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UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW
ABSTRACT

TTIMPEGNO DEL DOPO?
AS SEEN IN
THE WORKS AND METHODOLOGY
OFNUTO REVELLI

[Fiona M Stewart

‘This thesis examines the extent to which the cleatly identifiable individual sense of an
‘impegho del dopo’ seen in Mai fardi (1946), Revelli's first publication, evolves to
encompass 2 sense of ‘impegno’ on behalf of others. Revelli’s ‘impegno del dope’ arose
from his experiences as an officer with the aftzni on the Russian front during 1941-1943.
During his titne as an officer, he built up a relationship with the comtadini-soldati whom he
commanded. This relationship with the rural communitics of Piedmont deepened during
the Resistance of 19431945, After the Liberation, Revelli spent the rest of his life
testifying to his own expertences during 1941-1945 and facilitating the testimony of
marginalized groups: the dispersi (L nltimo fronte, 1971), the contadini-soldati (La strada del davar,
1966, La guerva dei povert, 1962}, and the contadini (I mondo dei vimit, 1977, Lanello forte, 1985).
I argue that the same developing impegno del dopo’ which arose out of Revelli's Russian
experiences is responsihle for his later research and publications.

Revelli developed his own methodology in response to his ‘impegno del dopo’.
This thesis traces the development of Revell’s approach and analyzes its theoretical
imnplicadons. Revelli’s theory and practice is analyzed with reference to the two disciplines
his work most closcly borders: literature and history. However, Revelli saw himself as an
amateur and outside established disciplines; it is argued that in later decades there is a
rapprochement between the two. The implications of Revell's methodology for his
‘mpegno del dopo’— particulady 1n respect of his collections of oral testimonies - are
analyzed with reference to common theory and practice. This incotporates an examination
of Revclli’s role as witness, issues in memory and forgetting, and the question of historical

truth versus testimonial truth.,
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Introduction

Twwenticth century testimony writing owes much of its development to records of the

IIolocaust. On one particular occasion, Italy’s most renowned Holocaust survivor, Primo Levi,

.spoke of testimony writing as an ‘impegne del dopo’ (an obligation of afterwards). The

fascinating aspect of this termn s that he used it to unite his own work with that of two of his
fricnds and contemporaries, Nuto Revelli and Matio Rigoni Stern, neither of whom were Jews
ot survivors of the Tolocaust. Nuto Revelli quotes Levi and explains in more detall what he
intended by the term:

Avevamno una ‘matrice comune’ Primo Levi, Mario Rigoni Stern, ed io,

cosi affermava sernpre Primo, anche se avevamo vissuto delle esperienze

diverse [.] La ‘matrice comune’ a cui si riferiva Primo? Le nostre

esperienze di guerra convergenhi, ma soprartutto Pimpegno del dopa [sic,

quel non voler dimenticare, quel voler testimoniare ad ogni costo.?
The chapters which follow trace the origins of Nuto Revelli's ‘impegno del dopo’ and his
response to it in his works and methodology. Nuto Revelli’s publications range from his
personal diaries of the Mascist war i Russia (1941-1943) and war in Italy {(1943-1943), to
collections of oral testimonies gathered from the rural commiunities of Piedmont during the
1960s to 1980s. This thesis argues that Nuto Revelli’s publications - from Russia to rural
Piedmont - can be ascribed to his sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’. Other than the sense of an
‘impegno del dopo’, Revelli’s publications are united by his desizre to give a voice to the
marginalized of Taalian society, be 1t the saldiers of the Armata Ttalian in Russia (ARMIR), or the
contadini (peasants) of Piedmont.

Revelli was something of a marginalized character himself. His writing touches on

several disciplines yet Revellt refuses to be classified in any. Michele Calundri and Matio
Cordero, two of those who knew Nuto Revelli best, described him as ‘un personaggio

scomodo’.? They ate referring to Revelli’'s inherent straight-talking, and his determination to

) Nuto Revelli at the Conference on Primo Levi, Tunn, 28/29 March 1988. Taken from Revelli’s notes
which are held by the Istituto Storico della Resistenza in Cuneo e Provincia,

% Nito Revelli: Percorsi & memoria, ed. by Michele Calandri and Mario Cordero (= Réiwsia dellTstituto Storica
defla Rosistens in Canea ¢ Provineia, 55 (1999)), p. 9.
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conduct his research on his own terms. Cesare Bermani, a friend of Revelli’s and a professional
oral historian, had 4 similar opinion: ‘isclata e apparentemente eccentirica rispetto ai percorsi
sinora evidenziati é Pattivitd di Nuto Revelli, che eserciterd comunque la propria influenza su
molti oralist’.? Yet professionals such as Luisa Passerini recognize the positive contribution of
his publications. She described him as ‘a narrator of meaningful histories for our epoch’.
Claudic Pavone substantiates this opinion i his frequent use of Revelli’s work in Ura guerra
einile.” Primo Levi, Mario Rigoni Stern, Italo Calvino, Manlio Rossi Doria and Franco Venturi,
among others of Revelli’s contemporaries, recognized the value and unique character of his
work. Revelli’s ‘impegno del dope” originates i his experiences on the Russian Front during the
winter of 1942-43. The tenm is used above i1 conjunction with his war experiences. We want to
explore how the idea of an ‘iropegno del dopo’ can be applied to the whole of Revelli’s ocuvre.

Much has been written. by military historians on the Fastern campaign from the
petspective of both Germans and Russians. Litfle has been written which focuses specitically on
the expetiences of Germany’s minor ally Iraly. Revell: presents a record of the Russian Front
from his perspective as an officer, and later from the perspective of the ordinary soldict. Much
has been writtcn on the experiences of rural Ttaly, predominantly focusing on the South of the
penitisula. Less enetgy has been devoted to the experience of women. Revelli's work offers a
unique contribution to a record of rural Tealy as he focuses on the experiences of the northern
cominunities, and allows individuals (male and female) to tell their own story.

Nuto Revelli was a fascinating idividual and somewhat enigmatic in that we have very
little insight to his upbtinging, ITe focuses our attention on his time on the Russian front and so
only permits access to the petiod that would then shape and inform his life and work. He
claimed to be an amateur. We will investigate the truth of this claim and consider how his
methodology relates to the context in which he worked. We will consider too whether he has

directed ocur attention only to what he wants us to sce of the ARMIR and of Piedmont’s

3 Intrvdnsgone alla stovia orale: Stovia, vonservazione delle fonti ¢ problami & wmetodo, ed. by Cesare Bermani, 2 vols
{Rome: Odradek, 1999), 1, p. 24.

“ Luisa Passerini, *La memaoria orale: Popera di Nuto Revelli e la sua ricezione’, in Nyza Rewel: percorsi di
memosia, (see Calandri, above), pp. 21-48 (p. 44).

5 Claudio Pavone, Ung guerm civite: saggio storico suilla maralita nefla Resistnga (Tutin: Bollati Boringhieri,
1991).




contadini, He claims to have given these marginalized groups a voice; we will consider the extent
to which he has achieved this goal. This will necessitate a consideration of theoretical issues
involved in testimonial writing and the communication of oral testimonies. These include
discussion of memory, the theory and practice of oral history, and the tension between
historical teuth and testimonial truth. One of the aims of the thesis is to establish the extent to
which Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo” is equally responsible for his role as witness to war as for his
tole as facilivator of the memorics of the watadin, This involves an examination of the
mnteraction between his sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’, the methodology applied in its
discharging, and the extent to which he actually achieves his stated aims for cach publicatios.
‘I'he thesis is divided into two Parts. Part I provides the biographical and theoretical
background to a study of Revell’s work. This 15 central to establishing a definition of Nuto
Revellt’s ‘impegno del dopo’ as it differs from the notion of impegno’ prevalent in Italy post-
war and associated with neorealist literature and film. Likewise, Revelli’s life experience is at the
core of his ‘impegno del dopo’. While Revelli claims not to have considered the theory and
methodology of oral history, it 18 important to frame his approach by reference to common
practice within the discipline. This allows for the identification of potential tensions between his
sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ and the methodology he developed. Part II then looks at
Revelli’s response to his sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’. Chapters 4 to 6 analyzc his response
with reference to his writing on three areas: war in Russia, war in Ttaly, and the experiences of
rural Picdmont i war and peace. Chapters 4 and 5 look at Revelli’s transmussion of personal
and collective memorics of war in Russta and war in Italy respectively. Revelli refers to the
experiences of rural Piedmont as la guerra che non finisce mai’. Chapter 6 considers how rural
expericnce can constitute such a war and Revell’s communication of it. Chapter 6 deals with
Revelli’s record of an cnvironment o which he did not belong and of which he had no personal

experience.




Part I: The Man and his Methodology

Part I sets the background and point of origin for the research undertaken in this thesis. Chapter 1
is a brief biography of Nuto Revelli and gives an overview of his experiences during 1941-1943,
the period that inspired his wrting carcer and remained the constant point of reference
throughout his publications of the succeeding sixty ycars, Chapter 2 exarmines the origins and
evolution of Revelli's concept of an ‘impegno del dopo’. This is analysed in the context of
contemporaty usage of the term ‘impegno’ as a form of political engagement. Chapter 2 concludes
that Revelli’s view of ‘impegno’ is based more on a sense of moral and civil duly than any party
political agenda. ‘The final Chapter of Part I considers the methodology developed by Revelli —
particulatly in collecting and recording oral testimonies — in tesponse to this sense of an ‘impegno
del dopo’. Part | establishes a framework within which we can then analyze the implications of

Revelli's ‘impegno del dopo’ on lus works and methodology.




Chapter 1
A Biography of Nuro Revelli

T first met Muto Revelli in September 2001, Michele Calandy, of the Istituta Storico della
Resistenza in Cuneo e Provincia (ISRCP), took me along to Revelli’s local’ - a typical narrow,
bustling Italian café, just a few yards from his home in Corso Brunet, Cunco. We sat at one of the
tables near the back and 1 asked Revelli my carefully framed questions. I need not have worried
about keeping the conversation going: Revelli had plenty to say and a tremendous recall of events
that happened some sixty years previously. One question might give a ten-minute answer and
branch out to draw in anecdotes from a variety of points in his experience, Another visit to his
home the following year showed that this was a typical conversation with Nuto Revelli,

On both occasions, conversation showed that two groups held Revelli’s attention, and
had done so for decades: the “disperst’ and the ‘contading’. The ‘dispersi’ were soldiers who
remained unaccounted for following the retreat of the Armuata Italiana in Russia from the Don in
January 1943. The ‘contadini’ wete individuals from the rural communities around Revelli’s home
town of Cunco and so people with whom he seemed to have no connection. How can we
reconcile such an interest in two apparently disparate groups? Was tins coincidental, or was there a
link between the two?

We begin with an overview of Revelli's life to see the experiences, particularly of his
twenties, which shaped his ensuing lite and character, and were largely tesponsible for the writing
career begun in 1946, Benvenuto (Nuto) Revelli was born on 21 July 1919 to a middle class family
in the town ol Cuneo, Piedmont. He had one elder sister, Teresa (1915-1962), Iis father worked
in a Jocal bank and — like many Italians at this time - held a Fasast Party card. This was more in
the interests of job security than any real commitment to the party’s ideology:

Nella mia famigla non si padava quasi mai di politica. Comungue scinpic
con molta prudenza, quasi sottovoce. I fascismo ers pid subito che
accettatn, ma comunque mat discusso,  La postra era una famiglia

benestante. Mi sentivo un privilegiato nei confronti della maggior patte
de1 miei coetani, perché non mi mancava niente. (DG, p. 16)




Unilike much autobiographical writing, close family members feature only minimally in Revelli’s
writing;, he gives little infatmation abour his father other than that quoted above. His mother and
sister receive only a passing mention, included within ‘1 muef’, for example, on occasions such us
Revelli’s return atter the Liberation (GP, p. 376). To date, no biography of Nuto Revelli has been
published so biographical detadl celies heavdy on what Revelli has said himself - either in his
publications, or in subsequent interviews.

In La guerva def poveri Revelli describes his obligatory progression through the ranks of the
Fascist youth movements of the Opera Nazionale Balilla, or the ‘GIL” (Gioventu italiana del
Littorio) as it was known after 1937, The Fascist Party had designed the GIL, its youth wing, to
create a generation of young men who were ‘strong, couragcous, intelligendy prepared and
militarily organized’ ¢ This environment allowed Revelli, a keen sportsman, to develop his ablity
and compete m Rome at the ‘campi Dux’, the annual national gathering of Fascist youth (GP, p.
3). As a result, Revelli confesses that, prior to joining the army, he had been an enthustastic
follower of Mussolini. This was nat out of any early maturation of political conscience, but puzely
because of the athletic opportunities afforded by the party. ‘L'his casy relationship with Fascism
was challenged in the autumn of 1939, however, when Revelli acrived at the Accademia Militace in
Modena. Hete he discovered that thete were two elements to his traming; military traming and the
awakening of a political awarencss.

During his time at Modena, Revelli, in his own words, petformed as a model recruit. Ie
carned himself what at the time was the ultimate accolade to dedication and efficiency: ““Sei
tedesco”, mi diceva a volte il mio tenente, ed era un complimento.  Soldato perfetto e tedesco
erano la stessa cosa’ (GP, p. 5). Yet it wus the informal element of his training which really madc
the greatest impression on this particular young recruit. Lt was here that Revelli learned for the first
time to question the regime: ‘In Accademia ho saputo che l'esercito disptezzava la milizia. Cos{ ho
cominciato a guardare dietro la propaganda a vedere 1 mdo’ {(R1). The veterans in Modena
faught Revelli 1 key lesson about the relationship between the monarchy and the Fascist regime:

the king, not Mussolini, communded the loyalty of the army. Tl re era numero uno’, that is, the

SRichard |. B. Bosworth, Mussolns’s Italy (London: Allen Lane, 2005), p. 293.




Ttalian atmy’s primary allegiance was to the king, Vittorio Emanuelle IT, followed by the prince
designate, and only then by 2/ Dage (AR1; see also GP, p. 5). Such was the indelible impression of
this lesson on the young Revelli that even some sixly years later, in 2002, the phrase 4l re era
numero uno’ rang almost as a mantra in my conversation with him. This phrasc appears frequently
throughout Revelli’s writing, so much so that it could be petceived as a deliberate author-device to
minimize the extent of his Fascism. On the other hand, I believe this suspicion can be refuted if
one considers the context in which Revelli grew up: firsily, Cuneo and Piedmont held a particular
affection for the royal household which spent its summers in the area, and secondly, the officer
cosps retained its independence and loyalty to the king,”

By the time his training was complete, Revelli was already fighting a sense of
disillusionment which led him to ask for a transfer from the 2nd Alpine Regiment: Per credere
ancora in qualcosa era proprio necessario che partissi per il fronte’ (GP, p. 7). The rationale behind
Revelli’s decision was 2 hope that an expeditious deployment to the front and real action would
combat the growing disillusionment he felt on hearing, and sccing the effects of, the negative
expetiences of the veterans of the Greek and Albanian campaigns, His teansfer went through and
he wus deployed with the 5th Alpine Regiment. In the event, the fransfer inihially made litde
difference as both units were deployed to the Russian front and arrived almost simultaneously;,
later i the campaign, however, the transter probably saved him gs the Cuneense, Revell’s original
unit, were abandoned to their fate atter a breakdown i communications within the Corpo
d’Armata (DG, p. 108). Mt tardi and Ia guerra de poserd record Revelit’s experience on the Russian
front as an officer commandiing troops drawn mainly frem rural townships around his hometowrn.
Since being commissioned as an officer, Revelli had begun to get to know these men, confadiss,
whose priorities m lifc centred on the patch of land which they owned and cultivated. This was the
beginning of Revell’s connection with the rural cormmunities of Piedmont and 4 relationship

which was to be strengthened and developed during the Resistance and post-war years.  Revelli

” ‘For all Mussolini’s careless talk of “eight million bayonets” and a fully militasised people, the Anny
officer corps had rematined a caste, detached from the st of the population, Its officers were certainly
loval to themsclves and pethaps to the institutions of the monarchy. The rest of the country was beyond
their ken’.

