the novel encounters him. Yet the atrocities and horrendous acts of violence that occur in war can also trouble those who are not their direct victims. In Il deserto della Libia,


 Marcello is exhausted by his job as a frontline doctor, tormented by the appalling views of the wounds he has to medicate, which plagues his soul, torturing his memory, and populating his nightmares:
He lied down on his camp bed and closed his eyes. He saw everything again, immediately: the young blonde lad, dead, his fingers ripped off […] then the soldier with the eye torn apart by shrapnel; and then all the others. He saw every detail again, as if they were just there, precisely in front of him.135

The memories of Marcello, as much as those of anyone who has been exposed to the horror of war, are inhabited by visions of disfigured bodies outraged by the destructive firearms that modernity granted to humankind.
As a consequence of the disfiguring power of mechanised warfare, the horizon of expectations of the soldiers is not just death, but total annihilation, the gruesome perspective of being reduced into inert chunks of flesh divested of any human resemblance. In Pace a El Alamein

, in the aftermath of the Italian defeat, the protagonist encounters a group of disbanded men belonging to his unit who are now wandering in the desert. The soldiers started to recount how they survived the enemy’s attack mourning for those who did not make it. A soldier gives an emotional account about the moment he realised that a companion, whom a close explosion had pushed on the ground, was actually dead, and reveals all his terror before the harrowing power of war:
«Are you alright? I asked him […] How could he ever reply? I got down on my knees and saw the stumps of his legs, cleanly severed. Through the blood, I could see the bones of his knees … Lieutenant, sir, if I must die, I want to die in one piece with all the bones I have and with my arms, legs, and head still attached to my body!».136

The soldier’s acceptance of his own death at the condition of preserving at least the integrity of his body reveals that war is the human-made space of inhumanity, in which the rules of civilised life cease, and pure horror holds sway.137
Across the literature of the Axis War, the author who gives most prominence to the theme of horror is undoubtedly Giulio Bedeschi. In his war narratives, Bedeschi rejects a dry language that could confer a sense of factuality on what is narrated and resorts, instead, to emphatic statements, embellishments, and hyperboles that convey the excessiveness of war. Scholars who have worked on Bedeschi have not failed to underline how the verbose and grandiloquent style that characterises his works, which are permeated by overtly nationalist and conservative ideas, is overcharged with an emphasis that exceeds the level of good taste. Nevertheless, the same critics have also recognised that Bedeschi’s indelicate and often obscene language is powerful and compelling.138 A reason for this efficacy is related to how well Bedeschi

 manages to convey the horror and excessiveness of war. As an example, we can consider how he portrays the already discussed case of Italian men run over by tanks:
On the ground, in the wake of the enemy’s tank, there was a dead body, torn apart. Only one leg survived intact, emerging from a shapeless mass of blood, which, at the opposite side, ended in a pulp where hairs, teeth, and skull bones were all mixed up and held together by a glossy jelly-like slime of frozen brain matter.139

The description lingers with sensational emphasis on appalling details, evoking a sense of loathing and disgust that cannot leave readers unperturbed. Such horrific sights are consistent and recurrent throughout Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

. For instance, the image of an Italian soldier who has been critically injured in combat becomes an almost nightmarish vision:
That face was disfigured by a single injury running from one ear to the mandible, passing through a smashed nose and the eye orbit […] It was a heart-rending sight. The globe of the eye, which had lost the protection of the eyelids, appeared bare. The nose bones emerged from dried blood where horrific air bubbles popped out. Both the upper and lower lips were split into two halves. The entire cheek was detached from its natural location. The other side of the face was scorched and contracted. Overall, the face offered the view of a ghastly mask created by a diabolical imagination.140

The narrative voice persists in describing inch by inch the soldier’s face that an explosion disfigured. The accuracy of this depiction reflects both the professional knowledge of the author, who was a doctor, and the point of view of the main character, Italo Serri, medical Lieutenant during the Axis War. Yet, despite the precision of every single part of this portrayal, the progressive accumulation of atrocious details produces, rather than factuality, a sense of elaboration. By resorting to immoderate and redundant descriptions, Bedeschi goes beyond realistic depiction, conveying the horrific excessiveness of war.
Throughout the literature of the Axis War the theme horror, in combination with the theme of suffering, puts Italian readers in front of one of war most disturbing aspects, which, following Julia Kristeva’s seminal study, can be conceptualised through the category of abjection.141 According to Kristeva, abjection is the repulsive and yet alluring experience that people live when being exposed to what is both part of their being and inassimilable to it. The ambiguous and unsettling relationship that one establishes with what is perceived as abject, such as, for instance, the various forms of bodily excretions, threatens one’s sense of selfhood revealing the fragility of its culturally constructed boundaries. War violence is another manifestation of the abject: it exposes the materiality of human flesh and, by doing so, degrades the individuals and tests to the extreme the sense of self. 
Kristeva

 establishes the link between war and abjection by analysing Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s literary production, showing that in the work of the French writer ‘the theme of suffering-horror is the ultimate evidence of [the] states of abjection’ that war imposes on its participants.142 As a profound quasi-sacred experience of the abject, war is not simply narrated, but often, as Kristeva

 puts it, ‘cries out or is descried with maximal stylistic intensity’.143 In the case of writers like Céline

, who wish and are able to get closer to the heart of the experience of abjection, it is language itself, rather than the plot or the themes of the narrative, to embody the disintegrating effects that the eerie experience of the abject entails. In such sophisticated and profound works of literature, abjection leads, as Kristeva

 contends, to ‘a recasting of syntax and vocabulary—the violence of poetry, and silence’.144
For less refined writers, such as those of the Italian literature of the Axis War, the experience of abjection is not translated into an experimental language whose subversive power mimics the dissolution of the self. In these texts, the abject manifests itself at the level of content, rather than form, and it is evoked through the theme of horror. By representing the most hideous events that take place in a war, either in the dry style that characterises Revelli, Corti

, and Cecovini

 or through the adorned baroque prose of Bedeschi

, the literature of the Axis War reveals that modern warfare is the direct experience of an abnormal inhuman horror. Significantly, all the scenes that we have discussed do not portray the Italians in the role of perpetrators of such horrendous acts of violence but posit them on the receiving end. Hence, the theme of horror, similarly to the one of suffering, contributes to supporting the articulation of the theme of victimhood.
Yet, the consistent articulation of the idea of horror had also a transformative effect on how postwar Italian culture understood and conceptualised warfare. The centrality that this theme obtained in the literature of the Axis War testifies to the increasing difficulties that World War II posed to any celebration of war as a worthwhile adventure, in which courage and manhood could be put to the test. In postwar society, war appeared more and more like a bare experience devoid of any superstructure, if not for the horror of the violence to which soldiers were subject to. Mario Tobino in Il deserto della Libia

 offers a cogent representation of this conceptualisation: ‘tonight I saw first-hand the homicide of war: heads with holes so big that a kid could put his fist in them; hands chopped away; masses of flesh that a few minutes earlier were young men’.145 Here, as in other texts of the corpus, the moment of horror is presented as the true essence of the war experience. By putting forward this view, the literature of the Axis War contributed to renegotiating the meaning of war in Italian postwar society. This complex issue will be addressed in the following sections that explore the articulation of the themes of pacifism and heroism.
4.6 Pacifism
Reflecting on the reasons why veterans choose to write about war, despite the difficulties and painful memories that this endeavour entails, Kate McLoughlin notes that often war literature has the aim to condemn war and advocate for peace.146 This pacifist stance has been topical especially since the twentieth century, constituting, according to Jean Kaempfer, one of the main features of the modern récit de guerre in Western literature.147 Literary scholarship, too, has often approached war literature in order to promote the value of peace, emphasising the anti-war position that characterises many war narratives.148 Italian scholars have been particularly keen on taking on this perspective and, as a result, the limited critical reception of the literature of the Axis War has been heavily centred on the idea of pacifism.
For instance, Giuseppe Langella, in a rare overview of the Alpine literature of World War II prior to Mondini’s studies, underlines that one of the most powerful messages that comes out of these texts is ‘a visceral revolt against the logic of war’.149 Antonio Motta points out that ‘Italian literature shows an instinctive, widespread, condemnation of war’.150 Similarly, Giorgio Pullini insists on the idea that the Italian literature of World War II conveys a sense of ‘rejection of war itself’.151 This pacifist reading has also affected the monographic reception of specific writers, especially Mario Rigoni Stern who, according to Langella

, should not be seen as a war writer, but as ‘a peace writer’, since, as Motta

 puts it, his books represent ‘a complete j’accuse against war’.152
In recent years, Mondini has underlined the limits of this reception, considering it an ideological selective reading of the texts of the Axis War literature. In contrast with these views, he argues that in the Italian culture of the 1950s the discourse on war was dominated by a traditional militarist perspective centred on the ideas of heroism and sacrifice and that only in the 1960s a pacifist stance gained momentum.153 The thematisation of the theme of heroism across the literature of the Axis War, which will be the focus of the next analysis, confirms the validity of Mondini’s observations. Nonetheless, the idea of pacifism cannot be seen simply as an ideological over-interpretation of part of the scholarship. This value, indeed, constitutes another central theme of the literature of the Axis War and was already articulated by many of the texts published in the 1950s.
A first strategy through which this theme is developed subsists in highlighting the pointlessness of war through a series of rhetorical questions. In Dante Troisi’s La gente di Sidaien


, during a break in the desert war, a soldier of the narrator’s company asks why he should carry on fighting while all around them the army is collapsing and the Italians are heading towards an inevitable defeat.154 Similarly, in Giuliano Palladino’s Pace a El Alamein

, a captain questions the sense of pursuing a military career that just pushed him through a lot of difficulties at the detriment of his personal life.155 In Marcello Venturi’s Dalla Sirte a casa mia

, the protagonist of the first part of the book is a war veteran who upon his return at home realises that all his experiences in the Axis War make no sense as much as the postwar condition in which he feels utterly displaced.156 More than ten years later, in Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, Venturi re-proposes these doubts on the purpose of war, representing the general commanding the Italian division deployed at Cephalonia wondering ‘why? for which reason? and for whom?’ so many young men lost their lives in the Axis War.157 These rhetorical questions foreground the thoughts of Italian soldiers in moments of crisis and invite readers to reflect on the fruitlessness of war, suggesting that before human reason war can only appear as pointless and unjustifiable an endeavour. This is the same conclusion that the protagonist of Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, the career officer Aldo Puglisi, reaches around the end of the novel, when he understands that war constitutes ‘a mental insanity’, ‘a collective psychosis’, ‘a squalid madness’, and ‘the most atrocious abstraction’, which humankind should aim to eradicate.158
Besides the use of rhetorical questions that raise objections to war, several texts develop a pacifist stance by promoting universal values, stressing the equality of all human beings who are caught up in the war. In fostering such perspective, the themes of suffering and victimhood are particularly important, as they facilitate the recognition of the enemies as fellow human beings. In Giovinezza, giovinezza

, Italian soldiers share their food with a prisoner because ‘they felt close to them in the common suffering of war’.159 In I villaggi bruciano

, when Italian prisoners of war are moved into a German camp, the local Croatian community is moved to pity at their sight showing ‘the solidarity of the downtrodden, the irrepressible communion of pain, the right to suffer together’.160 In Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, both the Italians and the Greeks are characterised as humble people who are accustomed to the harsh difficulties that life brings about and find in this common condition—which problematically overlooks the differences between occupiers and occupied—the basis for mutual cooperation.161 Similarly, when later in the story Russian women help the Italians during the winter retreat, they do so because their pain has touched them.162
In several texts, the most eloquent sign attesting to the equality of all human beings is offered by scenes representing the suffering of the enemy. In Il sergente nella neve

, the Alpine soldiers are moved by the cry of a wounded Russian: ‘they heard someone wheezing and calling «Mum, mum». He sounded like a boy. He moved slightly on the snow and then cried. «Just like one of us» an Alpino said «He calls for his mother»’.163 The injured man’s plea for his mother pushes the Alpine soldiers to empathise with the enemy. It is only after this moment of recognition that the Italians decide to temporally refuse the logic of war and cease their fire, allowing the Russians to rescue the wounded.164
In Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, during the last tank-battle that the protagonist fights in Tunisia, the heart-wrenching scream of a suffering man dominates the whole battle. The narrator continuously returns to this howl alternating the account of the fight with detailed descriptions of this distressing yell:
It is a chilling scream. I would have never believed that a man could utter such terrible and loud a lament. It is the howl of a beast modulated on a single note that fills the silent intervals of the battle […] Linking together all the other screams, there is that human scream, terrible in his monotony, immense as the voice of humankind […] I hear that human cry, still on the same single note, a lament louder and more terrible than anything I imagined a man could ever utter […] In that howl I seem to recognise, at times, a word: «Mutter». Mother.165

As the end of the chapter will reveal, this scream is the cry of a German soldier who accidentally walked into a minefield and, hit by an explosion, remained agonising there. The continuous perception of this unsettling yell, which appears as a universal symbol of human suffering, has a transformative effect on the protagonist. At the end of the operation, his tank encounters a defeated American soldier who runs in the desert trying to escape capture. One of the Italian crewmen is about to shoot the American, but the narrator interferes, claiming that the man was a German ally, managing in this way to save his life. The howls screamed by the dying German impelled the narrator to relate to the suffering of others and led him to identify with the American. Hence, he felt the urge to spare the enemy’s life and avoid further unnecessary bloodshed.166
In Dalla Sirte a casa mia

, Venturi narrates a very similar episode. In the North African desert, a group of Italian soldiers stands guard in their sector of the frontline contemplating the debris left by the last battle they fought. Still distressed by tormenting memories and worried for a possible new attack, the Italians refuse to open fire on a British survivor who makes it back to his line.167 In this case, it is the awareness of past acts of violence committed in previous combat that prevents the Italians from shooting a lonely fugitive, feeling that killing an unarmed man who tries to escape is ‘different’ from fighting a war. This scene, while reinforcing the idea of the good nature of the Italians who remain alien to the brutality of warfare, promotes an anti-war stance by showing soldiers that empathise with the enemy and refuse to succumb to the logic of war, which makes murder acceptable.
The idea of the equality of all human beings is cemented further in scenes that underline that all soldiers, irrespectively of their nationalities, are equal before death. In Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, the Italians find the unburied body of a Russian, who was killed during a German advancement, and decide to give him a proper burial. While the soldiers dig in the ground and officiate the funeral, the narrator stresses that ‘looking at their faces, it seemed they were burying one of them’, highlighting the equality of all human beings as casualties of war.168 Similarly, in Pace a El Alamein

, near the trenches of the narrator’s unit, there are two shallow graves where a German and a British soldier rest side by side. The narrator feels an undefined attraction for this place and often seats on the mounds of earth, reflecting on the meaning of the violence that occurs around him.169 In Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, Stefano Gray’s company finds a small cemetery where the Greeks buried an Italian and a Greek soldier one next to the other:
Further up, there is a little mound of earth with some crosses. I bent down to read: ‘Ἰταλικός τις’, ‘Ἑλλήν τις’—‘An Italian’, ‘A Greek’. Death did not distinguish between friends or enemies, between winners or losers: that’s the truth of war, the only one.170

In the two graves where they rest, the two soldiers have stopped being enemies, their different nationalities are now irrelevant, and their corpses attest to the equality of all war victims. Through similar depictions, the theme of victimhood is extended into a common condition that associates all human beings who are involved in the Axis War and contributes to putting forward a condemnation of war.
Later in the story, Gray’s unit encounters a horrific trace of the battle that is fought for the control of the Perati Bridge: it is an unidentified dismembered corpse, ‘a naked torso severed of his head and limbs’, which the river washed away from the battlefield.171 The impossibility to tell whether the cadaver is that of a Greek or Italian man reminds readers that the horrors that war inflicts on soldiers encompass all its participants, who equally deserve the pity of the living. Similarly, in Quota Albania

, Rigoni finds the putrefied bodies of both Greek and Italian soldiers and, appalled by this sight, feels the urge to shout his disapproval of war: ‘I felt like crying […] for the bloody wars. Cain had a reason. But here?’.172 By stressing that the dead bodies that lay before his eyes, in contrast with the biblical murder of Abel at the hands of Cain, have been killed for no understandable reason, the narrator draws attention to the unjustifiable nature of war killing, especially within the context of a war of aggression such as the Axis War.
These representations show that across the literature of the Axis War the themes of suffering and horror are closely related to the articulation of an anti-war stance. By revealing the shocking horrors that take place in wartime and by emphasising the unspeakable pain suffered by the soldiers, Italian literature censured the whole war endeavour. As Langella argues, it is through the ‘the icon of the suffering man’ that the Italian literary texts advocate for a visceral revolt against the logic of war and promote the supreme value of peace.173 In many cases, this condemnation remains implicit, and it is the reader, feeling repelled by the descriptions of gruesome episodes of violence and moved to compassion by the hardship that the soldiers face, who has to establish it.174 In some cases, though, the representation of atrocities is directly linked to an open condemnation of war, as in the following passage from I più non ritornano

:
All around us, we could only see holes in the ground, rotten remnants, and corpses with no human shape. A few ragged, frozen soldiers dragged themselves along. A little further on, there were the pits of the sickbay overflowed with piles of dead bodies. That’s war!175

The final emphatic sentence guides readers to recognise in the distressful sight of the disfigured rotten corpses the essence of warfare, which consists in a series of appalling, horrifying, and frightful experiences. Corti’s passage, likewise the one developed by Tobino

 that we discussed at the end of the last section, demonstrates that the theme of horror, as much as that of suffering, possesses an ethical function, since it contributes to condemning war and strengthening pacifist ideals.
Through the articulation of the theme of pacifism, the Italian literary texts promote universal values representing the Italians and their enemies as equal victims of the horror and suffering that take place in war. This conceptualisation is important because it shows that the literature of the Axis War does not comply entirely with the ethical approach of remembering one’s own. According to Thanh Nguyen, this way of structuring a war story entails, on the one hand, a restricted focus on the commemoration of the deeds and dead of one’s part—a perspective that across the corpus is heavily constructed by the themes previously considered. On the other hand, though, this limited ethical approach entails the ‘exclusion and forgetting of others’, who tend to be conceptualised only ‘as inhuman enemies’.176 In the literature of the Axis War, the ethics of remembering one’s own remains incomplete as the Italian war narratives refuse to see in their war opponents an inhuman figure and, in many instances, tend to empathise with them.
The need to avoid the dehumanising mechanisms of war logic leads some writers to adopt some anachronistic solutions. In Pace a El Alamein

, for instance, the British are never called enemies but are referred to only through the personal pronouns ‘they’ and ‘them’.177 In Il deserto della Libia

, instead, Tobino writes that the Italians ‘had no enemy’ and refers, therefore, to the British as ‘our supposed enemies’ or, at the most, as the enemies of the Germans.178 Diversely, both Venturi

 and Rigoni Stern stress that the real enemies of the Italian soldiers were the high officers of their own army, who supported the war and sent the troops to die in useless missions.179 These representations show that after the catastrophic experience of the Fascist dictatorship, Italian writers refused to succumb to the logic of war, which requires the identification of an enemy to hate and fight. Yet, these depictions were also the natural result of the Antifascist viewpoint that dominated the Italian memory of World War II, which foregrounded the idea that only the Germans and the Fascists had constituted the actual enemies of the Italian people. The literature of the Axis War largely supported this perspective and resorted to dehumanising processes only when representing the Germans.180
The lack of animosity towards Italy’s war enemies shows that, besides the ethics of remembering one’s own, the Italian literature of the Axis War is also permeated by another perspective that Thanh Nguyen has called ‘remembering others’. This standpoint leads war writers to erase ‘the distinction between the near and the dear and the far and the feared’ recognising the humanity of the other.181 In Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, in a trench that his unit has just conquered, Stefano Gray finds a bunch of letters belonging to the Greeks:
I tried to decipher some of them, but my ancient Greek came to no use […] The handwriting was pretty bad, probably they were just peasants, poor people. They were the mothers, spouses, and sisters of the Evzones, the valiant mountain units of the Greek army who defended with honour their trenches. […] I was not able to read them, but I sensed the anxiety, the sorrow, and the hopes that pervaded them. They were the kind of letters that all mothers write to their children when they serve in the army. The same letters that the mothers of our Friulian mountaineers wrote to their sons.182

These letters let the perspective of the Greeks emerge and allow the narrator to underline that all men caught in a war, even if on opposite sides, are equal human beings who share an identical existential condition made of the same mix of worries and hopes.
This perspective also appears in Quota Albania

. In the aftermath of the brief war with France, Rigoni Stern marches back to Italy, reflecting on his recent experiences, and does not realise, as the narrative voice stresses in the sentence that concludes the chapter, ‘that this valley was similar to the one that we had passed through’.183 By underscoring that the land that Italy has just conquered does not differ from the Alpine valleys of the North of Italy, the narrator shows that what allows war to occur is a failure to recognise the other as a fellow human being. Across the literature of the Axis War, the recognition of the humanity of the enemies facilitates the development of universalist claims that contrast with the tenets of war culture and support a pacifist stance.
In a series of episodes, the mutual recognition of the commonality among men and women of different nationalities is presented as the basis on which, one day, a future of peace will be built. In Pace a El Alamein

, the narrator and an Indian prisoner become acquainted communicating with the few words of Italian and English they know. Despite the language barrier, their conversation soon turns towards the war, and the two enemies agree on the superiority of peace and on the fact that killing a human being remains, under any circumstances, too great an offence.184 Another of these episodes constitutes the most famous scene of Il sergente nella neve


, which critics have never failed to comment, regarding it as the core of Rigoni’s writing. During the battle of Nikolayevka, Rigoni enters an izba looking for food. Here he surprises a group of armed Russians eating together with women and children. All the people in the room freeze, the time slows down, and everyone senses a vivid tension knowing that a wrong gesture could lead to a slaughter. Yet no violence occurs. The Russians and Rigoni establish a basic understanding: the former offer their food, the latter eats and then leaves. Out of the izba, the narrator reflects on the value of this extraordinary encounter:
So that’s what happened. Now, thinking about it, I don’t find it strange, but normal, as spontaneous as the relationships among human beings used to be. After my initial surprise, all my acts were natural. I had no fear and I felt no urge to either defend myself or aggress others. It was as simple as that. The Russians felt the same, I knew it. In that izba, a harmony was established among the Russian soldiers, the women, the children, and myself. It was not just an armistice. It was more than the mutual respect that the animals of the forest have for one another. For once, men were able to remain humane. Who knows where these soldiers are right now. I just hope that they all made it through the war. As long as we will be alive, all of us who were in that izba will remember how we acted. Especially the children. If this happened once, it will happen again. It can happen, I mean, to numerous other men and become a custom, a way of living.185

Rigoni’s encounter with the Russians in the izba epitomises the recognition of the commonality of the human condition and appears as a compelling proof of the fact that one day peace and mutual respect will prevail and replace war.
In La casa di Novach

, the narrator’s unit takes part in a month-long anti-partisan operation across the Balkans. During this tough period, the Italians reach a remote village inhabited only by civilians. After the initial mutual suspicion, the locals and the soldiers mix: the latter are welcomed in the houses of the former, are offered food and drinks, and can laugh with the girls who look at them with interest. Thanks to these moments of communion between occupiers and occupied, for a moment the war seems pushed aside, and a festive atmosphere suddenly pervades the village. When the narrator leaves, his thoughts follow the same pattern of the passage of Il sergente nella neve

:
From the village we could hear the men singing: it was the sound of the feast. Ferragni said: «This has been the best day!» «A day of God» I replied. Both the officers and the soldiers had a calm expression, as men who finally could be men again: kind, happy, and positive about life. Life could not be about hatred, blood, and hunger. One single hour and an amazing set of circumstances had been enough to remind us of that. We all regained some hope for the future, a future that could be clean and serene with no more ugliness, cruelty, and wars.186

Through the representations of such acts of solidarity among people who are divided by the war, the literature of the Axis War thematises the value of peace, which is presented as one of the most important ethical messages that readers should get from these war narratives.
The exploration of the theme of pacifism has shown that numerous texts across the corpus supported this conceptualisation. If the books published in the 1960s, such as Pace a El Alamein

, Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

, and Quota Albania

 articulate this theme in more manifest—and often more predictable—terms, pacifist ideals were already at the centre of many narratives issued in the previous decades, such as Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, Dalla Sirte a casa mia

, Il sergente nella neve

, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto

, La casa di Novach

, and La gente di Sidaien


. In the light of Mondini’s consideration that pacifism became a widespread value in Italian culture only in the early 1960s, we can see that Italian literature anticipated this trend contributing to disseminating the value of peace across postwar society.
4.7 Heroism
World War II had drastic impacts on European cultures. Besides halting firm believes in the progress of the West, revealing both the limits of the universalist values promoted by the Enlightenment and the genocidal nature that lurked at the core of modernity, this war gave a renewed strength and urgency to the anti-war ideals developed in the aftermath of World War I, leading to a modification of the codes used to speak about war within the public arena. Scholars who have reconstructed the conceptualisations of war from the eighteenth to the early twenty-first century have theorised a shift in European cultures from a heroic interpretation of war to a post-heroic one.187 According to this view, during the twentieth century the understanding of war that had dominated the citizen-state relationship since the French revolution—a conception that George Mosse famously called the ‘myth of the war experience’—entered in crisis, and the values of honour and glory that were central to such conceptualisation were progressively abandoned.188
This shift is one of the most significant transformations of European twentieth-century culture. Yet, it is crucial to stress that such complex phenomenon took place gradually, with differences from country to country, and with periods of transitions during which different codifications and discourses on war not only coexisted but also exercised a comparable influence on various segments of society.189 The literature of the Axis War constitutes a privileged source to observe the coexistence of such conceptualisations. In fact, beyond the emphasis given to the ideas of suffering, horror, victimhood, and pacifism, which are all constituent components of the post-heroic understanding of war, this literary production is also permeated by elements of continuity with the myth of the war experience, which revolve around the theme of heroism.
In the grim depiction of World War II that the Axis War literature puts forward, the Italians who happened to go through it are presented both as innocent victims and, at the same time, as heroic figures. Heroes are the Alpine soldiers of Corti’s, Rigoni Stern’s

, Moscioni Negri’s

, Revelli’s

, and Bedeschi’s

 books who, despite the dire conditions generated by the withdrawal on the Eastern front, do not give up the fight and manage to break the encirclement of the Soviets. Heroes are the soldiers in North Africa in the accounts by Piscicelli Taeggi, Caccia Dominioni, and Bechi Luserna, who face with courage the better-equipped Allies. These authors transform the defeat of the Italian army in an epic story of courage, sacrifice, and abnegation, which allows them to celebrate the men who fought in the Axis War, according to a paradigm that Mondini has defined as ‘glorious defeat’ and that we have already encountered when discussing the self-consolatory trope of the company undefeated on the battlefield.190
The abovementioned list of authors shows that it is first of all in the literature produced by members of Special Forces, such as the Alpine troops, the Folgore paratroopers, and the Ariete division, that the emphasis on the value of heroism appears stronger. Belonging to Special Forces, these men tapped into a series of stories, legends, symbols, and traditions, no matter how recently created, that influenced and supported the narrativisation of their war experience.191 This cultural capital helped these writers to make sense of the war and facilitated the creation of war stories based on traditional values such as that of heroism.192
To Piscicelli Taeggi, Rigoni Stern, Bedeschi

, and Caccia Dominioni, war appears, first of all, as a question of duty, which creates ethic boundaries between officers and soldiers that cannot be breached.193 For Moscioni Negri, the numerous soldiers that in the retreat from the Eastern front end up without a weapon and refuse to keep fighting are ‘not worthy of pity’, while Corti

 emphasises the pride of those Italians who never give up the fight.194 In the books by Bedeschi