R. ]. Bosworth, Muswokni (London: Aemold, 2002), p. 371.




records the increasingly petilous position of the Armata Italiana in Russia (ARMIR) in the run-up
to January 1943 when the Axis troops were surrounded by the Russian army. Their reteeat from
the Don in the winter of 1942-1943 entailed devastating losses of men and equipment. Miliracy
historians have found it difficult to enumerate with precision the extent of the losses® but estimiate
that of the 100,000 troops who had originally been deployed with the ARMIR, 64,000 perished.
During these months, Revelli developed a strong antagonism to the Germans whom he had once
admired. The stength of his feelings comes through in his records of wat in Russia and then the
war in Italy. The lasting impression of the retreat js starkdy illustrated by Revelli in Le due guerre
where he described the scale of the Italian losses as follows: Per trasportare i Corpo d’Armata
Alpino in Russia erana stati necessari 210 treni; per 1 rimpatrio bastano 17 tradotte” (126G, p. 112).
One of the few survivors of the retreat, Revelli reached Udine in March 1943 and spent 2 month
there in quarantine before returning to Cuneo at the beginning of April to continue his
convalescence (GP, p. 111).

Following Badoglio’s armistice with the Allies in September of that year, Revelli quickly
joined the partisans, a decision which he explains it La sirada def davai: ‘L8 settembre mi scuote, e
Ia mua scelta ¢ istintiva, immediata...Smonto le mie tre agmi gutomatiche...e le infilo in uno zaino.
Pot raggiungn la mia prima base pactigiang’ (5D, p. xxx). Thoughts of vengeance against the
Germans, theit former aily, were clearly a motivating factor in Revellt’s decision to take up arms as
a partisan: the band he formed at this point was called the ‘Compagnia Rivendicazione Cadutf’; the
caduty being the fallen of the Russian campaign. Over the next few months Revelli’s political
thought underwent further maturcation thanks to the lutelage of Dante Livio Bianco, leader of one
of the “Giustizia e Libertd” bands. Chapter 6 discusses this further and shows that rather than
making a transition from Fascist to anti-I*ascist, Revelli was moving from the default position of
Fascist mto which he was born, to a considered stance as anti-I'ascist. After much thought and
debate Revelli joined Tivio Bianco’s band and was later appointed commmander of the ‘Brigate
Valle Vermenagna e Valle Stura “Cardo Rossellt™ GL formations, in the winter of 1943-44,

Revelli and Livio Bianco fought the Germans predominantly around Revelli’s hometown of

8 Glorgio Rochat, Uffidali ¢ soldari: 1.%eservito italians dalla prizea alla swconda guerra mondiale (Udine: Gaspadi,
2000), p. 133.




Cuneo. They did move actoss the border mto Hrance for a time and are credited by some
(unnamed) sources as having a significant influence on the Allies” progress: ‘Molr sono gli storici
che pensano che € proprio merito di Nuto Revelli ¢ dei suoi uomini di “Giustizia ¢ Libestd™ se ghi
alleati riuscirono 2 liberare, o fine agosto del 1944, Nizza, sulia costa mendionale della Trancia’.?
Revelli and his men then returned to Ttaly in time to participate in the liberation of Cunea.

The years 1941-1943 mfluenced the course of the rest of Revelli’s life. Both the conflict
in Russia and the workings, or failings, of the army had lefr 4 lasting; impression on Revelli to the
extent that he had decided even before he returned from the Don that a military career was no
longer for him: ‘non faro pi Vufficiale effettivo, a nessun costo’” (MT, p. 163). As a partisan,
Revelli continued to work closely with the wntadini, the local peasants, who had predormmantiy
made up the troops who served under him in Russia. Afier the Liberation Revelli worked as an
ironmonger which allowed him to make time for his writing, and later, as we will see, for
conducting research among the coniadins.

In 1945 Revelli married Anna Delfino, the fiancée of whom we catch fleeting glimpses in
Mai tardi and La gwerra dei povert. T'wo years Jater they had a son, Marco (currently an Associate
Professor in the Department of Sacial Sciences at the Universita degli Studi del Piemonte
Crientale, and now 2 historian in his own right). Throughout his life, Revelli remained extremely
protective of Anna and his private life, creating a contrast with the exposure inherent in wiiting of
such an autobiographical nature. Revelli published regularly from his initial publication M fard:
in 1946 until 2003 when he published Le due guerre, appropriately rounding off his writing where it
had begun: with his experiences in Russta,  Over the years, Revelli combined his day-job, research
and writing with considerable time spent with young people. With no tormal qualification other
than that of ‘grometra’, Revellt gave guest lectures in schools and universities because, as he says
‘credo nel glovani. Perché voglio che i giovani sappiano’ (DG, p191). Retirement in 1978 then
provided Revelli with greater time in which to conduct his research. Within the university system,

Revelii raught for 4 year at the Universita degli Studi della Calabria {Cosenza) on the subject of oral

© Stefania Caratelli, ‘Nuto Revelli, il partigiane con la penna e i fucile’, ¥oed & Piagzy,

I3

http:/ /www.vocidipinzzait/artcolo.asp?id news=943 Accessed 15/1/07.
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history (£IR2),* and in 1985-86, mvited by Glorgio Rochat, gave 4 series of lectutes at the
Universita dt l'orino an ‘LTtalia nella Seconda guerra mondiale’, subsequently published in 2003
as Le due guerre: guerva fasiista ¢ guerra partigiana, He was also often asked for comment and reaction

to political and social developments of import to Cuneo and the cwstudind in particular. Asicle from

his travels as 4 soldicr and partisan, Revelli lived in Cuneo until his death on 5 February 2004 at

the age of cighty-four.

10 Revelli offered this information as a passing comment without reference o the academic year in which
the teaching took place.




Chapter 2

Defining Revelli’s impegno del dopo’

Before we can analyze in chapters 4 to 6 how an ‘unpegno del dopo’ emerges in Revelli’s wocks,
it 15 crucial to understand the origin of such a concept and its ensuing intlucnce on Revell’s life
and work. Chapter 2 first establishes a working definition of Revelli’s sense of an ‘unpegno del
dopo’ within the broader discussion of post-war ‘impegno’ in Italy. This is followed by a survey
ol Revelli’s output in response to his ‘impegno del dopo’. Reading Revelli’s publications, it
quickly becomes appatent that a difficulty exists in alignng them with any particular discipline. !
Accordingly, to give his work a sense of context, Chapter 2 outlines the broader theorelical
framework within which Revelli operates. Such a framework then intraduces several theoretical
issucs including the nature and function of memory. These issues have important implications
for Revellf’s autobiographical testtmony-bearing, and the accounts of the wmiadind he recorded
and produced in written form. Structueally it is most logical to discuss these debates after

establishing the origins of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ and the response it evoled.

What created Nuto Revelli’s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’?

If we are arguing that Revelli’s work and methodology demonstrate an ‘impegno del dopo’, we
need firstly, to establish the origins of this concept, and secondly, to explain how this one
‘impegno del dopo’ can result n publications ranging in scope trom Revelli’s experience of the
Russian front to the general hife experiences of rutal peasants. The phrase ‘impegno del dopo’ is
taken from Nuto Revell’s presentation at the 1998 conference held in Turin in Primo Tevi’s
memory and seems to have been a term coined by Levi:

Avevamo una ‘matrice comune’ Primo Levi, Mavio Rigoni Stern, ed io,

cost affermava sempre Primo, anche se avevamo vissuto delle esperiense

diverse {.| La ‘matrice comune’ a cui siooferiva PrimoP Le nostee

esperienze di guerra convergenti, ma soprattutto I'impegno del dopo [sic],
quel nion voler dimenticare, quel voler testimontare ad ogni costo, 12

1 The question of which discipline best suits Revelli’s wods, given his insistence on zccepting no label
othet than the denomination of “amateur’, is examined more closely in Chapter 3 in conjunction with an
analysis of hiy methodology.

12 Nuto Revelli at the Conference on Prirno Levy, Turin, 28,29 March 1988.




‘Del dopo’ immediately signals that something has changed because of what has gone before.
We have seen in Chapter 1 that Revelli underwent two dramatic and formative periods in short
succession: the Russian campaign and subsequent retreat during July 1941-March 1943, and the
Ttaran Resistance against I"ascism fiom September 1943 to April 1945. The first of these
experiences is arguably the more important of the two as it then influenced Revelli’s decision to
join the partisans following 8 September 1943 (5D, p. xxx); in part, this decision arose from 2
desire for vengeance and justice for those who had perished in Russia (GP, p. 128).1% But to
speak above of ‘converging wartime experiences’ which moulded the three friends in a similar
way, Levi and Revelli alike must have been adopting the broadest and most generic of
understandings given that his experience on the Russian {ront was very different from that of
Levi in the concentration camp and Rigoni Stern in the Russtan prisoner-of-war camp, In
addition, Revelli was the only onc of the three to make any real conttibution to the war of
I iberation. Levi franlkly admits that the combination of inexperience and a detachment from the
real world left him pootly suited to his short-lived role as partisan fighter.14

‘Impegno’ and ‘impegno del dopo’

At its most basic meaning, ‘impegna’ denotes a sense of amwmitment, abligation, or duty.'s Within a
cultural context, ‘impegno’ simply connotes the ‘attivo intecessamento ai problemi sociali e
politici da parte dell’'uomo di cultura’ after World War IT ‘Impegnato’ is used to describe either
an ‘mtcllettuale © movimento culturale che prende posizione sui problemi politici ¢ sociali del
momento’, ot the work i which such problems are discussed.’é Revelli’s sense of duty was
closcly aligned with 2 compulsion to write for, as he says, ‘una volra cominciato, scrivere diventa
quasi una forna di vizio, non se ne puo fare a eno. Per me & un motivo per pattecipare, per
non addormentarmi’. ' That 1s, by writing — rather than involvement in party politics - Revelli
believed that he was remaining actively involved and engaged with contemporary events and

situaiions. While Revelli was of the Left pelitically, I want to argue that his ‘impegno del dopa’

12 Chapter 5 looks at Revelli’s decizsion to-become a parttisan in more detail.

W Primo Levi, S guesto & an womo (V'utin: Binaudi, 1958), p. 11, .

15''his definition is taken from the entry under impepno’ in Colins Diggonaria Iraliano-Tnglese (Glasgow:
Harper-Colling, 1095).

6 This definition is taken from the entries undet ‘impepno’ and impegnato’ in Lo Zingareli 2005
Bologna: Zanichelli, 2005).

7 Alessandra Mazzotta, ‘F la povera gente la mia pawie’, Lana usova, 12 May 1998.
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demonstrates a difference in emphasis to that of the ‘impegna’ which marked rhe general post-
war mood.

Liberation in April 1945 marked the end of some four years of conflict at home and
abroad, and the end of twenty years of Fascism. This had been a novel period of conflict for
Italy ~ and Burope — as war had touched the lives of civilians at home as well as those of
soldiers in the field. In Calvino’s words, cvetyone had a story to ell.*® The many memoirs, war
diaties and narratives which resulted reflected an engagement with social and political issues —
such as that scen in the work of Vittorini, Calvino and Pasolini. During the 1950s patticulatly,
the correlation of ‘impegno’ and creative output was typified by the political commitment
associated with the emesgent neorealist approach to literature and film. Indeed, ‘impegno’ had a
similar longevity to that of the neorealist trend. Buras argues in Fragments of Iupegno that
thereafrer, from about 1963 untd the 1990s, the connotation of ‘impegno’ came to signify more
the engagement of a writer with the ideas of culture and identity rather thun Leftist polities.??

Revelli shared this collective ‘impegno’ to an extent as he had his individual story to teli
of the wat years. However, the very longevily of Revellls ‘impegno del dopo’ sets it apartt from
general post-war ‘impepno’. He seems to have put an unusual emphasis on his war experiences
as he retumned repeatedly o the period throughout his oceuvre. While many of his
contempararies wrote of their war experiences soon after the Liberation and then moved on to
other subjects, war remained integral to Revell’s role as a writer and historian. The combination
of longevity of commitment and the focus on a particular period or experience means that
Revelli’s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ relates more easily to the characteristics seen in writing
of testimony or bearing witness than that of the politicized ‘impegno” mote commonly

associated with post-war writing.20

1 Plessere nsciti da un’esperiensa — guerta, guerta civile — che non aveva rispanniato nessuno, stabiliva
un’immediatezza di commnicazione tra lo scrittore e il suo pubblico: si era faccia a faccia, alla pan, carichi
di storie ¢la raccontare, ognuno aveva avito la sua, oguno aveva vissuto vite irregolan drammatiche
avventurose, ci si strappava la parola di bocca. La tinata libertd di pardare fu per la gente al principio
smania di raccontare’. Italo Calvino, ¥ senricro dei widi di rqgno (Milan: Mondadori, 1993), p. vi.

'8 Jennifer Durns, Fragwents of impogno: Interpretations of Commitment in Contemporary Italian Narvarive 1980-
2000 (Leeds: Northern Universities Press, 2001).

2 Primo Levi, Se gueste & un worro {L'un: Einaudsz, 1958).
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How can the scope of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo? include Russia and rural Piedmont?

We have seen above that Revelli’s kife and worl were shaped by an ‘impegno del dopo’
originating from 2 desire o remember and not forget the experiences shared with his fellow-
Ttalians during 1941-1945. But how can we account for the expansion in his self-appointed
remit {rom narrator of his own war cxpetiences to spokesman for rural Piedmont? Harly
publications were implicitly collective as well as individual in nature. Later there was a decisive
movc on Revelli’s part towards facilitating a collective record of the period. This is due in part
to a sense of shated experience, but also to the strength of relationships formed between Revelli
and the men he commanded and his sense of responsibility for them. Hven after the war,
Revelli continued to build on these telationships during the Resistance. The twenty months of
Resistance were influential in broadening the scope of Revelli’s relationships and sense of
responsibility to include not just former afie, but also their families and the wider rural
community. We will now trace the expanding scope of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ in Mar zardi
(1946), his first publication. This illustrates in miniature what then happened as Revelli’s
‘impegno del dopo’ expanded to include specific goals in representing ex-soldiers, partisans and
the rural community as a whole.

In the preface to the first edition of Mai fardi, Revelli demonstrates that he was
conscious of an evolution in his motivation for awiting or keeping the diary in the first place.
Initially, Ins goal was no more than to keep a record of his war from a ‘lato puramente tecnico,
cioé tattico ¢ logistico in particolare e in generale’ Panfilo, p. 13). Following treatment fot an
injury, which required that he be sent to the rear of the lines, this innocent pursuit tock on an
accusatory role as Revelll committed himself to documenting the deficiencies of the Italian
military command:2!

Furono tali le sofferenze moralt e fisiche patite in quell’espetienza, che mi
resi csattamente conto di quale stretta interdipendenza esistesse tra frontc
¢ retrovie. Fissare percio la  disorganizzazione e l'incoscienza

cararteristiche delle retrovie italiane, divenne uno degli scopi essenziali
della mia osservazione. {Panfito, p. 13}

2 Chapter 4 shows that such a view of the Jtalian military command was in common cwrency among
their own officcrs.




Revelli then gradually became aware of the need to record and communicate the toue extent of
the tragedy in Russia to those at home — and so counter the propaganda and misinformation
disseminated by the Fascist government following the retreat.® The text of Ma tardi suggests
that even ou the batlefront, he was contemplating publication of his war diary, or at least some
sort of public testimony to the events he and his fellow-Italians had endured:

L'ordine del giomo di Gariboldi insiste nel dire: ‘Ricordare ¢ raccontare’l

Del corpo d'ammata alpino i supetstits sarcbbero venticinquemila. Credo

che in Italia non conoscano che una minima parte della nostra teagedia.

(M1 p. 202)
With each of these successive stages the burden of the ‘impegno’ imposed upon Revelli
becomes heavier. Revelli is aware that combat experience produces emotional and
psychological scatring which is only exacerbated in 4 reviewing of events:

‘Ricordare e raccontare” cosi comincia un ordine del giorna dei nostri

commandil

Non & ancora possible distendere 1 netvi, guardare alle nostee spalle,

rivivere i giorni piu tristi della nostra esistenza. 1 troppo triste tivivere

quartto di P16 orribile pud dare una guerra. (M7, p. 195)
As Revelli gradually became more conscious of the woeful — even criminal — deficiencies of the
Italian military command, he was gripped by an anger which demanded justice for those who
were the victims of such deficiencies.?® This was an anger which thereafter characterizes much
of his wat record -- whether in his petsonal testimony, or presentation of the memories of
others. Revelli simultaneously acknowledges and dismisses the inherent danger of producing a
record born of such emotions in the Panfilo preface — the original diary, he argues, had o be
written when and how it was written:

Ta ritivata non fu che la fragica conferma delle convinzioni che mrero

fatte,

Volli fissare ancora in Russia  Pesperienza della tragedia vissuta, senza

alcuna pretesa di dare un quadro obiettivo o definitivo della ritirata.
(Panfilo, p. 14) femphasis mine]

2 Chapter 4 examines i detail the issue of the ‘disperst’, ot those missing or unaccounted for on the
battlefield. Many of these had been imprisoned by the Russians and did cventually refurn home — as
promised by Fascist propaganda; the vast majority, however, had died or succumbed to the elements on
the battlefield and would never come home, despite Fascist assurances that they were in Russian POW
camps.

2 Anger is a recognized characteristic of combat trauma and is discussed further in Chapter 4.
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Correspondence between Revelli and the publishers prior w the republication of Ma' iardi by
Einaudi in 1967, shows that Revelli felt strongly that the form and content of the original
should be retained:

non ho né il tempo né il modo di ... [sic] rifare Ia testimonianza, All'Alfrecd

ho patlato in un dato modo, ed escludo che sia possible tagliare ecc. senza

ricarre il tutto in un pasticcio,

Le chiedo percid di pubblicare il testo com’é (dattiloscritto allegato}.

Sc la cosa NON é possible rinunci senz'altro alla pubblicazione. 4
This — as Chapter 4 shows — did not preclude various editorial changes between the Panfilo and
Dinaudi editions of Ma: tardi. The imtial Panfilo publication, however, shows that Revelli’s
decision to publish in 1946 what is cssenually a private war diaty 18 undecpinned by the same
desite which had first motivated the wrizing of the diary; that is, the desite to communicate to
those at home what had happened in Russia. ‘Non dimenticare [...] voler testimoniare ad ogni
costo’ — is still the central commitment driving the publication, but it acts now in conjunction
with two other specific goals: the preservation and dissemination of a record of the experiences
of the ARMIR, and the recognition of the sacrifice of Iialian soldiers during the Russian
campaipn. This is set against the context of 1946 in which the tole of the Resistance and the
partisans dominated the Ttalian people’s memories of war and Liberation. As a former partisan
commander, Revelli was not underestimating the contribution of the partisans, merely arguing
that as a new Italy ermerged from the twenty years under Fascism there needed to be 4 balanced
representation of Italy’s war years as a whole. Indeed, even prior to the Liberation, Revelli was
of the opinion that the mmen and campaign of the ARMIR were being sidelined and
misrepresented — as a result he had tried unsuccessfully to publish his record at that point
because he wanted to ‘potrare unt modesto contributo alla chiarificazione delle idee’ (Panfilo, p.
15).

So the sense of anger and outrage provoked jointly by the incompetence of military

commanders, and the misinformation of government as to the fate of the soldiers in Russia, is

not 2 wild uncontrolled rage, but a focused anger which provokes the initial writing and

eventual publication of a testimony. Looking back, such testimony remembered the fallen

24 Letter from MNuto Revelli to Signor Zucarv of Linaudi, dated 7 September 1961, Cartella 171,
Collaboratori itakiani, Einaudi archives, p.1.
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Italian soldiers of the Russian front, and the “dispersi’. Locking forward, Revelli believed that
his writing of the past had a positive role to play in the present — patticulatly in the shaping of
post-war Italy. Later, his collections of rural memories would challenge contemporary society
and politics, but with the publication of Me tandi, Revelli believed that its message was pertinent
specifically to the rebuilding of the Itakian army:

Oggi il mio intento & uno sola: che queste pagine, convulse e lletterate, n

questo grave momento della vita del paese, dicano qual’t stato 1l tormento

motale & fisico di chi ha combattuto in quella gucrra [...].

At nostel morti di Russia il paese deve la stessa riconascenza che ha verso

i partigiani d’Italia. Nel gennaio 1943, come all'8 settembre, st sfasciava un

esercito: 1 in Russia, come sut monti d’Ttalia, non fu uno stato maggiore,

ma il sacrificio dei pitt generosi, a salvare Ponore del soldato italiano. Di

questo il paese deve fener conto nel darsi il nuovo esercita, (Panfilo, p. 15)
Luisa Passetini points out that the message of Mar fardl constituted ‘una componente
importante nella denuncia morale della campagna di Russia’. 25

Emilio Castellani states that the diary is ‘la stotia di un’esperienza che, per essere

individuale, riflette nondimeno una svolts decisiva nella storia di wittt gli italiani’ (Panfilo, p. 1),
this is certainly the case, whether or not Revelli was conscious of it at this stage. Ia guerra des
poveri was both individual and collective i nature, and thereafter Revell’s publications
demonstrate an explicitly collective perspective — rather than presenting his own memories and
cxperiences, he is acting as a spokesman or facilitator so that ex-soldiers and peasants alike are
given « voice. The responsibility he felt for the soldicts he commanded during the Russian
campaign expanded over the decades to include their local communitics, succeeding generations
of the Italian people, and latterly, even 4 sense of responsibility to fellow-Europeans. The bond
he felt with the cowtadi-soldas, ¢ mie1 alpint’ a8 he called them (DG, p. 71), included, not
surprisingly, a sense of responsibility for their welfare. Revelli could see that the Fascist regime
had taken advantape of these wnen and sent them to the Russian front as little more than cannon
fodder. These men belonged in the fields of Piedmont, not the battleficld. Relutonships

berween Revelli and his soldiers were further strengthened by the sense of shared grief that

resulted from their experiences in Russia. Many of their fellow-soldiers and officers had

25 Passerini, ‘La memoria orale’, p. 22,
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perished; they had witnessed and experienced indescribable sutfering; and many had been left
indelibly scarred.

Revelli, brought up in a middle class home in the town of Cuneo, was thus given an
introduction to the rural cormmunities from which these soldicrs were drawn, During the 1960s,
while researching La strada del davai and then collecting the letters of the “dispersi’ published in
Llsltivo frontes Revelli stated that he was conscious of being drawn into a much bigger project:
the experiences of rural communities i peace and at war (M, p. xxvi). The subsequent
production of the threc collections of oral testimonies confirms that the bond and sense of
responsibility Revelli felt for his men was to last well beyond the retreat from Russia, and
include rural communities rather than just individual contadini-soldati. Indeed, these collections
show that the sense of responsibility for the comtadini in combat continued after the Liberation,
and manifested itsclf in Revelli’s comomtment to address their sociat marginalization and
isolation through his research and writing, When Revelli was asked during an interview in 1999
if, in devoting so much time and research to the contadini, he felt ‘investito da una missione
morale’, he replied, Pii che una missi-:‘)ne moyale, volevo conoscere e imparare’.?? Or, as Coake
succinctly put it, ‘not then for Revelli the suppression of the past, the erasure of history, the
placing of ‘una pictra sopra’ the many terrible events of the Resistance. Instead, a desire to

understand, to relive and sce again what occurred duting those twenty months’. 2

How did Revelli respond to this ‘impegno del dopo’?

The previous section has shown that Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ is based on three constituent
elements: his experiences of conflict, the relationships he established during these conflicts, and
an ensuing sense of responsibility for the men whom he commanded and theinr wider
comimunities. We will now consider Revelli’s response to this sense of an ‘impepno del dopo’® by

briefly introducing each of his publications.?®

% Nuto Revelli, L'sléime fronte (Turin: Einaudi, 1971).

%7 Fabrizio Basso, I.a voce dei vintl, Tele+Guida ai Progranmr Tele+ (Februaty 1999),
28 Philip Cooke, The Iraliau Resistance: An Anthology (Manchester: MUP, 1997, p. 17.
29 Chapter 3 examines the methodology involved in this process.
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Autobiography and Testimony

The difficulty in categorizing Revellt’s writing has algeady been mentioned. 'Fhere are, however,
two literary genres m which his carly publications could be placed: autobiography and
testimony. Although Ma/ fardi and La guerra det poverii focus disproportionately on the period of
radical change? — the initial experience integral to his sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ - rather
than his life as 4 whole, these texts are clearly autobiographical.?! These texts demonstrate an
‘“impegno civile’ on Revelli’s part in that mdividual and community experience are mtertwined.
This is Spender’s view that ‘in literature the autobiographical is transformed. It is no longer the
writer’s own experience: it becomes everyone’s. He 1s no longer writing about himself: he is
writing about life’.?2 The interplay between writer and reader, individual and community is
clarified further by Howarth who stated that ‘each man writes for his own sake, to confirm the
validity of his thesis, and also for the conversion of others™:3* a position which could have been
defined with Revelli specifically in mind.* Both these early publications and the later Le due
gwerre (2003), conform to the thesis that avtobiographical writing is part of ‘cultural memory’,
that is ‘stories that are told outside official historical discourse’. %

Defining Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ above, it was argued that his writing on Russia
reflected the characteristics of testimonial writing. That is, writing which testifies t© some
experience above and beyond the boundaries of narmal human expericoce, and which offers
‘privileged access to an experience’ otherwise unavarlable.? Wiesel (himself a survivor of the
Holocaust) makes two points abour the role of survivor-testimony: firstly, he is the only one w1 a
position to testify, and secondly, he is often writing from a sense of duty rather than a pasticular

desire - ‘If someone else could have written my stovies, [...] I would not have written them. I

ean Starpbinski, “The Style of Autobiography’, in Awiebisgraphy: Essays Theoretical and Critical, cd. by
James Olney (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 73-83 (p. 78).

IVith very little said about life before and after this period, it is more accurate to describe Ma? dardi and
La guerva dei poveri as autobiographézad, rather than autobiographies as they do not present a whole life view
up to the present. See Philippe Lejounc, Le Paere Awiobigyraphigne (Pars: Editions du Seuil, 1975), p. 14.

32 Stephen Spender, ‘Confessions and Autobiography’, in Olney, pp. 115-122 (p. 117).

» William L. Howarth, ‘Some Principle of Autobiography’, in Olney, pp. 84-114 {p. 92).

34 Bruno Cavagnola, ‘Il cavaliere e la memoria’, L'Usitd, 3 October 1994,

35 Marita Sturken, ‘Personal Stories and Mational Meanings: Memory, Reenactment and the Image’, in The
Seducitons of Bengraphy, ed. by Mary Rhiel and David Suchoff (New York: Rousledge, 19963, pp. 31-41 (p.
31).

56 Olney, p. 13,




20

have writtenn them in order to testify’.’  Revelli seemed quite happy to testify to his own
experiences and those of others too. 1n his later role as spokesperson for the comtadiui, he is
arguably in a similar position in that who would have spoken for them it Revelli had not?
Scotellaro, himself a watading, told the stoty of the rural commuuiries of southem Italy, but no
one other than Revelli seemed interested in acting for the wwtuding of Piedmont. Without the
relationships established in Russia and during the Resistance, Revelli may not have developed
any interest in the rural communities around Cuneo.

Renza, in ‘The Veto of the Imagination’, suggests that autobiographical writing is a
praduct of a sense of ‘vocation’ or ‘calling”: “The aulobiographical act disclases a spontaneous,
an unsought-for intentionality, a “calling” uncalled for that requires different responses from
the writer at explicitly different intervals in the evolution of his text’.®® This parallels the
definition we are building of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ and the motivation behind his eatly
weiting.  We have already traced the evolution of these ‘different responses’ within Mai fardy —
from technical record to a record that will propagate the truth and break down the existing
deceptions. If we consider Revelli’s whale oeuvre as hus “text’, we can trace the particular stages
in an ever-expanding vision stretching from individual to national and European.

Ta gwerra dei poveri, the publication which followed Mal zardi, begins with 2 verbatim
repetition of the first book’s chapter on the retreat from the Don. Revelli thus deliberately
suggests a continuity from one contlict to the other. La grerra dei povert acts as a link between
Revelli’s wholly autobiographical fitst publication, and the bulk of his later works in which he
presents the memories of others; that is, La guerra dei pover prescats a pradual transition in Revelli’s
role from writer of personal testimony to facilitator of collective memory through individual
testimonies. The diary of the Resistance months has a similar formar to Ma fardi in that it takes
the form of dated entries, but here Revells goes beyond his own personal memories of the period
to coruposc a record drawn also from the diaries of the partisan bands and recollections of fellow-

partisans. The melding of thesc sources so that a collective record of war in Italy is presented in an

37 Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimmy: Crises of Wituessing in Litsratnre, Psyohoauabysis, and Fistory
(New York and London: Routledge, 1992), p. 3.

3 Louis A. Renza, The Veto of the Imagination: A Theory of Autobiography’, in Olney, pp. 268-295
p-292).
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apparcntly autobiographical work, led Giorgio Boceu to conclude that it was ‘misteriosamente il
piti individuale e il pit corale dei libi’,%

Three decades later, Revelli published another autobiographical werk, I/ disperso di
Marburg (1994), an investigative record into the identity of 2 German ‘dispetso’. This book bears
echoes of Revelli’s first publications and is arguably the most complex of his warks. Like his
carlier works, I/ diserse di Marburg 15 i diary-format, or at least a series of dated entrics
recording the progress of his rescarch. Similarly, he narrates an individual investigation which is
inescapably tied to collective artitudes and reactions — during the German occupation, and then
in the 1980s when he conducted the research. Revell's owm cxpericnces, memories and
methodology come under pressure as he ostablishes the identity of this “disperso’. His own
experience of German soldiers had left Revelli sttongly antagenistic towards theu Intrigued by
the idea of a ‘good German’, Revelli set out to investigate if there was any truth behind this
post-war rural ‘myth’. The main attraction for Revelli, however, was the fact that the man was a
‘disperso’, not particularly that he was a German: ‘I mollo, il motive spingente eca il fatto che
era un disperso. Non mi interessava se era amico, nemico — soltanto 4 fatto che era disperso, e
io ero cosi vicino ad essetne uno’ («4R1). Nevertheless, to make progress with his investigation
Revelli had to work closely with Germnan historians. We will see that this development had both
personal and professional implications.

Other investigations are being conducted in tandem with that of the Germun’s identity.
Firstly, Revelli analyzes his methodology, and secondly, he documents his concerns regarding
the interaction of personal memory and accurate historical nwvestigation.

The reality and implications of war in Italy are examined with fresh chronological
distance in the course of Revelli’s investigadons. Issues examined in Chapter 3 include: the
reason for such a quest; the behaviour and culpability of partisans; the attitude of rural

communities to Germans, [Fascists and partisans; the interaction of memory, truth,

32 Passerini, ‘La metoria orale’, p. 23.

‘Corale” has two nuances: “chorality’, in the sense of many voices combiming in the teling of one tale; and
‘unanimity’, in the sense of one tale betig told. Chapter 5 discusses this concept more fully as Revelli’s
memorics of conflict are set against those of his rural witnesscs. The format of La guary dei poveri is
examined in Chapter 5.
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representation and reconciliation; and Revelli’s engagement with the methodological tensions
arising from his approach. Chapter 5 shows that questions avoided or hidden m eadliex
publications are discussed openly in this later work.

Facilitating the Testimony of Others

The transition bepun in L« guerra det power? is completed in Tz sirada def davai where Revelli’s
explicit goal is the communication of the memories of others who had fought in the Russian
campaign, This is the first of several texts in which Revelli represents the experiences of people
unable to speak for themselves. There are a number of teasons why these people mught not
bave been previously able to tell their story: a simple lack of audience; or an inability to
communicate, perhaps due to minimal schoolng; or a fear of uncoveting the past as the
memories were too painful.

Working on collections such as La strada del davar, Revelli’s ‘imnpegno del dopo’ remains
that of ‘non dimenticare [...] voler testimoniare ad ogni costo’; only now he is facilitating the
remembering of others. Recognising an omission in the existing historical record, Revelli states
in the intcoduction to La strada del duvai that

Il mio interesse specifico aveva un confine, la mrirata e 1a prigionia di

Russia [...]

La bibliografia della seconda guerra mondiale comprende centinasa di

diari, tacconti, memorie. Ma come sempre sono 1 cosiddetti ‘colt’’ che

hanno scritto anche per gl “umil?’, per 1 ‘non colt’, [...] Mancava la guetra

del contadino, del montanaro, del manovale, la guerra del povero eristo

tubercolotico, malatico, nefritico, la guerra che non finisce mai. La mia

ambizione diventd una sola: che finalmente anche il soldato ‘scrivesse’ la

sua guerra, (5D, p. 1x)#
The commitment to giving a voice to those not in 4 position to speak tor themselves continues to
emerge in L'wlimo fronse a collection of letters to their family w Ttaly from soldiers who had
subsequently died on the Russtan front, Revelli {elt a strong conunitment to working on behalf of
this group for several reasons. [Mirstly, the men represented here are numbered among the
‘dispersi’. As Revelli explained, ‘Si chiamavano ‘dispers’ invece di ‘mart’ per tener viva la
speranza. Anche per la propaganda contreo 1 russi era meglio dire che sono stati fatt prigionient

invece di dire che sono stati uccist’ (~1R1). Accordingly, they constitute a group whose families

1t Chapters 3 and 4 will discuss the extent to which Revelli actually pemutted the soldiets to “write their
own wat’.