, Piscicelli Taeggi, Caccia Dominioni, and Revelli

, the sense of brotherhood in arms, the comradeship, intimacy, and proximity towards the fellow soldiers are constantly celebrated.195 For all these writers, their company becomes the only anchor that allows them to face the collapse of the Italian army and helps them navigate through the disintegration of the national system in which they grew up.
It is important to notice that across the literature of the Axis War the development of the theme of heroism, more than other themes previously discussed, tends to be affected by both temporal and ideological factors. Firstly, it is above all in the late 1940s and during the 1950s that the texts foregrounded this idea, which then lost prominence in the following decades. This temporal subdivision, however, must be qualified by taking into account the ideological character of both authors and publishers. Although during the 1960s the language of heroism lost prominence within Italian culture and was replaced by pacifist ideals, conservative writers, nonetheless, continued to publish war narratives in which the theme of heroism played a central role. It is the case of Paolo Caccia Dominioni and Giulio Bedeschi, whose best-selling books were published in 1962 and 1963, respectively. Their works found a perfect collocation in series edited by conservative publishers, such as Longanesi and Mursia—the latter established itself in the book market mainly thanks to the success of Bedeschi’s first novel—that became specialised in books that continued to narrate the war through traditional military values.196
Not only did these publishing houses print in the 1960s new memoirs and works of fiction that fostered the theme of heroism, but they also republished many of the texts that in the previous fifteen years had supported this perspective.197 Significantly, the editorial success of some of these titles—above all Dominioni’s Alamein

 and Bedeschi’s Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

, which won the Bancarella prize—suggests that the Italian public was still very interested in this type of narratives.198 Nevertheless, in this period the Italian cultural system, as a whole, moved away from a heroic reading of the war experience and Dominioni’s

 and Bedeschi’s

 texts can be considered, as Mondini argues about the second of these authors, as the last instalment and culmination of a codification of war centred on the theme of heroism.199
Bedeschi’s and Dominioni’s works abound of displays and celebrations of acts of heroism, from the humblest to the most excessive and pretentious ones. A scene that fully captures the centrality of this theme in Centomila gavette di ghiaccio

 takes place during the battle of Nikolayevka. The Alpine soldiers seem on the verge of succumbing, unable to break through the Russian defence, when General Luigi Reverberi makes a move that turns the destiny of the battle. Unconcerned by the enemy’s fire, he stands on the top of a tank, and from there galvanises his men giving way to the counterassault that leads to the conquest of the town. This episode, which epitomises the tightness of the officer-soldier relationship within the Alpine companies, is part of the Alpine memory of the battle and has been narrated by many other writers, including Rigoni Stern and Moscioni Negri.200 No one, however, reaches Bedeschi’s epic pathos:
One man, and one man only, when he saw his Alpini fighting and withdrawing on the snow, took upon himself everyone else’s desperate anguish. His Alpini, I said, because he was General Reverberi, the commander of the Tridentina division. From the sorrow of his men, he drew the strength to react. It was something simple, just a gesture and an order, but carried out in the face of death. We still had a rusty old German tank, which could still move forward thanks to a few litres of residual fuel. The General rushed to the tank, stood up on top of it, and ordered to advance. The tank moved towards the withdrawing battalion, facing the enemy. Standing on the moving tank, pointing with his arm to Nikolayevka, General Reverberi cried out with wild force: «Tridentina…! Forward march!». He was not left alone. His Alpini, although unarmed, threw themselves behind the tank. The General and the soldiers reached the battalion which, galvanised, rallied again, ready to fight.201

Through this act of bravery, General Reverberi is shown turning the tide of the battle. Yet the passage does not merely glorify the courage of an exceptional man, but the performance of the entire Alpine division, which responds as one to the call to arms of their commander.
Besides this flashy episode of courage, Bedeschi’s and Dominioni’s works are constellated by countless minor actions attesting to the heroism of the ordinary soldier. Among many, we can consider the story of Corporal Terravazzi, narrated in Alamein

, who drove for hours a truck transporting an artillery piece, despite a painful and uncomfortable wound:
Terravazzi will long remember that terrible journey when he drove sitting only on his left butt cheek after some shrapnel had injured him at the right one. Every now and then, he had to put his weight on the wheel so to lift himself and get relief from the torment he felt in the ass. He even had to change one of the cumbersome wheels of his Lancia 3Ro truck. In Derna […] he was medicated, fed, and allowed to leave. In fact, he had asked to go back to the front: with a wound of that kind, he could not remain in the hospital! Above all, how could he leave his brothers in a moment like that?202

Thanks to his extreme resilience, Corporal Terravazzi carries out acts of abnegation and shows that helping the companions in arms matters more than one’s own life. Dominioni’s and Bedeschi’s texts report several other stories in line with this anecdote, representing soldiers who are severely injured but, despite their visible suffering, refuse to be assisted, stating that the medical staff should first help their companions.203 The figure of speech that better encapsulates the pervasiveness of the theme of heroism across Bedeschi’s and Dominioni’s

 writings is the adynaton, which Dominioni uses to stress the impossibility of mentioning all the episodes of courage that he would like to report: ‘the subject matter became too rich and I can easily forget something. How many acts of bravery this chronicle is going to disregard?’.204
The desire to celebrate the heroism of the Italians leads these two authors to excessively emphatic and, in the end, unrealistic depictions. Bedeschi, for instance, narrates the adventure of Sergeant Sguario, who, after being injured and captured by the Greeks, manages, with his helmet as only weapon, to overturn the situation, knock out his capturers, and assault a Greek trench, coming back to the Italian line with some prisoners.205 Dominioni

, instead, relies on imageries drawn from epic poetry to narrate the vicissitudes of General Mayneri, who, when the pilot of his tank is no longer able to drive, does not give up the fight and, oblivious of a wound to his arm, abandons the tank and gets on board of another vehicle, following ‘the ancient custom of medieval knights who used to abandon their wounded steed and get on another horse’.206
More refined and self-conscious writers, such as Tobino, Berto

, Pirelli

, Fusco

, and Venturi

, chose to avoid such overemphatic language, which transforms war into an epic adventure and generates, irrespectively of the authorial intention, an alluring celebration of the war experience. Hence, they narrate their war stories in an anti-rhetoric tone that disintegrates the very possibility of a conceptualisation of war centred on the values of glory and heroism. For instance, in Il deserto della Libia

, in a tirade against the enthusiast Fascist followers who had originally supported the Axis War, the narrator wonders ‘what happened to such heroic patriotism’ after the war broke and answers his question by stating that ‘it ended with a bunch of wounded men and a field of crosses’.207 With this reply, Tobino unmasks the fallaciousness of the Fascist warmongering perspective and the senselessness of the value of heroism, which cannot justify the death toll of World War II.
Yet, rather than the division between texts that support a heroic reading of war and those that dismantle this perspective, what appears particularly striking is that criticism towards an understanding of war based entirely on the notion of heroism can also be found in those narratives that, nonetheless, articulate this theme. In fact, in the literature of the Axis War, the theme of heroism appears in combination with the other themes that we have analysed, leading to a codification of war that does not re-propose to postwar readers the myth of the war experience.
The coexistence of the theme of heroism next to those of defeat and victimhood results in the fact that texts such as those by Bedeschi, Rigoni Stern, Revelli

, and Piscicelli Taeggi celebrate a peculiar kind of heroism consisting, above all, in the capacity of enduring pain and facing difficulties.208 The heroes of the Axis War literature are champions of resilience who are celebrated for their phenomenal tolerance to the various calamities that war generates, according to a process that Marino Biondi has called ‘an apology of valour in the moment of defeat’.209 The literature of the Axis War celebrates the common soldier, who undergoes terrible pains, bears the distress of defeat, and navigates through the challenging circumstances caused by Italy’s sudden surrender and change of alliance. As such, the protagonists of these war stories are represented as the embodiment of the fortitude and long-suffering of the Italian people, as soldiers who display, as Manuela La Cauza states paraphrasing Tobino, ‘the heroism of fighting with no glory, flag, or purpose’.210
Yet, it is mainly through the themes of suffering and horror that the literature of the Axis War alters the traditional codification of heroism. By conferring prominence on the horrific massacres of the battlefields and foregrounding both the pain that torments the soldiers’ bodies and the anguish that tortures their souls, the literature of the Axis War reveals the brutal inhumanity of war, which, according to Mosse, is precisely what the myth of the war experience aimed to cover through the values of glory and heroism.211 Thanks to this thematic cluster, the Italian texts criticise the war endeavour and, by doing so, limit the scope of the theme of heroism, taming the war-supportive implications that this theme generally has.
In the works of certain authors, such as Bedeschi and Dominioni

, this process remains implicit and results from the mere coexistence of the theme of heroism side by side those of suffering and horror—and it is, therefore, much more evident in the former than in the latter. Other writers, instead, make their criticism to a conceptualisation of war centred on the idea of heroism explicit. In La guerra dei poveri

, when General Reverberi

 addresses the survivors of the retreat, his attempt to narrate the event through the prism of heroism encounters the soldiers’ indignant reaction: ‘when our General fell into the rhetoric of heroism, we soldiers began to murmur and made him understand that we did not agree […] A monument of words will not be enough this time to calm our anger’.212 In this crucial passage, Revelli rejects the value of heroism as the central paradigm to interpret the war experience.
An even more outspoken condemnation of the limits of such perspective can be found in Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


. During a tank battle in the desert, the narrator rescues a group of soldiers finding them in agony because of a series of wounds that outraged their bodies. When the injured are moved away, the narrator cannot but reflect on the implications of what he saw:
So that’s war. But not the war we read about in books, the one with cavalry charges, sounds of trumpets, and glory. Perhaps once it was like that and soldiers were really able to face death all together, en mass, confronting it with courage. It must have been a beautiful challenge. Now a battle lasts for weeks, or months, across immense spaces where everyone is left alone with his conscience. And death is always at your side.213

In this passage, Piscicelli Taeggi recognises that the military values of heroism and glory no longer apply to modern mechanised warfare in which the magnitude of the experience of horror and suffering is such that it cannot be sublimated by what were once considered noble values. This reflection appears particularly significant as it was developed as early as in 1946 by a career officer born in 1904 in a conservative family of long military traditions.
In the literature of the Axis War, the themes of suffering and horror intersect with the theme of heroism giving shape to a conceptualisation of the war experience that differs from the one developed under the Fascist regime.214 This process can be fully grasped if we take into account Bechi Luserna’s I ragazzi della Folgore

, a text that, as we saw, offers a representation of the Axis War consonant with pre-war views. On the one hand, the mere fact that a text of this kind could be published in 1956—similarly to the cases of the postwar remediations of Fascist war films such as Goffredo Alessandrini’s Giarabub and Augusto Genina’s

 Bengasi—attests to the continuities existing between postwar culture and the years of the regime.215 On the other hand, though, by comparing Bechi Luserna’s book with other narratives of the Axis War literature, we can appreciate through contrasts the novelties that characterise the postwar thematisation of the idea of heroism.
What is striking of I ragazzi della Folgore

 is not the number of acts of bravery that it reports, an aspect that makes it comparable with Bedeschi’s

 and Dominioni’s

 works, but that in this memoir the value of heroism overshadows the ideas of suffering and horror, which are not thematised throughout but covered. In summer 1942, Italian soldiers are moving artillery pieces along the line at El Alamein, when the enemies suddenly open fire and shrapnel of nearby explosions injures several men. Commenting on the event, the narrative voice claims that such injuries do not stop the Italians who ‘do not halt even to get medicated and walk on spilling blood as tepid as sweat’.216 By comparing blood and sweat, Bechi Luserna normalises the suffering of the soldiers concealing it behind the celebration of their resilience.
Later in the story, after the Folgore division has rejected a series of assaults, the autodiegetic narrator meets a paratrooper who lost his eyesight in close knife combat with the enemies. In front of this young man, whose face resembles ‘a macabre mask’, the narrator is taken by a ‘sense of horror’ thinking that the last thing that this soldier will ever see is the battleground crowded with corpses. By contrast, the blind man declares that he had no regrets, since in the last operation in which he took part he had the opportunity to see the Folgore winning on the battlefield. This heroic proclamation arouses the admiration of Bechi Luserna who feels self-pity for the consternation that he initially felt before this brave young paratrooper:
What a lesson, my friend […] This kid saw the victory and so he is satisfied for life. He will not remember El Alamein but the Folgore! Not the horror of the desert but the moment of collective exaltation: the yells of the companions and the backs of the enemies running away. In his blind eyes, there will be a light brighter than this sun: his faith.217

In Bechi Luserna’s account, in contrast with all the other texts of the corpus, the horror of war that the passage hints at is dissipated, thanks to the theme of heroism that offers an ideological cloak that transfigures the experience of the soldiers and hides, in accordance with the myth of the war experience, the most disturbing aspects of combat.
In I ragazzi della Folgore

, war is continuously justified by relying on spiritual values that conceal the corporeality of suffering. This is particularly evident in those passages that refer to the idea of la bella morte, that is, the beauty of death, showing soldiers and officers who are ready and willing to die, and do so with a smile, since in this way they can fulfil their great desire of falling on the battlefield in style.218 Such conceptualisation, which strongly embodies the myth of the war experience and resonates with Fascist understanding of war, survived only as a residual concept after the postwar reshaping of Italian culture. Across the literature of the Axis War, the idea of la bella morte can be found only in Bechi’s text and in a few pages of Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s books—as we saw, the latter were polyphonic patchworks of various types of writing that belonged to different times and, therefore, also remediated war accounts that were in line with pre-war conceptions.219
The fact that the works by Bechi Luserna and, to a lesser degree, Caccia Dominioni present ideas that are aligned with the myth of the war experience should not be mistaken for a mere embracement of Fascist ideology. These authors, instead, embody the worldview that characterised—in close proximity to Fascist culture—the Italian monarchist military elites before World War II. It is necessary to bear in mind that after 8 September 1943, both Alberto Bechi Luserna and Paolo Caccia Dominioni opposed Fascism remaining loyal to the King. Dominioni took part in the Italian Resistance and even fought in a Communist brigade; Luserna, instead, was killed by an Italian paratrooper in the aftermath of Italy’s surrender, while he was trying to quell a group of soldiers that wanted to join forces with the Germans.220
The comparison between Bechi Luserna’s memoir and the rest of the corpus allows us to appreciate the differences in the way postwar writers, even the most conservative ones, approached the theme of heroism. By combining this idea with those of suffering and horror, the literature of the Axis War showed to postwar readers that war could not be understood only through the lens of heroism, as a noble endeavour that enabled daring young men to test their courage. Nonetheless, despite the acknowledgement of the limits of such conception, the writers we have discussed in this section continued to foreground and give value to acts of bravery. To understand this fact, we need to consider the most frequent situation in which the theme of heroism is deployed and the function it exercises in the texts.
Across the literature of the Axis War, the authors who resort to the idea of heroism tend to turn to it especially when they want to offer a last homage to the companions who died in combat. In Alamein

, for instance, Caccia Dominioni recounts the end of Major Rossi who was killed while climbing a tank and attempting to throw a grenade inside the enemy’s armed vehicle. The narrator remarks that his death ‘put an end to a chivalrous and illustrious existence’ while his name ‘has already become legend’.221 In La guerra dei poveri

, in the unadorned and self-controlled tone of his writing, Revelli describes the death of Sergeant Torelli in the battle of Arnautovo: ‘he and his platoon are the first to start the assault. He moves forward, with the squad in a V-formation; he engages the enemy; he dies a hero with all his men’.222 Later, at the beginning of the battle of Nikolayevka, he reports the death of General Martinat who ‘is among the first to fall, in a last generous act of heroism’.223 In the conclusion of I lunghi fucili

, Moscioni Negri states that he will always remember the soldiers who did not come back and that nothing will let him forget their ‘humanity and valour’.224 Similarly, in Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale


, Piscicelli Taeggi affirms that it is ‘in the shallow graves that we left behind, where the vanquished like Biaggoli, Pieroni, Dal Fabbro, and many others are buried’, that military glory and honour rest.225
All these examples show that for many of the writers of the Axis War literature the language of heroism continued to appear as the only one that could pay the right tribute to the companions who died in battle. Even in the postwar years, when Italy’s defeat in World War II and the collapse of Fascism began to set in motion those transformations of the public codes and practices that will progressively lead to the affirmation of a post-heroic perspective, heroism remained one of the most viable values to commemorate the fallen. This was particularly true for conservative authors, career officers, and members of older generations who found in the idea of heroism the only decent cultural code to remember the dead. Hence, we can argue that it is within the ethics of remembering one’s own, which so strongly affects the literature of the Axis War, that the theme of heroism finds its primary function.
The thematic analysis of the literature of the Axis War has shown that in the postwar years Italian writers exhibited the utter disaster that the national army had experienced and revealed the horror and suffering that lay at the core of war, dismantling, in this way, the myth of the war experience. Nonetheless, many of these writers did not renounce to celebrate the courage of the soldiers, which remained, in partial continuity with war discourses developed in previous cultural eras, one of the most important values for the commemoration of the fallen. The insistence on the significance of heroism characterised especially the texts of the 1940s and 1950s, while from the 1960s onwards, it remained a prerogative of conservative authors and specific publishers.
The postwar tension between the traditional language of heroism and a new way of looking at the war is splendidly highlighted in the conclusion of Il deserto della Libia

. After a series of fragmented stories that recounted the war in an often-ironic tone, the book ends in a dense one-page chapter written in a lyrical style that is entitled ‘In Libya, too, there were heroes’. Besides stressing the distinction between the Fascist dictatorship that planned the Axis War and the soldiers, who were forced to fight for a regime in which they did not believe, in this page Tobino foregrounds the bravery that the Italians displayed throughout the war:
And yet even in Libya, there were heroes. Candid and generous soldiers who did not abandon their companion, who died for no reason, knowing it […] acting with no ideals, if not to remain kind and humane when it was time to face destiny. With no fervour, some were heroes […] Yes, they were real heroes.226

This conclusion celebrates the courage and generosity of the Italians by evoking a series of acts of heroism that throughout the book have not been represented. A similar reticence already characterised a previous passage of the text, in which, while narrating the 1941 retreat towards Tripoli, the narrator chooses to recount the most grotesque and ridiculous of the vicissitudes experienced by the withdrawing troops and not the heroic ones, only stating that ‘there were moments of greatness and true friendship, which remained unknown but live in our memory’.227 In these critical passages, Tobino refuses to represent the Italian acts of heroism, which are kept within the implicit portion of the narrative, knowing that more explicit depictions would inevitably lend support to the myth of the war experience. With this choice, the writer reveals the inopportuneness of resorting to the value of heroism and, at the same time, the necessity to do so. In fact, although it develops it in an indirect form, Il deserto della Libia

 ends, nonetheless, with a celebration of the bravery of the Italians. In this way, Tobino’s book shows both the persistence of the value of heroism, which in 1952 when the text was published constituted the expected way to pay homage to the fallen, and the necessity of developing a new language to celebrate the dead.
4.8 Literary Themes and the Italian Collective Memory
The seven themes analysed in this chapter are some of the most evident and recurrent conceptualisations through which Italian literature narrated the Axis War. Through their frequent articulation across numerous texts, these ideas were consistently conveyed to Italian readers and exercised an influence on the Italian interpretative community, in accordance with the memory-productive function of the vectors of memory. At the same time, these themes present strong ties with the Italian memory discourse that was negotiated in the postwar years, revealing how the study of the figures of repetition can illustrate the memory-reflective capacity of literature.
As we saw in Chap. 2, scholars have directly identified two of these thematic concepts, those of innocence and victimhood, as dominant traits of the Italian memory discourse of World War II. In many instances, the construction of a sense of innocence across Italian society followed a process that resembles the one that we described in the literary texts. As both Ruth Ben-Ghiat and Filippo Focardi have shown, in postwar Italy the idea of guilt was not foregrounded but displaced and was generally ascribed to the Germans and the Fascist component of Italian society.228 It was thanks to these processes of blame transfer that the Italian memory supported the view that in World War II the Italians had been innocent victims.
Although in our discussion of the Italian memory discourse we did not foreground the notions of suffering, horror, and pacifism, these concepts, too, have been crucial components of the Italian memory. This becomes evident if we take into account the profound changes that affected postwar culture. Oliver Janz and Lutz Klinkhammer have argued that this phase saw a reorientation of the public codes used to commemorate the dead, whose focus shifted from the figure of the fallen hero to that of the war victim.229 This process was part of the broader transformation of the pubic conceptualisation of war, which, as we saw, moved European cultures towards what has been called a post-heroic age and led to a widespread pacifist stance that in Italy became predominant in the 1960s. These remarkable transformations were closely linked to the memory of World War II that foregrounded the misery and suffering that war generates and so altered the public perception of the war experience. As Alberto Casadei argues, the Italian memory of World War II severed the ties that had linked war to the experience of the sublime. As a result, since the postwar era, war has started to be considered mainly as a horrific and useless bloodshed, and less and less citizens have been able to see it as an event in which it can be acceptable to die.230
Such complex transformation, obviously, neither happened overnight nor entailed that with the end of World War II all the cultural codes that had long regulated the cult of the fallen and the idea of war disappeared. As we are going to see in the next chapter, a series of deep continuities with previous cultural eras, stemming primarily from Catholic culture, kept postwar Italy well anchored into its cultural traditions. Among these continuities, we can also list the value of heroism, which, as Guri Schwarz and Marco Mondini have amply shown, continued to inform the memory of World War II in the late 1940s and well into the 1950s.231 Since the latter decade was also the time when a new understanding of war started to be forged, we can consider the 1950s as a rich phase of cultural elaboration during which traditional conceptualisations of war coexisted next to post-heroic ideas, which progressively moved from the periphery to the centre of Italian culture.232
Finally, it must be noted that the theme of defeat constitutes somehow a different case. While the texts of the Axis War literature consistently and unanimously convey this idea, in the Italian memory of World War II the construction of a sense of defeat was much more ambiguous. On the one hand, the numerous debacles of the Italian army and the collapse of 8 September 1943 were foregrounded in public memory and connected to the long list of military failures that had distinguished Italian national history, reinforcing the image of the unmilitary nature of the Italians.233 On the other hand, thanks to the state of co-belligerency that Italy had obtained and, above all, as a result of the Antifascist Resistance, segments of the Italian population ended World War II on the side of the victors. As a result of this, many of the memory narratives that circulated in postwar Italy overlooked the country’s defeat, focused on the liberation from Fascism and Nazism, and conveyed the idea that what had been defeated was not the Italian nation, but only the Fascist component of society.234 In other words, within the Italian memory discourse the idea of defeat appeared in ambivalent terms. Hence, its straightforward and unambiguous thematisation across the literature of the Axis War constitutes a peculiar feature of these vectors of memory. The centrality that Italy’s vanquishment acquires in this narrative production can therefore be seen as a partial point of departure between the figures of repetition of the Axis War literature and the Italian collective memory of World War II.
Footnotes
1Pierluigi Pellini, ‘Critica tematica e tematologia: paradossi e aporie’, Allegoria, 58 (2008), 61–83 (p. 77).

 

2Porter Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 95.

 

3Remo Ceserani, Mario Domenichelli, Pino Fasano, ‘Premessa’, in Ceserani, Domenichelli, Fasano, eds., Dizionario dei temi letterari, 3 vols (Turin: Utet, 2007), i, pp. vi–vii.

 

4Paolo Zanotti, ‘Innocenza’, in Ibid, ii, p. 1186.

 

5Mario Isnenghi Le guerre degli italiani, parole, immagini, ricordi 1848–1945 (Milan: Mondadori, 1989), p. 165; Marco Mondini, Alpini: parole e immagini di un mito guerriero (Rome: Laterza, 2008), p. 208.

 

6Lidia Santarelli, ‘Muted Violence: Italian War Crimes in Occupied Greece’, Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 9.3 (2004), 280–299 (p. 282).

 

7Neil Smelser, ‘Psychological Trauma and Cultural Trauma’, in Jeffrey Alexander, ed., Cultural Trauma and Collective Identity (Berkeley; London: University of California Press, 2004), p. 52.

 

8Elena Baraban, Stephan Jaeger, Adam Muller, ‘Introduction’, in Baraban, Jaeger, Muller, eds., Fighting Words and Images: Representing War across the Disciplines (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), p. 10.

 

9Wolfgang Palaver, René Girard’s Mimetic Theory (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2013), p. 135.

 

10René Girard, Des Choses cachées depuis la fondation du monde (Paris: Grasset, 1978), p. 200.

 

11Tom Douglas, Scapegoats: Transferring Blame (New York; London: Routledge, 1995), p. 107.

 

12Girard, Des Choses cachées, pp. 65–66; Douglas, Scapegoats, pp. 32 and 70.

 

13Douglas, Scapegoats, p. 117.

 

14Girard, Des Choses cachées, p. 40.

 

15Wolfgang Schivelbusch, La cultura dei vinti, transl. by Nicola Rainò (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2006), p. 16.

 

16René Girard, Le Bouc émissaire (Paris: Grasset, 1982), pp. 26–33; Douglas, Scapegoats, p. 135.

 

17René Girard, La Violence et le sacré (Paris: Grasset, 1972), p. 26; Douglas, Scapegoats, pp. 137–138.

 

18Girard, Le Bouc émissaire, pp. 28–29; Douglas, Scapegoats, p. 143.

 

19Girard, Le Bouc émissaire, pp. 30–33; Douglas, Scapegoats, p. 138.

 

20Girard, Le Bouc émissaire, p. 32.

 

21Chris Fleming, René Girard: Violence and Mimesis (Cambridge: Polity, 2004), p. 49.

 

22Palaver, René Girard’s Mimetic Theory, p. 152.

 

23Girard, Le Bouc émissaire, pp. 31–32.

 

24Gordon Allport, Bernard Kramer, quoted in Bohdan Zawadzki, ‘Limitations of the Scapegoat Theory of Prejudice’, Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 43 (1948), 127–141 (p. 132).

 

25Among these men about 10,000 came back to Italy after the war: see Giorgio Rochat, Le guerre italiane: dall’impero d’Etiopia alla disfatta (Turin: Einaudi, 2005), p. 395; Lucio Ceva, Storia delle forze armate in Italia (Turin: Utet, 1999), p. 323.

 

26On the development of the campaigns of the Axis War see Rochat, Le guerre italiane.

 

27Mario Tobino, Il deserto della Libia (1952) (Milan: Mondadori, 1964), pp. 99–105.

 

28Marcello Venturi, Dalla Sirte a casa mia (Rome: Macchia, 1952), p. 39.

 

29Giuliano Palladino, Pace a El Alamein (Milan: Mondadori, 1960), p. 185.

 

30Giuseppe Berto, Guerra in camicia nera (1955) (Milan: Bur, 2010), p. 110.

 

31Oderisio Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale (1946) (Milan: Longanesi, 1972), p. 136.

 

32Dante Troisi, La gente di Sidaien (Milan: Feltrinelli: 1957), pp. 12 and 35–36.

 

33Manlio Cecovini, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto (Florence, La Voce, 1954), p. 290.

 

34Giovanni Pirelli, L’entusiasta (1958), reprinted in Pirelli, L’altro elemento: quattro romanzi (Turin: Einaudi, 1965), p. 61.

 

35Ibid., p. 83.

 

36Gian Carlo Fusco, Le rose del ventennio (1958) (Palermo: Sellerio, 2000), p. 97.

 

37Nuto Revelli, La guerra dei poveri (1962) (Turin: Einaudi, 2014), p. 44.

 

38Ibid., p. 48.

 

39Ibid., p. 81.

 

40Giulio Bedeschi, Centomila gavette di ghiaccio (1963) (Milan: Mursia, 1994), p. 334.

 

41Salvatore Battaglia, ed., Grande dizionario della lingua italiana (Milan: Utet, 1966–2002), vol. xviii, pp. 836–837.

 

42Paolo Caccia Dominioni, Takfír: cronaca dell’ultima battaglia di Alamein (1948) (Milan: Mursia, 2001), p. 131.

 

43Roberto Carità, Quattro stracci: romanzo (Milan: Mondadori, 1959), p. 7.

 

44Pirelli, L’entusiasta, p. 55.

 

45Ibid., p. 89.

 

46Mario Rigoni Stern, Quota Albania (1971) (Turin: Einaudi, 2003), p. 62.

 

47Caccia Dominioni, Takfír, p. 134.

 

48Marcello Venturi, Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia (1963) (Milan: Mondadori, 2001), p. 26.

 

49Persio Nesti, I villaggi bruciano (Florence; Rome: Giannini, 1947), p. 245.

 

50Isnenghi, Le guerre degli italiani, p. 255.

 

51Gustavo Corni, ‘Italy after 1945: War and Peace, Defeat and Liberation’, in Lothar Kettenacker, Torsten Riotte, eds., The Legacies of Two World Wars: European Societies in the Twentieth Century (New York: Berghahn, 2011), p. 259.

 

52Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, pp. 19–21.

 

53Mario Rigoni Stern, Ritorno sul Don (1973) (Turin: Einaudi, 1990), pp. 176–181.

 

54Luigi Preti, Giovinezza, giovinezza (1964) (Milan: Mondadori, 1974), pp. 284, 286.

 

55Ibid., pp. 288–292.

 

56Schivelbusch, La cultura dei vinti, p. 22.

 

57Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, p. 88.

 

58Caccia Dominioni, Takfír, p. 100.

 

59Paolo Caccia Dominioni, Alamein: 1933–1962 (1962) (Milan: Mursia, 1997), p. 404.

 

60Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, pp. 414–415. The rumour is discussed and debunked in Marco Patricelli, L’Italia delle sconfitte: da Custoza alla ritirata di Russia (Rome: Laterza, 2016), pp. 236–237.

 

61Alberto Bechi Luserna, I ragazzi della Folgore, ed. by Paolo Caccia Dominioni (1956) (Milan: Longanesi, 1972), p. 177; see also pp. 170, 174, and 179.

 

62Schivelbusch, La cultura dei vinti, p. 21.

 

63Ceva has shown that a wide production of automatic weapons, such as the Beretta machine-gun, began only in 1942, and he has calculated that among the heavy tanks commissioned at the beginning of the war only 5.6% were actually produced. Ceva, Storia delle Forze Armate, p. 275, 346–347. See also Rochat, Le guerre italiane, pp. 305–310, 383; Pier Giorgio Zunino, La Repubblica e il suo passato: il fascismo dopo il fascismo, il comunismo, la democrazia: le origini dell’Italia contemporanea (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2003), pp. 96–97.

 

64Mario Rigoni Stern, Il sergente nella neve (1953) (Turin: Einaudi, 1990), p. 22.