23

the government consistently deceived. L wltinw fronie, too, can be scen as a ‘denuncia morale’, years
after the event. Secondly, of all the various Italian groups involved in World War II, here was a
group of people who — in 4 similar way to Primo Levi’s ‘sommersi’ (who were also all dead) were
not it 2 position to recount their own story and so keep their memory alive. In responding to his
sensc of obligation or duty to testify on behalf of this group, it is clear that Revelli was working to
ensure that they would not be forgotten in ltalian history of the period; rthere was 4
commemorative element to his role.

Levi's discussion of the need to testify is intedinked with the concept of “survivor-guilt’.+1
It is possible that such a notion influences the intensity with which Revelli wrote during his
lifetime {particularly in conjunction with his fixation with the fact that he too could have been a
“disperso’), but Revelli dues not use the term explicitly. Allied to this is the concept of the cathartic
cffect of telling one’s story which, although not explicit, is inferred from Revell’s descriptions of
the individual and collective scars left by shated combar experiences. 2

Two further collections of oral testimonies, I/ wmondo dei vinti (1977) and Lanells forte
(1985), also deal with memories of wat, but in the context of a record of rural life in Piedmont as
told by the comtadine. 1] monde det vinti is a collection of testimonies from predomunantly male, but
also some fernale, witnesses to rurdl life in peace and in wur.#* In gatheting the testimonies and
preparing them for publication, Revelli tells us explicitty of his aim: Voglio che padino gli
ematginati di sempre, i “sordomuti”, 5 sopravissuti al grande genocidio, come patlerebbero in
una democrazia vera’ (M7, p. xxvi). Lianel forte 15 more specialized still as Revelli presents the
female perspective on rural life: ‘Questo il disegno ambizioso che mi propongo: date una voce
alla donna della campagna povera ¢ meno povera perché finalmente sera 1a sua storia’ (AF, p.
xix). As the title suggests, Revelli sees the cowzadine as the lynchpins of these rural communities.

When Revelli published Lanedle forte in 1985, it was 4 rather forward-thinking publication in that,

11 Primo Levi address the problem of susvivor-guilt in the chaprer entitled ‘La vergogna’ in I somwiersi ¢ ¢
salpart (Tunn: Cinaudi, 1986). Tt is also implicit in the quotation he favours from Coleridge’s Riwe of the
Ancient Maviner and uses 1o preface this book: ‘Since then, at an uncertain hour,/ That agony returns:/
And till my ghastly tale is told/ This heart within me buens’ {vv. 582-85).

2 Chapters 4-6 look more closely at the relationship between Revellf's comunitment to others and his own
mndividual needs.

4 The fotmat and content of these collections is discussed at length in Chapter 6.
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feminist historians had only just begun to appreciate the full scope of their field. For example,
Alloisio and Beltrami’s publication, Vobwiarie detla 1iberia (1981) was the ficst real study of the
Resistance from a female perspective.+

Fven as Revelli gathered the testimonics for La sida del davai, he tells us that rural
expetience and its preservation was gripping him ever more mtensely:

A volte erano gli incontri con gente senwa nome che mi invitavano ad

approfondire 1 discorso, Maturava cosi un nuovo impegno: la guerta

diventava uno dei ranti terremoti del passato, ormai mi interessava tutto.

Ero ‘entrato’ nel mondo contadino e non riuscivo pid a uscirne. (M1

p. Xxvi)
"This gradual immession in documenting the rural way of life produced three collections of oral
testimonies from the mmiadinz, the one linked to the other through Revelli’s ‘impegno’ to represent
those he saw to be without a voice. Not only did Revelli make clear that he was acting as
spokesperson for this marginalized group, but he also expressed a strong personal
condemnation of a government and soctety he believed had treated the comadind carelessly
{4R2).

I/ smondy dei vinti and L'anelle forrz continue to reinforce aspects of Revelli’s sense of
‘impegno’ such as the sense of duty or obligation to educate Italian society as to its own sakeup
and ifs past. It is an archival commitment to preserve a record of the past; and a personal
commitment from Revelli to learn more about the rural community and its way of life. So, by
this point in his oeuvee, Revelli s aware that his ‘impegno del dopo’ has evolved from a
personal record of pursonal experience to 4 collective record of the region’s experience, which s
intended to influence ltaly’s thinking about the sacial welfare of its rural communities.

IZ prete piusto, published between I disperso di Marburg and Le dae guerre, stands out as its
subject, Don Raimondo Viale, requested that Revelli come and record his testimony — rather
than Revelli seeking i out, as had previously been the case in his gathering of oral testimonies.
Don Viale, a rebel priest, and a fascinating and controversial figure, offers a fresh perspective

on the Resistance. That Revelli shared Don Viale’s determination to preserve memory is seen in

the detailed comment he provides at¢ the end of the pries’s narrative,

“Migella Alloisio and Giuliana Belteami, Volostarie della Liberti: & settensbre 1943 — 25 qprile 1945 (Milan:
Gabricle Mazzotta, 1981).
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The didactic element of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ culminates in his final publication,
Le due pperve. Origmally delivered as a series of lectures at the University of Turin, Revelli’s
commitment to testify at all costs is clear throughout this final publication. TTere Revelli retraces
ground covered in earlicr publications but with a much more analytical approach than
previously as he is addeessing a generation unfamiliar with these wars, Tn 7/ disperso di Marburg
and Le due guerre, Revelli’s sense of responsibility reaches beyond Italy to include the wider
Buropean community and the younger generation respectively. Despite the ever-widening
relevance of Revelli’s writing, onty Lwa of Revellr’s publications have been translated into other
languages. I/ mondo dei vinti appeared in France a3 Ie monde dos vaincus (Paris: Maspéro, 1980), and
H disperso di Marbusg was published in Germany as Der verschoflene Dentrobe (Munich: Verlag C, H.
Beck, 1996), and then in France as T disparn de Marburg (Pacis: Bditions Payot & Rivages, 2006).

Other opportunities to testify

Revelli’s energy in fulfilling his sense of an ‘impegne’ is primarily chanuelled inro his research
and writing as outlined above. In addition, Revelli was not reticent i utilizing other
opportunities to make the past known. Numerous newspaper atticles and interviews show a
desire to reach a wider audience than that provided solely by his publications, and
simultancously show an ability and commitment on Revelli’s patt to engage with the issues of
the day in order that dhe past might not be forgotten. Typically, Revelli would feature in
newspapers, and on occasion on television, atound the time of commemorations of the
Liberation, or a particular anniversary, Such issues included the trial of Nazi and Fascist war
criminals,®® and government policies affecting the rural communitities.¥ There were also
interviews n conjunction with the award of an honorary degree from Turin Univessity in 1999
and the reception of the Premio Guinzane Cavour in 1986 (ater won by Mario Rigoni Stern in
2002), the Premio Gambrinus in 1988 and the Premio “della Resistenza™ in 2003 as a ‘scrittore

di grande impegno civile’,#

%5 QOreste Pivetta, ““Quel gludici non conoscono la Storda™, L'Uwita, 3 August 1996; Nuto Revelli,
L’impegno di ogoi giorno’, Lotze naove, 20 Aprl 1964.

16 Vumi Cornero, ““Ormai & troppo tardi. Le campagne sano morte™, T.a Stampa, 3 December 1998.

¥ Web announcement of decision by the Giuria del Premio Letterario Cittd di Omegna, to honour Revelli
in 2003, bitp/ /www.oopsalopatole.com/Public/Recensioni/dettagliaspPIlD=01  Accessed 14tk
December 2006,



http://www.nonsoloparole.com/Public/Recensioni/dettagli.aspPID%e2%80%9491

26

Revellf’s lecture serics at the University of Turin typified his commitment to educating a
younger generation. He also taught an undergraduate course at the University of Cosenza, and
made numerous visits to schools in Piedmont. This oral interaction with young Ttalians was
supplemented by the publication of a schools’ edition of La guerra dei poveri#® The range of
media and methods employed by Revelli and the longevity of his sense of an ‘impegno del

dopo’ are all evidence of its intensity.

Bearing Witness, Memory and History: Issucs and Dcebates

We have scen above that as the scope of Revelli’s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo™ expanded, so
too he employed un increasing number of formats to broadcast his message. These
developments, however, raise several issues which need to be discussed in order to establish a
theoretical context and framework in which to later analyze his works and methodology.

In defining Revelli's ‘impegno del dope’, it was established that the sense of
commitment under which he laboured was predominantly that of the witness but also that of
the political activist — albeit without any party political element. Revelli wrote as a witness from
more than one peespeciive, beginning with his autobiographical writing and concluding as a
witness of the experiences of one gencration to another. In this final section of Chapter 2 we
will consider Revelli’s tole as witness, the function of memory, and its interaction with history.

Revelli as witness

Since World War II, the concept of 2 commitment to testify and bear witness has been
assoctated partcularly with Holocaust survivers. It also includes mndividuals who have endured
other traumas (often wat- or conflict-related), and emerged with a determination to record and
relate the experience. The most detailed studies of bearing witness post Wotld War IT are based
on the literature of Holocaust survivors. Due to the subjectivity of perspective, polemics or
criticisms levelled against witness’ accounis are often very similar to those raised against orat

testimonies. The idea of testifying or bearing witness has 2 number of implications depending

8 Alessandea Mavzotta, ‘Fi la povera gente la mia patria’, Luna nyopa, 12 May 1998. Chapter 5 reveals
another angle to Revelli’s public role: researching I disperso di Marbmy he had occasion to visit Marburg
and address two different andiences, one young and the other old, with a greatly differing reception.
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on the context in which it operatcs. Agamben, in Remaants of Anschwity: The Witness and the
Aprchim, identifies two distinct types of ‘witness” within the legal context:

In Latin thete are two words for Switness’. The first word, s, from

which our word ‘testimony’ detives, ctymoiogmlly mgmhes the person

who, in a trial or lawsuit between two rival parties, is in the position of a

third party (fersis). The second word, superszes, designates a person who has

lived through something, who has experienced an event from beginning

to end and can therefore bear witness to it.4
Revelli can be seen to fulfil bath functions in his role as a witness of rreauma. On the one hand,
Revelli bore witmess to his own experiences in Russia and as a pattisan, that is, i his
autobiographical writing he testified as a partizipant, or superstes, in personal and national trauma.
On the other, Revelli testified in subsequent publications as an ebserver, or tertis, of the challenges
faced by rural Piedmont in war and in peace. The socio-economic context in which Revelli
conducted his research added a sense of urgency to his work. The testimonies of La sirada del
davai, the first of the collections of oral testimonies, were recorded during the late 1960s, just
after the economic ‘boom’ of 1958-63, a period of remarkable change and enesgy within Italian
society and Piedmount in particular. The same boom, however, expedited the demise of the rural
commuuitics in which Revell: was working, Young people left in droves, to exchange uncertain
yield from the fields for the financial secunity of working in the new factories MV, p. xxit-xxv).
According to Calandei, Revelli quickly realized that the histories of the people of these
communities was in danger of being lost, Revelli set out to ‘capture’ or ‘establish’ 2 record for
posterity:5

Assistevo all’esode grandioso, grandioso... [sic] scappavano proprio, dal
loro ambiente. Allora mi sono detto: una parte di queste persone hanno

9 Giorgio Agamben, Rewrants of Anschwiry; The Wiiness and the Apchive New York: Zone Books, 1999), p.
17.

Agamben also discusses the role of the witaess within a Christian context, and draws on the Greek, martis,
from which comes our English ‘martyr’. The earliest Christian witnesses often paid a heavy price for
proclaiming the veracity of their message, yet they were cominitted to its communication. While the
Christian notion of wituessing i not pertinent to Revelli’'s wating, it does transmir something of the
mtense commitment and sense of responsibility inherent in the proclamation of his message — whethicer
regarding Russia or rural Piedmont,

Within the context of post-war Europe ‘martyr’ can, however, be a problematic term as it imposes a
moral value judgement not necessarily in keeping with the individual's death. For example, within the
Tlolocaust context, Agamben (quoting Bettelheim) states decisively: ‘By calling the victims of the Nazis
‘martyrs’, we falsify their fate’. Thus Bettetheim and Agamben take issue with the term ‘martyr’ as it gives
the deaths of the Jews in the Holocaust a dignity and meaning that did not reflecr the reality.

50 From conversation with Calandri at the Istituto Storico della Resistenza in Cuneo, 22 July 2005




delle esperienze straordinarie da raccontire, © le ascolte io adesso oppure
va tuite perduto. Allora ho cominciato. Un lavoro difficile, faticoso.?

‘Thus, it can be argued thar - just as the witnessing of the retreat from the Don provoked an
obligation to testify firstly in his autobiographical writing and then in his collections of letters
and oral testimonies - the witnessing of the turmoil of twentieth century rural Piedmont
provoked an obligation to testily on behalf of the mndividuals and communities involved.

Jelin suggests that normally 2 witness would testify eizber as a participant er as an
observer of an event, yet with Revelli’s later wotks we note that his role as witness was a
hybrid of participaat and observer. ILis role was to facilitate the communication of stories and
experiences, whether, in the case of the ‘dispersy, through the publication of their
correspondence, or through the recarding and publication of the oral testimonics of the
contadini. As a facilitator of testimonies of the Russian campaign or the Resistance, Revelli was
narrating incidents he had - to a greater or lesser degree — both observed and experienced; as a
facilitator of testimonies of rural experience, Revelli could testify only as an observer.

Agamben introduces and debates a paradoxical element of withess-hearing, that is, the
impossibility of the true witness-bearing witness. e states that ‘the survivor’s testimony has
truth and a reason for being only if it is completed by the one who cannot beat witness”.™ Ot
alternatively, ‘the one who cannot bear witness is the true witness, the absclute witness’.5 What
does he mean? This paradox is deawn from Levi’s conteation that only the ‘sommersi’ could
fully tell what happened in Auschwitz, and they could not speak from beyond the gas-ovens. At
the outset of his work, Agamben had defined a superstes as onc “who has lived through
something, wha has experienced an event fron: begtuning 1o end and can thergfore bear webiess to 28755 Levls
‘sommersi’ had indeed experienced Auschwitz from beginning to end and in doing sa it had

become impossible for them to testify. The result of this paradox is that the testimony of

51 Radic interview with Revelli, ‘Il Novecento racconta’, edited by Andres Giuseppini, produced by Flavia
Pesett, published on the web:_http://progettomemona.it/mito_gevellihtm Quoted in Flavio Menardi
Noguera, in ‘Con passione e con metodo. Rileggendo le opere di Nuto Revelli, I/ prossnte ¢ fa storia
(=Rivista del [SRCP, 66 (2004)), pp. 123-140 {p. 152).

52 Dlizabeth Jelin, Siate Repression and the Labors of Memory, trans. by Judy Rein and Maccial Godoy-Anativia,
Contradictions, XV11L (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 61.

3 Agamben, p. 150,

3t Agamben, p. 150.

55 Agamben, p. 17 [emphasis mine].
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survivors” of Auschwits, or in Revelli’s case, the retreat from the Don, can only ever be parual
a8 in surviving they had not plumbed the depths of the experience. Cleatly, such a paradox in
witnessing elicits strong responses from scholats. Lyotard declares that ‘the witness is a
traitor’,5 while Bernstein states thut ‘each external accountng |is] « falsification’ 5 Revelli is
fully conscious of the fact that the ‘dispersi’ were unable to tell of their fate, so he took it upon
himsclf to act 4s 4 sz on their behalf, This was not specifically with the aim of secunng legal
judgement (although he was concerned with such procedures},* but principally to broadcast
and make known their thoughts and responses to the sitvation in which they were placed.” If
one subscribes to Lyotard and Bernstenn’s fears regarding witnesses to the Holocaust one must
also question the extent to which Revelli, the survivor, can fully tesrify — to his own expetiences
or those of others.%

Bearing witness is predominantly but not exclusively the narcative expression of
trauma, Revelli’s writing testifies to different types of trauma. A second complementary
dimension to his writing 13 that of promoung marginalized sectors of society, military and
civilian, to the atfention of Italian society at large. Unlike the similar debates m social theory
outlimed by Kelly Oliver in "Witnessing and Testimony’, while the testimonics presented by
Revelli do demand recognition by the dominant cultural record for the marginalized, they do
nol contain any real demand ‘“for retribution and compassion’.5! By this, 1 mean that although
there are many voices prepared to highlight the prejudices and difficulties faced by their
community, there are very few who are prepared to fight for change — or even believe it is

possible. Instead, Rovelli poctrays the contading as cowed and resigned to a life of marginalization.

% lean-Frangots Lyotard, The Twbuman: Reflestions on Time, trans, by Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel
Bowlhy (Canbridge: Polity Press, 1991), p. 204.

57 J. M. Bernstein, ‘Bare Life, Bearing Witness: Auschwitz and the Pornography of Horror’, Parallax, 2004,
vol. 10, no. 1, 2-16 (p. ).

% See Agamben, p. 18: ‘One of the most common mistakes ~ which is not only made in discussion of the
camp -1 the tacit confusion of ethical categeries and juridical categories {(or, worse, of juridical categories
and theological categories, which gives rise to a new theodicy). Almost all the categories that we use in
moral and teligicus judgements are in some way contaminated by law: guilt, responsibility, mnocence,
judgement, patdon. ... [sic] This makes it difficult to invoke them without particular caution’.

5 See introduction to Liwlme fronte for discussion of the Leopolt Commission — set up to investigare the
alleged massacre of 2000 Italian troops in 1943,

Sec also Alberto Pappuzzi, ‘Nuto Revelli: 1a rivincita dei Vinti’, La Stampa, 6% February 2004.

0 Chapter 4 will discuss in more detail the extent to which this is an issue in Revelli’s wriling of the
Russian front.

¢: Kelly Oliver, ‘Witnessing and ‘I'estimony’, Fara/lax, 2004, vol. 10, no.1, 73-87 (p. 78).
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On the other hand, the contadini seem to be working to ensure a betterment of their lives by
their own efforts. Lobbying the government for change has in the past only proved futide and
left the rural communitics with low cxpectations. This post-war attitude, examined later in
Chapters 6, pravides an interesting comparison with the variety of attitudes and behaviour in
evidence during the period 1941-1945,

A further aspect of witnessing to be considered is that of the role of ‘silences’ in both
Revelli’s own testmony and that provided by the eaadivi. Again, the concept of ‘silences’ is
particularly pertinent to testimonies relating experience of the Holocaust, or of the Nazi-Fascist
years. Generally, these lacunae manifest themselves in the glossing over of particular incidents
or opininns, as if they are of no real import, or as if the speaker has no knowledge of them.¢2

It is evident that a witness tnight not speak of a particular period or incident for a
number of reasons. ‘Survivor guilt’ often renders a potential witness mute for decades, even the
remainder of his life, because the experience undetgone was so intensely rraumanc that the
individual prefers to shield himself from the pain by ‘forgetting’ (see eatlier discussion) or
supptressing their memory. Speaking specifically of Primo Levi, Bernstein defines ‘sutvivor’s
guilt’ as: “a shame at having survived, and with that shame the sense that one’s experience is
theteby inauthentic, less true than the reality suffered by the many [i.e. who had perished]’.6
Lyotard analyses the concept of ‘slences’ as follows:

To be able not to speak is not the same as not to be able o speak. The

latter is a deprivation, the former a negation [...] If the survivors do not

speak, is it because they cannot speak, or because they avail themselves of

the possibility of not speaking that is given them by the ability to speak?

Do they keep quiet out of necessity, or freely, as it is saidré*
Revelli’s work and writing are, we shall see, shaped by such questions. In addition, as those with
whom and for whom he wotked had previously had no vehicle by which they could readily
speak — this is integral to Revell’'s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ on their behall — Revelli

wielded considerable power in editing their testimonies and deciding what they should and

62 Chapter 5 shows where theses silences typically arise in the peasant accounts of life under Fascism and
duting the Resistance.

% Bernstein, p. 2,

& Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Differend: Phrases fn L4égpare, trans. by George Van Den Abbeele (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1988), {14.
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should not say. This is one of he most problemanic elements of Revelli’s work if we are trying
to assess the extent to which he actually acted as a spokesperson, rather than a manipulator of
their narratives.%® A secondary element to be mvestigated in Revelli's work 1s the degree to
which he engages with the question of war crmes: another aspect which could, and did, on
occasionn prompt silence on the part of the perpetrators. Others, such as Mauthausen, were
psycholagically scarred by their time in Russia to the extent that although they spoke out and
told about their experiences, thuse around dismissed them as mad — unless, like Revelli, they
saw themselves i1 his torment:

Fta un folle Mauthausen’, era uno dei tanti relitd di guerra solo

apparentemente ‘in congedo’. Ma la guerra & pazzia, e ogni imprecazione,

ogni gride di ‘Mauthauser’, era una veritd sacrosanta. Mentre

‘Mauthausen’ imprecava io tivivevo le s notti all’addiaccio {.. ]

(S, p. viii)
Revelli speaks here of his own wounds which were ready to reopen with even the slightest
pressure (S, p. viii). In such a context, Ventresca’s analysis of ‘silences’ as evidence of an
‘ongoing reckoning with the memory and legacy of Mussoling’s regime’,% 1s typified in the
naceatives of both Revelli and his rural witesses. 1t has, however, been argued that such
silences are ‘just as meaningful as spoken words’;®” Sumic-Riha balances this with the
admonition that ‘the danger in handling silence restdes then in the temptation of assigning to
silence some fullness of being, of succumbing to the ontology of presence’.®® Succeeding
chapters examine the significance of silences in Revelli’s response to his ‘impegno det dopo’.

A further area, whinch potentially impinges on Rewvell’s funcrion as a wimess, is that of

thetoric and textuality.® Revelli’s ‘impegno’ to bear witness at all costs involved speaking in

classrooms, lecture halls, and public fora over the decades. It is, however, his written testimony

65 See Chapter 3.

68 Roliert Ventresca, ‘Debating the Meaning of Fascism in Contemporaty Italy’, Moderu Traly, vol. 11, No.
2, June 2006, 189-209 (p. 189).

& Blizabeth Jane Bellamy, “‘Laboratories” Against TIolocaust Denial — Or, the Limits of Postmodern
"I'heory’, Parafiax, 2004, vol. 10, no. 1, 88-99 (p. 94).

&8 Jelica Sumic-Riha, “l'estimony and the Real: Testimony between the Impossibility and the Obligatorn’,
Parallasx, 2004, vol, 10, no.1, 17-29 {p. 26}.

® Within the context of Revelli's collections of oral testumonies, I use ‘textuality’ to connote the ‘textual-
ness’ of his writing, as opposed to ‘the process of producing a ext dirough the transformation of other
texts” (Blizabeth A. Mcese, Crossing the Deuble-Cruss: The Practice of Fominist Giiticiom (Chapel 1L NC:
University of Norxth Carolina Press, 1986), p. 44). ‘That is, given the transfer of medium from oral to
written, onr interest is i how the gradiy of the original source relates to the fxnafizy of the fAnished
publications.
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that is the primary focus of interest. Undoubtedly, Revelli wrote to persuade the unaware, the
ignorant, of all that had happened in Russia, of all the failings and decceptions of the Fuscist
machine and consequently of the ‘true’ fate of so many Italian soldies.

Carroll, i cstablishing a definition of ‘“text’ and ‘textuality’, focuses on the central
question of wherc meaning actually lies; does it, he asks, ‘emerge from authorial intention, from
the structure of the text itself, or from the reader’s own contributions®?¢ Chapter 3 explores
this idea further in relation to the implications of Revellf's methodology, specifically in the
transfer from otal or aural, to written text, and the degree to which he communicates the words
and significance intended in the original narration of the omtading,

Memory: Remcmbering and Forgetting

Scholars offer various definitions of memory? and here, we will consider some of the aspects
of memory patticulatly relevant to testimony-bearing and Revell’s ‘impegno del dopo’.

Firstly, then, memory is central o dentity. Oppenhetmer and Hakvoort state that
metmory permits ‘individuals to acquite, retain and retrieve knowledge related to their own
personal experiences and forms an important part of individuals’ identities”.? Halbwachs argues
that memory s far more than merely depositary or archival in nature;? it is a dynamic force
subject to constant reinterpretation.” Such dynamism does lay the faculty of memory open to
accusations of unrcliability and a lack of veracity. Nonetheless. whether viewed as primarily
archival or dynamic m nature, scholars tond to agree on the contribution of memoty to the
formation of identity, whether on an mdividual or collective level.”® Jedlowski, however, warns
that tying memory too closely to identity runs the risk of forgetting that la memoria & anche cid

che pud conwaddire Pidentith che un soggetto intende assumere in un dato momenta’.”

™ Jumie B. Careoll, entry under ‘lext’ in the University of Chicago online ‘Theoties of Media’ glossary,
http:/ /csmtuchicago.edu/glossarv2004/ texthtm Accessed 29 January 2007,

" Andrea Mammone, ‘A Daily Revision of the Past: Fascism, Anti-Fascism, and Memory in
Contemporary Italy’, Modern {taly, vol. 11, no. 2, June 2006, 211-226 (p. 221).

2 1. Oppenheimer and T. Hakvoort, “Will the Germans ever be forgivenr Memories of the Second World
War four generations later’, in The Rok of Mewory in Lithitic Conflict, ed. by E. Caimns and M. D. Roe
(London: Palgrave, 2003}, pp. 94-104 (p. 94).

72 Paolo Jedlowski, Memoria, Esperionsa e modvruita: Momorie e socetd nel XX secole (Mitan: FrancoAngeli,
2002), p. 46.

™ Emunuel Prower, ‘Memwory as Sign’, in Meniory-Remembering-Forgeriing, ed. by Wojciech H. Kalaga,
Tadeusz Rachwat (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1999), pp. 11-27 {p. 22).

* Jedlowska, p. 115.

7 fJedlowski, p. 115.
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Without explicitly tying memory and identity together, Revelli shows in discussion with the
contadini that the identity they are attempting to project can be destroyed by written memories or
records (DG, pp. 8-9).

A second unifying feature of the vacious interpretations of memory is an
acknowledgement of the inescapability of memory and its intrinsic relationship to our present.
The past is now only accessible as 1t 1s mediated through our present; our metnory of the past 1
subject to numerous influences affecting the manner in which we reconstruct the past.”

Memoty also has 2 commemorative role. Revelli weote many of his publications, as we
have seen above, with 4 view to preserving a memory of patticular groups and communities,
patticularly the dispery of the Russian campaign and the rural communities. Discussion of
individual texts in the following chapters cxamines how this aim worked in practice and the
various issues cncountered,

Memoty is crucial to both autobiography and testimony writing. Yet it can be argued
that there nceds to be opportunity to forget. Revelli speaks constantly of a2 commitment not to
forget, to remember at all cost, and this sense of duty never falters over the decades.
Opporttunity to forget is important, however, given the relationship between past events, out
memoty of them naw, and their influence on the shapmg of our tdentity and existence in the
present. Pavone speaks of ‘the great difficulty in finding a point of equilibtium between the
right to memory and the need for forms of forgetting that allow daily life to resume in societies
devastated by the general practice of active and passive violence’.”® If the balance tips too far
towards forgetting, the result can be as negative in impact on wdividual and collective memory
as a refusal to remember:

The essence of forgetung is the loss of access to the realm of being.
Forgetting means losing contact with being; TF unintentional, forgetting is
a mere scar 1o identity; if done on putpose, it becomes a form of suicide,

of self-inflicted euthanasta. Forgetting is an evasion of being, an escape
from being into the rush of becoming.™

T Jedlowski, p. 48.
78 Pavone, p. 279,
™ Kalaga, p. 39.
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"The Interaction of Memory and History

Memory and history are inseparable. Oral history depends on the verbalization of memory.
Traditional historical records are drawn from various formats, yet each ultimately depends on
the facully of memory. The interaction of memory and history can be problemaric, Drawing on
Halbwachs, Mammeone acgues that ‘if memory is often perceived to be subjective, individual and
unique, then history, being a coherent and rational scientific discipline, must be more objective,
general, global and even universal’.’ Over Revelli’s writing careet, memory increasingly engaged
with history in the manner Mammone outhnes, that is, his subjective autobiogsaphical narratives
were followed by mote histotical — although not necessatily more objective - collections, in the
sense that they provided a record of the past from a collective perspective. In earlier writing, it
is more difficult to identify an objectivity and globality in Revelli’s approach; ndeed, we have
seen that in his prefuce to Ma ferds, Revelli states cxplicitly that he has no illussons about the
objectivity of his publication.
An importaue clement dentihed by Mammone and Pavone alike — and practiced by

Revelli - 15 the moral aspect of the historian’s role. Arguing from the premise that Italy is ‘a
counlry whose post-war democracy was founded on an anti-Ifascist conscnsus’, Mammone
states explicitly that:

There 15 a moral obligation to remember those ordinary Italians who

fought for liberty and democtacy, and against Mussolini, The act of

remembering is a duty us well as u source of culture. The original anti-

Fascism will die with the last partisan, and the Degima Marwill live only in

the eves of some nostalgic right-wing exrremists. But memory remains, 81
Revelli writes of this pertod of histary from the standpoint of one who has fought both for and
against Mussolini. Likewise, many of the scldiers interviewed for the collections of oral
testimondes had ‘fought for liberty and democracy’ — after the events of 8% September 1943.
Mantpulated memmory’, seen above in the concept of the myth of the ‘“inherent goodness of
Italians’, introduces the possibility that such 2 stereotype has a moral aspect and implications for

history and ltalian society. Pavone views such a myth, particularly in the context of the

¢ Maramone, p. 212.
4 Mammone, p. 221.
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Resistance, as contributing to the assuaging of the Italian conscience after the Liberation 32 It s
only recently that such an attitude has ceased to impose itself on Italian historiography, and
been replaced with a more critical analysis of the period than that seen in the early post-war
years, Mamtnone argues, 1 2000, that there 1s stll ‘certainly a need for greater critical analysis”
for the following reason:

Ttalian public memory may not be absolved from all responsibilities. The

dilemma of Fascism was not resolved with the defeat of Mussolini’s

Italian Social Republic. [...} To this end, historians, and especially young

scholars, have the ethical responsibility ‘to restore the memory of what

FFascism has really been’,® with thie intention of avoiding — as far as

possible — the reappearance of bloodshed and dictatorships,s!
On a similar vein, Jedlowski argues that ‘il deficit di memoria storica che molti denunciano
cotrisponde alla rinuncia da parte delle generazioni attuali ad assumersi alcuna responsibilita di
quanto avvenne prima e durante la seconda guerra mondiale in Europa’.?s This is particularly
pertinent to Revell’s sensce of an ‘impegne del dopo’ and the writing it produces in thac this is
the very reality that he seeks to combat from his fitst publication onwards.

Time and an individual’s present situation influence the way in which memory is
reconstrucred. Indeed, sometimes it is only the passage of time that actually allows memories to
emerge and be reconstructed 1n a narrative act. One example of this is seen in Robett Gordon’s
chronology of Holocaust writing which shows that it is not uatit the 1960s that ‘the Final
Solution begins to emerge as a key historical phenomenon and as a distinct subject fot memory
and historical understanding’. Likewise, as Revelli goes around Piedmont recording oral
testimonies over the 1960s and 1970s especially, # was not uncominon for him to find that the
individual interviewed had not until that point ever recounted his experience of war, And why?

Because it is only with the passage of time that memosy and natration actually becomes viable.

Some have suppresscd memory i an attemnpt to guin equilibrium between the past and the

82 Pavone, p. 273,

% Paul Cosner, La percezione del fascismo nellltalia di oger’, I Grande Veltro, 128 (19953), p. 183.

# Mammong, p. 222.

8 Jedlowski, p. 96.

¥ Robert Gordon, “Which Holocaust? Primo Levi and the Field of Holocaust Memory in Post-War Ltaly’,
Irabian Studies, vol. 61, no. 1, Spring 2006, 85-113 (p. 87).
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ability to function in the present. Revelli sought to release these memories - whether suppressed

in response to pain, or in attempt to soothe consciences — in the course of his work.