 

65Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 15.

 

66Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p. 144.

 

67Ibid., p. 91.

 

68Schivelbusch, La cultura dei vinti, pp. 18–19.

 

69Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, pp. 81–82.

 

70Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p. 119.

 

71Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 334.

 

72Renzo Biasion, Sagapò (1953) (Turin: Einaudi, 1991), p. 131.

 

73Eugenio Corti, I più non ritornano: diario di ventotto giorni d’accerchiamento russo nell’inverno 1942–43 (1947) (Milan: Ares, 2013), p. 261.

 

74Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 103.

 

75Lilie Chouliaraki, The Spectatorship of Suffering (London: Sage, 2006), pp. 2–3; Chouliaraki, ‘The Aesthetisation of Suffering in Television’, in Baraban, Jaeger, Muller, eds., Fighting Words, p. 111.

 

76Ibid., p. 122.

 

77Elsa Morante, La Storia (1974) (Turin: Einaudi, 2014), p. 387.

 

78Stefania Lucamante, ‘“The World Must Be the Writer’s Concern”: Elsa Morante’s Vision of History’, in Lucamante, ed., Elsa Morante’s Politics of Writing: Rethinking Subjectivity, History, and the Power of Art (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2015), pp. 88–89.

 

79Raffaele Liucci, La tentazione della ‘casa in collina’: il disimpegno degli intellettuali nella guerra civile italiana (Milan: Unicopli, 1999), pp. 119–120.

 

80Nesti, I villaggi bruciano, p. 340.

 

81Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, pp. 148–152.

 

82Ibid., pp. 152–153.

 

83Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 20.

 

84Venturi, Bandiera bianca, p. 101.

 

85Carità, Quattro stracci, p. 225.

 

86Indro Montanelli, Qui non riposano (1945) (Milan: Bur, 2001), p. 165.

 

87Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p. 146.

 

88Caccia Dominioni, Alamein, p. 107.

 

89Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 120.

 

90Rigoni Stern, Ritorno sul Don, p. 290.

 

91On this issue see Isnenghi, Le guerre degli italiani, p. 165; Thomas Schlemmer, Invasori, non vittime: la campagna italiana di Russia 1941–1943, trans. by Ines Fratti (Rome; Bari: Laterza, 2009), pp. 4–5.

 

92Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p. 125.

 

93Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, p. 97.

 

94Cancogni reused several short stories he had already published to assemble the chapters on Silvio’s youth. See Jole Fiorillo Magri, Invito alla lettura di Cancogni (Milan: Mursia, 1986), p. 62.

 

95Manlio Cancogni, La linea del Tomori (1965) reprinted as Cancogni, Signor tenente (Rome: Elliot, 2014), p. 190.

 

96Giancarlo Alfano, Ciò che ritorna: gli effetti della guerra nella letteratura italiana del Novecento (Florence: Franco Cesati, 2014), pp. 66–68. Viet Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 2016), p. 4.

 

97Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. vii.

 

98Corti, I più non ritornano, p. 5.

 

99See Alfano, Ciò che ritorna, p. 118.

 

100Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies, p. 9.

 

101Rigoni Stern, Il sergente, pp. 139–140.

 

102This experience is narrated in the last part of Caccia Dominioni, Alamein, pp. 384–463.

 

103Cecovini, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto, pp. 365–366.

 

104Folco Portinari, ‘Introduzione’, in Mario Rigoni Stern, I racconti di guerra (Turin: Einaudi, 2006), pp. xii–xiii.

 

105Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, p. 141.

 

106Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, p. 121.

 

107Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 6.

 

108Cecovini, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto, p. 273.

 

109Ibid., p. 273.

 

110As we will see in the next chapter, this scene also shows that war is about attacking the enemy and inflicting pain on others.

 

111Pirelli, L’entusiasta, p. 74.

 

112Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 125.

 

113Ibid., pp. 18–19.

 

114Ibid., p. 71.

 

115Ibid., pp. 280, 282, and 320.

 

116Ibid., p. 372.

 

117Rigoni Stern, Il sergente, p. 40.

 

118Ibid., p. 115.

 

119Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 68.

 

120Ibid., p. 74.

 

121Corti, I più non ritornano, pp. 39–43.

 

122Ibid., p. 101.

 

123Ibid., p. 297.

 

124Cecovini, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto, pp. 283–284.

 

125Ibid., p. 285.

 

126Bruno Maier, La narrativa di Manlio Cecovini (Trieste: Tip. Coana, 1964), p. 10.

 

127See Enrico Elli, ‘La “guerra dei poveri”: gli Alpini in Russia nella testimonianza di Giulio Bedeschi e Nuto Revelli’, in Mariacristina Ardizzone, ed., Scrittori in divisa: memoria epica e valori umani (Brescia: Grafo 2000), p. 146; Mario Apollonio, ‘Campagna di Russia’, Il popolo (22 June, 1947) and Felix Morlion, ‘Il neorealismo letterario di Eugenio Corti’, L’ora dell’azione (30 December, 1948), now in Argia Monti, ed., Presenza di Eugenio Corti: rassegna della critica (Milan: Ares, 2010), pp. 95–100.

 

128Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 84.

 

129Corti, I più non ritornano, p. 260.

 

130Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 57.

 

131Corti, I più non ritornano, p. 179.

 

132Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, p. 164.

 

133Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, p. 141.

 

134Carità, Quattro stracci, p. 75.

 

135Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p. 123.

 

136Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, p. 189.

 

137On war and inhumanity see James Hillman, A Terrible Love of War (New York: The Penguin Press, 2004), pp. 43–103; Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies, pp. 71–100.

 

138See Igor Sibaldi, Come leggere La neve, la pace, la guerra (Centomila gavette di ghiaccio, Il peso dello zaino) di Giulio Bedeschi (Milan: Mursia, 1979), pp. 25–27; Gustavo Corni, Raccontare la guerra: la memoria organizzata (Milan: Bruno Mondadori, 2012), p. 135; Mondini, Alpini, pp. 212–213.

 

139Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 297.

 

140Ibid., p. 60.

 

141Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. by Leon Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982). See also Rina Arya, Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of Abjection in the Visual Arts, Film and Literature (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 2–7.

 

142Kristeva, Powers of Horror, p. 141.

 

143Ibid., p. 141.

 

144Ibid., p. 141.

 

145Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, pp. 107–108.

 

146Kate McLoughlin, Authoring War: The Literary Representation of War from the Iliad to Iraq (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 7.

 

147Jean Kaempfer, Poétique du récit de guerre (Paris: Corti, 1998), p. 11.

 

148See Robert White, Pacifism and English Literature: Minstrels of Peace (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 2–3.

 

149Giuseppe Langella, ‘Ecce Homo: qualche conclusione sulla letteratura alpina di gesta’, in Ardizzone, ed., Scrittori in divisa, p. 180.

 

150Antonio Motta, Mario Rigoni Stern (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1983), p. 20.

 

151Giorgio Pullini, Il romanzo italiano del dopoguerra 1940–1960 (Milan: Schwarz, 1961), p. 153.

 

152Langella, ‘Ecce Homo’, in Ardizzone, ed., Scrittori in divisa, p. 180; Motta, Rigoni Stern, pp. 4 and 72.

 

153Mondini, ‘Manly Heroes and Innocent Victims: Italian Representations of Warfare after Defeat 1945–1961’, in Peter Tame, Dominique Jeannerod, Manuel Bragança, eds., Mnemosyne and Mars: Artistic and Cultural Representations of Twentieth-Century Europe at War (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), pp. 106–113.

 

154Troisi, La gente di Sidaien, p. 73.

 

155Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, p. 160.

 

156Venturi, Dalla Sirte a casa mia, p. 62.

 

157Venturi, Bandiera bianca, p. 112.

 

158Ibid., p. 153.

 

159Preti, Giovinezza, p. 284.

 

160Nesti, I villaggi bruciano, p. 249.

 

161Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 115.

 

162Ibid., p. 344.

 

163Rigoni Stern, Il sergente, p. 40.

 

164This episode has been discussed in Chap. 3, Sect.​ 3.​1.

 

165Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, pp. 177–180.

 

166Ibid., pp. 179–180.

 

167Venturi, Dalla Sirte a casa mia, pp. 13–14.

 

168Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, pp. 140–141.

 

169Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, p. 132.

 

170Cecovini, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto, p. 367.

 

171Ibid., p. 369.

 

172Rigoni Stern, Quota Albania, p. 141.

 

173Langella, ‘Ecce Homo’, in Ardizzone, ed., Scrittori in divisa, p. 180.

 

174This is the function that Giulio Bedeschi attributes to the use of horror in his own book, see Bedeschi, Il Natale degli Alpini (Milan: Mursia, 2003), pp. 18–19.

 

175Corti, I più non ritornano, p. 244.

 

176Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies, pp. 40 and 160.

 

177Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, pp. 13, 18, 167, and 219.

 

178Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, pp. 145, 54, and 92.

 

179Venturi, Dalla Sirte a casa mia, pp. 21–23; Rigoni Stern, Quota Albania, p. 142.

 

180See Chap. 3, Sect. 3.3.

 

181Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies, p. 9. This second ethical standpoint has its own limits, since it tends to focus on the humanity of the others instead of recognising in them the coexistence of those qualities and flaws that characterise proper human beings. See Ibid., p. 73.

 

182Cecovini, Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto, p. 363.

 

183Rigoni Stern, Quota Albania, p. 35.

 

184Palladino, Pace a El Alamein, pp. 71–77.

 

185Rigoni Stern, Il sergente, pp. 132–133.

 

186Mario Terrosi, La casa di Novach (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1956), pp. 145–146.

 

187See James Sheehan The Monopoly of Violence: Why Europeans Hate Going to War (London: Faber and Faber, 2014), pp. xiii-xx and 223. The term post-heroic age was first used in Edward Luttwak, ‘Toward Post-Heroic Warfare’, Foreign Affairs, vol. 74.3 (1995), 109–122. For criticism towards this concept see Sibylle Scheipers, ed., Heroism and the Changing Character of War: Toward Post-Heroic Warfare? (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 1–3.

 

188George Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 201–211.

 

189See Michele Battini, ‘La morte dell’eroe’, Passato e Presente, 85.1 (2012), 128–142 (pp. 132–134); Guri Schwarz, ‘La guerra non più nobile: trasformazioni del lutto e destrutturazione del mito della bella morte nell’Italia postfascista’, in Oliver Janz, Lutz Klinkhammer, eds., La morte per la patria: la celebrazione dei caduti dal Risorgimento alla Repubblica (Rome: Donzelli, 2008), p. 213.

 

190Mondini, ‘Il racconto della sconfitta: stagioni e mappe tematiche nella letteratura di guerra dell’Italia repubblicana’, in Giorgio Mariani, ed., Fictions: studi sulla narratività. Narrazioni della distruzione: scrivere la seconda guerra mondiale (Pisa; Rome: Fabrizio Serra, 2014), p. 74.

 

191See Pier Paolo Battistelli, Piero Crociani, Italian Soldier in North Africa 1941–43 (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2013), p. 56.

 

192This was the case even for recently constituted units, such as the Italian paratroopers of the Folgore Division, whose members reclaimed and reinvigorated many of the Italian military traditions originated in the nineteenth century, see Marco Di Giovanni, I paracadutisti italiani: volontari, miti e memoria della seconda guerra mondiale (Gorizia: Editrice goriziana, 1991), pp. 106–124.

 

193Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, p. 137; Rigoni Stern, Il sergente, p. 42; Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 313; Caccia Dominioni, Takfír, p. 159.

 

194Cristoforo Moscioni Negri, I lunghi fucili (1956) (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2005), p. 88; Corti, I più non ritornano, p. 140.

 

195Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 226; Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, pp. 40 and 148; Caccia Dominioni, Takfír, p. 69; Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 30.

 

196On the centrality of Longanesi in the promotion of patriotic accounts on the Axis War see Mondini, ‘Il racconto della sconfitta’, in Mariani, ed., Fictions: Narrazioni della distruzione, p. 75.

 

197For instance, between 1967 and 1972 Longansi reprinted Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s Takfír, Piscicelli Taeggi’s Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale, and Bechi Luserna’s I ragazzi della Folgore.

 

198The Bancarella literary prize is assigned by booksellers to one of the main editorial success of the year. Among the books of the Axis War literature, Luigi Preti’s Giovinezza, giovinezza, too, won the Bancarella. On this prize see Max Bruschi, ‘Premi Letterari’, in Nino Borsellino, Lucio Felici, ed., Storia della Letteratura italiana. Il Novecento: scenari di fine secolo (Florence: Garzanti, 2001), p. 913.

 

199Mondini made this point in relation to Bedeschi, see Mondini, ‘Il racconto della sconfitta’, in Mariani, ed., Fictions: Narrazioni della distruzione, p. 73.

 

200See Rigoni Stern, Il sergente, p. 138; Moscioni Negri, I lunghi fucili, p. 127.

 

201Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 354.

 

202Caccia Dominioni, Alamein, p. 43.

 

203See for instance, Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, pp. 60 and 257; Caccia Dominioni Alamein, p. 71.

 

204Caccia Dominioni, Alamein, p. 338.

 

205Bedeschi, Centomila gavette, p. 255.

 

206Caccia Dominioni, Alamein, p. 196.

 

207Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p. 102.

 

208Alberto Zambenedetti has shown that a shift towards the idea of heroic defeat had already characterised late Fascist war cinema, providing a framework to narrate the unsuccessful campaigns of World War II, Zambenedetti, ‘Keeping the Faith: Fallen Soldiers and Catholic Iconography in Late Fascist War Cinema’, The Italianist, 37.2 (2017), 176–191 (pp. 177–178). Mondini, instead, has linked this form of heroism to the traditional codification of the ethos of the Alpine soldier, Mondini, Alpini, p. 173.

 

209Marino Biondi, Tempi di uccidere: la grande guerra: letteratura e storiografia (Arezzo: Helicon, 2015), p. 453.

 

210Manuela La Cauza, ‘La letteratura della seconda guerra mondiale e della Resistenza’, in Giorgio Luti, ed., Il Novecento, 2 vols (Padua: Piccin, 1989–1993), ii, p. 1282.

 

211Mosse, Fallen Soldiers, pp. 6–7.

 

212Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 108.

 

213Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, p. 121.

 

214The scholarship on the representation of war under Fascism is still limited, see Marco Di Giovanni Scienza e potenza: miti della guerra moderna, istituzioni scientifiche e politica di massa nell’Italia fascista 1935–1945 (Turin: Zamorani, 2005), pp. 214–232. A good general assessment of the Fascist conceptualisation of warfare is in Pietro Cavallo, La storia attraverso i media: immagini, propaganda e cultura in Italia dal fascismo alla Repubblica (Naples: Liguori, 2002), pp. 80–86. Useful examples of how war was represented under the Fascist regime can also be drawn from Nicola Labanca’s study on the memoirs of the Italo-Ethiopian War, Labanca, Una guerra per l’impero: memorie della campagna d’Etiopia 1935–36 (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2005).

 

215Such continuities were particularly strong in Italian cinema, which, during the 1950s, endorsed a representation of the Axis War entirely centred on the ideas of heroism, sacrifice, and duty, see Liliana Ellena, ‘Guerre fasciste e memoria pubblica nel cinema del dopoguerra’, in Luigi Borgomaneri, ed., Crimini di guerra: il mito del bravo Italiano tra repressione del ribellismo e guerra ai civili nei territori occupati (Milan: Angelo Guerini, 2006), p. 197.

 

216Bechi Luserna, I ragazzi della Folgore, p. 94.

 

217Ibid., p. 173.

 

218See Ibid., pp. 152–153.

 

219Emblematic in this sense is Caccia Dominioni’s remediation of a 1942 article by Paolo Monelli, which gives a representation of the Italian sappers that fully complies with the myth of the war experience, see Alamein, pp. 133–137.

 

220On the death of Bechi Luserna’s see Di Giovanni, I paracadutisti italiani, p. 217.

 

221Caccia Dominioni, Alamein, p. 202.

 

222Revelli, La guerra dei poveri, p. 80.

 

223Ibid., p. 86.

 

224Moscioni Negri, I lunghi fucili, p. 128.

 

225Piscicelli Taeggi, Diario di un combattente, p. 123.

 

226Tobino, Il deserto della Libia, p.188.

 

227Ibid., p. 106.

 

228Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Fascist Modernities: Italy 1922–1945 (Berkeley; London: University of California Press, 2001), pp. 202–206; Filippo Focardi, La guerra della memoria: la Resistenza nel dibattito politico italiano dal 1945 a oggi (Rome: Laterza, 2005), p. 10.

 

229Janz, Klinkhammer, ‘La morte per la patria in Italia: un percorso secolare’, in Janz, Klinkhammer, eds., La morte per la patria, p. xvii.

 

230Alberto Casadei, Romanzi di Finisterre: narrazione della guerra e problemi del realismo (Rome: Carocci, 2000), p. 20.

 

231Guri Schwarz, Tu mi devi seppellir: riti funebri e culto nazionale alle origini della Repubblica (Turin: Utet, 2010), pp. 223–229; Mondini, ‘Manly Heroes’, in Tame, Jeannerod, Bragança, eds., Mnemosyne and Mars, p. 107.

 

232For a cultural history of the 1950s across Europe see Heiko Feldner, Claire Gorrara, Kevin Passmore, eds., The Lost Decade?: The 1950s in European History, Politics, Society and Culture (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010).

 

233Isnenghi, ‘La polemica sull’8 settembre’, in Enzo Collotti, ed., Fascismo e antifascismo: rimozioni, revisioni, negazioni (Rome; Bari: Laterza, 2000), pp. 241–242.

 

234See Gianni Oliva, Le tre Italie del 1943; L’alibi della Resistenza: come abbiamo vinto la seconda guerra mondiale (Milan: Mondadori, 2005), pp. 83–85.

 



© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2021
G. BartoliniThe Italian Literature of the Axis WarItalian and Italian American Studieshttps://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-63181-9_5

5. Masterplots of Sacrifice and Conversion

Guido Bartolini1  
(1)School of Languages, Literatures and Cultures, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland

 



Keywords
War and silenceWar and violenceWar guiltMasterplotSchematic narrative templates
With the emphasis it places on the suffering of the innocent Italian soldiers and the acknowledgement that all human beings involved in a war are victims, the literature of the Axis War may allow readers almost to forget the primary aspect of the war experience that Joanna Bourke has powerfully stressed in the opening line of her study on war, where she reminds us that ‘the characteristic act of men at war is not dying, it is killing’.1 War is first of all about killing other people, and the horror, suffering, and pains it generates are only consequences of this primal fact.
The first two sections of this chapter look at how the literature of the Axis War represents violence and thematises guilt. We will see that in the vast majority of cases, the former tends to be removed, and the latter tends to be dismissed. In order to underscore the full scope of this process, the second part of the chapter will raise the study of the texts to a further level of complexity, addressing the plots of the narratives, or, to use James

 Phelan’s terminology, their ‘narrative progression’.2 We will identify two typified structures that shaped the narrativisation of the Axis War, and we will show that these narrative patterns have been deeply involved in the nullification of the idea of guilt.
These recurrent plots will be studied through Porter Abbott’s notion of the ‘masterplot’. According to Abbott

, a masterplot is a skeletal story, which belongs to both cultures and individuals and plays ‘a powerful role in questions of identity, values, and the understanding of life’.3 A masterplot is the essential kernel of a story, the backbone that operates as a structuring force within a much more complex narrative. As such, a masterplot has strong ties with the culture in which it is created and often works ‘in secret, influencing us without our wholly realising it’.4
The two masterplots that will be identified constitute further examples of figures of repetition characterising the Italian literature of the Axis War and, as such, present close ties with the Italian collective memory. The conclusion of the chapter, thus, will explore the connections between these typified narrative patterns and the Italian memory discourse of World War II, showing that the formation of these recurrent plots stemmed from Catholic culture, which offered a reservoir of concepts and categories that, in the post-Fascist era, contributed to reshaping both Italian memory and identity.
5.1 The Removal of Violence
When analysing the topoi of the corpus, we saw how the literature of the Axis War tends to foreground the alleged kindness of the Italians while ignoring the violence they perpetrated. Despite this widespread depiction, the literary texts cannot entirely hide the fact that the Italians, as soldiers fighting a war, also inflicted violence on others. Hence, across the corpus, we can see Italians who engage the enemies, shoot, and inevitably kill other men. What characterises many of these depictions, however, is a certain reluctance to show the act of killing. An illustrative example of this process is offered by Ugo Pirro’s Jovanka


 e le altre, in the scene portraying the main clash between Jovanka’s partisan squad and Italian soldiers, in which two guerrilla fighters are shot dead:
The Italians closed the ranks and fired back against Jovanka and her companions […] the gunfire of a machinegun killed Marjia, hitting her atrociously from the belly to the throat. Then, a single shot, which perhaps was randomly fired by the medical lieutenant, killed Mira.5

In this account, the Italians undoubtedly kill. Yet, their agency is severely underplayed. The death of the first partisan is attributed to the firing of a weapon, rather than to the soldier who shot; the second killing, instead, is due to a bullet that the medical officer almost did not want to fire and that seems to hit the target only by chance.
A similar unwillingness to kill characterises an Alpine soldier in Ritorno


 sul Don, who ends up face to face with an enemy. It is only an order screamed by his lieutenant that pushes the man to do what has to be done:
[The lieutenant] saw the Russian soldier with his hands up and the Alpino in front of him. The two, bewildered, were smiling at each other. «Shoot! Shoot him, idiot!» the lieutenant shouted at him. «Shoot!». The Russian and the Alpino understood and looked lost. Then the Alpine soldier fired his gun.6

In this passage, the killing of an enemy, which is an everyday reality of warfare, is ascribed to the Italian soldier with a strong resistance. Similar depictions indirectly reaffirm the idea of the inherently good nature of the Italians since they present the moment of killing as an exception, as a war necessity that the Italians do not like to perform and try to avoid as much as possible.
In spite of the reluctance with which they represent the Italian acts of violence, the scenes that we have just considered constitute quite overt and transparent representations of Italian killings. By contrast, across the literature of the Axis War, these deeds are more commonly depicted in indirect and oblique ways through implicit representations. In Ritorno


 da Poggio Boschetto, around the end of the Italo-Greek war, the Italians first bomb and then conquer an isolated mountain outpost. When the autodiegetic narrator enters the trenches, he openly reports that none of the Greek survived the attack but chooses not to show the dead bodies, just stating that: ‘we trampled on something slimy, but I did not dare to look at it’.7 Here Cecovini resorts to a cataphasis, a rhetorical trope that mentions something in the same moment in which it states to pass it over.8 The reference to an imprecise pulpy substance allows readers to understand that in the trenches there are the dismembered bodies of the Greeks, which are only alluded to and remain invisible, confined in the implicit portion of the narrative discourse.
It must be stressed that the use of implicit depictions is a common feature of war literature. War is an extreme experience of which human mind and everyday language can hardly make sense. Even for those who witness it, war remains an absurd and unfathomable happening. Hence, at least since Stendhal’s portrayal of Fabrice Del Dongo at Waterloo, many writers have chosen to represent war by focusing on the bystanders’ incapacity to grasp its reality. If war appears beyond comprehension for the soldiers who directly experience it, it is extremely ardours—some claim even impossible—for writers to represent it and for readers to conceptualise it in peacetime.9
In the light of these issues, literary scholars have considered war as one of those topics that test the limits of what can be represented.10 War defies attempts to narrate it, suggesting that something incommunicable lies at the core of this experience.11 Literary critic Kate McLoughlin argues that in order to overcome the difficulties that are inherent to this topic, modern writers tend to approach war in implicit ways developing a narrative mode that she calls ‘apophatic’.12 War stories are, therefore, interpolated with gaps, omissions, implicit innuendos, and areas of silence, which enable writers to overcome the difficulties that war poses to literary depiction.
The importance that indirect representations have for war literature requires that we consider what could be called the language of silence, meaning the ways in which silence can be interwoven in narrative texts. Narratologists tend to distinguish between two kinds of gaps that writers can intentionally or unintentionally create. The first one refers to the textual domain of the implicit.13 A gap may arise in the narrative discourse, but the text itself provides elements that guide readers in filling in the omission. Clues, hints, innuendos, and other textual elements help us interpret the lacuna and understand what is not openly stated nor directly shown.14 There is, however, another type of gaps, whose presence can still be noticed, but whose content cannot be filled in with accuracy. This form of irrecoverable lacuna is what Porter Abbott calls ‘permanent gap’ and Lubomír Doležel defines as a textual passage of ‘zero-texture’.15 In this case, the lacuna is absolute, and the text does not provide any clues that can help readers fill in the omission.16
The existence of various types of gaps is important because it suggests that silence can play different roles in a narrative. Kate McLoughlin, Jay Winter, and Brad Prager, who have all addressed the insertion of silence in war narratives—either in literary texts or commemorative practices—tend to agree that silence and indirect techniques have a strong potential for meaning-making, since they allow the materialisation and perception of the unsayable.17 This understanding is supported by numerous studies on the use of implicit techniques in literature, which show that through elliptical depictions literary texts can convey specific ideas to readers in a more powerful way than direct representation.18 Yet not all the silent areas of a narrative seem able to enhance communication with readers. Those lacunae that Abbott

 calls permanent gaps and Doležel

 defines as portions of zero-texture constitute areas of un-representation from which the narrative discourse diverges, providing no hints that can help readers construe what is not represented. Such gaps, therefore, hardly facilitate the interpretative process.
To better qualify this difference, it is necessary to recognise that gaps can generate two different types of silence. One, which we can call transitive silence, imposes itself on readers and contributes to conveying the message of a narrative. The other, which we can call intransitive silence, tries, instead, to impede understanding. Although transitive silence is often the result of implicit gaps, while intransitive silence generally stems from permanent gaps, this should not be seen as a stable two-sided relationship. In other words, implicit gaps can contribute to the construction of an intransitive silence as much as permanent gaps can nonetheless produce a transitive one.19
In the literature of the Axis War, the language of silence is consistently applied to tame the representation of acts of violence that the Italians carry out. In Ritorno


 da Poggio Boschetto, in the scene narrating Stefano Gray’s baptism of fire, the officer looks through his binoculars and is struck by the sight of an enemy hit by the artillery fire he commands:
I saw a man who was running away, bending down and falling on the ground. He struggled to get back up and dragged himself behind a tree. I put the binoculars down and I ordered the fire to cease. My stomach was upside down and my mind empty: I had hit a man. An enemy, a man.20

This is a rare scene showing the Italians reflecting on their actions after an attack. It proves, importantly, that actual combat differs from the boot camp because it involves the striking and killing of other people. Yet, the passage does not portray a straightforward act of killing. After being hit by Italian shells, the Greek soldier manages somehow to stand up and finds shelter near a tree, suggesting that he has only been injured. Gray speaks about having ‘hit a man’ an expression that may euphemistically stand for having actually killed him. However, the Greek soldier disappears into a permanent gap and his fate remains unclear. Here, likewise in the abovementioned passage recounting Gray’s exploration of the Greek trenches, Cecovini develops an indirect representation of Italian violence. This choice dramatically differs from previously discussed episodes in which Cecovini represents the violence the Italians are subject to through precise and detailed representations, which were praised by critics for their realism.21
Throughout the corpus, the euphemism is a rhetorical device that is often used to cover the Italian acts of killing. In Il sergente nella


 neve, Rigoni’s unit is sent to conquer an izba from which a group of enemies is shooting. The text represents this military action by focusing on the positive outcome of the assault: ‘«Go to that house and put an end to it» he tells us. We go there and the Russians go away’.22 In highlighting that the enemies run away, the passage overlooks that some of these men have probably been killed. In I più non


 ritornano, a similarly euphemistic tone characterises the account of a day that the autodiegetic narrator spent fighting against the Soviets with a sniper gun: ‘every now and then an enemy appeared among the houses. I took aim, moving rapidly and precisely. I opened fire. Did I get them? They vanished’.23 The acts of killing are covered by the verb ‘to vanish’, which leaves open the possibility that the Soviet soldiers went away.
Paolo Caccia Dominioni, too, resorts to euphemisms when representing a close fight that probably involves face-to-face killing. In Alamein, the narrator reports that the British captured General Giacomo Lombardi and other members of the Brescia infantry division headquarters. The convoy transporting these prisoners, however, is attacked, and the Italians take the occasion to escape:
Lombardi and another officer who are unharmed don’t waste time. The English soldier with the Tommy gun is pushed out of the car by a strong punch. He falls head down and is knocked out on the ground. Meanwhile, the driver has been knocked unconscious, nearly strangled.24