Chapter 3

Revelli’s Approach to Researcli and Publication

Chapter 3 scts out how Revelli’s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ shaped his methodalogy as a
researcher and writer and so deals particularly with his practice in producing La strada del davas, 1]
mondn dei vintl and L'anelly forte. 3 The chapter begins by setting Revelli’s practice of oral histoty
in the context of accepted professional methodoloygy and thought. The main body studies
Revelli’s approach to recording the testimonies of the mmtadini of Piedmont, and the editing of
the rccordings for publication. The chapter then concludes by analyzing potential
methodological complexities within Revelli’s approach. It should be noted that this discussion
of Revelli’s methodology correlates his stated practice with the final published collections of
oral testimonies, rather than with the actual recordings. Access © the original tapes and
transcripts was not possible during the course of my research as some of the people interviewed

by Revelli are still alive. 88

Revelli’s Methodology and Accepted Theory and Practice

How do you categorize a man such as Revelli who recorded and published thousands of hours
of oral testimonies and yet remained an outsider to the discipline? Any analysis of Revelli’s
approach and methodology must begin with his insistence on his amateur status. Fle made no
claim to be a professional oral historian, either on the merits of qualification or experience and
practice. Instead, he emphasized that his work did not follow any pre-existing methodology:
Non ero influenzato da alcuna metodologia...me la sono inventata’®® Without casting doubt
on Revelli’s orignal claim to be an amateur, my aim now is o frace the evolution and
refinement of his practice as an oral historian. Revelli began his work, he satd, oblivious of the
existence of ‘oral history’ as a school and ignorant of any established methodology. By 1985,

when he published the thitd of bis collections of otal testimonies, not only had Revells

87 The main substance of this chapter will be published in the November 2007 issue of Modern Ital.

# Marco Revelli, Nuto Revellds son, established the Londazione Revelli in 2006, The goal of the
Tondazionc is to preserve Revelli’s research — papers and audio matetial — eventually making it available
for consultation. [www.nutorevetli.org]

8 "|'aken from an interview conducted by the author with Revelli at his home in Cuneo on 2 May 2002.
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developed a supposedly home-grown” oral history methodology, but he was cognizant of the
theories practised by ather aral historians, and indeed had considered them sufficiently to be
able to accept or reject their validity. Thete now follows an overview of the development and
practice of oral history, on a global and national level, in order to set Revelli’s own methodology
in context.

The Development of Oral History as a Discipline

Oral history i the modern cra s usually dated from Allan Nevins’ oral history projoct at
Columbia University in 1948, although earlier projects do exist.® Cdward Ives cites one of
these, J. Walter Fewkes’s article ‘A Contribution to Passamaquoddy Folk-Lore® (1890),%1 as
probably ‘the earliest published use of recorded materials’?? Nowadays audible ‘recorded
materials’ form the very crux of oral history sources, yet initially testimonies tended to be
stenographed. Valdemar Poulsen, had produced the first tape recorder m 1898,  but it was to
be some years belore iape-recorders would be widely available.

Qther sources date production of tape recorders m America to as late as 1948, with
general availability still later.”* Tape recorders and recording equipment had thus only recently
come on the market at the time Revelli was gathering the testimonies for La sirada def davai and
he took the decision to stenograph sather than tecord the ioterviews. Revelli makes clear,
however, that this was a decision taken in order to accommodate the withesses rather than due
to a lack of the technological wherewithal: ‘Registrare su magnetofono non era possibile, i

H

“testimoni” si intimidavano. La cosa migliore era stenografare” (§D, p. ix).
During the 1960s, and particuladly in the 1970s, oral hustory expanded and spread

across the globe so that by the mid-1970s 1t was practised virtually worldwide.?s Revelli had by

this stage spent some ten years collecting oral testimonies, having begun in the 1960s (SD, pp.

W Treyar Tummis, Liitening tv History The anthenticity of oral evidenss (New Jersey: Barnes & Noble Books,

1987), p. 42; Oral History: An Inerdiseiplinary Antholggy, ed. by David I Dunaway and Willa K. Baum

{(Walnut Creek, California: AltaMira Press, 1996), p. 8.

17, Walter Dewkes, ‘A Contribution 1o Passamaquoddy Folk-Loce’, josrwal of Amrrican Foll-Lore, 3 (1890),
. 257-80.

g?%.dward D, Ives, The Tupe-Recorded Invervien: L Mausnedl for Teeidworkers in Folklore and Oraf History, 2nd ed.

(Knoxville, The University of Tennessee Press, 1998), p. 87.

# Microsoft® Hncarta® Encyclopedia 2002, © 1993-2001 Microsoll Corporation.

2 Louis Starr, ‘Oral Flistory’, in Dunaway, pp. 39-61 (p. 57).

> Duonaway, p. 54.
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vii-vitl), yet Louis Stats’s list of the countries involved in oral history projects at this stage, does
not include Italy -- another indicator of Revellf’s ‘outsider” status.” The reason for an expanding
interest in oral history at this point is attributed by Laisa Passerini to ‘the crucial shift, which
began right at the end of the 1970s, [...] when tha subjectivity of aral sources came to be scen
ds a point of strengtl, a wvital clue to changing consciousness, rather than as an iatrinsic
weakness’.97
During the 1980s, oral history became increasingly more complex in terms of its

definition and practice.?s For example, at this point researchers such as Gluck began to
distinguish batween ‘oral narrative’ and ‘oral history” as follows:

We are using ‘oral nacratives’ to mean the material gatheced in the oral

history process, typically utilizing o tape recorder. These nacratives take a

varicty of forms, including:life history, topical mnterviews, and testimonics.

‘Oral history’, in contrast, refers to the whole enterprise: recording,

transcribing, editing, and making public the resulting product - usually but

not necessatily a written text.??
Hoffman, in her article ‘Reliability and Validity i Oral History’, offers 2 definition which also
tncorporates o comment on the aims and validity of the process: “Oral history may be defined as
a process of collecting, usually by means of a tape-recorded interview, reminiscences, accounts,
and inlerpretations of events from the recent past which are of historical significance’ 100
Lummis, in Lészentug fo History: The Aunthentialy of Oral Evidence, focuses on the autobiographical
element and defines oral history as ‘an account of first hand experience recalled setrospectively,
communicated to an interviewer for histonical purposes and preserved on a system of
teproducible sound’. 101

Once established, oral history faced aud continues to face muany questions as to its

historical validity. Opponents of the discipline question the purpose of oral history primarily

because of its inherent subjectivity and the fallibility of human memory. The standacd

accusation levelled at oral history is, says Alessandro Portelli, that: ‘oral history has no unificd

% Dunaway, p. 54.

7 Inweriational Yearbook: of Oral History Velwme TV Gender and Memory, ed. by Selma Leydesdorff, Luisa
Passerini and Paul Thompson (OUP, 1996), p. 6.

% Dunaway, p. 8

99 Women's Words: The Feminist Practse of Oral Hisrory, ed. by Sherma Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai, (New
Yark: Routledge, 1991}, p. 4.

100 Alice Hoffinan, ‘Reliability and Validity in Oral History, in Dunaway, pp. 87-93 (p. 88).

101 Tymnimis, p. 27,
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subject; it is told from a multitude of points of view, and the impactiality traditionally claimed by
historians 1s replaced by the partiality of the natrator’, 192
Yet, Portelli avgues, this apparent weakness is actually one of the unique strengths of

oral history in contrast to its traditional counterpart — a view shared by Robert Perks, a fellow
oral historiun:

But the unique and precious element which oral sources force upon the

histotian and which ne other sources possess in equal measure is the

speaker’s subjectivity, If the approach to research is broad and articulated

enough, a cross section of the subjectivity of a group or class may emerge.

Oral sources tell us not just what people did, but what they wanted to do,

what they believed they were doing, and what they now they think they

did. |....] The organization of the narrative reveals a great deal of the

speakess’ relationships to their history. 103
In The Baittz of Valle Ginlia, Portelli juxtaposes traditional history and oral history, noting ‘the
dramatic distance and the indissoluble bond between “history” and personal experience,
between the private unique and solitary spoxes of sorrow in houses, kitchens, and anguished
memorics, and the historian’s perception and reconstruction of broad, public historical
events”. W This tension highlights the equal value of a traditional approach to history &vhich
deals with the events and figures of the day), and the focus of oral history (which expounds the
reactionls and emotions of people to these events and tigures): both ate necessary to form a
complete pictuge of a pertod. In addition, oral history is distinguished from traditional history by
‘both the oral and aural quality of the historical source’.1%5 If the evidence is then presented in
audible format, it demonstrates that oral sources can be ‘richer in communicative power,
contamnmy as it does, mflections, hesitations, expressions and nuances not reproducible in
wriften form’,196

The second line of allack {rom opponents of oral history is that of the fallibility of

human memory, this faculty being the very foundation of the discipline.’®” Hoffman, an oral

historian, challenges the accusations of subjectivity and fallibility of memory by showing how

102 Alesandro Portelli, What makes oxal history diffexent’, in Perks, pp. 63-74 (p. 73).

162 Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson, Ths Oral Fiisiory Reader (New York: Kouledge, 1998}, p. 67.

1+ Alessandro Portelli, The Battle of VVatle Cinlia: Oral History and the Art of Dialogwe (Wisconsin: The
University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), p. viii.

105 | anmis, p. 23,

128 Tummis, p. 23.

0! Dunaway, p. 88.
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the “reliability” and “validity’ of sources can be safeguarded:

Reliability can be defined as the consistency with which an individual will

tell the same story @bout the same events on a number of diffetent

occasions. Validity refers to the degree of canformity between the reports

of the event and the event itself as recorded by other primary source

material such as documents, photographs, diades, and letters, Now, while

it 15 conceivable that an oral report might be a true description of an

event, its validity cannot really be tested unless it can be measured against

some body of evidence. Without such evidence, an isolated description of

an cvent becomes a bit of esotetica whose worth cannot be propetly

evaluated. 199
BEven within the discipling, what one oral historian sces s an advantage another might see as a
drawback. Papular engagement’, for example, is one of the strengths of oral history and,
concurrently, one of its potential weaknesses. Traditional historiography has tended to be
bietarchical in character on account of its key sources (for example, legal documents and
records, government reports, military archives). Oral history redresses this halance by giving
‘ordinary people’ opportunity fo tecount past evenrs from thewr perspective.’® ‘Ordinary
people’ tends to connote people of lower social classes than those who typically contribute to
the traditional historical record. Taken to extreme, the selection of potential interviewees for
oral history projects purely on the grounds of class or social standing is, Ives argues, actually
unhelpful: ‘Clitism/non-elitism is 4 ridiculous polarity to begin with. Between the two there is

M 143 3 M M

no great gulf fixed. No one is common, and “great men” arc a dime a dozen, and getting
cheaper’.11¢ Passerini sees a potentially greater risk in privileging such popular accounts:

Among the gravest of the inadequacics of oral history, I would suggest, is

the tendency to teansform the writing of history into a form of populism

— that is, to replace certain of the essential teners of scholarship with facile

democratisation, and an open mind with demagogy. Such an approach

runs the sk of constructing oral history as merely an alternative ghetto,

where at last the oppressed may be allowed to speak. 111
'The following chaptets will allow us 1o consider whether there is an element of this ‘ghetto-

ization” or populism in Revelli’s approach. At the same time, we will explore the idea of populac

memory, that is, the ‘generalized colilective image of the past’. Lummis contends that this

168 Punaway, p. 89.

€9 Lumumis, p. 17,

110 Tyes, p. xi

H1 Luisa Passerini, ‘Work ideology and consensus under Italian fascism’, in Perks, pp. 53-62 (p. 53).
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particular perspective un the past, “althaugh held by the people, does not come from them’ any
longer as popular memory has grown to be ‘heavily influenced and shaped by the mstitutions
with cconomig, pelitical and social power’. 112

There are cleasly attested benefits to oral history that reach beyond a mere archival
function. Generally, oral history can widen access to ignored scctors of society, and has the
potentia) to impact positively on a social level. 113 Ilor example, teseatch shows that on a
petsonal level the narration of one’s individual history has had a therapeutic cffect on the elderly
or confused, 1 and more widely, oral history has been credited with ‘crcating a scnse of
community cohesion and of contnuity across generations’ 115

Oral history in Italy has shared these common debates; Passerini confirms that ‘in the
cuntexrt of traditional historical research [...] oral sources and the study of everyday phenomena
have a problematic relationship to the mamstream tradition’.11¢ Portelli atleges that ‘the ltalian
intcllectual community’ had dismissed oral history before even muking the effort to understand
it tully, ‘charging oral history with pretensions it does not have, m order to set everybody’s mind
at ease by refuting them’. 137 This, then, is the context in which Revelli recorded and edited the
oral testimonies of rural Picdmont, and yet he always remained aloofl from professional oral
history and its practitioners. We tutn now to consider how this claimed invention of a

methodology by an amateur oral historian worked i practice.

Revelli’s Practice in the Recording of Oral Testimonies

An nitial reading of the published testimonies gives the impression that the printed fext is an
exact representation of what was said in conversation; deeper consideration of the texts and
Revelli’s introductions to them demonstrates that the published versions are more than an

unadulterated transcription. The mtroduction to each of the collections shows a progression

112 Lummis, p. 123,

13 Tisa Passering, Fasdsw in Popurtar Mewory: The Cultrival FEsgperignce of the Turin Working Class, trans. by Bob
Lumley and Jude Bloomfield (Cambridge: Cambridge Universily Press, 1987), p. 129.

14 Lummis, p. 152,

15 David K. Dunaway, ‘Introduction: The Intexdisciphnarity of Oral Flstory’, in Dunaway, pp. 7-22 (p.
12).

116 Passerim, Fasass, p. 2.

117 Perks, p. 63.
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both in Revelli’s thinking on his work and the way he gathered and used the testimonics.

‘T'he first of the collections, La strada del davar, grves very little comment on the collation
of the testimonics which were all, but for one, ‘raccolta a caso’ (§D, p. xv). Rather, Revelli lays
great emphasis on the emotional impact of testifying, Fle concentrates on communicating the
harshness of the Russian experience, whether n retreat or in imprisonment, and the fervour
with which he handies such material is consistent with his personal memories of many of the
detuils recounted by his sources. While Revelli does not discuss methodology in 2oy detail in 1 2
strada del davai, it 13 controvertible that some methodology, even haphazard at this srage, s
integral to the process. Revelli might not engage here with the intticacies of his methodology,
but from the inception of his aim to allow the contadini-ioldati o “write’ their war, methodology
has shaped and dictated the content from research ro final publication. The later collections
illustrate a shift in the balance between content and methodology. This is deduced fram the
grealer level of detail provided by Revelli on how he contacted passible witnesses, how he then
conducted the interviews and recarding sessions, and how he areived at the finished publication.
Discussion of his methadological approach is confined mainly to the introductions in each of
the collections of oral testimonies, but 1s elaborated on 1 the text of 1/ digperso di Marburg''® and
I prete ginsts. 19 From these it is possible to trace Revell’’s methodologicat approach from initial
contact fo finished publication; an mdividual process which frequently set Revelli apact from
other oral historians.

Throughout the course of his research, Revelli celicd heavily on the assistance of
‘mediatori’ in locating polential witnesses. The majority of the intermediaties —~ men and women
— wote themselves contadizd although several other professions were represented among them
including teachers, priests, and the local mayor. Often onginally witnesses therselves (§D, p.
viif), the intermediaries would search out potential candidates for Revelli to interview, usually
from among their own acquaintances. Usually this was possible because of the standing of the
intermediary in his community. They would then act as geographic guide to Revelli through the

maze of mouwntain roads and hamilets, ultimately introducing witness and interviewer. This

18 Nuto Revell, I disperso di Marburp (Turin: Einaudi, 1994).
119 Nuto Revelli, I prese ginizo (L'urin: Einaudi, 1998),.
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would culminate in sessions, either with individuals or groups, of anything up to ten people
(AF, p. xxxiii). Even at this pomnt, the mediatori still had an important role to play in that they
were crucial to Revelli — an outsider in these cautious and closed rural communities — ever
building a relationship with the centadine:

Anche Tincontro organizzato, con i ‘mediatore’ che mi presenta come

Tuoma di cn fidarst’, nasce sulla diffidenza istintiva. E sempre la

diffidenza 1l primo ostacolo che mi trovo di fronte, una diffidenva che

non mu offende, che giustifico. Non € facile entrate nelle case coatadine,

non ¢ facile mchiodare un contading 4 un tavolo per orc ¢ ote, Senza una

rete efficiente di ‘basist?’, di ‘mediatoti’, non si entra nelle case contadine.

MV, p.xxx)
As Calandri put it “Allf'inizio crano molto importanti — davano credenza a Revelli ¢ il suo
lavore’.12¢ Calandri went on to explain that the role of the mediarori did change over the years:
‘Dopo che Revelli ¢ diventato famoso, il ruolo dei mediatori & diminuito un po™ non c’era
bisogne della presenza del mediatore in ogni occasione perché avevano visto o sentito che le
loro patole erano stampate fedelmente’ (4C). Such was the influence that these wediatori wiclded
over the wntadini that Revelli stated in ‘Autobioprafia di un impepne’ that he would ask them
not to introduce him as a partisan so as not to prejudice the ensuing testimony one way ot the
uther (given the range of attitudes among the contadin towards the war of Liberation).121 Revelli
acknowledged their assistance in a list at the begmaing of I/ mondo dei vint! and L’anello forie
tespectively of some thirty-seven mediatori with whom he had consulted. La sirade del davat does
not include a list of mediatsri but refers to assistance given by Renaldi in setting up meetings with
survivors from the Russian Front, allowing us to conclude that even at this early stage of his
research Revelli made use of the local knowledge of mediatory to access witnesses.