In this scene, the narrator makes every possible effort to underline that the Italians, while fighting hard, are not killing their enemies, who are only knocked out, an idea that is reinforced by the fact that at the end of the episode the British will be held as prisoners.
Yet across the corpus, the most common narrative technique whereby Italian acts of violence are silenced consists in condensing the representation of such episodes in short summaries. In these points of the stories, the time of the narrative accelerates, the narration moves on, and details of what the Italians do are glossed over and disappear into gaps. For instance, when narrating a particularly violent clash between the Italians and the Soviets, the narrator of I più non ritornano

 reports that: ‘the bayonet attacks […] had reached maximum intensity and even went beyond it. In fact, the enemies, while fighting, were withdrawing and running away’.25 In this account, the violence of the battle is openly evoked through references to bayonet assaults. Yet this harsh combat is condensed into a summary that does not allow readers to grasp the most violent details of what happened. Similarly, in La


 guerra dei poveri, the majority of scenes in which the Italians attack Russian villages are encapsulated in short sentences such as the following: ‘we advance towards a village, we sweep it, and we move forward’.26 In this summary, the narrative discourse accelerates, various gaps open up, and the violence of the war action disappears.
In Centomila gavette


 di ghiaccio, some of these summaries are so short that the violence involved vanishes almost completely. During the war against Greece, the narrator relates the stiff resistance of a group of Alpine soldiers who, thwarted by extreme weather conditions, the disorganisation of the commands, and the deficient weaponry, ‘defended the mortars and the artillery with bayonets’.27 Later, an important war action during the retreat from the Soviet Union is summed up in the sentence ‘the attack took place and it was resolute and violent’.28 Both passages address moments of extreme violence, entailing face-to-face fighting. Yet this violence, albeit being openly stated, remains implicit, as it is not shown in narrative scenes, but summarised in just a few words.
In


 Alamein, Caccia Dominioni, too, resorts to this technique to represent Italian attacks, narrating, for instance, that: ‘Lieutenant Umberto Musolino sets off with the tanks, frees the prisoners, seizes a water tank, captures some English soldiers, and scares the others away’.29 Similarly, in Pace a El Alamein

, Giuliano Palladino summarises in a half-page ten days of fighting in which Italian and German troops reconquered the fort of Tobruk:
On June 1, the stronghold of Got el Ualeb, which was controlled by the 150th Infantry Brigade of the British Army, fell […] After that, battles of annihilation took place at Knight’s Bridge and Al Adm […] The British hastily withdrew from the coast […] the fortress of Tobruk was first isolated and eventually conquered.30

In all these cases, the summaries produce an acceleration of the narrative and open a series of gaps in which the Italian acts of violence are concealed.
In many occasions, gaps do not result from temporal modifications of the narrative pace, but from spatial dislocations. Gérard Genette calls this technique ‘paralipsis’ defining it as a ‘lateral omission’ that overlooks some constitutive elements of the very same story that the narrative discourse focuses upon.31 Paralipses are usually the result of effects of focalisation: by limiting the narration to specific points of view, events that occur at the same time as those narrated, but outside of the area of focalisation, are not reported but remain confined into a textual gap.32 Across the literature of the Axis War, paralipses are often used to conceal the Italians’ acts of killing. For instance, during an assault in Ritorno


 sul Don, Rigoni notices that the gunfire coming from a Russian trench suddenly ceases and thus explains: ‘probably, Moscioni’s riflemen had already arrived there from behind’.33 The enemies were killed by the unit commanded by Moscioni Negri, but, since the focalisation is maintained on Rigoni’s point of view, this moment of violence is kept outside the visible portion of the narrative discourse.
In several cases, only the corpses of the enemies remain to testify to the Italian acts of violence that occurred outside the area of focalisation of the story. In I più non


 ritornano, while advancing in the snow, the narrator encounters many dead bodies: ‘I marched on. The valley, where the attack had occurred, was crowded with corpses, mainly of our soldiers’.34 In this description, Corti draws attention to Italian dead bodies, minimising the presence of those of the enemy, which, nonetheless, reveal the acts of killing committed by the Italians before the autodiegetic narrator arrived on the place. Sometimes, these textual clues are so minimal that they become rather difficult to detect and may go almost unnoticed. In La guerra


 dei poveri, Revelli reaches a village where he looks for the officers of his company: ‘I look for the battalion headquarters: I go from izba to izba, I pass over a dead partisan, and in one room I finally find the officers of the Tirano’.35 The corpse of the partisan, which Revelli casually gets past, is the only sign of the killings that occurred when the Italians assaulted the village.
All these examples show that through the use of euphemisms, summaries, and paralipses, the literature of the Axis War avoids a direct representation of the acts of violence that the Italians committed. These moments of violence are shrouded in textual spaces of silence, confined in the implicit realm of the narratives, and readers can grasp their presence only through a series of small, sometimes minimal, textual hints. Importantly, the silence that surrounds these acts of violence does not contribute to giving relevance to these actions, establishing a subtler and more evocative communication with the reader. By contrast, in the cases analysed above, implicit depictions are used to divert readers’ attention from the Italian killings, generating what we have called an intransitive silence.36
The intransitive function that these implicit depictions exercise can be confirmed through a comparison with the explicit representations that the texts put forward. The books that we have just considered, either resort to the topos of the Good Italian or articulate the themes of innocence, suffering, and victimhood. Moreover, when dealing with the violence that the Italians are subject to, or when it comes to denouncing the cruelty of the Germans, many of these texts have no problems in indulging in macabre, straightforward, and detailed representations. Hence, these narratives present a strong imbalance between the implicit depictions that hint at the Italian acts of violence and the explicit representations of cases in which the Italians are at the receiving hand of violence. The disparity between explicit and implicit representations minimises the impact that implicit depiction of Italian violence can have on readers, generating, therefore, an intransitive silence.
This interpretation is further backed up by the fact that, in many cases, across the literature of the Axis War Italian violence is not even represented in implicit terms, but remains confined in permanent gaps. At the beginning of I più non


 ritornano, the narrator refers to military actions that took place at the beginning of the Russian campaign by mentioning that ‘night raids [colpi di mano] took place on both sides’.37 Nothing else, however, is said about these military operations, which remain confined in a permanent gap. Similarly, in Il sergente


 nella neve, when Rigoni Stern encounters a group of soldiers belonging to the Cervino battalion, he mentions that it was ‘the platoon that I had joined last winter for a military action’.38 This brief comment refers to some unknown war operations carried out by Italian troops in winter 1941–1942, but the narrator has nothing further to add. In Ritorno sul Don, Rigoni goes back to the period he spent in the Cervino, but only to state that: ‘at night we patrolled the area and made raids [colpi di mano]’.39 The expression colpi di mano, the same which Corni uses, is the only textual hint referring to the military actions in which Rigoni was involved, which, otherwise, remain shrouded in complete silence.40 Permanent gaps also pervade Pace a


 El Alamein constituting a silent textual space in which overnight patrol missions along the enemy lines disappear. The autodiegetic narrator takes part in many of these exciting but dangerous missions in no man’s land, in which face-to-face encounters with the enemies, ‘who often resorted to melee weapons’, are likely to happen. Yet, nothing is narrated about these nights, and the narrator only stresses that at the end of them he always felt a twofold sense of tiredness and liberation.41
The fact that the Italian writers chose to cover and screen the violent actions committed by their side is not strange in itself. Joanna Bourke has pointed out that in war narratives, both written and oral, similar deeds are often glossed over and denied.42 Yet, such layer of silence over one’s acts of violence is not always a given. In her analysis of British and American war memoirs, Bourke

 has also shown many cases in which, on the contrary, veterans choose to emphasise the moment in which they had to kill. She notes that ‘despite the statistical insignificance of face-to-face killing, such stories were of immense personal importance with combatants constantly emphasising—and exaggerating—any rare moments of intimate killing’.43 Similarly, Alessandro Portelli, who has studied how Italian partisans have remembered their acts of violence, shows that for some of these men these deeds constituted a fundamental part of their war experience, and, therefore, in the accounts they gave, they tended to reclaim, emphasise, and in some cases even invent the acts of violence they committed.44
Furthermore, it is crucial to stress that in a war not all acts of killing are alike, nor they have the same effects on the consciences and memories of soldiers. In this regard, Bourke 

introduces an important distinction between ordinary killing and unlawful uses of violence. She stresses that the ordinary forms of killing that soldiers commit as part of a hierarchical interdependent social structure, such as an army, takes place within a collective framework that allows people to kill. This form of ordinary killing has to be set apart from the most brutal atrocities that men commit in war, which constitute, instead, forms of unlawful violence. This difference is obviously nuanced, and it is not simple to assess what during a war constitutes an atrocity. Nonetheless, Bourke

 claims that actions such as ‘the gratuitous slaughter of unarmed people’ have been commonly perceived as illegitimate.45 Importantly, while the fact of having killed in wartime, in whatever form, remains a burdensome deed, Bourke

 shows that for many veterans the actions carried out within the military framework appear legitimate and are more readily accepted and rationalised. By contrast, it is especially the unlawful use of violence that becomes problematic and difficult to integrate in retrospective narratives.46
What appears striking in the case of the Italian literature of the Axis War, therefore, is not the fact that violence has been silenced, but that so many texts have consistently done so even in cases of ordinary wartime killing. Bourke

 can help us explain this fact. She argues that the reason why ordinary killing tends to appear legitimate is that this form of violence is the result of a series of orders that are ‘handed down by a legitimate authority’.47 In the case of the Axis War, the political entity that justified the Italian war actions was the Fascist regime, a dictatorial power that in the postwar years was condemned and seen as non-legitimate. With the breach with Fascism, Democratic Italy censured the wars of aggression that the regime had waged and denied that they were carried out in the name of the Italian nation. As a result, the acts of violence committed by Italian soldiers during the Axis War were deprived of any political and moral support, appearing to both writers and readers of the postwar years as non-legitimate.
The blurring of the distinction between legitimate killing and unlawful violence meant that for the authors of the literature of the Axis War even the ordinary forms of war violence, which usually tend to be accepted, became problematic. Hence these actions have been confined in textual gaps and represented through implicit representations that principally generated an intransitive silence. An aspect that contributes to back up this interpretation is that, besides the texts narrating the retreat from the River Don, when the Italians fought for their direct survival, the narratives in which acts of ordinary violence are more openly reported are those set in North Africa. Among the fronts of the Axis War where the Italians fought, this was the one that, because of geographical proximity and because of decades of Italian colonialism in the area, appeared more legitimate to both the veterans and the postwar interpretative community.48 As a result, the authors of the texts set in North Africa were less troubled in addressing Italian acts of violence.
If cases of ordinary killing have been generally omitted, it is not surprising that cases of unlawful violence have gone through an even more severe form of censorship. Throughout the literature of the Axis War—with few significant exceptions that will be discussed in the last chapter of this book—the Italians are not represented as perpetrators of atrocities. At most readers can find faint allusions to such iniquities, which appears especially in the books dealing with the retreat from the Eastern front. For instance, in I più non ritornano, when departing from a Russian village where the retreating Axis troops have camped for three days, Corti notes that ‘the village had been destroyed. Many izbas were burnt down. There were dead bodies of civilians, old men, women, and children who had been killed by the battle or by the hatred of the Germans’.49 The passage openly highlights German liability for the killing of unarmed civilians, while failing to mention the Italian role in it, which is euphemistically covered by the impersonal reference to the battle.
In a vast majority of cases, it is through the use of paralipses that forms of unlawful violence are kept outside the area of representation. The moment of killing always takes place before the arrival of the protagonist and, in this way, readers are unable to comprehend what exactly happened. For example, during the retreat, Corti

 enters a house and finds the body of an old man:
It was a miserable sight. In a room the huge corpse of an old man with a long white beard was on the floor in a pool of blood. In the corridor, which linked that room with the simple vestibule from where I arrived, three or four women and five or six children were huddled against the wall. They were terrified […] Standing before them, in front of a table with some farming tools a[n Italian] soldier was quietly eating some cooked potatoes.50

The text does not clarify whether the other Italian soldier entered the house in search of food and, as the narrator did, found the Russian already dead, killed by someone else, or if he actually killed him. The agency of this murder remains dubious and, what is more critical, unexplored.
The same limits affect the representation of the murder of civilians in La guerra


 dei poveri. In a series of passages the narrator incidentally reports the presence of dead bodies of ordinary Russians. These people, however, have always been killed before the arrival of the protagonist, who does not speculate on what happened but simply records what he sees through brief descriptions, such as the following: ‘numerous civilians and partisans had been killed in the streets’.51 At another point:
Here and there on the footpaths, we found some dark shapes: they are the corpses of civilians and partisans. In every izba, there are some dead men […] In the house where we stay, there is an old man who has been miraculously spared by those who preceded us.52

In this excerpt, the agency behind the killings is ascribed to those who came before. As a result, it is not possible to tell who among the Italians, Hungarians, Romanians, and Germans that are retreating westwards is responsible for these murders. In another scene, Revelli witnesses the invasion of a village, but even in this case the representation follows a similar pattern: ‘Germans, Hungarians, and disbanded Italians pass across the village and move forward. Here and there among the izbas, there are dead partisans and civilians’.53 An ellipsis takes place between the entrance of the Axis contingent into the village and its departure, and a gap covers the moment in which the civilians are killed.
Il sergente nella neve

, too, mentions war crimes whose agency remains blurred. During the withdrawal the narrator reports that he saw the dead bodies of many innocent Russians:
Passing through a village, we see dead bodies in front of the izbas—mainly women and children. […] The naked body of a dead woman seems whiter than the snow. There’s blood all around her. I don’t want to see, but they are there, even if I refuse to look at them. Another young woman has her arms ripped off […] Why? What happened here? Who did that? And we march forward.54

This time, the narrator asks questions about the perpetrators of these murders, but his query remains unanswered and matters of responsibility unresolved. For sure, retreating soldiers of the Axis contingents who arrived in the village before Rigoni killed the Russian civilians; however, it is not possible to tell precisely who holds responsibility. Similarly, when in Ritorno


 sul Don Rigoni describes the discovery of a mass grave, issues of culpability remain unclear: ‘one day we found a mass grave filled up with naked cadavers of all ages and sexes. We were shocked. But when a lieutenant went back there with a camera, he found the mass grave already covered with soil and snow’.55 This is the site of a war crime committed on the Eastern front, but the text neither tells what happened nor investigates who is responsible for such atrocity.
In all these scenes, the Italians, as part of the Axis Powers, appear as possible perpetrators of the killings. This eventuality, however, remains only a possibility, since clear culpability is never ascribed nor discussed. This state of unresolvable uncertainty, which makes it impossible to tell who holds responsibility, is embodied in the questions that the protagonist of Jovanka e le altre raises when investigating a mass murder carried out in a Yugoslavian village:
Jovanka was the first to suspect that all the inhabitants of the village had been massacred and buried just a few hours before their arrival […] «Who killed them?» asked Jovanka «The Italians? The Germans? The Partisans? The Slovene Home Guards? Or maybe the Ustaša?» Jovanka was frenetically looking for a hint that could reveal the identity of the perpetrators. But she found nothing.56

The passage suggests that the Italians could be one of the possible culprits of this war atrocity. This potential and unproven blame, however, is the most daring accusation that these texts manage to make against the Italian army.
As a result of the lack of clarity and the disinterest that both narrators and characters show for establishing who holds responsibility, the atrocities that are reported in all these texts are not presented as the results of precise actions for which someone should be held accountable, but rather as a general and inevitable outcome of the brutality of war. Hence, by silencing and removing representations of Italian violence, these texts offer no solid contribution to the quest for Italian responsibility.
5.2 Moments of Guilt
The analysis of the topoi and themes of the literature of the Axis War has shown that this literary production supported the self-absolving framework that informed the Italian memory, presenting the Italians as innocent soldiers and victims of a lost war that they did not support but in which they fought with courage. Despite this dominant representation, many texts, nonetheless, touch upon questions of guilt. In order to analyse these passages and understand to what extent the literature of the Axis War manages to address issues of guilt, it is first of all necessary to develop categories for the conceptualisation of such complex notion.
A fundamental starting point for an enquiry on guilt is offered by Karl

 Jaspers’ philosophical essay Die Schuldfrage, published in 1946 as a reflection on the question of German guilt for Nazism.57 In this essay, Jaspers differentiates between four types of guilt, which he calls ‘criminal’, ‘moral’, ‘political’, and ‘metaphysical’.58 Since among these four categories only the first one is located within the jurisdiction of positive law, Michael Rothberg suggests that, rather than as precise forms of guilt—with the inevitable sense of blameworthiness that this term entails—the latter three concepts should be understood as forms of responsibility.59
The first of the categories created by Jaspers, ‘criminal guilt’, concerns actions that can be deemed wrong because they broke a pre-existing code of laws. For discrete individuals can be found guilty in a criminal sense only because of acts they personally committed, this form of guilt has an inherently individual dimension. The idea of ‘moral guilt’, too, has an analogous individual agency; however, it does not depend on pre-existing codes of regulations but stems from the conscience of the individual in conversation with other fellow human beings.
In contrast with these two concepts, the other two categories present a stronger collective connotation, as they do not refer to actions that a person has directly committed. Jaspers

 conceptualises the idea of ‘metaphysical guilt’ in relation to the existential ties that link human beings to one another. He argues that in the face of an act of violence made against a person, all the rest of humanity shares a form of metaphysical responsibility, especially if something could have been done to prevent that crime. ‘Political guilt’ refers, instead, to the sense of guilt that people may feel for deeds that have been carried out by members of the community to which they are bound. Jaspers

 argues that a group member who has not directly committed a given crime that has been perpetrated in the name of his or her nation is perfectly entitled to feel criminally and morally guiltless; nonetheless, that person bears a political responsibility for such action since citizens are ‘co-responsible’ for the deeds done by their states, as they all benefit from the social system in which they live.60
Recent theoretical works that have explored the nuances of collective responsibility support Jaspers’ latter conceptualisation, while pushing it beyond its restricted nation-centric perspective. Bruce Robbins, for instance, has called attention to the ethical figure of the ‘beneficiary’, foregrounding the involvement in past and present injustices of those who are neither victims nor perpetrators.61 In more general terms, Rothberg has stressed that a thorough understanding of past wrongdoings is possible only when we can take into account the complex and multifarious modes of implication whereby people are indirectly involved in a context of injustice.62 Jaspers’

 idea of political guilt enables us to direct attention to such sense of implication and reflect on how people can feel implicated in crimes perpetrated by members of their communities.
With their overtly religious tone drawn from Protestant culture, Jaspers’ conceptualisations have also attracted criticism—famously those of Hannah

 Arendt—and have been deemed inadequate to capture the complexity of guilt, especially in today’s globalised society.63 Despite these limits, these four categories are clear conceptual tools that allow us to distinguish among various forms in which guilt can manifest itself. Moreover, these four concepts were created in the aftermath of World War II to spur a reflection on German responsibility for the crimes of National Socialism. As such, they appear as a particularly suitable theoretical counterpoint to the study of the articulation of guilt within the Italian literature of the Axis War.
Yet, notwithstanding the validity that this study ascribes to Jaspers’ four categories, it must be stressed that wars constitute very particular contexts to reflect on matters of guilt. Some scholars have even claimed that in the light of the complex circumstances that intrastate war posits, questions of individual responsibility and guilt become so dubious and blurred that should not be addressed.64 Joanna Bourke has firmly rejected this view, though, claiming that in a war questions of guilt remain paramount.65 Hence, in her study she has discussed the notions of ‘killer’s guilt’ and ‘survivor’s guilt’, which constitute the most common forms of guilt that soldiers experience. The first concept refers to the sense of guilt that arises from killing another person in combat. Although this type of guilt is not usually felt in the immediate aftermath of war actions, it often emerges later and can torment veterans for a long time. Survivor’s guilt, instead, concerns the sense of guilt that one feels for the fact of being alive whilst many companions did not make it. This is a common feeling that haunts soldiers, who often think that they had not done enough for the companions who died in battle.66
The forms of war guilt discussed by Bourke

 can now be combined with those created by Jaspers. Following Bourke’s distinction between ordinary killing and unlawful use of violence, the idea of killer’s guilt can be split into two categories. The killer’s guilt stemming from the use of lawful violence corresponds to Jaspers’

 moral guilt. In the case of war actions, the killing of another human being cannot be seen as a criminal act, as war is based on the legal suspension of the prohibition to kill; hence, the sense of guilt that these deeds nonetheless generate is the product of one’s conscience. The reference to moral guilt explains why, during a war, a soldier can feel entitled to lawfully kill someone, not feeling culpable of any crime, but still bearing the moral responsibility for what was done. By contrast, the use of unlawful violence constitutes a war crime and relates, therefore, to Jaspers’ notion of criminal guilt, since it concerns actions that break the codes of war conduct agreed upon at the international level and ratified by individual states.
Finally, the idea of survivor’s guilt can be linked to Jaspers’ metaphysical one. Although this religiously inspired concept was created and used mainly to refer to the responsibility for the Holocaust, it also reflects well the condition of a war survivor.67 When defining it, Jaspers argues that this indelible feeling of guilt stems from having been ‘present at the murder of others without risking [one’s] own life to prevent it’.68 The sense of guilt that ex-servicemen feel towards the many companions who did not survive the war can, therefore, be understood through the ties that exist between human beings, which Jaspers deems ‘metaphysical’, which in a military platoon are fortified by the sense of brotherhood in arms.69 In order to complete the parallel between forms of war guilt and Jaspers’ categories, it is necessary to introduce another concept that Bourke has not discussed: the awareness of having waged an unjust war. This fourth type of war guilt constitutes the counterpart of Jaspers’ political guilt since it is a form of guilt that a person feels not because of actions that he or she directly committed, but because of what has been done by the national community to which the individual belongs.
In the Italian literature of the Axis War, these four forms of guilt are addressed and treated in extremely different ways. Survivor’s guilt is undoubtedly the one that is more often discussed and that emerges in most open terms. This sense of guilt can be generated by diverse situations: when a character feels that more could have been done to help a comrade who died in battle;70 when feeling ashamed of being alive while so many have fallen;71 after having left one’s battalion;72 or after having failed to understand that a soldier was planning to commit suicide.73 The centrality that survivor’s guilt achieves within the literature of the Axis War contributes to corroborating the ethics of remembering one’s own, according to which many texts are narrated.
In contrast with this first form of guilt, killer’s guilt, both in moral and criminal terms, is rarely addressed. Besides the ambiguous scene of Stefano Gray’s baptism of fire in Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto, in which the moment of killing is disguised through a euphemistic representation, Italian reflections over the act of killing appear only in a few texts, which will be discussed in the last chapter of this book. The limited space that the literature of the Axis War confers on killer’s guilt is not surprising, as this form of guilt is directly linked to the acknowledgement of the use of violence. Since the literature of the Axis War consistently glosses over Italian violence, reflections on the moral remorse for what one has done cannot be developed. Furthermore, by omitting the Italian involvement in war crimes, the texts do not constitute a platform to develop reflections on criminal guilt either.
While the majority of texts do not address the sense of guilt rooted in the acts of killing, several passages touch, instead, upon the last type of guilt: the political and collective one stemming from the awareness of having waged an unjust war of aggression. In Il sergente nella neve, a reflection on this type of guilt is triggered by Rigoni’s discovery of the body of a Russian man, when he enters an izba, looking for food:
Then I see some women and children crying in a corner. They sob uncontrollably, holding their heads and quivering in despair. Only then I notice the dead man near the door in a pool of blood. I cannot tell what I felt at that moment. I felt shame and disdain for myself and sorrow for them as well as for me. I rushed out of that house as if I were the culprit.74

In this passage, analogously to other cases previously considered, the perpetrator of the killing remains unknown and precise responsibility is not attributed. Certainly, Rigoni is not the culprit of this murder. His self-reproach does not relate to something he personally did and cannot be configured, thus, as a form of criminal or moral guilt. If, nonetheless, Rigoni feels guilty, he does so because as a member of the army that attacked the Soviet Union he is conscious of sharing part of the responsibility for that killing: his sense of guilt is a political one.
Similarly, in Centomila gavette


 di ghiaccio, after the Axis conquest of Greece, Italo Serri enters a monastery, triggering a panicked reaction among the nuns who live there. This event leads him to feel a sense of guilt that stems from his role as a conqueror:
«Just by looking at me…» Serri thought. He felt crushed with humiliation as if he had become a source of horror for others and had been accused of a crime he did not commit. A new gloomy anguish took him. He sadly looked at his uniform, which he was inclined to love because of the suffering of the war. He opened the door and slowly walked away, feeling rejected.75

Serri’s guilt is not due to actions he personally committed—it refers indeed to ‘a crime he did not commit’—but is due to the political responsibility of having taken part in a war of aggression.
In Il deserto della Libia, Marcello thinks to have built a good relationship with Mahmud, the cultivated aristocrat of the oasis where his contingent is deployed, until the day he finds him preaching against the Italians to a group of men in the market square. When Marcello approaches him, Mahmud acts affably, and this changing behaviour compels the Italian to become aware of his role as coloniser:
Only those who lived under a dictatorship can immediately grasp certain nuances and suffer for them. Marcello felt ashamed realising that he had suddenly assumed a new role. In that moment, he was the foreigner, the occupier, who wears the uniform of his tyrant. Mahmud was also preaching against him.76

A sense of guilt for being involved in a war of aggression also emerges in the reiterated and unanswered questions that the autodiegetic narrator of Pace a El Alamein poses to the enigmatic Lieutenant Gelli: ‘but so what are we guilty of? What did we do wrong? We suffered that’s all. Please, answer this time […] what are we guilty of?’.77
These passages show that Tobino

, Rigoni Stern, Palladino

, and Bedeschi

 are all aware of having fought an unjust war. This awareness is actually widespread across the corpus, as numerous texts present the Fascist wars as wrong and do not hesitate to condemn them. Yet, despite this standpoint, guilt plays only a marginal role within the literature of the Axis War, as several factors contribute to downplaying the importance of this idea. The most significant is that in the majority of texts, guilt is not constructed in numerous passages through the reiteration of recurrent elements, but is, instead, developed only in a few isolated scenes, such as those quoted above. Hence, compared to the topoi and themes that develop exculpatory representations of the Italian participation in World War II, the few scenes that underline their political responsibility do not acquire particular relevance. Moreover, the absence of references to moral and criminal guilt reduces the effect that a cautious and limited thematisation of political guilt can achieve. In the vast majority of the texts, guilt is not presented as a burden that haunts the conscience of the characters, but rather as an isolated moment of contrition. As a result, the few passages that display the idea of political guilt contribute more to criticising war and Fascism, rather than foregrounding the notion of Italian responsibility.78
Yet, if the greatest part of the literature of the Axis War does not address issues of responsibility in thorough ways, it is mainly due to a series of narrative strategies that counteract and nullify the sense of guilt that these isolated scenes timidly introduce. A first self-exculpatory discourse relies on the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Germans. In El Alamein, the narrator reports the thoughts of a lieutenant who, unsettled by the atrocities that the Germans are committing in Poland, worries about the degree of co-responsibility that he has in such crimes:
He had seen three German soldiers killing some Jewish babies. A man threw them in the air, and others shot them with their rifles. The lieutenant asked himself: «Now, what is my duty? Should I remain silent? To what extent can I, a career officer under the jurisdiction of the army, respect our ally at the cost of going against my conscience as a man and as a Christian? To what extent am I co-responsible for such atrocities?».79

This, at first glance, may appear as a reflection on the Italian implication in the crimes committed in the Axis War. The passage, however, is based on a self-exculpatory assumption for which the Italians can only be guilty by proxy. By considering the extent of the Italian association with German violence, while failing to acknowledge the atrocities that the Italians, too, committed, the text imputes to the Italians only an indirect responsibility, which will always cast upon them a more favourable light than the Germans. An even clearer example of this self-absolving strategy can be found in I lunghi fucili. To the question of a sergeant asking why the Italians do not surrender to the Russians, the protagonist responds: ‘because we neither executed prisoners nor raped women; we neither massacred children nor burnt villages to ashes! But we are allied with those who did all that’.80 The Italians are implicated in German violence, but this recognition only aims to stress their lack of direct responsibility for the atrocities committed in the war.
Another self-exculpatory discourse stems from the topos of the difference between the Italians and the Fascists. Looking for reasons why the Italians deployed in Russia fight and kill, Moscioni Negri claims that the latter had no interest in conquering and occupying foreign lands, but only long for going back home: ‘we just wanted to go back home to our families: that’s why we were forced to kill, only for this’.81 Here Moscioni resorts to an entirely private conception of the war experience based on a bottom-up perspective for which soldiers fight in order to survive. By identifying this as the only motivation for the war, the text refuses to associate the Italians with the imperialist agenda that Fascist Italy pursued and exonerates them from the responsibility entailed in such association. In Dalla Sirte a casa mia, Venturi resorts to the same self-exculpatory strategy. When the narrator comes back home, after the years spent first in North Africa and then in a prison camp, he realises that so many Italians ‘died and killed without knowing why’.82 This comment, while stressing the pointlessness of war and supporting, therefore, a pacifist stance, denies that the Italians could have any interests in the imperialist policy of their regime and, therefore, absolves them from the blame.
Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale establishes an even more explicit divide between the Fascist rulers and the Italian people. The narrator contends that, while wars are always caused by the ambitions and madness of few people, in the case of the Axis War ‘among many millions of Italians, only one person’ wanted the war: Mussolini.83 The idea that the Fascist Duce was not just the main, but the only person responsible for the Axis War, also emerges in Montanelli’s Qui non riposano and Fusco’s Le rose del ventennio, which refer to the military campaign in Greece as ‘Mussolini’s war’ and ‘His battle’ respectively.84 Similarly, in Il deserto della Libia, Tobino stresses that the Italians had no interest in fighting the Axis War: ‘no one really wanted to fight. Everyone craved for his home. Seeing Italy again was our only prayer, the sincerest one’.85 These conceptualisations present the Italians as puppets and victims of the will of their leader, depriving them of any form of agency, and therefore responsibility for the Axis War.
In I più non ritornano, Corti develops another discursive strategy that allows the avoidance of the issue of Italian responsibility, which consists in dissolving the Italian blame into an unspecified sense of universal guilt. Towards the end of the retreat, the narrator transforms the unbearable suffering he experienced while marching through the snow in the harsh Russian winter into the sign of the universal suffering that marks the human condition: ‘little by little I no longer felt like a precise individual. I was, instead, an atom of the suffering humanity, just an infinitesimal part of humanity’s endless suffering’.86 By developing this reading of the war experience, in a move that Catholic critics have praised as the finding of God in the midst of the battlefield, the memoir dissociates war from the realm of human activities.87 According to this view, wars stem from the guilt of the whole humanity, which ‘by adding sin to sin before the Lord’, progressively generates an ‘avalanche, which moves forward, hitting and sweeping away’ the whole world.88 This interpretation has a severe impact on Corti’s conceptualisation of Italian responsibility. Since war is the product of humanity’s guilt before God, no one—not even the Fascist authorities—can be considered responsible for it because, as the narrator stresses, ‘it was not possible—we all felt so—that something as big as what we were living could depend on the discretion of a few men’.89 Wars have no precise culprits, and the whole of humanity must be guilty of it. Through this religious perspective, I più non ritornano leaves no room to address the issue of Italian culpability. In fact, as Hannah Arendt has pointed out, ‘where all are guilty, no one is’ and, for this reason, ‘confessions of collective guilt are the best possible safeguard against the discovery of culprits’.90 In Corti’s memoir, Italian responsibility is diluted into the universal guilt that humanity is said to share in front of God and, as such, it remains unexplored.
In


 Jovanka e le altre and Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia, we can find a further strategy whereby guilt is nullified, which consists in letting the Italians perform an act of repentance through which they are forgiven for their participation in the Axis War. In order to analyse this process, it is necessary, first of all, to assess for what kind of guilt the characters of these books seek forgiveness. In Pirro’s novel, Lieutenant Mario, who has been captured by Jovanka’s partisan squad, becomes gradually acquainted with the Yugoslavian woman and begins to feel a growing sense of guilt. The nature of this remorse becomes clear after Mario listens to Jovanka’s story. The woman loved an Italian man, Rocco di Candia, by whom she had been first seduced and then abandoned. For this affair, Jovanka was singled out within her community, had her hair cut as a mark of shame, and was forced to become an outcast. Hearing about the troubles the young woman experienced makes Mario feel unconformable: ‘he almost felt guilty for what Jovanka went through as if he had personally committed what Di Candia had done to her’.91 This sense of culpability, which is caused by actions that Mario has not directly committed, but which have been carried out by a soldier of the Italian occupation army, stands for a sense of political guilt due to Italy’s participation in the Axis War.
Similarly, in Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia, Aldo Puglisi presents himself as a man who has never killed anyone.92 Nonetheless, throughout the story he develops a sense of self-reproach, which culminates in the following reflection:Part of the blame was on him, too […] He was guilty, not only towards Caterina Patriotis, Nicolino, and all the Greek people but also towards his soldiers and himself. And perhaps, he thought, even the soldiers were somehow guilty since they accepted their role. He stood in stunned astonishment, bewildered by this truth that he understood for the first time.93

As this passage shows with rare clarity, Puglisi feels guilty for having waged an unjust war of aggression, and he realises that essentially all the Italians could be considered culpable for that. In this case, too, the sense of culpability constitutes a form of political guilt.
Having developed a sense of political guilt, both Lieutenant Mario and Aldo Puglisi feel the urge to apologise. In Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia, this expression of repentance is addressed to Caterina Patriotis, a proud Greek teacher who initially criticised the Italian occupiers, but, once Puglisi begins to show signs of remorse, changes her view and progressively falls in love with him.94 At the end of the story, when Puglisi is promoting the anti-German resistance on the island, he knows that Caterina has completely forgiven him: ‘if he were to tell her about their past as invaders, about their uniforms, she would have looked at him, her eyes getting bigger and full of tears, and she would have forgiven him’.95 Similarly, in Jovanka e le altre, after Jovanka confesses the story of her shameful love with Di Candia, and Mario shows repentance, the two kiss one another. Through this gesture, the woman grants her forgiveness to the Italian officer.96
In the epilogue of Memory, History, Forgetting, Paul Ricœur conceptualises the act of forgiving as the exchange of two speech acts between two particular individuals, a perpetrator and a victim, who are linked to each other in what Ricœur names a vertical relation. The former needs, first of all, to recognise his or her agency in the crime committed, through an avowal whereby he or she assumes responsibility for what has been done.97 It is only after this admission that throws the perpetrator into the ‘abyss of guilt’ that the victim may consider—or dismiss—the possibility of granting pardon from the ‘great high of the spirit of forgiveness’.98 Ricœur

 conceptualises forgiveness as an ethical form of freedom that, importantly, belongs only to the victim, who is the only person occupying the position from which the ‘liberating words of forgiveness’ can be granted.99 In Pirro’s and Venturi’s texts everything seems to follow the pattern that Ricœur traces. An Italian officer, as a member of the community of the perpetrators, confesses his political guilt to a woman who, as a member of the community that was invaded, stands in the position of the victim. The latter listens to the former’s contrition, values his remorse as genuine, and grants forgiveness. Such an interpretation, however, masks a significant ethical flaw that revolves around the use of the voice of the other.
The representation of the other in cultural production is an undertaking charged with important ethical consequences. The scholarship has amply shown that in representing unprivileged groups or victims of violence, writers may manage to lend a voice to the voiceless, but always risk diminishing their agency, preventing these groups from speaking for themselves.100 As a result, in assessing the ethical value of a given representation, we need to consider how the voices of the others are used and to what extent writers have the right to use them. These considerations shed new light on the scenes of forgiveness we are discussing.
Through the fictional characters of Jovanka and Caterina Patriotis, Pirro

 and Venturi

, who belong to the community of the occupiers, speak for the victims of the Italian occupation. What is particularly disconcerting in these acts of ventriloquism is that these writers use the voices of the victims of the Italian invasion to let them grant forgiveness to the occupiers. This infringes Ricœur’s

 theoretical model that confers the power of forgiving only on the actual victims, an ethical position that neither Pirro nor Venturi, as members of the community of perpetrators, can adequately occupy. As a result, what in these two narratives is presented as an act of forgiveness coming from the side of the occupied, under closer analysis is shown to be only a form of self-absolution. By controlling the voice of the victims of the Axis invasions these two texts—similarly to what has been observed in the case of the construction of the topos of the Good Italian—show that the occupied have nothing serious to reproach the Italians for and are even ready to forgive them. By letting these characters pronounce the relieving words of forgiveness, Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia

 and Jovanka e le altre 


lessen the weight of Italian political guilt.
Except for the sense of guilt towards the companions who died in battle, across the literature of the Axis War guilt does not constitute a significant theme of the narratives. Not only is guilt cast aside by the dominant depictions centred on the innocence of the Italians, but, when addressed, tends to be confined into isolated scenes. Moreover, by foregrounding the crimes of the Germans, claiming that the Italians had no part in Mussolini’s dream of power, extending the blame into a universal condition, and showing that the victims of the occupation eventually forgave the Italians, the texts counteract the sense of guilt that they have timorously introduced. Yet, we still have to consider the most significant and widespread of these self-exculpatory strategies, which revolve around the creation of the masterplots of sacrifice and conversion.
5.3 The Masterplot of Sacrifice
Scholars who have worked on specific texts of the Axis War literature have often highlighted the sacrificial dimension of many of these war narratives.101 The fact that in this literary production the idea of sacrifice comes often into play is not surprising, as this concept, both in religious and secular terms, has been traditionally deployed to explain war across Western cultures. What distinguishes the idea of sacrifice from the themes previously studied is that in several texts this concept is not simply thematised through a series of narrative scenes, but is developed through the narrative progression of the story.
A prime example of this is Il sergente nella neve, in which the idea of sacrifice is never directly addressed but emerges only at the level of the plot. The first part of the book is a short section entitled ‘The stronghold’, which describes the Italian outpost on the rear-front of the Stalingrad siege as a warm, almost cosy space, which preserves the Alpine soldiers from both the winter’s cold and the hardship of the war. Michele Buzzi argues that this part of the memoir aims to create an oasis of relative calm, which will be broken by the retreat.102 Indeed, the section ends in a climax, with the representation of a harsh Russian assault that foreruns the order to withdraw. The second part of the book narrates the story of the retreat. In a lyrical prose that continuously mixes the temporal planes of the story, with analepses about the companions who died and prolepses about the fate of those who will eventually survive, Rigoni Stern recounts the withdrawal through the Russian steppe. The climax of the story is reached with the battle of 26 January, when the Italians manage to break through the Russian line around the village of Nikolayevka. The action had a dramatic cost, though: Rigoni’s battalion is destroyed and many of his comrades are killed. Rigoni then spends some days marching alone, as part of the mass of wretched soldiers who no longer belong to any company. Yet, the Italians are finally out of the Soviet-controlled area. Rigoni soon joins the few survivors of his unit, and the story reaches its conclusion.
In Il sergente nella neve, Rigoni Stern mediates his personal memories of the retreat into a story that in its linearity and simplicity may almost appear to be plotless, having only the aim to represent the tragic conclusion of the Russian expedition. Yet, as a work of narrative, the text inevitably generates a plot, regardless of the authorial intention, as a result of the simple fact that Rigoni had to select and structure the events he experienced into a story that runs from a beginning to an end.103 One of the main effects of the book’s narrative progression is that the battle of Nikolayevka appears as a turning point, since it is presented as the last struggle that brings the retreat to an end. This is a deliberate choice, as the narrator openly points out: ‘here the story of the retreat ends, but this is only a part of the story. After that, we walked for many days […] There are so many things that I could still add, but this is another story’.104 Gustavo

 Corni has noted that many of the memoirs of the Russian campaign end with this battle and sum up the events that follow in a few pages. Historians, though, and a few memoirs as well, attest that, after Nikolayevka, the difficulties were not over, and the Italians had to engage in more fighting. Corni suggests that, despite the battle’s military importance, the choice of concluding the story of this long exhausting march with this combat responds more to a narrative necessity of closure, rather than to the needs of factual reporting.105 In other words, in the Italian memoirs, Nikolayevka marks the peak of pathos and symbolises the reaching of a safe area, to which the soldiers did not arrive until days later.
As a result of the selection and organisation—what Patrick Colm Hogan calls ‘structuration’—of the narrative material, the narrative progression of Il sergente nella neve

 confers particular significance on the idea of sacrifice.106 After the opening chapter portraying a war carried out in an atmosphere of relative calm and fairness, the retreat breaks through, and the Italians enter into a dimension characterised only by cold, pain, and suffering. It is only through the death of many men, often the bravest and most generous, that the Italians are able to leave the Soviet-controlled area. The struggle during the withdrawal, and the battle of Nikolayevka in particular, become extreme acts of sacrifice whereby the Italian soldiers achieve an exit from the Axis War at the cost of immense suffering and losses. In the book there are no keywords related to sacrifice, nor are there scenes that openly thematise this concept; instead, this idea is constructed at the level of the plot, thanks to the story’s narrative progression.
The skeletal structure of Il sergente nella neve

 constitutes an example of what, adopting Abbott’s

 terminology, can be called a masterplot of sacrifice. This masterplot can be conceived of as a narrative that focuses on the undeserved tribulations of the protagonists and culminates in a moment of extreme suffering that concludes the story. Marco Mondini has recognised the presence of this typified narrative structure in the books of Rigoni Stern, Revelli

, and Bedeschi

, which, he argues, can be read as a grand narrative ‘centred on the epos of sacrifice’.107 Mondini’s reading situates the formation of this recurrent narrative progression within the reshaping of Alpine iconography after World War II. The masterplot of sacrifice, however, has a larger scope and goes beyond the perimeter of Alpine culture, since it constitutes a recurrent narrative structure through which the events of the Axis War have been narrated within Italian culture.
In the creation of this typified narrative progression, many of the themes that we have previously studied play a role. By presenting the Italians as innocent victims and by focusing on the extreme suffering and unspeakable horrors that war entails, many texts put the idea of sacrifice at the forefront of their stories. Yet, what orients the narrative progression into a sacrificial framework is, above all, the presence of a peak of agony, positioned around the conclusion of the narrative, which brings the story to an end. In Revelli’s

 and Moscioni Negri’s memoirs, similar to Rigoni’s case, this climax is reached with the battles of Arnautovo and Nikolayevka. In I villaggi


 bruciano, Pompeo’s adventures across the Balkans end with a period of captivity into a German camp, which marks the culmination of the protagonist’s suffering. Both Bandiera bianca a


 Cefalonia and Guerra d’Albania finish


 with the massacre of Cephalonia, where the Germans executed the whole Acqui division. Ritorno da Poggio Boschetto culminates in the battle of the Perati bridge after which the protagonist is wounded and hospitalised. Takfír and Pace a El Alamein terminate


 with the destruction of the Italian army in North Africa. At the end of Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale, the greatest part of the narrator’s companions is killed or permanently injured.
Around the conclusion of some of these texts, it is possible to find passages that thematise the idea of sacrifice and let it emerge in more open terms. In La guerra dei poveri, for instance, Revelli reveals through an invocation to God the sacrificial nature of the winter retreat across the steppe:
O Lord God, you who followed us from Belogore to Belgorod, who saw how much we suffered and see how much we still suffer, have mercy upon us. Why do you want us to suffer even more? We gave everything, the best men died in combat […] Enough with Russia! Poor Alpini, how many of you have been killed! […] [The Germans] passed by with no mercy, without understanding that you had died to open the way for everyone, including them. Poor dead Alpini! Mighty God, look at us! Why do we have to suffer so much?108

The prayer-like tone of the passage, which paraphrases parts of the Glory be to God prayer, places the suffering that the Alpine soldiers faced into a Christian framework of martyrdom. The experience of the retreat is directly called a form of sacrifice a few pages later, when Revelli remembers the battles of Arnautovo and Nikolayevka:
It has been a month since the sacrifice of the Tirano Brigade. 26 January: Arnautovo! Nikolayevka! Too many died […] The Alpini of the Tirano were slaughtered by automatic rifles, antitank guns, and artilleries. We fought them with guns that did not shoot, with hand grenades that did not explode. The Alpini died sinking into the snow, and no one could support them. We had no ammunition, and no one thought to supply more.109

In this excerpt, the Alpine soldiers are presented as victims who went through extreme and unjustified pains and had to pay with their lives for the disorganisation of the Italian army, reinforcing the idea that their death constitutes an unnecessary sacrifice.
In


 I lunghi fucili, the terms ‘sacrifice’ and ‘martyrdom’ [calvario] are used to narrate the final struggle of Nikolayevka.110 Similarly, in the long reflection about the meaning of the Axis War that concludes Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale, the narrator defines the Italian struggle in the North African desert as a ‘holocaust’.111 In Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia, instead, the narrative voice does not speak openly about sacrifice, but in describing the war crime of Cephalonia resorts to elements reminiscent of ritualistic practices:
The people of Cephalonia and the survivors looked at that smoke […] it was the Acqui Division ascending to heaven. How many men? someone asked. How many men had been burnt? One hundred and forty-six officers and about four thousand soldiers. They had been captured alive and then summarily executed. Now they were ascending to heaven in these thick and idle clouds of smoke […] [Aldo Puglisi] thought that all those plumes of smoke in the sky were needed to placate the fury of the Germans, to appease their thirst for vengeance.112

In this excerpt, the image of the fire, the ascending billow of smoke, and the suggestion that the slaughter of Italian soldiers can appease a vengeful power draw an analogy between the German war crime and ancient pagan rituals, conceiving of the Italians as sacrificial victims. Similarly, in Guerra d’Albania, references to the German massacre allows the narrator to situate the Italian participation in the Axis War within a sacrificial framework, as the conclusion of the book cogently points out:

The War against Greece, which started on 28 October 1940 with the criminal sacrifice of the Julia Brigade, ended after three years with the murder of the Acqui Division. These were thirty-five months of stupidity, incompetence, senseless savagery, and useless sacrifices.113



The structuring of these narratives in accordance with the masterplot of sacrifice has a significant impact on how these texts deal with the issue of Italian responsibility. In order to address this point, it is useful to consider Centomila


 gavette di ghiaccio, a novel that, more than others, thematises the idea of sacrifice and openly places it in a relationship with questions of guilt. Near the end of the retreat, the Italians know that they are close to the German-controlled area where they will finally be safe, but they are exhausted and feel unable to fight and carry on any longer. So close to safety, they might still fail to make it. In this distressing situation, Serri sees a captain giving in to despair and attempting to commit suicide by shooting himself in the temple. His gun, however, gets stuck, leaving the man in dismay. When Serri rushes to aid him, the captain thinks through the meaning of their experience:
With this excuse of breaking the encirclement, we have all been trying to kill ourselves for the past twelve days… Everybody is trying to kill himself, you too. Everyone, I am telling you, with all the methods we have. But we can’t, that’s our destiny […] Remember what I am telling you: we can only go to hell to improve our damned fate. That’s all it is left. And whose fault is that? I was thinking about it just before, with the revolver in my hand. The blame should be shared. It is mine, it is yours, it belongs to all the people in the world! Everybody has done something—or failed to do something—that led to this war. We are paying for it now, and so be it.114

The passage puts forward the idea that all the Italians are burdened with guilt but immediately nullifies the implications that this recognition entails. In fact, not only does it extend guilt into a universal condition, using the same self-exculpatory strategy that we discuss in relation to Corti’s

 memoir, but, more importantly, it also introduces a new factor: the idea that the Alpine soldiers who have been caught up in the collapse of the Stalingrad front are actually paying for their part of the blame for their participation in the Axis War. From this perspective, the suffering that the Italians have faced during the retreat becomes an act of penance whereby guilt can be expiated.
Bedeschi’s passage reveals the deep meaning that the masterplot of sacrifice entails. The experience of suffering exercises an expiating function that allows the Italians to atone for their participation in World War II. Mondini

 has highlighted this aspect noting that the stories of the retreat from Russia ‘have a hidden redemptive meaning’ thanks to which the Italians mark not only their detachment from Fascist Italy but also ‘from guilt—which was expiated through suffering’.115 It is thanks to this masterplot that the numerous texts addressed in this section manage to overlook the theme of guilt. The masterplot counterpoises the idea of responsibility with the suffering that the soldiers experienced and, in so doing, purifies the Italians from guilt. As a result, guilt remains confined in a few isolated scenes, and it is neutralised by the plot.
Extending the meaning that the masterplot of sacrifice acquires in Bedeschi’s novel and in Mondini’s reading of the Alpine grand narrative to all the texts that adopt such skeletal plot may appear questionable. However, traces of the atoning function of this masterplot can be found in many of the considered narratives, which put forward the idea that the Italians have actually paid for what happened in the Axis War. In I villaggi bruciano, when Pompeo is moved to the prison camp, the ordinary soldiers who are his inmates initially look down on him for having been an army officer; yet, Pompeo appears so wretched and undernourished that he quickly gains the others’ sympathy. This change of perspective is the result of the vicissitudes the lieutenant went through, which appears as a source of atonement: as a cook says while passing some extra food to him, ‘he’s an officer […] but he paid for this sin’.116
In Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia, Aldo Puglisi thinks that, given his initial support for the Axis War, he has a special responsibility for the disasters that the war has caused. This leads him to look for ways of atoning believing that ‘he should pay the price for what happened, people like him should pay for it’.117 By the end of the story, Puglisi will be among the thousands of soldiers slaughtered by the Germans. Within the structure of the novel, therefore, the abominable massacre of the Italian division appears as an extreme and excessive tribute that Puglisi and his companions pay for their participation in the war. Through this conclusion, the sense of guilt that the text previously hinted at is resolved and nullified.
In Giovinezza, giovinezza, after his return to Italy from the North African front, Giulio encounters a former classmate of his, Mario, who served in Yugoslavia. Mario recounts about the time he spent in the army and how he lost one hand in an ambush of the partisans:
I lost my hand in Croatia […] Don’t think that I have some resentment about it. Yugoslavia had done nothing against us, and we invaded it. […] I did not side with the repressive policy, no matter how many of our companions fell in the ambushes. I didn’t, even after I lost my hand in one of these attacks.118

In this account, readers encounter the typical depiction of the goodhearted occupier who does not identify with the repressive policy carried out by his army. While acknowledging that the Axis War was unjust, the passage completely disregards whether Mario feels some sort of remorse for what he and the Italians did in the war. What enables this complete oblivion of the issue of responsibility is Mario’s lost hand, which appears as a tribute of blood through which the soldier paid for his part of the blame.
In La guerra dei poveri, Revelli feels that through the suffering of the retreat he sufficiently paid for the support he initially granted to the Axis War. As he states once he returns to Italy: ‘I paid for the part I played in this bloody war, I paid for it abundantly’.119 Similarly, in the conclusion of Guerra d’Albania, the surrender of 8 September 1943 is presented as the source of a renovation that the Italians achieve through their sacrifice:
Thousands of Italian soldiers and officers have tragically died at the hands of the Germans in the palingenesis initiated by Badoglio’s September. The last chapter of the war against Greece […] was written with the blood of the men of the unfortunate Acqui division.120

The chaos and suffering that followed Italy’s surrender are presented as a regenerating moment—a ‘palingenesis’—that was marked by the sacrifice of the Acqui division to which the last part of the book is devoted.
All these books put forward the idea that the Italians have paid for their participation in the Axis War, contributing to conferring an expiating meaning on the masterplot of sacrifice. In a few cases, this expiating dimension does not remain implicit but is revealed in open terms. In Takfír and Alamein, after the defeat of the Italian army, Caccia Dominioni withdraws westwards through Libya. In the city of Sirte, he meets an old beggar, ‘a Socrates-like figure, living in a nomadic community’, who has the appearance of a wise prophet. Dominioni approaches him, offers him some cigarettes, and in his broken Arabic asks him what he thinks about the war. The old man replies with only one word, ‘takfír’, which, as the narrator explains, means atonement.121 In Caccia Dominioni’s accounts, the idea of atonement becomes the overarching explanation of his whole experience in the Axis War. According to this view, the suffering of the soldiers and all the people who were squeezed in the grip of war cannot be but acts of expiation through which the evil that is part of human existence, and which is embodied in the war, can be atoned.
This conceptualisation is also at the centre of Eugenio

 Corti’s religious reading of World War II. Having identified the all-encompassing guilt that human beings bear in front of God as the core of the war experience, the suffering and hardship that the soldiers face in wartime become the instruments of a broader expiation: ‘I felt that also through me, Humankind was atoning their sins. It was right, but how painful it was!’.122 The war, which for Corti can only be imputed to God’s will, becomes a punishment whereby humanity expiates its sins. As the narrator argues around the conclusion of the memoir: ‘those were punishment for the entire humanity. God alone can punish Humankind. That’s why war happens’.123
By structuring these war narratives around the masterplot of sacrifice, the literary texts that have been discussed in this section transform the war experience in a moment of atonement. As a result of this skeletal story, the sense of guilt that is latently present in some of these texts is concurrently addressed and nullified. Thanks to the masterplot of sacrifice, the Italians can no longer be considered accountable for any wrongdoing, as they have expiated their part of the blame through suffering.
5.4 The Masterplot of Conversion
In a Terrible Love of War, James Hillman argues that not only have human beings relentlessly strived to give significance to war, but war has also appeared to them as an experience able to confer new meanings on their existences.124 Italian literature, too, is permeated by this conception and many texts narrate the Axis War as a journey of discovery, which leads the protagonists to a new understanding of their lives.
At the beginning of L’entusiasta and La guerra dei poveri, the main characters long for the war and await it with great impatience, displaying the exuberance and feverish optimism that characterised Fascist Italy in the eve of World War II. Pietro Andreis has high expectations and a strong desire to prove his courage in war actions:‘«to the frontline», he was telling himself, «to the frontline, where I’ll have trenches to defend and a platoon of men for whom I can be a role model». How much he wanted to be already at the front!’.125 Likewise, Revelli looks forward to his departure, believing that ‘only the war can give a face—the true one—to the fatherland. In war, I will discover the truth’.126 Loaded with these expectations, Andreis and Revelli go through the defeat of the Italian army. This experience irreversibly spoils their dreams of glory but does not abolish the meaning-making capacity that they attributed to the war. By contrast, it is precisely through the experience of defeat that the two men develop a new perspective on the world that will change their lives.
Andreis’ revelation occurs during the first combat he personally witnesses. After losing his way in a blizzard, frozen almost to death, he is rescued by the Alpine soldier Da Rin. The two manage to join a group of Italians, who are withdrawing after the collapse of the front, when a Greek squad ambushes them. While he is still injured and unable to move, Andreis has finally the opportunity to observe what modern combat looks like: soldiers untidily moving around, fiddling with the artillery, trying to aim at the enemy while clumsily ducking to the ground. This view astonishes him and forces him to question the preconceived ideas he had about warfare:
«What’s all that? Is this really the war?» Andreis asked himself […] He did not understand why he was there. He could not figure out what connection there was between himself, Second Lieutenant Pietro Andreis, volunteer, and the disorder and disaster [sfacelo] that unfolded before his eyes. Those frightening explosions, those hisses, those sinister screeches; what did they have to do with the exciting baptism of fire that he had often dreamed about? How his ideals of sacrifice and heroism could be linked to the death caused by the machinegun, which was so trivial? «There is a mistake» he thought «There must be a mistake».127

What Andreis feels during his uninspiring baptism of fire is the urgent sensation that something must be wrong, an idea that stems from the incompatibility between his preconception of war and his first direct encounter with it. Modern warfare is a dehumanising, traumatic, and unromantic experience, which leaves no room for Andreis’ idealist views. In other words, the sense of mistake that the young officer perceives has to do with the Fascist celebration of war in accordance to the myth of the war experience. After having nurtured Andreis’ youth and bolstered his enthusiasm for the Greek campaign, these conceptions inevitably crash against the reality of modern combat.
In La guerra dei poveri, the retreat opens up Revelli’s eyes about Fascist Italy’s military weakness, making him realise that the Fascist goal of transforming the country into a superpower—which had once mesmerised him—was an empty dream that did not have any basis. As Revelli reflects, once he is back in Italy: ‘I saw too many false things. My Fascist paramilitary camps, my parades in Rome along Imperial Avenue, the mass gatherings to listen to the Duce in a state of collective frenzy… Now it’s easy to understand’.128 With the insights matured during the war, Revelli realises that he can no longer believe in Fascism and support the war.
In both texts, the direct experience of war and its related suffering mark an irreconcilable fracture with the values conveyed by Fascist culture. The Axis War becomes, therefore, the source of a revelation, which shows how the Italians were mistaken in following the regime’s promises of greatness, which were built upon unrealistic evaluation of national means. Besides the two cases considered, this narrative progression also affects other texts of the corpus, such as Giovinezza, giovinezza, Bandiera bianca


 a Cefalonia, Pace a El Alamein

, and Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale. All these books recount stories that are centred on the ideological transformation of the main character, giving shape to a recurrent plot that can be defined as a masterplot of conversion. The protagonist of this typified story initially complies with the Fascist regime and its wars; then, through the experience of defeat, the discovery of the misery of the Italian army, and the witnessing of German violence, he realises the mistake he committed; thanks to this new awareness, he embraces Antifascism and is ready to fight against the Fascists and the Germans in the Italian Civil War.
In La guerra dei poveri, the suffering faced in the Soviet Union leads Revelli to detest the Germans, who have not given enough support to the withdrawing Italian troops, and makes him reach the conclusion that they are Italy’s real enemy. This process of conversion appears fully developed at the end of the retreat. Days after they exited from the Soviet-controlled area, the survivors receive a visit from some military officers who bring the personal salute of Mussolini to the troops. Revelli’s reaction to these words is harsh and full of resentment:
Scoundrels! No one believes in your lies anymore: we despise you! That’s what the survivors of the immense tragedy that you caused think of you. Your empty boasts are only a further insult to our dead. Go and speak to those who are like you. Those who went through the retreat no longer believe in hierarchies and tell you: «It’s never too late [Mai tardi]… to kill you all!».129