Given the communiiy in which he conducted his research, before even setting up a
meeting Revelli had to consider such practical points as the lifestyle and routine of rural
communities. For example, there was no point trying to make recordings during the summer
months when the land fully occupied the mmiading - even the 90-year-olds would be out in the

fields. Rather, the bulk of his reseanch was conducted over the winter months when his soutces

120 Taken from a conversation between the author and Michele Calandsi, in the Istituto Storico della
Resistenza in Cuneo e Provincia, Cuveo, on 22 July 2003,

21 Condicione contading: Récerca Intervento Svituppo, ed. by Giancatlo Grimaldi (f'urin: Stampatori, 1979), p.
406.




had oppottunity to talk to him at length. Tndeed, winter had historically been the season of
storytelling in these communities and the sessions in which Revelli would gather testimonies
seem often to have become, like the #egéa of which the witnesses speak, community oceasions
accompanicd by an abundance of wine and music (M1 p. xxx-xxx1}.

A second aspect of Revelli’s research methodology — one which sets him apart from
professional oral historians — is that he conducted all actual interviews himself no mean feat
when one considers that in I/ monde der wint alone he interviewed 270 individuals in sessions
which lasted on average about three hours. Passerini, in contrast, did not conduct all the
interviews herself, although she does say that she would at least make a point of meeting each
of the nutrators. Without wishing to suggest that Passerini lacked commitment to her subject,
this difference in practice illustrates the extent to which the wutadini and their experiences had
absorbed Revelli. 1t is also in keeping with his desirc to represent these individuals to the best of
his capabilities that he noted as many of the minutiae of their personality and manner of
natration as possible. One element which could potentially prove a negative influence on
achieving this were the very mediaford who had more than likely provided the initial conract.
Consciously or not, they mevitably exercised a measure of censorship in their selection of
witnesses tor Revelli, and, during the actual recording, their presence must have influenced the
content. and delivery of the testimony.

Revelli’s desire to overcome the diffidence of the confadini at the initial meeting by the
presence of the mediaier! 13 typical of the atmosphere he cultivated during the actual interview.
Ie believed that by creating a relaxed and positive environment he would encourage the fullest
testimonies possible. In order to create such an environment Revelli thought carefully about
where the interview should take place, realising that people were most likely to speak openly if
they were in a familiar environment surrounded by familiar objects (M1, p. xliif). Consequently,
famnily members or neighbours were often present during the relalion of the testimony. This was
not necessatily a bad thing, but Revelli does note that on occasion the presence of women and
children could adversely influence the content and flow of the inrerview. For example, if the

man of the house was relating his experience of the Russian front, the presence of wife and
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children often had the converse effect of that desired by causing the witness to sclf-censor the
details he disclosed, softening and making them perhaps less cruel (87, p. xiif). One other key
factor in Revelli's gaining the trust of the comtadin was his ability to converse with them in
Piemontese as he discovered that dialect often proved the key to opening a conumunity to his
work.

Bstablished oral historians are divided on the wisdom of creating ‘a good rappost’
between witness and mrerviewer and tend to advocate caution against creating oo relaxed an
atmosphere. 'The interview is a serious undertaking of considerable historical value if
approached in the right manner. Ives expressed this necessaty caution in terms of maintaining
the ‘strunger value’; that is, the slight clement of distance in interaction between witness and
interviewer. 122 Lummis shares Ives’ caution and encourages or:fll.hisiorians to conduct their
research in an ‘atmosphere of professional inquiry’ so that the witness appreciates the value of
theit own testimony to the overall project.-?> As he set up his equipment Revelli would initiate
what he refers to us a ‘mormento di rodaggio” (A, p. ix), in which he would explain to the
narrator what he was doing and what he hoped to achieve from the testimonies he was
collecting, By cxplanation and breaking the ice through initiating a dialogue, Revellf’s primary
aim was to put the narrator at ease. We then learn that he would invite the navrator to give a
chronological framework to his account, but did not force this pomt. Should the witness choose
to do so, Revelli was delighted; F he did not, Revelli nevertheless encouraged him to speak
freely: Parlate alla vostra moda” (M1} p. xxx).

This attempt to impose a chronological structure on the nanﬁtive 1s one of the areas in
which Revelli departs from the opinion of other ITtaliun oral histotians. He believed that the
impositions of a chrongological framework would assist i communicating the significance of an
indvidual’s experience for today’s society. Passerini, by contrast, stated categorically rthat she
would never ask anyone to start from the beginning.'*¢ She believed that by allowing the

narrator to recount events in their own order, she would be better able to measure the impact of

122 Tyes, p. 29.
123 Lummis, pp. 68-69.
129 Passering, Favcion, p. 7.
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an event on the individual, major events nmaturally being to the fore in their recounting.
Understandably, each of the two approaches produces a different type of account: the former
should lead, ideally, to a full and sequential account of a person’s experieace; the latter, an
account that allows one to analyze the impact of particular evenls and experiences upon the
individual and their community.

Despite Revelli’s preference for a chronological order, it is evident that the testimonics
frequently recount cvents or experiences, which had an impact throughout the community. For
example, the trauma expetienced by relatives of the dipersi is one such recurting theme, On a
different level, I also noticed diat the testimonies of many of the women linger on the fcar
expetienced in adolescence as they learned to deal with such taboos as menstruation and sexual
intercourse. These ate only two exaroples of mstances where significant events dominate a
narrative despite the chronological framework into which it has been fitted.

A further area of differentiation between Reveili and many professional oral historians
is that of his perception of the value of using questionnaires in recordings. Passerini believed
that questionnaires could on occasion prove useful, say if a narrator was having difficulty in
getting his account underway.?s Revelli, however, condemned the practice of using
questionnaires believing that it could only result in the minimizing of life experiences: “Diffido
dei questionari che tendono alle sintess, che riducono ad opinione quello che & vita” (AT, p. 10).
That is not to say that Revelli enticely avouds posing questions to the narrator, only that they
must be posed with considerable care. He chooses questions intended to stimulate or provoke
further testimony, yot he remuins wary of asking tovo many questions. Both Revelli and Passerini
agreed that the aim was to allow the narrator to do the talking with the interviewer intervening
only to further the details and accounts provided. Whether Revelli agreed with the methodelogy
of his peets ot not, the central issue at stake here is that of his cognizance of the methods of
professional oral historians. Despite his claim not to have been influenced by any methodology,
he clearly demonstrates, as we shall see, a progresston i his own thinking on the practice of his

research with regard to how he conducted the nterviews, how he influenced the testimonies

15 Passerimu, Faseism, p 7.
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given, and how he treated the witncsses who came forward.

A crucial element in recording 2 useful interview centres on how the questening is
conducted and is closely allied to the ability of the interviewer to lisien. Revelli made 2 point of
never interrupting as the narration progressed (M7, p. xxxii): his primary role was to Iisten,
whether what the individual was saying actually related w Revelli’s area of interest or not.
Centrat 1o Rewelli’s methodology was his belief mn the need for mutual respect between
interviewer and narrator. He realised the sensitivity of the eontading, describing them as having
‘certe antenne...certe difese’, which immediately sensed whether what they were saying was
appreciated or not. Accordingly, he took care to listen attentively without sending out any
adverse signals which might upset the flow of the narrative. Implicit in this mutual sense of
respect was Revelll’s clasm that he refused to distort or force the conversation in any way, he
had begun by mviting the narrator to speak in his own way and he would allow himn to do so
(AT7, p. ix). We will shortly consider whether this desite not to manipulate the conversation still
held true by the time Revelli reached the stage of editing the final version for publication.

Tt was highlighted eatlier that Lz strada del davai differed from the other collections i
that Revelli made a conscious decision not to use a tape recorder as he felt it might intimidate
his witnesses (3D, p. ix). Lt seemns, however, that he later realised that the potential of recording
equiprent outweighed any diffidence it might create. Indeed, in recording testimonies on tape,
Revelli came to lay great emphasis on the specific positioning of the microphone. Few oral
historians would be cavalier in their attitude to the microphone, yet Revelll focused mtimately
on its role, He considered that the mutual respect between narrator and interviewer demanded
that the microphone be placed prominendy in full view, and that such a positioning, far from
intimidating the narrator, would cause the microphone to act as a reminder of the responsibility
of the natrator’s role in testfying. Similarly, Edward Ives impressed upon the interviewer the
fundamental importance of the microphone:

In order for the sort of interviewing we ate concerned with to be as
success[ul and useful as possible, there is a basic concept you should keep
in mind: You are not holding a #dogue but always a »zdogue, with the

tape recorder itself as the third party. Too much interviewing is done
with the dixlogue structure in mind, the tape tecorder being relegated to a
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kind of catch-as-catch-can eavesdropper role.12
The tape recorder, still a relatively new invention in the eatly 1950s, seems at the same time to
have brought its own moments of light reliecf. Revell recounted Liow he had spent sorne time
talking to Antonio Giraudo, an 87 year old, about his expericnces in the Great War, in Amcrica,
and so on, when Antonio suddenly asked what was in the ‘box’ Revelli had in front of him.
Revelli explained: ‘B un magnetofono, ua registratore, una macchina giapponese che ha raccolto
i nostri discorsi e li ripete”. To which Antonio promptly responded, “Ma lei sa il grapponese?”™
(MU, p. xxxiit).

Many of Revelli’s witnesses scem to have appreciated the historical value of their

testimony and been caught up in the novelty and exciternent of the recording:

Sono mold 1 testimoni che prendono gusto al dialogo, che temono di non

aver detto proprio tutto, che mi propongono un altro inconlro.

Quasi tuthi 1 testimoni mi chiedono di riascoltate le lora voci. Si divettono,

si meravighano della fedeltd della registrazione. Scoprono un mondo.

Anna del Preit ascolta, poi mi dice: ‘B come aver fermato i tempo, &

come vivere il passato un’altra volta™. (M1 p. xxxiv)
Revelli must have been quite delighted that this witness had grasped the aim at the heart of his

project: to comrmunicate the expetiences of one generation to another, of one sector of society

to another, with a snapshot, 2 moment in time, constructed from the testimonies of the cwniadin:.

The Editing Process

After the long hours involved at the recording stage, Revelli had to invest the same time and
mare a8 he prepared the aral testimonies for publication. Here, too, we fmd mnovative aspects
in Revelli’s approach to the cditing and final presentation of this oral evidence. Between
recording and publication, Revelli would make three written drafts, a relatively common practice
amonyg professionals.t27 The first was a transcription of the recording, the second allowed for
considerable editing, and the thitd was the definitive text. On average Revelli required some
three hours of transcription for each hour of recording; quite 2 speedy transference f Bdward

Ives estimates are typical of (ranscription rates. In his manval on the practice of oral lustory,

126 Tves, p. 39
127 Gary Y. Ckihiro, ‘Oral History and the Writing of Ethnic History’, in Dunaway, pp. 199-214 (p. 208).
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Tves stated that ‘as a good general estimate it ¢akes about fifteen hours to transctibe an hour of
interview. Some people can do it in less (the best time [ ever heard of was six hours), some take
longet’. 128 Jves conclusion on this ratio was that it varied depending on the intended scope of
the project and the level of accuracy set by the historian:

In preparing w transcribe, ane of the first things you should decide is the

level of accuracy at which you intend to worlk, This decision will be largely

dictated by the purpose the material will serve m your research. A

dialectician will be concemed with pronunciation; a historian probably

will not be. A psychologist doing pausal analysis will be interested in the

length of every pause and the exact numiber and locution of every ‘ub’ and

‘et’, a folklogist might not require this kind of detail at il 12
The relative speed with which Revelli transcribed the recordings raises interesting questions
about the level of accuracy desired. It seems reasonable to conclude that Revelli is aiming at a
dynamic rather than literal transcription; he wants to communicate the substance of what the
oontading had to say in a formar accessible to the anticipated readership. He has considered the
significance of word choice m his translation from Piemontese to standard Italian, and on
occasion the Piemontese is retained, but it should be remembered that Revelli’s approach was
that of the amatcur determined to make these testimonies known, tather than that of a
sociolinguist.

‘The transcription might have been relatively speedy but it still necessitated a great deal
of thought and effort on Revelli’s part. e was fully conscious of the possible shottcomings of
the testimonies he had tecorded. For example, in La sirada del davai he explained the mclusion of
faulty Russian place names, The witnesses” aural memory of the various Russian place names —
which might nevef have been an accurate registration of a word’s pronunciation in the first
place — became oral as the ex-soldar narrated to Revelli, and then received a lexical valuc as
Revelli transcribed what he had recorded. Such a process, Revelli acknowledged quite willingly,
inevitably proves fallible in places, but he rationalized, the choice was either make the recording,
imperfect as it might be, or lose the opportunity to gather valuable oral evidence of the Italian

experience i RussiiL

The second draft involved a great deal of “pruning’ (4AF, p. x) to produce 2 readable and

128 Tves, p. 77.
122 Yves, p. 77.
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accessible testimony o utadind experience rather than an exhaustive compendium. Irma
Bravida's testimony in L’anelly forte is 2 good example of the extent of this editing. She provided
12 hours of recording which were transcribed onto 157 handwritten pages, and in turn
condensed into 17 typewritien pages. Hvidently, then, the colleclions are not sunply, or
ideakistically, unadulterated transcriptions of recordings. Revelli furthcr rearranged the
testirnomies so that they followed a chronological order. He justified this as essential if the
content of the testimonies was to prove easily comparable with the experience of the reader
who, Revelli hoped, would thus gam 4 better understanding of contemporary [talian society.
This is typical of the ruthless cditorial stance Revelli adopted as he cui dead-ends,

repetitions and such like, primarily in the interests of space, but also to create a more readable
narrative. Llements cut included themes he felt had been amply covered elsewhere and
judgements he deemed rash or atypical of the rural outlook {AF, p. x}. He wanted 2 publication
which reflected reality - albeit Revellf’s subjective interpretation of reality - as experienced by the
costfadini, Anything with a hint of trumphalism was edited out, as was the following extract used
as an illustration in the inroduction to 17 monds def vinté;

C'¢ chi mi parla soltanto dei milioni e dei miliardi, c’@ chi mi dice che i

soldi delle fragole & pm prudente depositarli alla Posta che non nelle

banche, ¢ poi magati conclude: ‘L’abbiamo poi trovato noi Iuranio della

Bisalta, vent’anni dopo, con le fragole’. 13

I soldt e le fragole: un discorso importante, che non sottovaluto. Ma

troppo trionfalistico, troppo monotono, troppo arido. E i dialoge che

cerco, un dialogo a livello umano, ¢ non lostentazione di una prosperita

forse pid fittizia che reale. (M1 p. xxxvii).
One element Revelll strove to maintain was the dialectal phrases used by the comading. e
claimed to have preserved almost ull the sigmificant dialectal phrases by adopting 4 simpler
‘metodo parlato’ aver any mare ‘ortodosso’ method favoured by the professional oral historians
(M1, p. vit). Such dialectal phrases he explained in a footnote. This paradox between striving
for readability and maintaining the originality of the matenal ran throughout the editing process

and Revelli emphasized the care that needed to be taken when making such excisions lest the

narrator’s personality be ‘amputated’ (“1F, p. x). Ile then stated, TIo poi veriticato con la

30 Revelli had eatlier related how utanium had been found on thesc slopes during the 1950s, ‘The
prosperity anticipated was shortlived as six of the twenty workers from Peveragno died soon after
beginning to work in the mine MV, pp. xxxwi-xxxvit).




testimone la validitd del testo tidotto’ (AL, p. x1). By discussing the transcription with the
witness and recciving their agreement that the text represented what they had said, Revells
believed the written picce to have been converted back to ptimary, rather than, secondary
evidence. Whether any format other than the actual recording could be considered primacy
evidence is, as Ives illustrated, a debatable point:

A, primary document is once behind which there is nothing,. .. By analogy,

thety, it would appear that the tape recording should be looked on as the

primary document and any transcript of it considered sccondary [..]Tn

theory, the tape recording is still a secondacy document, because #he

entervisw dself i primaty, the tape being no more than the best avatlable

record of that interview. But since there is no way yct available of

returning to the interview itself, the point is moot.’*!
The third and final draft concluded the transformation from oral medium to published text. Just
as the process of transcribing varies among professional oral historians in accord with the
rranscriber’s putpose, so o the published format of oral testimonies varies depending on the
scope of the overall project. For example, at one end of the spectrum there are basic (ranscopts
with very little or no comment on the narrative. At the ather, there are wotks such as Passerini’s
Fascisan in Popatar Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class, which is an historical
analysis with excespts of oral testimony included only as quotations backing up the writer’s
thesis. Revelli’s publications, projected principally as the narrator’s words, are to be found
somewhere in the middle of this range given that they have been manipulated extensively by
Revelli to form a chronological and readable ensity.