In this paragraph, which concludes the part of the book narrating the Russian campaign, the Italians who survived the retreat are portrayed as a unanimous group that is counterpoised to the military officers, representing the Fascist authorities. To the boastful words of Mussolini that the officer reports, the narrator opposes the death of the soldiers who have paid for the regime’s military incapacity. This protest becomes a call for action that exhorts the Italians to rebel against Fascism and fight against its proponents. Significantly, the part of the book representing the winter retreat had already been published in 1946 as a freestanding memoir entitled Mai tardi.130 This title, which restated the abovementioned call to arms against Fascism, accentuated the importance of this last paragraph and drew attention to the protagonist’s final transformation. Once he got back to Italy, Nuto Revelli lived up to his new convictions. During the Civil War, he joined the partisan squads of Giustizia e Libertà and took part in the war of Resistance, to which the second part of La guerra dei poveri is devoted. As a result, the narrative progression of Revelli’s memoir follows a plot of conversion by telling the story of a man who, through the suffering experienced in the Axis War, reaches an active Antifascist position.
In L’entusiasta, this masterplot is not developed in its entirety and remains implicit. Andreis is pressed by the sense of having been mistaken, but he has no time to reflect on the consequences of this insight. The enemies attack again killing Da Rin. Andreis is badly injured but manages to survive and, at the end of the book, is rescued by Greek stretcher-bearers. It is not possible to tell what will happen to him and to which political position the awareness of the mistaken nature of the Axis War will lead him. Yet, the last paragraph of the novel, reporting the dialogue between the Greek soldiers who find him, provides a hint: ‘the Greek lieutenant […] hesitated. «He’s a Fascist officer» said with contempt one of the stretcher-bearers who followed him. «Look, he’s just a boy» the Greek officer replied «He can still be saved»’.131 In the last scene of the book, Andreis is deprived of his Fascist identity and returns to being just a young man. Hence, he will have more time to think through what he experienced during the war, and it is not unlikely that his sense of being mistaken will evolve into a rejection of Fascism—giving a political meaning to the idea of salvation that closes the story.132 Diane Weill-Ménard develops a similar reading of Pirelli’s story arguing that Andreis ‘will […] inevitably, develop a political awareness, which follows the destruction […] of his previous illusion’.133
While in Pirelli’s text the masterplot of conversion is not complete, Preti’s Giovinezza, giovinezza presents this typified narrative progression in its entirety. The book follows the lives of Giulio and his friends while they grow up in Fascist Italy. The young protagonists have gone through all the levels of Fascist education, up to the University Fascist Groups (GUF), and are used to seeing the regime and its rituals as normal. In the first part of the story, Giulio believes in the righteousness of Mussolini’s dictatorship, despite the overt criticism levelled by some friends of his. With the war, however, things start to change, and, after hearing extensive news about the defeats of the Italian army, Giulio begins to realise the falsity of Fascist propaganda. This leads him to abandon his political ideals: ‘the pedestal, on which he had put the idol of his youth, was irremediably destroyed. Now he only felt a great sense of void. How could he have been so stupid? Why didn’t he understand all that before?’.134 From this moment on, Giulio begins a process of ideological transformation, and, when he returns to Italy from the North African front, he has developed Antifascist ideas. In the last part of the novel, Giulio joins the Socialist party and plays an active role in the Italian Resistance.
This narrative progression also characterises Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia. Initially Aldo Puglisi, being a career officer, has no objections against the war. As time goes by in occupied Cephalonia, though, he starts questioning the life he spent as a compliant member of an authoritarian society. Puglisi’s evolution finds its accomplishment after Italy’s surrender on 8 September 1943, when the officer and other companions decide to fight against the Germans. This choice is presented as a source of renewal that also entails an evident straightforward transformation. The Italian soldiers, who until then were presented as unmilitary peasants, now assume a more serious and ferocious appearance:
For a moment they felt like real soldiers, as it never happened before on the Albanian mountains or in the Greek villages. […] He looked at his artillerymen. From the moment they had fired the cannons, they no longer looked like peasants. Now they looked like a mix between workers of a factory and primitive warriors as if they were fighting with rocks and spears rather than cannons.135

The military aspect that was denied to the Italian regular soldiers becomes acceptable now that these men changed side and start fighting against the Germans. Here Venturi portrays the Italians as a group of irregular combatants, who resemble the guerrilla fighters of the Italian Resistance, and in this context the warlike nature of the Italians can finally emerge.
In Pace a El Alamein, this act of conversion takes the shape of a pagan ritual of purification that the wretched soldiers of the protagonist’s unit perform the night after the defeat at El Alamein. Distressed by the battle they fought and exhausted by the retreat through the desert, the Italians spot a barrel that they think contains water but is actually full of petrol. When they realise that, the soldiers set fire to the fuel and begin a rite of passage before the mesmerising flames, which symbolically marks their exit from the war:
It was a soldier who began. He threw his backpack into the fire. Another man followed his example and put a hand grenade in the flames, which immediately exploded. A third man frenetically removed his uniform and threw it into the dazzling blaze. Then one by one, all the soldiers started to add something to the flames: coats, bags, belts, ammunition, puttees, girdles, shirts, letters, postcards, even banknotes.136

By destroying the tangible signs of their participation in the Axis War, the soldiers are purified by the burdens and memories of the war and feel ‘liberated by the fire’.137 This act of liberation—a word particularly charged with meaning in postwar Italy as strongly associated with the reshaping of society from Fascist dictatorship to liberal democracy—is immediately linked to the acquisition of Antifascist values. A soldier approaches the fire and under the gaze of all the bystanders begins to shout, ‘in a sarcastic and desperate voice’, the watchwords of Fascist propaganda:
«We will win! We will win!» echoed many more soldiers while raising their arms in a Roman salute and laughing. «Long live the Empire» the larky man shouted derisively. «Long live the Empire» all the other responded […] Having found a big portrait of Hitler, he lifted it before the stake and pretended to pay homage to it. Then, he yelled hysterically « Heil! They won’t get you!» and dropped it into the flames.138

This cathartic ritual, which combines the cleansing power of both fire and irony, shows that at the end of the Axis War Italian soldiers disowned Fascism, identifying in this ideology the source of their misfortune. By distancing themselves from the system of beliefs that led to the Axis War, these characters open up to new values, welcoming and supporting the pacifist standpoint that the novel puts forward.
In Diario di un combattente nell’Africa settentrionale, this process of conversion leads to an anti-war stance, rather than a proper Antifascist one. After the defeat in the war, the narrator is hospitalised in a British camp for war prisoners. Here he meets one of his companions, Cortis, who became blind and half-mad, resembling the archetypical figure of the prophet. The text is, indeed, closed by Cortis’ long monologue about the future of Western and Italian cultures, which he feverishly utters during the nights he shares the room with the narrator. In this quasi-delirium, the soldier identifies only one viable way to ensure that the suffering and prostration that the Axis War caused have not all been in vain: in a world that rapidly moves into the Cold War era, the only possible progress comes from those who, having seen the horror of war, are ready to interrupt the never-ending cycle of violence and vengeance that pushes man against man. The defeated must, therefore, forgive their victors and make sure that humankind will no longer attempt to solve international conflicts through war, but only through cooperation.139 Cortis asks the narrator to commit to this view, which he considers the only way that will lead to a rebirth of the Italian nation, marking the beginning of a ‘new dawn’.140 By concluding the book on this note, Piscicelli Taeggi fashions his war memoir within a masterplot of conversion, telling the story of a group of men that by facing the horror of warfare discover the value of peace and cooperation.
In all the considered narratives, the articulation of a masterplot of conversion, centred on the ideological evolution of the main character, has a strong impact on the conceptualisation of the notions of guilt and responsibility. In fact, it is mainly thanks to this masterplot that the texts can limit, and in many cases completely overlook, the theme of guilt, despite the widespread recognition of the unjust nature of the Axis War. The masterplot of conversion shows that the Italians have realised the error they committed in supporting the Fascist dictatorship and are ready to counteract it. In these narratives, the rejection of war, the embrace of the value of peace, the conversion to Antifascism and, even more, the involvement in the armed Resistance against both the Germans and the Fascists compensate for the previous support given to the wars of the regime. These transformations work, therefore, as acts of redemption that dismiss the idea of guilt and free the Italians from any sense of self-reproach.
In some texts, the redemptive and self-exculpatory function entailed in the masterplot of conversion is openly addressed. For instance, in Bandiera bianca a Cefalonia, the narrator states that the choice of fighting against Fascism has the cathartic power of deleting not only ‘the humiliations we have suffered since the armistice’, when the Italians in the occupied territories were left with no clear orders, but also ‘something deeper than that, which goes further back in time’.141 This ambiguous reference to an unspecified burden suggests that thanks to the active conversion to Antifascism the Italians are able to redress their past wrongs, which may include the war, the invasion of other countries, and the support given to Fascism throughout the years of the dictatorship.
All the considered texts develop a redemptive pattern of narrative progression centred on the idea of conversion that counteracts and nullifies the idea of Italian guilt. Importantly, signs of this process of conversion also appear in texts that do not actually develop this masterplot. For instance, in both Quota Albania

 and La linea del Tomori, the main character is a man who has already developed Antifascist beliefs. In these cases, the ideological transformation does not unfold through the plot of the story but is presented as an unproblematic matter of fact. Similarly, many of the soldiers who appear in Sagapò, Le rose del ventennio, and Guerra d’Albania are characterised by Antifascist ideas or by a spontaneous aversion to the regime.142 The protagonists of Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s

 books are loyal followers of the king, admirers of Italy’s military traditions who grew up with the myth of the Great War, and do not hesitate to show their disdain for Fascism.143 Guerra in camicia nera recounts the journey through the war of a disillusioned man who once believed in the regime. In Il deserto della Libia, the narrator is convinced that the war was necessary to open up the eyes of the Italians, and he believes that it is actually ‘sowing something in our hearts, a faith that will grow’.144
I lunghi fucili does not develop a proper masterplot of conversion, as the plot of the book gives shape, instead, to a masterplot of sacrifice. Nevertheless, numerous elements of the narrative contribute to inserting the story within this trajectory. In the first page of the book, a short chapter in which the author dedicates the memoir to the memory of his soldiers, Moscioni Negri states that because of the war ‘a new life began for me’.145 The unfolding of the story shows to readers that this transformation also has political implications. The narrator becomes more and more uncomfortable with the Fascist army realising that ‘something inside me is changing’.146 With the winter withdrawal, Moscioni’s doubts grow into Antifascist and anti-German ideas, generating a sense of guilt for the support that he and other Italians gave to the regime.147 This quickly suggested self-accusation is transfigured into a redemptive call for action thanks to which the narrator finds the strength to fight throughout the retreat, thinking that he must survive to ‘go back home and call to account those responsible for these crimes’.148
Across the literature of the Axis War, the scene that fully captures the redemptive power of the conversion to Antifascism is developed in Ritorno


 sul Don. In fact, in the telling passage in which Rigoni, who is visiting Kiev decades after the end of the war, expresses his proximity to all the victims of Nazi violence, the difference that he establishes between German guilt and Italian innocence is also the result of this process of conversion: ‘no, here we were not like the Germans. And later, when we had the opportunity to choose, I was at your side’.149 The reference to a moment of choice alludes to the months Rigoni spent in a German camp for war prisoners, where the Italians were given the opportunity to be freed if they had chosen to go back to fight for the Fascist Social Republic. However, Rigoni, like a vast majority of the Italian prisoners, did not opt out, despite the harsh conditions in which they had to live, and spent the last months of the war in confinement. If in this excerpt Rigoni can so openly affirm his lack of guilt and the conviction that the Italians did not share the responsibility of the Germans, it is also due to the Antifascist choice he and others made after the defeat in the Axis War.
Across the corpus, the masterplot of conversion offers a redemptive pattern that downplays the idea of Italian guilt, preventing a thorough assumption of responsibility for the Axis War. The texts discussed in this section do not foreground guilt because they assume that the Italians are free from blame since in the last years of the war they turned against Fascism and fought against it. The structuring of so many stories around the conversion of the main character, on the one hand, affirmed the importance and rightness of the Antifascist choice. On the other hand, though, it offered an absolving screen that distanced the Italians from both Fascism and the wrongdoings committed in the Axis War, as well as from the guilt associated to them.
5.5 Narrative Masterplots and Catholic Memory Templates
The masterplots of sacrifice and conversion constitute the most frequent and typified plots according to which the Axis War has been narrated in Italian literature. By conveying to the readers a sense of atonement and redemption, these narrative patterns counteract and resolve the idea of Italian guilt, reinforcing at the level of the plot the notion of Italy’s innocence that has already been developed by the motifs and themes of the texts.
The notions of sacrifice and conversation that inform the two masterplots find close correspondence with the Italian memory discourse of World War II. In Chap. 2, we saw that Guri Schwarz deems the idea of sacrifice as one of the most frequent conceptualisations that allowed the Italians to connect the diverse war experiences of their national community, from the Axis War to the Resistance, from the vicissitudes of the Italian war prisoners to those of the civilians under the German occupation. Our discussion of the Italian memory has also shown, implicitly, the importance of the idea of conversion. Following the adoption of Antifascism as the new set of values of postwar society, the Italians tended to narrate World War II as a passage from Fascism to Democracy through the hardship of the Civil War, in other words structuring the past as a journey of conversion and rebirth.150
Alongside the ideas of sacrifice and conversion, Italian memory has also foregrounded that of atonement. Gian Enrico Rusconi has been the first scholar to emphasise this aspect, arguing that the Italian memory of World War II was based on what he calls ‘expiating patriotism’ [patriottismo espiativo]. According to Rusconi, in postwar Italy the sense of national belonging was re-structured around the idea of having been the victims of unjustifiable crimes, which were ‘obscurely and unconsciously perceived as acts of atonement for past errors, basically related to the acceptance of the Fascist regime’.151 In other words, by foregrounding the hardship, suffering, and horrors that the Italians experienced in the war years, the Italian memory generated a sense of atonement that tackled an implicit and never openly discussed collective sense of guilt for the establishment of the Fascist dictatorship.152
The idea of redemption, too, appears as a structural component of the Italian memory, which resulted, first and foremost, from the experience of the Antifascist Resistance. In the eyes of those who fought against the Nazis and the Fascists in the Italian Civil War, the Resistance was the opportunity to redress the shameful trajectory that Italian history had taken during the decades of Fascist power. Many of these men and women thought, as Pier Giorgio Zunino puts it, that the Italians could not ‘simply stay put and passively wait for the conclusion of the war, while others decided the future of their country through a top-down process’, and they decided, therefore, to take their destiny in hand.153 In the postwar years, the admirable Antifascist choice that a restricted group of people had made became the central element of the Italian collective memory and, in this way, a source of redemption for the entire national community.154 This was, as Filippo Focardi argues, ‘a misleading interpretation of the past, which foregrounded only a part of the Italian history of World War II and extended to the entire population a meritorious behaviour that, however, could not be generalised’.155
In many of the memory narratives about the Italian Resistance that were crafted during and after World War II, we can clearly recognise such redemptive and atoning tone. In his study on postwar Italian culture, Schwarz

 offers numerous examples of this. For instance, on 18 February 1945, in the occasion of the Remembrance Day for Italian Soldiers and Partisans, Ivanoe Bonomi, prime minister of liberated Italy, declared that a new ‘tradition of sacrifice’ had begun and that the nation ‘with its blood and its sacrifice’ had rightly deserved the support of the Allies. On the same day, Communist politician and partisan Mauro Scoccimarro advocated for the necessity of carrying on the fight against the Germans, claiming that this struggle allowed the Italians to ‘redeem their faults’ and overcome Fascism. On 28 April 1945, in an article published in Avanti!, socialist leader and partisan Pietro Nenni underlined the redemptive function played by the killing of Mussolini, which ‘will appease the memory of all the young Italians who lost their lives in the North African desert, the Russian steppe, and the Greek mountains’. In May 1945, in a public speech delivered in Turin, Antifascist intellectual Franco Antonicelli celebrated the war of Resistance against Fascism arguing that ‘by shedding blood in abundance and with valour, the Italians fully redeem twenty years of indignity’.156 All these accounts presented the Antifascist Resistance as an implicit—if not at times explicit—source of atonement and redemption, which exculpated the Italians from the responsibility of having established and supported an aggressive undemocratic right-wing dictatorship.
The formation of a memory discourse centred on the ideas of atonement and redemption had long-lasting impacts on Italian memory, affecting the ways the Italians addressed their Fascist past and the Axis War throughout the twentieth century. As Rosario Romeo has noted, ‘the Italians dealt with the Fascist past too quickly, promoting a general oblivion of guilt and responsibility and absolving their wrongdoings, as if they had been venial’.157 This oblivion of collective responsibility was enabled by memory narratives that emphasised both the hardship that the Italians had experienced and the Antifascist choice they had made, developing self-absolving patterns of expiation and redemption that impeded the foregrounding of the idea of guilt within the Italian collective memory.
The formation of such perspective on the past was, first of all, the result of the dynamics of power that shifted towards Antifascist groups, centring the Italian memory discourse on the point of view of those who had fought against Fascism and did not want, therefore, to share the blame for deeds carried out by a regime they had opposed. Yet, the centrality that the concepts of sacrifice, conversion, atonement, and redemption obtained in the postwar narrativisation of World War II—and then, as a result of this, in the Italian memory—was not only due to the fact that these categories reflected the experiences of a part of the population that had a strong influence on public opinion. The deeper roots of such memory discourse must be sought out in the broader sphere of postwar Italian culture.
In his studies on the Russian memory of World War II, James Wertsch has shown that memory narratives are usually composed by pieces of information related to a specific historical event in combination with paradigms and values that belong to the culture in which these memories are formed. Wertsch calls these culturally based patterns that shape the memory of the past ‘schematic narrative templates’.158 These templates constitute a series of ideas that are not directly related to the particular event that is remembered, but stem from the cultural background in which the memory narratives are moulded.159 As Astrid Erll argues, memory is a ‘constructive narrative process deeply imbued with—often unacknowledged—patterns of culture and ideology’.160
In light of these considerations, the formation of the Italian memory discourse of World War II must be connected to the matrix that dominated postwar Italian culture. After the collapse of the Fascist regime, in an extremely complex moment in which Italian identity underwent a process of redefinition within both the public and private space, it was above all Catholic religion that offered a cultural capital of symbols and concepts that sustained the understanding of the recent past. Catholicism provided postwar Italians with the schemata to narrate World War II, enabling the formation of a memory discourse that was centred on key notions of this system of belief, such as the ideas of sacrifice, conversion, atonement, and redemption.
The influence that catholic culture had on the Italian memory of World War II has not remained unnoticed in the scholarship. Focardi, for example, stresses that the paradigm of the expiating patriotism was enabled by symbols and keywords that were embedded in Christian imagery.161 Oliver Janz and Lutz Klinkhammer have drawn attention to the significance that the Christian notion of martyrdom acquired after World War II, when it became the principal cultural pattern for the commemoration of the fallen.162 Yet, one of the studies that most clearly reveals the influence of Catholic culture in the reshaping of postwar Italy is Guri

 Schwarz’s Tu mi devi seppellir. In this important work, the scholar amply shows that Catholic conceptions deeply informed the Italian memory of World War II and shaped the cult of the fallen around the notions of martyrdom, sacrifice, redemption, and atonement.163
The postwar era was not the first phase of Italian culture in which Catholicism offered a template for the understanding of the past. Claudio Fogu, for instance, has shown that the Catholic ideas of resurgence and rebirth had already informed the conceptualisation of history under the Fascist regime.164 Rosario Forlenza and Bjørn Thomassen have developed an even broader assessment of this process: they argue that the Catholic trope of rebirth structured the narrativisation of significant events of Italian history in different cultural eras, shaping the ways the Italians understood the process of national unification and the notion of modernity, as well as the Antifascist Resistance.165 These studies prove that Catholic symbolism had a deep structural influence on Italian culture and corroborate the idea that Catholicism provided the schematic narrative templates for the narrativisation and memorisation of World War II.
In the postwar years, by relying on the cultural capital offered by Catholic religion, the Italians crafted memory narratives that foregrounded the ideas of atonement and redemption, while dismissing the notions of guilt and responsibility. This process is well reflected in the literature of the Axis War, which leaves the idea of guilt largely unaddressed, thanks to two masterplots centred on the Christian concepts of sacrifice and conversion. Through these recurrent plots, the vast majority of the texts that this study has explored exonerated the Italians from any serious blame and did not convey to their readers a sense of guilt for the past. As a result, the literature of the Axis War impeded the formation of a just memory of World War II, one that could draw attention to the responsibility that the Italians had for the crimes they had committed as members of an authoritarian Fascist dictatorship.
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Through the study of the figures of repetition, this book has identified the dominant representations of the Italian literature of the Axis War. The topoi, themes, and masterplots that have been analysed constitute broadly accepted conceptualisations of the past, which stemmed from the Italian memory discourse of World War II and which, at the same time, were repeatedly conveyed to Italian readers, contributing to shaping such memory discourse. Yet, besides the overbearing depiction constructed by these tropes, which fostered a self-exculpatory representation of the Italian participation in World War II, across the corpus, there are also texts that were able to offer a different perspective on the past. This last chapter investigates these counter-representations which, in a few and largely overlooked novels, even entail an uncompromised reflection on the guilt and responsibility that the Italians bore for Fascism and the Axis War.
In this quest for a more just narrativisation of the past, the chapter follows a gradual progression. In the first section, we will discuss individual passages that complicate the dominant depiction, and we will consider a few books that offer a more substantial, although still partial, problematisation of such representation. Then, in the second section, we will analyse four works of fiction that, while relying on many of the figures of repetition that we have discussed, do not disguise the role of perpetrators that the Italians had in the Axis War. By doing so, these four texts broke the self-exculpating framework that dominated Italian literature and developed representations that are in opposition with the Italian collective memory of World War II. The chapter will end with a discussion of this counter-discourse of the Italian memory.
6.1 Polyphonies and Complexities
In some of the texts that we have often considered throughout this study, readers can find a series of passages that represent the Italian use of violence in more open terms. Although these scenes do not alter the dominant tone of the texts in which they are located, which through the use of topoi, themes, and masterplots continue to support the self-absolving framework that we have described, they constitute an important polyphonic presence, which anticipate more significant departures from the dominant depiction.
An isolated but explicit representation of Italian repressive violence can be found, for instance, in the screenplay ‘L’armata s’agapò’. Renzi himself contends that the script is permeated by a tension between farce and tragedy: while the first part of the article embodies the former mood, portraying the Italian occupation of Greece ‘in the form of comedy’ and offering representations that align with the topoi of the Good Italian and the Army of love, the last part swerves onto a series of tragic events.1 Although it focuses, above all, on cases in which the Italians occupy the position of the victim—for example, suicides of soldiers who cannot go on leave, the surrender of 8 September 1943, the massacre of Cephalonia, and the deportations to German camps—Renzi’s article also reports an episode that within the Italian literature of the Axis War is unusual. It is the case of the execution of three Greek civilians, two young men and a boy, put to death by an Italian firing squad after the accusation of carrying out partisan activities.2 The script tries somewhat to underplay this act of suppression by claiming that the Italians were not as brutal as the Germans, that the war against the guerrilla did not have a serious scope, and that such executions took place only sporadically. Yet, it cannot be denied that this scene is able to reveal the Italian role as an oppressive force of occupation. Given the presence of this passage, Liliana Ellena points out that Renzi’s script presents both self-absolving moments and scenes that could encourage the development of a reflection on Italy’s responsibility for the occupation.3
Explicit representations of Italian violence, however, remain infrequent. By contrast, it is mainly through the use of implicit depictions that texts supporting the self-absolving framework let, at times, Italian killings emerge. A particularly compelling example comes from Centomila gavette di ghiaccio, in a scene narrating how the Alpine soldiers, from their trenches on the River Don, reject a particularly vehement Soviet attack over an entire night. The narrator, initially, recounts this war action through a summary that completely glosses over the violence involved. Yet, once the attack is over and the sun is about to rise, a shocking view appears to both soldiers and readers:
To the weary Alpini, the sunrise revealed the sight of hundreds of Russians lying lifeless on the snow in front of their trenches. The men were exhausted, tormented by fatigue. Their glassy and spiritless eyes stared over those corpses at the first pale light of that 25 December.4

The corpses that lie in front of the Italian trenches are eloquent signs testifying to the Italian killings that took place over the night in the implicit portion of the narrative. In contrast with many other passages of the Axis War literature, here the narrator dwells upon the enemies’ dead bodies. As a result, readers are drawn to the Italian use of violence, and the silence that surrounded such acts becomes a transitive one, which emphasises Italian violence, instead of covering it.
In a scene of La guerra dei poveri, which narrates one of the first war actions of the narrator’s company, we can find an analogous use of implicit representations. In September 1942, while the Italian army is advancing towards the River Don, Revelli’s men engage with the Russians to defend a military position they previously conquered. The fight takes place in the night and, amidst the chaotic confusion generated by shootings and explosions, it is hard for both characters and readers to tell what is going on. Only the sunlight of the next morning offers a clearer sight of what happened during the night:
The next day at dawn, I found a dead Russian. He was a blonde young man who took part in the raid of the night before. His belly was ripped open. I remember that I looked at him for a long time, silently, having no hatred but pity. The Alpini stared at him, too, with the same look they would give to their dead.5

The corpse of the Russian, on which the narrator’s and other soldiers’ gaze rests upon, is the principal trace left by the fight: the tangible sign that reveals the Italian acts of killing and shows that in the Axis War the Italians were not only bearers of suffering but also active carriers of death.
In a few passages of Paolo Caccia Dominioni’s works, such implicit depictions of violence are instrumental in attesting the Italian prowess in battle. Besides aiming to commemorate and remember the numerous countrymen who died in the Axis War, Caccia Dominioni’s memoirs also aspired to restore the Italian military reputation, showing that, in contrast with the accounts that circulated in the postwar years, in World War II the Italians fought well.6 Hence, in his texts, the portrayal of the casualties inflicted to the enemies becomes one of the ways to affirm the combat capacity of the Italians. For instance, in Takfír, the description of a British night attack, which the Folgore division repels, ends with the description of the dead bodies of the assailants: ‘at the first light of dawn, the attack ended. All around, the ground is covered with English corpses’.7 After three more days of combat, the enemies’ death toll attests to the stiff resistance of the capable and strong-willed Folgore division: ‘the dead bodies of the enemies, which are scattered in front of our defensive line, are more than six hundred. That’s not a propaganda figure; it is a true one’.8
In Alamein, the episode of the six hundred casualties lying in front of the Folgore’s line acquires particular relevance as it is narrated twice. Firstly, in a whole page that lists the illustrious British divisions that took part in the assault, whose tragic end certifies that ‘all alone the Folgore did a good job’. 9 Then around the end of the book, when the narrator reports a letter that he asserts to have sent to Field-Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery in response to the account of the battle of El Alamein that the latter gave in his memoir. To Montgomery’s claim that the Allied attack on the southern section of the Alamein front had been of limited scope since the central offensive action took place up north, Caccia Dominioni counterpoises the numerous enemies that the Folgore division killed during their strenuous resistance in the trenches:
And yet, we repulsed your landslide attack. We resisted for four days and four nights with bayonets, stones, hand grenades, and the incendiary bottles that we had fabricated: home-made […] In those few days you lost more than six hundred men. This is a confirmed figure that does not include the wounded that were collected and those who died in your field hospitals. Such massacre proves that it was a serious attack.10

Reported as pieces of evidence of Italian military skills, these accounts also reveal the Italian killings, breaking the layer of silence that usually covers such deeds.
In all these examples, the dead bodies of the enemies appear as remnants of past battles. Their presence is important since it provides readers with an unambiguous trace that certifies the Italian acts of killing, which the texts have not openly represented. Italian violence remains confined in textual gaps, but thanks to these hints, it is directly alluded to and brought to the fore. As a result, the silence produced by these implicit depictions has a transitive effect allowing readers to grasp the violence of the Italian acts of war. In Bedeschi’s

, Revelli’s

, and Dominioni’s

 books, however, such use of the implicit remains episodic. In the vast majority of cases, the silence that is interpolated in their texts has an intransitive function: it conceals the Italian acts of killing, rather than calling attention to them. The passages analysed here show that at times this silence was used in different ways; but these sporadic representations do not alter the general tendency of these books, which is to privilege the representation of the violence that the Italians received while covering the violence they inflicted, concealing it in silent textual gaps.
Two other books, Pace a El Alamein and Dalla Sirte a casa mia, offer a more significant conceptualisation of Italian violence, developing it throughout the narrative. Palladino’s book is characterised by a continuous almost obsessive attention given to debris, scraps, and any material traces that the war has left behind. This war-waste can comprise the most diverse items such as bullets, helmets, mess-tins, bottles, flasks, letters, signboards, phone wires, batteries, shrapnel, barbed wire, cartridges, crates, abandoned weapons, unexploded bombs, and half-destroyed armed vehicles. Through the naming and description of such mass of wrecked remnants, Pace a El Alamein displays a sophisticated use of implicit depictions, developing what Kate McLoughlin has called ‘an indexical account of war’: the narrator focuses on the physical signs left on the battleground, showing the effects of the battles and in this way alludes, implicitly, to the combat that is not directly shown.11
The continuous accumulation of this mass of debris reminds readers of the cataclysmic nature of war, which incessantly smashes things and kills people. In this implicit representation of war destructive power—which plays a part in the development of the anti-war stance that the novel upholds—readers can also find signs of the violence that the Italians inflicted on others. On a summer night of 1942, while the Italian army advances eastward, the narrator’s unit comes across the remnants of a past battle:
War material was scattered everywhere: weapons, wooden crates, an English cannon, skeins of barbed wire, round magazines of ammunition, wired metal objects that we were not able to identify, clothes, rolls of leather, mines, shoes, and girdles.12

While observing the debris, the narrator and his companions are taken by a sense of awe as if they were contemplating a sacred place and do not dare to touch anything, feeling that doing so would be like desecrating a grave. This irrational feeling finds an explanation a few moments later when the Italians discover two charred corpses inside some tanks. These corpses are, presumably, those of two British soldiers killed in previous combat—a fact that would explain the presence of the small British cannon among the debris. These unnamed bodies, which the narrative voice describes with pity, reinforce, on the one hand, the idea that all human beings who take part in a war are victims. On the other hand, they attest to the Italian acts of killing showing that the Italians have their share of responsibility in fuelling the destructive power of war, which generates the mass of war-waste that pervades the diegetic world of the novel.
Dalla Sirte a casa mia, too, relies on the traces that war leaves behind to hint at Italian killings. ‘La strada del ritorno’, the first of the two stories that form the book, opens with the description of the North African desert in the aftermath of a battle:
The desert in front of us was quiet again, like the sea after a storm. A gentle breeze was forming sand waves. Here and there, I could see parts of some destroyed trucks and, by taking a closer look, what seemed to be a British helmet.13

The British helmet that peeks out from the sand is the material symbol attesting to the violence that the Italians inflicted on others. The narrative voice emphasises the presence of this helmet not only by mentioning it in an important narrative threshold such as the beginning of the story but also by going back to it several times, guiding through repetitions the attention of the reader on this visible sign of implicit violence. Such repeated occurrences enable readers to imagine the Italian act of killing that the helmet attests, before this connection is made more explicit: ‘there is a British helmet over there […] there must be a dead body, too’.14 Since ‘La strada del ritorno’ ends with the Italians refusing to shoot to a British soldier who appears in plain sight—a scene that we have already discussed in the analysis of the theme of pacifism—this first implicit depiction of Italian violence acquires particular relevance. It reminds readers of the fact that if this text narrates about an occasion in which the Italians choose not to kill their enemies, this does not exclude that in many other instances, such as those alluded to at the beginning of the story, the Italians were perpetrators of violence.
Later in the story, after the collapse of Graziani’s army in winter 1940–1941, the autodiegetic narrator reaches Bizerte from where he hopes to get a ship back home. Here he begins a liaison with an Italian prostitute, Albertina. Although the two will later develop a certain degree of friendliness and mutual understanding, their relationship starts in a disturbing manner with a non-consensual intercourse that the protagonist forces upon her. Through this sexual violence, not only does the narrator give vent to a lust that the war has long repressed, but he also channels both his frustration for the emasculating defeat and the fear he experienced on the battlefield.15 This unsettling action shows, once more, that the Italians are capable of committing violence.
Yet, although the text condemns the protagonist’s act by reporting Albertina’s loud complaints, in which she repeatedly calls him ‘a pig’, in Dalla Sirte a casa mia, the acknowledgement of Italian violence does not lead to reflections on guilt and responsibility—neither in relation to the rape nor the war in general. Instead of lingering on guilt, the story has a different twist. The British suddenly occupy Bizerte, and the narrator rushes to Albertina’s room in the attempt of organising their desperate escape to Italy. When he gets there, however, he discovers that the woman, feeling lonely and helpless, committed suicide. In consequence of this tragic ending, the character of Albertina can be counted among those female figures that populated postwar Italian culture, whom Danielle Hipkins has called ‘Italy’s other women’: they are sexually connoted female characters, usually prostitutes, onto whom a latent sense of guilt can be projected.16 Albertina’s death absorbs and purifies the protagonist’s unexpressed guilt, enabling his return to society after a further period of expiation in a British camp in India. With such narrative trajectory, Venturi’s short story aligns with the numerous postwar neorealist films and works of fiction in which guilt remains an unexplored issue since it can be displayed onto sexually connoted female figures.
Palladino’s


 Pace a El Alamein and Venturi’s Dalla Sirte a casa mia offer compelling representations of Italian violence, mainly through an intelligent use of implicit techniques. These texts, however, do not constitute a satisfactory platform to reflect on the theme of responsibility since their rather complex representation of the Italian use of violence is not followed by the thematisation of guilt. In these two narratives, guilt is feebly alluded to and counteracted. In the case of Palladino’s novel, it is nullified through the masterplots of sacrifice and conversion, while in Venturi’s text, it is resolved by a self-absolving strategy that displaces the protagonist’s remorse onto the death of an innocent prostitute.
Compared with these last two texts, Giovinezza, giovinezza offers a more limited representation of Italian violence but confers significance on it by pairing it with convincing conceptualisations of killer’s guilt. In a letter sent from the Greek front, the secondary character Gianni Carrettieri recounts an assault in which he took part: his unit had to neutralise an enemy’s fire position that was impeding the Italian withdrawal. The attack was successful but left an indelible mark in Gianni’s memory:
The death of a Greek gunner left a weight on me. If I think of it, I can still feel a stone in my heart. Poor guy! My corporal, who was just ahead of me, attacked him from behind and cut him through with his bayonet. He was a handsome young man […] he died after an excruciating agony […] when a last gush of blood came out of his mouth.17

The passage shows in open terms the Italians performing an act of face-to-face killing, and the representation of this moment of violence paves the way to the sense of guilt that weighs on Gianni’s conscience. In this passage, the Greek soldier is not merely a body before a trench as a remnant of a past battle but is moved to the centre of the narrative, which describes his last moments of life. The textual space given to his death motivates Carrettieri’s sense of guilt, which in return emphasises the Italian act of killing.
Another secondary character of the novel offers an even more complex thematisation of killer’s guilt. Efrem served in North Africa in the first months of the Axis War, and, after the defeat of Graziani’s army, he managed to avoid capture and went back to Italy in February 1941. Upon his return, however, he has no longer been the same: saddened by the humiliating defeat, shocked by the incapacity of the Fascist generals, Efrem has a complete breakdown which disguises the trauma produced by the war. In a conversation with Giordano, his brother-in-law, he recounts confused segments of his war experience up to the event that is obsessively tormenting his memories. Having escaped from a camp for prisoners of war in the North African desert, he and a small group of soldiers killed a British patrol, who attempted to capture them:
We let them come closer, pretending that we were going to surrender. Then we jumped on them like ferocious tigers. We went amok. We fought with everything we had: guns, bayonets, kicks, and punches. It was a messy scuffle. I killed a Brit with the butt of my rifle, smashing his head. But the black giant managed to immobilise me. He had already put his knees on my chest and began to strangle me when—the hell if I know how—he fell to the ground as if shot. I can only think that it was God himself who chose to save me.18

After killing the first man, Efrem is not able to explain what happened to the black soldier. As is typical of traumatic events, his memories are confused and cannot be organised in a coherent experience that can be voluntary recollected.19 By contrast, Efrem is condemned to relive this troublesome episode, firstly under the effect of external stimuli that bring back the painful memory—‘on my hands, I could still feel the sweetish smell of the blood of the Brit I had killed. That smell haunted me and sucked my energy away’;20 then, in his dreams, where he re-enacts the moment of killing that he is not able to fully grasp in recollection:
Each time I fell asleep, I saw the black giant again, with his huge hands on my throat, and my fallen companion, with his guts spilling out. War sucks! You put the bayonet into the belly of a soldier and smash his head, all without knowing him and for no reason. The rest of my life will not be enough to make peace with the dead. They come to see me every night.21

Efrem bears the trauma of having killed in a face-to-face struggle for survival. These deeds are stains in his conscience, injuries to his psyche that haunt his memories fuelling his sense of guilt. Once again, it is through a more open representation of the acts of violence that the Italians performed that Preti manages to give, although in a few scenes centred around secondary characters, an intense representation of the remorse that wartime killing can generate.
Two other texts, Moscioni Negri’s I lunghi fucili and Roberto Carità’s Quattro stracci, move another step forward towards a more just representation of the Axis War, one that can leave some room to the conceptualisation of Italian responsibility. In Moscioni Negri’s memoir, the autodiegetic narrator does not shy away from relating the moments in which he and his companions had to kill, creating the conditions for the protagonist’s sense of guilt to emerge. For instance, during the operation on the River Don, Moscioni coordinates the fire from the Italian outposts effectively killing in a night all the Soviets who attempted the assault: ‘I resumed shooting at them. Those who managed to escape me fell under Pintossi’s and Minelli’s fire. I think that no one managed to go back to the wood from where they started the attack’.22 When the Alpine companies are obliged to withdraw, the narrator sees that the trenches that the Italians are leaving are ‘covered with dead bodies’ of the Russians.23 Later on, during the battle of Nikolayevka, Moscioni engages the enemies with a machinegun also targeting and killing men who are trying to run away.24
The representation of Italian killing leads Moscioni to dwell on his actions and develop, in a series of reflections that, importantly, reoccur throughout the text, a sense of remorse. The first of these reflections occurs in the wake of the first military operation in which Moscioni takes part: the attack of a Russian contingent in the rear-guard of the Stalingrad siege on 1 September 1942, when the Alpine units, lacking adequate support, are forced to withdraw in spite of their initial success. In portraying this war action, Moscioni shows the acts of killing that his unit performed: ‘we silently and swiftly killed the artillerymen, the telegraphist at the radio, and the dispatch rider near his motorbike. Then we joined again our company’.25 These are the first men that Moscioni has ever killed, and, notwithstanding the apparent brevity of this dry account, the act hangs on his conscience, as a subsequent episode proves. Days later, Moscioni is in a kolkhoz to collect food for his unit, and, while dealing with the Russian peasants, he cannot but think about the men he killed:
I could not speak Russian, so I offered a round of cigarettes. They burst out laughing, they invited me to seat and happily started to smoke. I remained silent thinking about the seven Russian artillerymen I had killed on 1 September. I was so close to them that I saw their anguish when they realised they would not have shot first. I heard their rattles while they died like animals at the slaughterhouse. They looked the same as the men in front of me now. Probably, they lived in a kolkhoz, too. They died because they had been slower to shoot.26

In this belated narrative, triggered by his sense of remorse, the narrator reveals details of his face-to-face encounter with the enemies that were not reported in the first cold summary of the act of killing. While the latter was a factual description that re-proposes the immediacy of the war action in which men have no time to think through what they are doing, this second account displays all the details that Moscioni’s mind registered and that he continues to relive as disturbing intrusive memories.
The burden of having killed other men reoccurs across the memoir and keeps tormenting the narrator. At times, in an attempt to appease such unsettling recurrent thoughts, Moscioni attenuates his self-reproach by relying on some of the self-absolving strategies we have already discussed. For instance, he contrasts the Italians and the Germans and conceives of Italian violence only as a temporary necessity produced by the war. Nevertheless, the text does not nullify the protagonist’s sense of killer’s guilt, but it acknowledges with a rare clarity that killing constitutes the centre of the war experience: ‘so I told myself not to think any more in order to be calm and fight better. This was for the best as that was the time to kill’.27 If Moscioni the character, as much as the soldier who went through the retreat from the Eastern front, may manage to fight without thinking about what he is doing, then Moscioni the narrator, as much as the author writing the memoir, cannot avoid reflecting on the agency of each of his acts. As a result, killer’s guilt reappears in a crucial point of the narrative, such as the last paragraph of the text. Although the conclusion principally aims to restate the valour of the companions who perished, highlighting how the main intent of this memoir is to celebrate the author’s brothers in arms according to an ethics of remembering one’s own, it also goes back to the idea of guilt: ‘I, too, made many mistakes, and I killed when I could have avoided it’.28 In contrast with all the books previously discussed, in I lunghi fucili guilt is not an isolated moment confined into specific scenes, but a theme of the narrative that is articulated across the whole memoir. Thanks to these repeated reflections, the text offers readers a useful exploration of the sense of killer’s guilt in wartime.
Importantly, the relevance that killer’s guilt obtains throughout Moscioni Negri’s memoir is reinforced by other episodes of the story. Around the beginning of the book, Moscioni is in Warsaw where, together with his companions, he witnesses the passage of a train of Jewish deportees sent to extermination camps.29 The narrator initially highlights the sorrowful conditions of the Jews, the Italians’ repulsion for such deportation, and their attempts to help out a young woman who was a former university friend of an Italian lieutenant. Yet while in other texts of the corpus, such as Revelli’s La guerra dei poveri and Fusco’s Guerra d’Albania, similar depictions lead the narrator to remark the difference between the cruel Germans and the compassionate Italians, in I lunghi fucili, the episode exercises a different function.30 At the end of the scene, an Italian colonel appears and reminds the other officers of the superiority of the Italian race and the importance of not mingling with the inferior Jews, especially in front of the German ally. The racist words of the colonel are a powerful embodiment of Fascist Italy racist policy. They remind readers that if the Germans are the actual victimisers of the Jews that Moscioni sees in Warsaw, the Italians are not only implicated in their suffering in an indirect way, as the ally of Germany, but they are also the actual victimisers of other Jews in Italy and the lands occupied during World War II.
Immediately after this event, Moscioni recounts another episode, which took place in Russia, where he witnessed the Germans hanging three partisans, two men and a woman, in the central square of a village. The narrative voice carefully describes the stressful wait of the prisoners, who are unhurriedly brought to the gallows, and then their execution. The older man dies immediately; the other two, instead, suffer a prolonged agony. The rope of the younger man snaps, and he falls on the floor, while the woman remains suspended in the air with the rope cutting her mouth instead of strangling her.31 While this disturbing execution gives the narrator a growing sense of uneasiness, all around him men of the Axis contingent laugh. This cruel crowd that enjoys the macabre view of the death of others appears as a united group of perpetrators. Undoubtedly, the Germans, who are running the operation on the square, are the actual executioners; the Italians, however, are mingled with them, they are part of this faceless group of cynic killers, and their laughter is indistinguishable from those of the Germans. This representation breaks the usual opposition between the Italians and the Germans showing them as one mob of perpetrators.
Such conceptualisation is strengthened by the conclusion of the scene. No longer able to stand the unnecessary suffering of the Russian prisoners, the narrator grabs his gun thinking to put an end to their lives, but a German soldier anticipates him:
He fired quickly: first at the man on the ground, killing him immediately, then at the woman. I think that his hand trembled, as he had to fire all the bullets of his pistol. Her body winced at every shot. Only with the last two he hit her head. He put the gun back into the holster and went away in silence. The others were still laughing and taking pictures.32

As the trembling of his hand reveals, the unnamed German was as shocked and indignant as the narrator was. His act of pity towards the dying Russians reveals that he felt the same sense of empathy for the suffering of others and disgust for cruelty that the narrator claims for himself. In this scene, both Moscioni and the unnamed German display a humane reaction, as much as their fellow soldiers were previously associated by indifference and callousness. In these depictions, I lunghi fucili does not resort to the dualistic division between the Italians and the Germans that so many texts of the Axis War literature usually establish, but it reveals that the members of the two groups are characterised by both humane and inhumane qualities. This important recognition bridges the gap between the two allies and limits the displacement of responsibility onto the Germans, corroborating the idea of the Italian implication in the crimes committed on the Eastern front.
Roberto Carità’s Quattro stracci offers particularly compelling representations of Italian violence during the Italian occupation of Greece. This is particularly striking when considering that the novel begins when the occupation ends, with Italy’s surrender of 8 September 1943. In the chaos that follows the communication of the armistice, the autodiegetic narrator decides to abandon the army and, together with other ex-servicemen who join him along the way, begins a journey of survival in the midst of the Greek civil war, wrestling with the growing tensions between Communist and Nationalist formations, as well as with the persistent danger represented by the Germans. With a similar storyline, Quattro stracci belongs to that group of novels that focus entirely on events post 8 September 1943, a selectivity of the subject matter that, usually, allows writers to narrate picaresque adventures that completely overlook the previous part of the Axis War and its occupations.33 Quattro stracci breaks such typified pattern by consistently interpolating the story with allusions to the previous period of occupation, which reveal the oppressive nature of the Italian system of domination.
While moving across the partisan controlled areas, the narrator finds everywhere traces of the Italian occupation. In the first village where he arrives, he discovers ‘empty houses, with no roofs and broken walls. They had been burnt down by the Italians’.34 Later on, while moving from village to village, he stops in a small hamlet, which, as the partisan who guides him explains, is ‘a group of houses in ruins—burnt down by the Italians’.35 In Quattro stracci, the Greek landscape continues to bear witness to the Italian use of repressive violence showing that war leaves traces that cannot be concealed. Such marks of past violence are not only the material damages inflicted on houses, buildings, and villages, but also, in a more powerful and disturbing manner, the scars left on the memory of the locals, who witnessed the acts of violence that the Italians carried out. In fact, wherever he goes, the narrator triggers the memories of the Greeks who feel compelled to address him and tell their stories. The first time he meets a group of partisans, the narrator can notice their ‘eyes full of hatred, because of the vivid memory of the relatives the Italians had killed and the houses they had burnt down’.36 Later, he encounters a former major of the Greek army who ‘talks about himself and his family, about the house «burnt down by the Italians»’.37 When reaching the village of Vunetzi—which ‘it was burnt down by the Italians’—the head of the village enquires whether the narrator and his friends were members of the ‘Carabinieri or Finanzieri’ formations explaining that these Italian police forces had been particularly relentless in oppressing the locals.38
Some of these encounters reveal the most brutal aspects of the occupation. While sharing a meal with a group of partisans, the narrator listens to one of the men proclaiming, despite the war, his love for Italy and the Italians, whom he does not consider cruel or wicked. This is not an effortless pronouncement since the man recounts that his sister, who was a partisan in Thessaly, was captured by the Italians who ‘tortured her down below with a candle flame to get her to talk’.39 This shocking detail leaves the narrator speechless and highly embarrassed, a response that shows the protagonist’s sense of political guilt for the abuses that other members of his national community inflicted on the Greeks.
The same uncomfortable reaction is elicited by another meeting with victims of Italian violence. Invited for dinner by a nationalist doctor, the narrator visits what used to be a beautiful and cosy house, ‘before the Italians arrived, swept the area, and burnt everything down’.40 Here he meets the doctor’s wife, who begins to narrate about the day the Italians destroyed their place. The woman keeps talking until she is unable to carry on, overwhelmed by her memories and troubled by the sight of the narrator’s uniform, which works as a disturbing reminder of the violence she suffered. Listening to these stories about acts of violence that he has not personally committed, but for which he feels politically responsible, the narrator experiences a sense of uneasiness and tries to mumble some sort of justification:
I finally find the strength to say something. War is a sad affair for everyone. It is vain to divide people between those who aggress and those who are aggressed. There is only a mass of poor people who suffer because of the madness and ambition of the few.41

In this passage, the narrator seeks refuge in one of the self-absolving strategies that we have encountered before: he extends the sense of victimhood into a universal condition that problematically abolishes the distinction between victims and perpetrators. It is another Greek character, this time the mother of the doctor, who responds to this poor self-defence: ‘it is true, [war] causes suffering to everyone. But your soldiers, at least, could have respected the women’.42 These words reveal the most ominous acts of violence that the Italians carried out in the village, where they sexually abused Greek women. Evidently, among the victims of these rapes, there was also the wife of the doctor who, after the words of her mother-in-law, ‘stares off into space inexpressively’, probably recollecting the abuses she suffered.43 At the discovery of these grim acts of violence, the narrator remains ‘speechless’ and ‘mortified’.44 This embarrassed reaction is the manifest sign of the sense of guilt and political responsibility that the protagonist feels for actions carried out by other Italian soldiers.
Compared to other texts of the literature of the Axis War, Quattro stracci presents significant differences in its approach to violence and guilt. First of all, the novel offers many depictions of Italian repressive practices, which are cogently addressed through an appropriate use of implicit representations. Although the Italian acts of violence are not directly shown, they nonetheless emerge with clarity from the numerous textual hints that pervade the narrative. Importantly, among the most striking of these hints, there are the accounts of the Greeks who speak up sharing their stories with the protagonist. In this novel, the voices of the victims of the Italian occupation are not manipulated to cast self-exculpatory stories about the innocence of the Italians but, on the contrary, are used to reject such justification, giving a concrete form to the Italian acts of repression. This compelling representation of Italian repressive violence enables the thematisation of the protagonist’s sense of political guilt, which does not simply stem from the general awareness of having taken part in an unjust war of aggression but is elicited from the suffering of others that attests to the acts of violence that the Italians perpetrated.
I lunghi fucili and


 Quattro stracci constitute an important step forward in the quest for Italy’s responsibility. The texts offer compelling depictions of Italian violence, which trigger the ethical response of the protagonists who develop a sense of guilt. Crucially, these texts do not address guilt in isolated scenes, but thematise it throughout the narrative, helping readers to grasp how the Italians were active agents in a past of violence and injustice. Nonetheless, these texts still present significant limits. I lunghi fucili reduces the idea of guilt by calling attention to the difference between the Italians and the Germans. Moreover, it plots the story in accordance with the masterplot of sacrifice and alludes to the protagonist’s process of conversion, curtailing the effects that the theme of guilt can have on readers.45 Quattro stracci gives great emphasis to the protagonist’s sense of political responsibility, but does not investigate his moral guilt, since it focuses on acts of violence that he has not directly perpetrated. More importantly, while in both texts guilt appears as one of the themes of the narrative, nothing in the plot draws further attention to this issue, which is developed side by side the themes of suffering, horror, and victimhood that move the focus of the story away from the idea of Italy’s responsibility. In other words, guilt is a constituent part of these texts but is neither their centre nor the propelling force of their narrative progression. Such a complex reflection on Italy’s responsibility can be found only in the four novels that will be discussed in the next section.
6.2 Facing Guilt Claiming Responsibility
In the quest for a more just representation of the Italian participation in World War II, which could foreground the idea of responsibility for the Axis War as well as—in an inescapably related manner—for the Fascist past, a further progression is offered by Giuseppe Berto’s Guerra in camicia nera. Throughout the analysis of the figures of repetition, we have seldom lingered on this memoir, which was authored by the most literally talented of the writers of the Axis War literature. This was not a coincidence as Berto’s text remains mostly at odds with the rest of the corpus. It does not present the topoi and masterplots that we analysed and, besides the one of defeat, gives little space to the themes we discussed. This text develops, instead, an antiheroic representation of the war experience that is constructed through the use of ironies and humour and centred on the absurdity and madness of war.46
As a result of his experience as a soldier, the protagonist is forced to reflect on his actions as a supporter of the Fascist war, and he cogently displays his sense of guilt. This occurs around the end of the memoir when the autodiegetic narrator, after the defeat of the Italian army at El Alamein, had withdrawn to Tunisia. Here he ends up dining with a family of French civilians and meets Odette, a four-year-old girl whose unjustified suffering reminds him of his role as a perpetrator:
Occasionally she would sadly glance at me. I am sure that she blames me for this terrible war. I can see why. The war took her father away, who went to fight for the other side. It took her mother away, who went who knows where, or who, maybe, has been incarcerated or went to fight for the other side, too. It left her, poor child, alone with her grandmother, who does nothing else but cry […] I really would like to stand in front of her, at least for a moment, without feeling guilty.47

This scene, which offers a transparent representation of the protagonist’s sense of guilt, was anticipated by another reflection on the issue of collective responsibility. Around the beginning of the memoir, the narrator contemplates the reasons that led him to join the war as a volunteer, stating that:
There are two reasons why I decided, with a certain degree of urgency, to go to war. First, I feel responsible for this war, at least to some extent—which is as much as every Italian of sound mind who can understand the implications of their actions should feel responsible for. If we neither wanted Fascism nor the war, we should have done something about it before. Now we are all more or less responsible.48

In this reflection, Berto develops a perspective on the past that profoundly differs from the main tenets that shaped the Italian memory. He presents the Axis War as an event for which every Italian should bear some forms of responsibility since every citizen was implicated—with different degrees of complicity—in the Fascist system of power, which, before the break of World War II, had already lasted over almost two decades.
In light of these conceptualisations, Guerra in camicia nera would seem to develop, although through a few isolated scenes, a fruitful approach to the Axis War that highlights to readers the issue of Italian responsibility. This text, however, remains affected by an insurmountable limit, linked to the persona of its author, which prevented it from constituting an adequate ethical platform to reflect on the Italian past. In his youth, Giuseppe Berto had been an outspoken supporter of Fascism, in the name of which he volunteered to fight not only in the Axis War but also in Ethiopia.49 The fact that Berto had been more implicated in the wars of the regime than the average Italian transforms his rightful appeals to collective responsibility into a self-absolving strategy: by foregrounding the guilt of everyone else, the narrator ends up reducing his own culpability. With his life story, Berto was not the person that could appropriately talk about the issue of collective responsibility, if not after a thorough examination of his personal guilt, which in Guerra in camicia nera is only alluded to in the brief scene with the French kid. Hence, even this war memoir does not present readers with an ethically sound perspective on the past.
Across the literature of the Axis War, only four texts develop an ethically just representation of the Italian participation in World War II, one that manages to both support the values of Antifascism and claim responsibility for the past. The books in question are Raul Lunardi’s Diario di un soldato semplice, Ugo Pirro’s Le soldatesse, Mario Terrosi’s La casa di Novach, and Dante Troisi’s La gente di Sidaien. These texts do not break completely with the rest of the corpus since all of them make use of many of the figures of repetition that we discussed, especially the masterplots of sacrifice and conversion. All of them, however, face the idea of guilt in unparalleled ways, producing a profound modification of the two masterplots that lead to an open thematisation of the notion of Italy’s responsibility.
In


 Le soldatesse, La casa di Novach, and La gente di Sidaien, the narrative progression follows a typified structure that we have encountered several times. At the beginning of the first of these texts, the unnamed autodiegetic narrator complies well with military life and even enjoys his role as an occupier, which gives him ‘the rare pleasure of considering [himself] a winner’.50 At the end of the book, however, the man sides with the occupied population and develops an Antifascist conscience. The autodiegetic narrator of Mario Terrosi’s La casa di Novach is a young Italian grenadier, modelled on and named after the author himself, who appears as a convinced supporter of the war effort. Yet through his experiences in occupied Slovenia, and thanks to one of his companions, soldier Vettieri, who constantly preaches the value of peace, he develops a pacifist stance. At the beginning of La gente di Sidaien, Giovanni Tenda sees the war as a moral duty so much so that other soldiers mistake him for a Fascist supporter. Similarly to the other characters, though, he progressively matures pacifist values and commits to the ideal of a future without war. As these summaries show, all these books are structured around a masterplot of conversion telling the story of Italian soldiers who, through a direct experience of the Axis War, develop a disapproval of warfare and, therefore, a rejection of Fascism. All these texts, however, articulate this masterplot in close dialogue with the theme of guilt.
A first aspect from which we can appreciate this process connects to the topos of the Sagapò army. Although there are passages in which the use of this topos is in line with the rest of the corpus, providing a stable characterisation of Italian performative masculinity in opposition to a violent and warlike nature, these novels also resort to it to show the position of power that the Italians have as an occupying force. In Le soldatesse, the narrator arrives in Chalcis where some of the prostitutes he is accompanying should stop. Here he meets Lieutenant Testa, who came to select the girls from the convoy. The officer’s demeanour immediately exposes to view the repressive practice of the Italian occupiers, showing how their power is exercised on the bodies of women:
With false indifference, he was looking for the healthier girls. He was relentlessly chatting, switching from one topic to another. Meanwhile, with the confidence that comes with experience and habit, he was groping the girls. He put his hands on their breast and touched them under their clothes and along their thighs up to their buttocks. He looked like one of those men who go around farms looking for the best fowl.51

The objectifying and disrespectful ways in which Testa treats the girls, and the crude simile that compares women to animal flesh, reveal the oppressive behaviour of the Italian occupiers. In particular, the acknowledgement that these acts are the result of long-established habits makes this sexist conduct entrenched in the ways the Italians exercise power.
In


 La casa di Novach, it is the encounter with a Slovenian prostitute, with whom soldier Terrosi and his companion soldier Gemelli sleep, that reveals to the protagonist his role of occupier:
«You know, my Tuscan friend, what did she say to me when I paid her? She said “To you Italians, I give body, not heart…” What a whore! She can give her damned heart to the dogs» «She told me so, too» I replied. It was true. I did not care for the heart of a prostitute either. Yet, that distinction between heart and body stuck with me. It meant something. Something that I could not grasp at that time, on that evening […] But I thought about it. I thought about it over the whole night.52

The Slovenian woman is not charmed by any alleged qualities of the Italians and has no feelings for them. She simply uses her body to gain money and survive the deprivation brought by the Italian invasion. She will appear again later in the story, among the partisans that attack the protagonist’s camp and die in the raid.53 Her death at the hands of the same soldiers with whom she had to sleep establishes a relation between military repression and sexual exploitation, strengthening the vague sense of guilt that Mario started to feel after sleeping with her.
In ‘La gente di Sidaien’, the short story set during the Axis War after which Troisi’s book is named, it is, again, the encounter with a female character that marks a fundamental step in the ideological evolution of the protagonist. Having survived the withdrawal from the oasis of Sidaien, officer Tenda looks for a brothel where he hopes to find some temporary consolation and forget the anguish that the war causes. On the way to the brothel, however, he changes his mind and he heads, instead, towards an isolated house by the sea where, the day before, he met a French woman, a young single mother who intrigued him. This meeting, which could have just offered further support to the trope of the Sagapò soldier, evolves in unexpected ways and turns out to constitute the ethical core of the whole story.
The woman is the wife of a French captain fighting the Axis troops as part of the French Free Forces. When Tenda casually mentions the oasis of Sidaien, the woman appears bewildered. She starts asking numerous questions amidst growing anxiety and explains that her husband was deployed in a stronghold nearby Sidaien. A tragic coincidence happens to link the Italian and the French woman. As the protagonist and the readers begin to remember, around the beginning of the story, the Italians captured the stronghold of Biskra, which was held by French soldiers. It was in this military action that a companion of Tenda, Lieutenant Aris Metini, died ‘together with a French captain who had launched a counterattack’.54 Now Tenda discovers that the French officer was called Antoine Carot and that the woman with whom he is speaking is his widow.
In this elegant short story, Dante Troisi juxtaposes and goes beyond the two different ethical models that we encountered across the literature of the Axis War. In representing the conquest of Biskra, the text initially complies with the ethics of remembering one’s own and to the general tendency of removing the Italian acts of violence: the narrator does not show the attack directly but keeps it into a narrative gap, foregrounding, instead, the death of Lieutenant Aris Metini. Only a quick, almost casual, mention of an Italian officer who ‘ordered the dead French men to be buried’ draws some attention to the Italian killings.55 Then, the encounter with the French woman reverts this perspective and brings the killing of Antoine Carot to the forefront, allowing readers to recognise the humanity of the enemy in accordance with the ethics of remembering others. Yet, La gente di Sidaien takes


 a further leap forward. Faced by the woman’s sorrow for the tragic loss of the man she loves, Tenda begins to develop a sense of guilt and offers to postwar readers a new ethical perspective on the war:
He had shot against Antoine Carot. He, or some of his men, had killed him, preventing him from ever returning to the house by the sea. And Antoine Carot, or some of his men, had killed Lieutenant Aris. Aris’s and Antoine’s women are meeting up. Aris did not have a woman; hence, I am coming forth. We are one before the other: she is sitting on her heels with the hands in her lap, I hold my knees. I miss Aris; and she misses Antoine.56

In this scene, Troisi does not simply recognise the humanity of the other, conceiving of both his side and the enemy as victims of war, as other texts of the corpus do. In this passage, the Italians and the French are represented as complete human beings, both human and inhuman, who are at the same time both victims of war and perpetrators of violence, according to the perspective that Thanh Nguyen has called ‘ethics of recognition’.57 Thanks to this ethical model, Giovanni Tenda acknowledges the killing of another human being and claims responsibility for it.
In La gente di Sidaien, the encounter with the victim is not the hypocritical occasion to receive an inappropriate absolution, but the moment that foregrounds the protagonist’s sense of guilt for the violence that he and his side perpetrated—importantly, the text does not exclude the possibility that it was Tenda himself to kill Carot in the firefight. The recognition of this sense of guilt initiates the process of conversion that leads to the condemnation of war. Hence, in contrast with other texts of the literature of the Axis War, Tenda’s endorsement of pacifist ideals stems directly from the acknowledgement of his culpability, which is openly and amply thematised. As a result, the protagonist’s ideological conversion does not displace guilt, because such transformation is rooted in his remorse and constitutes a responsible reaction to the violence that the Italians perpetrated during the war and the occupations.
This is the same path that the protagonist of La casa di Novach follows. Among the texts of the corpus, Terrosi’s book is arguably the one offering the most complete depiction of what the Italian occupations in World War II entailed. Although the topos of the Good Italian tames some of its representations, the novel nevertheless shows the occupiers approaching the Slovenians with disdain, carrying out stop-and-search operations, arresting people on the basis of suspicions, searching houses, and killing members of the guerrilla forces. The Italian repressive actions become manifest in two chapters, devoted to anti-partisan operations. In the first one, the protagonist’s battalion attacks a village where a group of partisans found shelter. The assault is described from the perspective of Mario who, as a member of an artillery unit, follows the events from a distance. Similarly to many other cases we have discussed, a paralipsis covers the actual attack, which remains confined in an implicit gap due to the restricted focalisation on Mario’s perspective. Yet, when his company enters the hamlet, Mario can see the results of the attack he carries out. While all around him soldiers ransack the houses looking for food, he contemplates the unjust nature of their action:
I looked at the houses and the ruins that used to be houses. I looked all around, but I did not see a man, a woman, or a child. All the living had run away, like the partisans. The dead did not come out as they were buried in the rubbles of their houses. And thinking about the dead […] I just felt like crying.58

Mario’s sad reflection reveals the presence of dead bodies killed by the Italian artillery. Thanks to this allusion, the silence that concealed the moment of killing acquires a transitive effect since Mario’s words draw the readers’ attention towards the Italian killings. The passage illustrates well the dual correspondence existing between representations of violence and the articulation of the theme of guilt: the use of violence triggers guilt that, in reverse, clarifies the representation of violence, allowing the text to fully disclose the repressive character of the Italian occupation.
This mechanism is re-proposed in the last part of the novel, when Mario takes part in a long anti-partisan operation. Even in this case, the episode is tamed by the language of silence: no acts of killing are represented and, although the Italians destroy Slovenian villages with flame-throwers, no one seems to be killed in the process, as all the houses appear uninhabited.59 It is only thanks to subsequent allusions that readers can construe what remained implicit in these depictions. During a period of leave in Grosseto, his hometown, Mario is taken by remorse and feels that he will not be able to go back to Yugoslavia ‘to hunt people down and kill them’.60 This reflection, which, importantly, is reiterated at the end of the novel, foregrounds Mario’s moral guilt for the military actions in which he took part and attests to the Italian killings.61
In Le soldatesse, too, violence and guilt are closely related. During the journey across central Greece, the narrator and his companions witness the Italian cavalry and a unit of the Carabinieri Force destroying two Greek villages.62 During one of these operations, two men are arrested for illegal possession of weapons, are accused of partisan activity, and are sentenced to death on the spot:
One was young; he was probably my age, twenty-two. The other could have been my father, he had long white hair and the face of a peasant, permanently burned by the sun and full of wrinkles […] I had never seen an execution and never had I imagined it. The Lieutenant of the Carabinieri lined up the firing squad. The two condemned men refused the blindfold but accepted to seat on two old stools. […] Then the firing squad opened fire on them. They bent, breathing their last breath, and then fell in the dust.63

Not only does this passage disclose the violence of the occupation, but through a comparison between the two Greeks sentenced to death and the protagonist and his father, it also shows that the narrator begins to identify with the victims of the Italian repression. This process culminates in a—quite abrupt and somehow unsophisticated—conversion to Antifascism.64
In


 Le soldatesse, La casa di Novach, and La gente di Sidaien, the protagonists’ development of an anti-war and Antifascist conscience is neither triggered by the suffering experienced during the poorly managed Axis War nor by the discovery of German violence. By contrast, at the centre of this ideological evolution, there is the protagonist’s sense of guilt, which is prompted by the acknowledgement of the oppressive nature of the Italian occupation. The protagonists of these three novels recognise that the Axis War was wrong and understand the necessity of embracing Antifascism. This, however, happens at a cost because these characters have, first of all, acknowledged their own culpability together with that of their national community. The thorough thematisation of Italian guilt affects the overall message of these three texts since it interacts with the redemptive pattern of the masterplot of conversion limiting its redeeming power. The sense of guilt that is constructed throughout these stories is not neutralised, but presented as a necessary awareness that allows the protagonists to evolve. As a result, guilt is not nullified by the masterplot but survives as a burden that haunts the main character and, in this way, is powerfully communicated to readers.
This process is particularly evident in the conclusion of La casa di Novach. On the last night before his regiment moves to Croatia, Mario is not able to sleep, overwhelmed by his thoughts. As a soldier of the Italian army, he feels obliged to continue the war. At the same time, he is aware of the wrongdoings the Italians have committed and, troubled by this knowledge, is tempted to desert and hides in the house of his friend Viktor Novach.65 The novel ends on this dilemma. It remains open to interpretation whether Mario will follow this impulse and abandon the army, or if these thoughts only reflect the desire of escapism of a soldier in crisis. Given the impossibility to tell what will happen, the conclusion of La casa di Novach, rather than foregrounding the redemptive power of the Antifascist choice, emphasises the intense remorse that affects Mario’s conscience after the man has recognised the wrongful nature of the war that he has been fighting for his country.
The last text that we will consider is Raul Lunardi’s Diario di un soldato semplice. In particular, we will focus on ‘Mizzi’, the first of the two stories that compose this work. The autodiegetic narrator of this narrative is an unnamed Italian lieutenant who, during his service in occupied Slovenia, develops a strong attraction towards a young woman, Mizzi, who works as a waitress in an inn. Another officer, Captain Derrico, decides to court her, just to irritate the protagonist, and sets in motion a series of events that lead to the murder of the young girl. Having noticed the attention that Mizzi receives from the two Italians, members of the local community accuse her of collaboration with the enemy and, after a show trial, decide to kill her.
What begins as the story of an affair, an episode that seems to follow the topos of the Sagapò army, becomes a tragic narrative that revolves all around the narrator’s sense of guilt. Obsessed with Mizzi’s death, the narrator begins a moral quest—Carlo Bo spoke about ‘a moral autobiography’—to establish who holds responsibility for this murder.66 The protagonist soon realises, however, that this is not an easy task to achieve, as many parties are implicated in the killing. Guilt, indeed, is a multifaceted phenomenon, which possesses different shades. While the Slovenians, led by the owner of the inn where Mizzi worked, are guilty in a criminal sense, as the actual perpetrators of the murder, the narrator feels that, at the same time, both himself and Captain Derrico hold a moral responsibility. When he shares his concerns with the captain, however, the latter is unconcerned by the news and completely disregards his implication in the murder.
Disgusted by the reaction of his superior and convinced that the man should pay for what happened to Mizzi, the protagonist decides to discuss the case with the military chaplain. The priest, initially, tries to comfort him and alleviates his remorse. At the same time, though, he underlines that the accusations he made against Captain Derrico are biased since they stem from an attempt to evade his own guilt: by accusing Derrico of being guilty of Mizzi’s death, the narrator diverted the blame from himself, projecting it onto the officer.67 In other words, the chaplain detects that in the narrator’s obsessive search for a culprit, the growing certainty of Derrico’s culpability was the result of a scapegoating process.
Having unmasked the self-absolving mechanism that informed the protagonist’s research of a culprit, the priest tries to dissuade him from pursuing justice. According to the clergyman, no one could tell who holds responsibility for Mizzi’s death, which constitutes a minor crime within a context of violence such as that of World War II. Hence, the narrator should just forget the whole thing and stop tormenting himself, keeping in mind that ‘when the justice of men fails, it is God’s justice that prevails’.68 In the figure of the priest, Lunardi represents a perspective, nurtured by Catholic culture, that disregards the issue of individual responsibility through self-absolving strategies that defer the attribution of guilt to the omniscience of God. While considering such solution unacceptable, the protagonist finds, nonetheless, the meeting with the chaplain fruitful for at least one reason, as it helped him realise that the accusations against Derrico reflected his urge to find a culprit different from himself.69 Hence, in the conclusion of the story, he decides to follow the only route that remains open: facing his own sense of guilt and claiming responsibility for what happened to Mizzi.
This resolution is developed in the last chapter of the story. The protagonist decides to go and look for the body of the girl in order to bury her. One morning, he leaves the camp with two soldiers he trusts, who are unaware of the nature of their mission. The group heads to an area along the river, where a friend of Mizzi claims that the girl was killed. While walking in search of the body, the narrator no longer seeks other people that could be considered accountable for the death of the girl, but points to his own responsibility and lets his sense of guilt emerge, recognising that ‘I, only I, caused [Mizzi’s] death’.70 After a while, the group finds the girl. Mizzi had been tied to a stone and drowned in the river. The other two soldiers are quite shocked by the discovery. They know that the protagonist was attracted to the girl and do not understand how it is possible that he knew that they were going to find the body in that remote place. The narrator understands that they begin to suspect that he must have been the murderer. Yet, he does nothing to exonerate himself, but remains in silence, corroborating ‘with [his] silence and [his] bewilderment their doubts and their disappointment, which must have been immense’.71 Although he did not kill Mizzi, the narrator knows that he holds a share of responsibility for her death and feels, therefore, morally responsible for the killing. Having stopped looking for other people to accuse and having rejected explanations that could become ways of avoiding his own guilt, the protagonist accepts being seen as the actual culprit. By appearing guilty for Mizzi’s death in the eyes of his soldiers, he obtains what he wants: the social recognition of his own responsibility.
Thanks to this final choice, the first story of Diario di un soldato semplice assumes a pattern of narrative progression that fits into the masterplot of sacrifice. The story focuses on the protagonist’s suffering and culminates in a final climax that brings the narrative to its conclusion. This time, the suffering the protagonist experiences is not physical, but psychological since it stems from the remorse that tortures his conscience. Similarly, the final act of sacrifice does not involve bodily agonies caused by the war, but the acceptance of the blame for a crime that he did not commit. The open thematisation of the protagonist’s sense of guilt drastically alters the effect of atonement that this masterplot generally produces. In Diario di un soldato semplice, the act of sacrifice does not hide guilt but is used to emphasise it. By claiming his part of responsibility for the killing of the girl, the protagonist draws attention to his culpability. It remains open to discussion whether through this final act the narrator can atone for his wrongdoing and resolve his remorse. What is crucial is that the sacrificial pattern of the story brings to the fore the question of individual responsibility.
In contrast with other texts of the Axis War literature, which prefer to highlight Italian political guilt while discharging the idea of the main characters’ individual responsibility, Diario di un soldato semplice takes the opposite direction, foregrounding the protagonist’s individual sense of guilt, which becomes the focal point of the narrative. By highlighting the moral guilt of the narrator for what he did during the war, the issue of the Italian political guilt is also implicitly addressed, since it is only as a consequence of Italy’s invasion of Slovenia that Mizzi was caught up between the sexual desires of the invaders and the vengeful retaliation of the locals. Yet, at the beginning of the story, a crime takes place that contributes to foregrounding the idea of political guilt, too. A squad of Italian soldiers kills a group of young Slovenians, probably associated with the local Resistance, by setting the house where they were hiding on fire and letting the men die inside.72 Although the autodiegetic narrator reports this horrific act of killing only indirectly, and almost casually, this awful episode of violence has an important function in the story as it breaks the topos of the Good Italian and supports the protagonist’s development of a sense of guilt. In fact, while in the case of Mizzi’s death, it is clear that the Italians have only an indirect responsibility, the protagonist—and the readers, too—knows that in other occasions the Italians hold direct culpability for things no less brutal than killing a young girl. As a result, the protagonist’s final decision to emphasise his sense of moral guilt for the death of Mizzi becomes a broader claim for the necessity of recognising the individual responsibility that human beings have in war, including for the killing of the Slovenians murdered in the fire.
Lunardi’s


 Diario di un soldato semplice, Pirro’s Le soldatesse, Terrosi’s La casa di Novach, and Troisi’s La gente di Sidaien constitute exceptions to the dominant representation of the literature of the Axis War, since they do not exonerate the Italians from their responsibility. These texts do not look for easy targets—such as the Germans, or the Fascists—that could be made accountable for the wrongdoings that occurred during World War II. Instead, they disclose the Italian role as perpetrators of violence, convey to their readers the sense of guilt that dominates their protagonists, and, by doing so, foster the necessity of taking on responsibility for the past.
6.3 The Counter-discourse of the Italian Memory
The four novels considered at the end of this chapter reveal that Italian literature was capable of narrating the Axis War in ways that could foreground the idea of Italian responsibility, even when applying the Catholic schemata of sacrifice and conversion that dominated postwar culture. By developing a thorough thematisation of the protagonist’s sense of guilt and exposing the crimes that the Italian army had committed, these texts constituted a fruitful platform to reflect on both Fascism and the Axis War, which could have helped Italian readers to face up their responsibility for the past.73
This study, however, has amply shown that representations of this kind were in the minority within the Italian literature of the Axis War, which tended to be dominated by self-absolving ideas. Similar considerations can be developed about postwar Italian culture as a whole. Luigi Borgomaneri has stressed that through the decades, self-exculpating narratives have dominated the Italian debate about the past and have prevented, ‘the construction of a responsible identity’.74 The idea that Italy has been unable to deal with the Fascist past—a widespread assumption of the current historiography on Fascism that Luca La Rovere has defined as the ‘paradigm of the failed reckoning with the past’—does not entail, though, that after World War II there were no attempts to foster the idea of responsibility.75
Cultural historians who have explored the field of postwar Italian culture have documented that several intellectuals, journalists, and politicians discussed the issue of Italian responsibility. Raffaele Liucci, for instance, has shown that the notion of Italian guilt for Fascism permeated De profundis, the polemical tract that Salvatore Satta wrote in 1948, as well as Rosso e grigio, the diary of Andrea Damiano, which was published in 1947.76 Pier Giorgio Zunino has traced the presence of reflections on the idea of responsibility in Palmiro Togliatti’s speeches, Benedetto Croce’s private writings, articles of the Antifascist journalist Mario Borsa, and the correspondence between Gaetano Salvemini and Ernesto Rossi, in which the illustrious historian clearly stated that ‘we need, thus, to stop with this lie that Italy has no responsibility’.77 Finally, Luca La Rovere has offered a systematic exploration of the postwar debate on the idea of responsibility for Fascism, showing that members of all political leanings of the Italian democracy touched upon this issue.78
All these studies reveal that public reflections on the question of Italian collective responsibility took place. Nonetheless, they also attest that such debate had a limited influence on Italian culture since it was short-lived, episodic, mainly concentrated in the immediate aftermath of World War II, and then confined into private writings, little-known books, and minor journals.79 As Filippo Focardi has argued, these studies give a richer picture of postwar Italian culture but do not challenge the validity of the paradigm of the failed reckoning with the past as they show that the discussion on the Italian responsibility had only a restricted scope and left no mark on Italian memory and culture.80 In postwar Italy, memory narratives centred on guilt and the necessity of taking on responsibility for Fascism existed but constituted a counter-discourse within the Italian memory of World War II. Such perspective did not find the support of influential carrier groups and was not relayed by numerous or significant vectors of memory that could consistently convey it to the citizens. As a result, this conceptualisation remained at the margin of the Italian memory and was overshadowed by self-absolving narratives, which displaced guilt and transmitted a sense of innocence.
The study of the figures of repetition across the literature of the Axis War well illustrates this process. The dominant depiction that the topoi, themes, and masterplots construct supports the self-exculpatory framework, while only a few, minor, mostly forgotten, narrative texts foreground the ideas of guilt and responsibility. The lack of vectors of memory that insisted on the issue of Italian responsibility for Fascism and World War II deprived Italian culture of lieux de mémoire related to the past wrongdoings that members of the national community had committed. This continued to be the case even in a decade such as the 1970s, which in other European countries led to a reassessment of the idea of national implication in the crimes of the past. In Italy, instead, the self-absolving memory of World War II was not challenged throughout the twentieth century, and even continued to affect Italian culture in the new millennium.
It is important to stress that the absence of a debate that could challenge the dominant tenets of the Italian memory discourse was also the result of limits in critical reception, which failed to recognise the importance of those texts that were capable of fostering a different perspective on the past. As an example of that, one has just to consider the review that Carlo Bo wrote about Diario di un soldato semplice. Although the article alludes somehow at the text’s ethical dimension, defining Raul Lunardi as a ‘moral writer’, it completely failed to acknowledge the thorough investigation into the question of guilt that the novel put forward.81 Similarly, when Giuliano Manacorda wrote about La casa di Novach, he correctly identified the theme of guilt that so strongly emerges from the novel, but did not recognise it as a peculiar trait of this text, arguing, instead, that the representation of the war that Mario Terrosi developed was widespread across Italian literature.82
A systematic enquiry into the critical reception of the Axis War literature is likely to reveal the same limits that affected the reception of Ennio Flaiano’s Tempo di uccidere. Similarly to the novels by Lunardi, Pirro, Terrosi, and Troisi, Flaiano’s masterpiece revolves all around the sense of guilt of his protagonist, which led to the representation and discussion of the crimes of Italian colonialism. However, despite the critical acclaim that the novel received, postwar critics failed to highlight its ethical power, ignoring Flaiano’s call to bear responsibility for the past.83 These examples show that the prolonged marginalisation of the notions of guilt and responsibility in the Italian memory discourse was not only due to the lack of vectors of memory centred on these ideas but also to the incapacity of the Italian cultural system to valorise those cultural products that were the bearers of such counter-discourse on the past.
To conclude, it may be reassuring to stress that in postwar Italy there were also people who played an active role in supporting a more critical perspective. It is interesting to note that Pirro’s Le soldatesse, Terrosi’s La casa di Novach, and Troisi’s


 La gente di Sidaien, meaning three out of four texts of the Axis War literature that foster a sense of responsibility, appeared between 1956 and 1957 in the same editorial series, that is, Feltrinelli’s Scrittori d’oggi, also known as The Grey Series for the colour of the book covers. The editor of this series in the years when these books were published was Luciano Bianciardi, who was directly involved in the selection of these fictional texts.84 Bianciardi’s editorial work appears, therefore, crucial in disseminating across Italian society representations of the Axis War that marked a significant departure from the self-absolving perspective that dominated both the Italian memory and the literary field.
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Throughout this book, with the help of literary texts, we have observed and discussed the Italian collective memory of World War II. This memory discourse was constructed in the postwar years on the sense of discontinuity from Fascism and on a series of recurrent stereotypes, such as the myth of Italiani brava gente and the idea of German evilness. Articulated around the concepts of victimhood and innocence, this memory discourse generated the idea that the Italians did not have to bear the guilt for Fascism since, in compliance with the paradigm of the expiating patriotism, they had been redeemed by the hardship they had faced and by the Antifascist choice that a restricted number of citizens had made.
This self-absolving memory was the result of how different groups of Italians remembered World War II, negotiating its meaning in the public sphere through a series of categories that were drawn from Catholic culture, which offered the schematic narrative templates for the construction of memory narratives about the war years. Moreover, this memory discourse was closely linked to the renegotiation of national identity, which, in the postwar years, was remodelled on the notion of Antifascism, on a sense of humanity nurtured by Christianity, and on the idea of the unwarlike nature of the Italian people, which also informed the redefinition of the sense of masculinity. This reconfiguration of the conception of Italianness built on a series of concepts, myths, symbols, and stereotypes that had long permeated Italian culture and that were used to counteract and deny the identity-project of the Fascist regime, which had aimed to shape Italy into an aggressive imperialist nation.
The literary texts that we have explored conform well to the Italian memory discourse of World War II. The analysis of the figures of repetition that characterises these vectors of memory led to the identification of a series of topoi, themes, and masterplots that articulate literary depictions around the ideas of innocence, victimhood, sacrifice, and redemption, closely matching the features that scholars have attributed to the Italian memory. As a result of this enquiry, we can see that the exploration of the figures of repetition enables us to carry out a text-centred analysis of literature that intercepts the dominant conceptualisations of collective memory. Nevertheless, as we have observed in the case of the themes of defeat and pacifism, the results of this method should always be compared with examinations of other media as well as with general studies on memory, in order to be able to recognise when the figures of repetition within the specific cultural products that are considered differ from the memory discourse or anticipate some of its later trends.
The texts that we have studied, while taking part in the negotiation of the overall memory of World War II, have equally contributed to the creation of a specific memory of the Axis War. This war has been portrayed as a useless struggle that the Italians did not want to fight, but faced with courage, without committing brutalities, doing the best they could in the inferior conditions in which they operated. No author denies that the war was unjust and that it ended in utter disaster, as a conflict that the national army and the Fascist regime proved unable to fight. Instead, many texts present the Axis War as the proof of the wrongness of Fascism, as the main event that led to an ineluctable fracture between the Italians and the dictatorship.
The Italian literature of the Axis War conveyed to postwar readers many significant ideas, such as the importance of the Antifascist choice, the condemnation of war as a useless experience, and the falsity of Fascism, which helped the construction of a renewed democratic community. Yet, having suffered greatly in the war and faced the abomination that modern warfare entails, the authors of the Italian literature of the Axis War also conveyed an absolving picture of the Italian participation in World War II, presenting the war as a calamity, akin to a natural disaster, whose responsibility could be ascribed at most to the Fascist regime, but did not involve the core of the Italian nation. This perspective is well-reflected in what can be considered as the central message of this literary production: the idea of innocence. Among the many conceptualisations that we identified, innocence stands out as particularly paramount since it has been articulated at the level of both motifs and themes, it has emerged from the narrative progression of the stories, and it has been enhanced by numerous self-exculpatory strategies that divert guilt from the Italians.
While it remains debatable whether these literary texts managed to successfully instil this sense of innocence into Italian readers—a question that could be answered only through a study of reception—the examination of the figures of repetition allows us to state quite clearly what these literary texts did not convey to their readers, that is, the notions of guilt and responsibility, which have been continuously neglected and counteracted across the vast majority of the texts. The novels analysed at the end of our enquiry show that it was possible, even through the categories that dominated postwar Italian culture, to narrate the Axis War and foreground a sense of guilt and responsibility for World War II. If more writers had developed a similar perspective, spreading awareness about the wrongdoings the Italians had perpetrated, the literature of the Axis War could have contributed to conveying to its audience a simple but substantial conception, which is that the Italians were not better or worse than other populations when it comes to war brutalities.1 By contrast, with a few notable exceptions, the literature of the Axis War failed to transmit knowledge about the crimes committed by members of the Italian national community, and, therefore, it did not constitute an adequate platform to reflect on the past.
Yet, the lack of a sense of responsibility for World War II was not simply a trait of the literature of the Axis War but a general feature of postwar Italian society. Through the decades, the vast majority of the Italian carrier groups and memory activists ignored the Axis War, which achieved only a marginal position within the national memory discourse, leaving only the veterans to narrate stories about it. These men, however, having lived through the atrocities of the war during which they suffered greatly and in which many of their companions lost their lives, were too much involved in the events they related. Their episodic memories were marked by hardship, torments, and traumas, leading them to recount the Italian participation in World War II from the perspective of the victims, rather than that of the perpetrators. The narrativisation of the Axis War would have, instead, benefitted from a plurality of different perspectives, which could have fostered the formation of more detached and, therefore, critical accounts, contributing, in a dialogue with the memories of the veterans, to developing more nuanced stories about the past. Hence, the failure to foster the idea of responsibility can only be partially ascribed to the authors that we have studied, and should instead be seen as a shortcoming of the whole Italian cultural system.
To conclude, we can argue that Italian literature was instrumental in supporting, disseminating, and maintaining an uncritical perspective on World War II that was entirely oblivious to the questions of guilt and responsibility. While historians have often discussed the lack of postwar trials on the Fascist war crimes as the principal cause of Italy’s lack of a sense of responsibility for the past, this enquiry shows that the remediations throughout the decades of self-absolving stories that dominated the field of cultural productions may have been equally—if not more—detrimental to the formation of such sense of responsibility.2
The self-absolving discourse constructed in the aftermath of World War II has lasted unchallenged for many decades, constituting a shaping force that affected the ways the Italians remembered the Axis War and represented it in cultural depictions. Even vectors of memory produced decades after the 1970s persisted in re-proposing the stereotypes discussed in this book. A well-known example of this is Gabriele Salvatores’ Academy-award-winning film Mediterraneo (1991), inspired by Renzo Biasion’s short stories, which heavily relied on the topos of the Good Italian and the Army of love and continued to narrate the Italian participation in the Axis War according to a self-absolving paradigm.3
Future studies will tell whether representations developed after the period of time considered in this book problematised the depiction of the Axis War. In particular, it will be useful to verify whether in the twenty-first century, Italian writers benefitted from the significant advancement of the historiographical scholarship on the Axis War and, therefore, developed more nuanced and less stereotyped representations of this event, as it has been the case with the literary representation of Italian colonialism of the last two decades.4 Furthermore, the study of the cultural memory of the Axis War would benefit from an intermedial perspective, which could bring into account the representations put forward by films, monuments, visual arts, popular magazines, and television programmes. Research across these media, as well as across other segments of Italian literature, such as the texts about the Italian Resistance and the Italian prisoners of war, will lead to a more thorough assessment of the role that cultural products had in transmitting memories of World War II across Italian society.
Finally, the study of the cultural representation of the Axis War would be strengthened by a transnational perspective. On the one hand, this could entail a comparative study of the figures of repetition that affected the representation of the war in other countries that were part of the Axis Powers, such as Germany, Austria, Japan, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Slovakia, and Finland. This would allow us to identify both the common tropes among the memory discourses negotiated in these countries and the specific traits of each memory culture. On the other hand, comparative studies could shed light on the ways the Italian soldiers in the Axis War have been represented within other cultural traditions, shedding light on the diffusion of some of the tropes that we discussed beyond the perimeter of Italian culture. It is interesting to notice, indeed, that representations of Italian soldiers in the Axis War as harmless occupiers have also appeared within other cultural traditions, suggesting that a trafficking of stereotypes affected the depiction of World War II across Western cultures.5
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