In Llanells forte Revelll discussed with care 2 complexity faced by professional otal
historians: the issuc of anonymity and protection of the individual. He explained that normally
narratots were given the option of including their name, although on some occasions e took
the decision to maintain the anonymity of the natrrator. He justified this as his editorial
responsibility towards the individuals interviewed, should their testimony depart so much from
the norm, that their anonymity needed protecting. Accordingly, restimonies which included

events of a scnsitive nature and which could idenrify the witness — even if included

anonymously — were cut. Calandri gave the example of how he had acted as medivtore 1 2

B Ives, p. 74,
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testimony gathered from one of his own female relations who had survived an attempt to
commit suicide by jumping off a bridge. Despite the fact thar this was without doubt a
fascinating testimony to inchide in the collection, Revelli cut it out because by including it there
would have been no way of avoiding the identification of the woman given the smallness of the
community and the relative recency of the event (4C).

At the root of Revelli’s sense of responsibility for the witnesses’ privacy was the
recutring theme of ‘respect’ for the mmuadini: “T'ra le regole che mi impongo quella del dspetto
umano ¢ la regola che osservo con pill rigore’ (4F, p. xi). This stance re-apens the question of
Revelli’s subjective intervention in the evidence: what constitutes ‘normal’ in the experience of
the contadin? Revelli distanced himself from any thought of his being a sociologist, yet he freely
made judgernents and decisions in the sociological realm. The full complexity of this tension
between Revelli’s claimed sense of responsibility and the methodology he adopted will hecome
clearer, I believe, when access to the original tapes and anscripts is possible. One example
which reinforces the complexity of the sssue s the likelihood that Revelli has translated the
interviews with the catadins from Piemontese to standard Jtalian — creating a first level of
censuring which is compounded by the editing techniques applicd in preparing the ttanscripts

and then the manuscript for publication.

The Implications of Revelli’s Methodology on his Aims

I would now like to consider the implications of Revelli's approach on his overall aim of giving
a voice to the comfadini. | suggest that three areas potentially encroach on a reliable
communication of the accounts of the wniadini. The first is one characteristic of oral histoty in
general and not just Revell’s work, that is, the transfer of medium fram aural to written format,
We have already commented on the level of accuracy reflected in the recording-transcription
ratio and Revellfs unavoidable interventions. To keep this in perspective, it is worth
rememnbering that traditional history also involves subjective interpretation in its nacration.

The final published presentation of the testimonies constitutes a second area of

potential difficulty in the achicvement of Revell’s aim. 1f the testimonies are read on their own,
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without reference to the introduction, one is left with the impression of a seties of compelling,
spontaneously supphied monologues. They read as authentic first-hand accounts and the reader
is inclined to trust Revellf’s handling of the oral evidence implicitly - which allows Revelli to
achieve in effect the aim he had iy mind. Despite the first collection being stenagraphed rather
than recorded, there is no discernible difference in the final published format as compared with
the later collections. It is only after closer analysis that one realizes the extent of Revelli’s
intcevention in the collections. Aside from the cditing of individual testimonies, Revelll was
obliged to choose which testimonies af the hundreds recorded to include in the final
publication. He has cleatly published the testimonies he deems most “worthy’ of inclusion, thus
censoting the testimonies on a further level.

A third area where Revelli's practice may well encroach on his aims is in the balancing
of authenticity and readability. As noted earlter, Revelli tells us that in ordet to convey the
ndividuality of the testimonies, he has deliberately retained as many dialectal phrases as
possible, even at the risk, he says, of making the text less readable. The following excerpt in
which Caterina, 2 Calabrian bride, desceibes her arreval in Alba, fllustrates how Revelli used
footaotes o incorporate a translation or explanation for clarification. There is, I believe, only a
minimally negative irnpact on the readability of the text:

Io ¢ Curlo starno scest dalla mnacching, 10 avevo ung minigonna che mi
guardavano tuttl. Bra nel momento dells minigoina, il 1972, Panno della
minigonna nor Li ho terrorrizzati tutt. Mi sono fatta criticare subira da
tutti, si s si. Tutt vestiti seud, alla moda di qui, ed io in minigonna, Mi
hanno criticato sa, anche perché Funln gntine manie, ero senza le maniche...,
ero latta m prendisole e minigonna con 1 calde che faceva.

[] L'mdomani mio suocero mi fa: ‘e vag a pié la pensinn neb, 't def cheiens, %

v al mercd, T cali n tuchelin de sigfa e che fe slunght s cutid ¥ Me ne ricordo
come se fosse adesso, ricordo ancora le parole esatte.

*Vudo 1 prendere la pensione nch, t do qualcosa, vai al mercato, t compri un pezzetto
di stoffa e che ti allunghi ‘sta gonna’. [As found in Revelli's footnote in Lanslo forte, p. 424.]
Revelli’'s commitment to inchuding dialect in this way was based on his belief that its presence
enhanced the authenticity of the narrative through a transmission of the phraseology of the
witness. True, the nclusion of dialectal phrases lends a regional charvacter to the natrative, but it

seems inconsistent to argue that this aspect preserves and enbances the authenticity of the
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published record — Revelli has already altered the authenticity of the testimonies significantly in
translating them from the Piemontese dialect to standard Tralian. The preservation and
privileging of certain dialectal phrases over others is further proof of the subjectivity of Revelli's
methodology, although their incluston may well have made the collections seem more authentic
o readers.

So, drawing together what we have seen of Revelli's methodology, let’s consider some
of the resulting implications. Tet me emphasize again thac Revelli claimed to have been
uninfluenced by any pre-existing methodology when he embarked on this work. He claimed 1o
have learned only by his nmistakes as he developed a petsonal tried and tested approach. While
this may be the case, it is also clear that if Revelli was not awate of any pre-existing
methodology at the outset, he did become awarce of it over the years. For example, it would
have been difficult for him to refute the use of questionnaires as emphatically as he did had he
not had some acquaintance with the methodology of other oral historians.

On a basic level, he saw his role as that of intermediary, and while he was learming as
he listened, his ultimate goal was that others wo would become better informed of Italy’s past
through his publishing of the testimoates (M1, p. xxvi). This interaction between past and
present features throughout the collection and editing process, whether in the witness’ narration
of his pust, Revelli’s analysis of the contenl, or mdeed, the readet’s understanding of rural
caommunities. Bach of these levels of understanding and mteraction will differ depending on
wher the collections are read (that is, whether at the time of publication, or now, some thitty and
forty vears later), and by mhonr: Italian readers having one pecception of past and present, and
non-native readers another.

Questions raised above as to the full extent of Revelli’s intervention, and, consceuently,
the degree to which he truly transmits the genuine testimonies of the confadin, can only be
answered when and if access o the original tapes and transcripts is possible. A manipulation of

the source material, however, docs not necessarily mmply a manipulation ot denigration of his

sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’. In spite of these issues, Revelli’s wark has been recognised as
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representative of ‘un impegno verso le classi subalterne’,** ‘una delle pitt ampie indaggnt’3* and
influential, alongside Ermanno Olmt’s fiton L. afbere dogli somoli,** in reawakening an inferest in

rural Ttalian communities during the 1970s and 1980s.

132 Grimaldi, Condigione contadina, p. 25.
12300aley storia per quak contadini: Le fonti ¢ gli archivi in Piemonte, ed. by Giovanni De Luna and Piercarlo

Grimaldi (T'urin: FrancoAngeli, 1987), p. 93.
134ugenio Corsini, *Considerazioni sullinteresse attuale verso il mondo contading’, in Grimaldi, pp. 49-

48 (49).




Part II: Revelli’s Response to his ‘impegno del dopo’

Part 11 now looks in detail at the key themes in Revelli’s writing, including the interaction
between ‘impegno del dopo’, methodology and final publication. Chapter 2 argued that
Revelli’s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ was based on his experiences in Russia during the
winter of 1941-1942. In Chapter 1, we consider this pegiod and its representation in Revelli’s
publications from 1946 until 2003. M tard: (1946), La guerra dei poveri (1962) and Le due guerre:
Guerra fascista e guerra pariigiana (2003) document Revelli’s record of personal experience as an
officer with the ARMIR. Lg sirada del davai (1966),'%5 Liwliine fronte (\9TL}, 1L minndo dei vinti
(1977) and L’anello forre (1985) transmit the memorics of those previously unable to testify to
theit cxpericnce on the Russian Front. Revelli’s autobiographical record s analysed with
reference to the editing process he adopts. The content of his personal record is compated with
that of the wmadinisoldaty. Throughout, the chapter 1 considering whether Revelli has
compromised the integrity of his ‘impegno del dopo’ in his handling of the source material.

Chapter 5 then acts as a link between the formative experience of Russia and Revelli’s
decades of rescarch among the rural communities of Piedmont. If Chapter 4 has considered war
on the Russian front, Chapter 5 records conflict at home, and in particular the perspectives of
Revellt and the cwwtedini on the Resistance during 1943-1945. Revelli’s record of this period is
important to the present study in several ways. Firstly, it illustrates his view that the Resistance
was i a sense 4 continuation of the war in Russia, and secondly, ir is 2 record, from partisan
and contadin respectively, of the months jn which Revelli came to know the wniadini on their
territory. Above all, Revelli’s writingof the war in Italy shows the development of his ideas as
he moves [rom recording military experiences to recounting rural experience.

Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo” reaches its fullest extent in his work among the contading.
Paying patticular attention to gender, Chapter ¢ analyzes sipnificant themes in the oral

testimonies of the wwmiadini, We also consider the extent to which Revelli has manipulated this

133 ‘davai’ is from the Russian which means ‘Come on!” ‘Keep goingl’
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representation of rural Piedmont and whether this is consistent with his claimed ‘impegno del

dopo’s




Chapter 4

Writing Personal Experience of the Russian Front

This chapter examines Revelli’s presentation of personal experience of the Russian front, both
his own autobiographical account and his facilitation of the testimony of the combadini-roldari.
Revelli’s editing process 1s exanuned to show which clemients of his personal record of Russia
temain constant over the years, which ace later omitted or toned down, and which only emerge
later. His transmission of others’ memories reveals further aspects of Italian experience on the
Russian front. These are presented in collections of letters and collections of oral testimonies.
Chapter 4 analyzes the integrity of Revelli's response to his ‘impegno del dopo’, patticularly in
his handling of the soutce matertals for these collections, whether autobiographical or those of

the costadini-soldats.

Revelli’s Autobiographical Publications on Russia

Chapter 2 has already shown us that M tardi 15 the key ta the events of the nine months from
July 1942 until March 1943, which were to have such a profound hearing on the course of
Revelli’s life. Panfilo, a Cuneo-based publishing house run by an ex-partisan and no longer in
existence, originally published M zardi in 1946.1% Einaudi published a second edition in 1967
on which subsequent reprints are based.

'The original diaty was one of seven purchased by Perego, a fellow-officer, so that the
fricnds could take a note of one another’s addresses and keep in touch after their deployment
(M1, p. v). Revelli described the physical style of the original diacy as follows:

Il mio diario di Russia ba il formato di un libro tascabile. La copertina &
vigida, di cartone marone zigrinato,  Nellinterno  lintestazione:
‘AGTENDA PTER L'ANNO 1942 - KX DFLIERA FASCISTA

Ne ha viste di tutti i colori, questo mio diario. Eppure non & affatto
spualcito. Sembra il breviario di un prete giovane. (M, p. v}

Mote recently, the journalist Bruno Cavagnola had access to the diary duting an interview with

Revelli in 1994. He described the form and presentation of the diary as follows:

136 Calandri explained during discussion on 22 July 2005 that ‘Panfilo’ had been the #om de grerre of Arturo
Dielici, and that he specialized in publishing works by ex-partisans from Cunee and the vicinity.




Revellli si alza e va a preadere dallo scaffale che gli sta alle spalle i suoi

diati di Russia: un quaderno, a diario vero ¢ proprio, pet 1 giorni ‘prima del

disastro’, invece per i giorni della ritirata va piccolo plico di fogli ‘raccattati

nen so dove, elenchi della burocrazia militace’ e poi foglio pid fini, quasi

di carea velina. TLa scrittura ¢ ordinatissima, minuta, fitta, fitta, senza

correzioni (‘scrivevo di getto, come mi veniva dal cuore’); i fogli sono

utilizzat da tutte ¢ due Je parti, non ¢i sono spazi bianchi...13?
We have seen in Chapter 2 that Revelli had sutially only intended to keep a record of the
practical, technical aspects of war at the front, given that he expected to be occupied with the
action of the conflict rather than its recording: ‘Sono un ufficiale effettivo, e finalmente passero
dalla teoria alla pratica’ (M7, p. v). Whether be had intended to keep a recosd or not, he quickly
discovered that the diary played another role i the war zone: “Quanto pid mi allontanavo
dall'Ttalia, tanto pit mi legavo al diario. Scrivevo perché non volevo dimenticare nulla. Serivevo
con una grafia minutissima, ossessionato dall'idea di risparmiare spazio, ma anchie perché ero
geloso dei miei stati d'animo e non velevo che fossero leggibili dagli altet’ (M1 p. vi).

Mai tardd i3 laid out in dated entries, not necessarily with an entry for each day, but with
events recorded in their chronological order. The first entry is dated 21 July 1942 and recounts
the embarkation of Revelli’s unit for Russia; the final entry is dated 10 March 1943 and ends in a
tirade against both the tegime tesponsible for the catasttophic losses of the Ttalian ttoops in
Russia, and its empty thetoric, Towards the end of the Pantilo edition, and as the futility of their
position hecame apparent to the Italian troops, Revelli’s diary entries become conglomerations
of sometimes three ot four days at a time. By the time of the diary’s republication m 1967,
Revelli had sorted through these entries splitting them mote mto individual dated entries. This
gives a clearer chronolagical framework of events that had been chaotic at the time. As a war
diary, Revelli wrote Meai fardi and La guerra def peveri 1 the fust person and the present tense,
focusing on the immediate situation. He presented Ma fardi as rigorously authentic and largely
unaltered from the minutely handwritten original:138

Questo diario é rigorosamente autentico: le pagine che seguono, non sono
altro che la letterale riproduzione delle mie annotazioni di allora cosi
come, giormo pet gomo, nel corso della mia diretta esperienza, le andavo

fissando sul mio taccuino. Appunto per questo, penso, rispecchiano una
visione troppo personale ed 2 volte non spassionata: se fin d’allora fosst

137 Cavagnola, ‘T cavaliete e la memoria’.
13 The extent to which Revelli’s publication is actually unaltered is considered later in this chapter.
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stato severo ed intransigente pilt con me stesso che verso gli altei, la
sinceritd di questle note sarebbe pitt profonda. (Panfilo, p. 14)

T_a guera def poveri, published in 1962, can be read as a sequel to Mas fandi as it continues the
story of Revelli’s experience of war, beginning with a re-narcation of the retreat from the Don
and then going on to recount his experience as a partisan conunander. Here, in our focus on
Reveli’s writing of the experience of the Russian front, we examine only the first two chapters,
‘Premessa’, and ‘La nitirata sul fronte russo’. The remainder of J_a gusrra dei poverd is examined in
Chapter 5, which deals with Revelli’s represeatation of the period 1943-1945. The format of La
gerra del poveri 1s very similac o that of Ma fards: the text 1s laid out in dated diary entries, again
not necessagly for consecutive days, but narrating events chronologically. The ‘Premessa’
provides detaled background infotmation of Revell’s childhood and training and the
development of his thoughts on the Fascist regime; La ritirata sul fronte russo’ is a word-for-
wotd re-narration of the retreat from the Don as told in Ma/ faid:.

Thete ate some minor editorial differences, for example, some names represented only
by the initial letter in Lz grerra dei poveri are given in full in the 1967 edition of Ma! ferds; Russian
place names arc often spelt differently, presumably as Revelli became acquainted with 2 more
reliable or generaily accepted format. At the beginning of .2 guerra dei poreri Revelli stated
explicitly “Tn questa nuova redazione 1 nomi delle persone ¢ la denominazione dei reparti sono
realt’ (GP, p. 2); that 15, the names in the original 1946 edition were not genuine, Fot example,
Grandi -~ the commander Revelli had greatest respect for - was referred to as ‘Marcht’ in the
fiest edition (Panfilo, p. 235). Revell’s only explanation of this decision in the Panfilo edition is
inserted as an aside: ‘Aggiungo che, per motivi comprensibili, ho sostituito i nomi dei reparti e
delle persone’ (Panfilo, p. 14}. There is no explanation in the 1962 ar 1967 editions as to why he
decided to include the real names of individuals and military units. Perhaps an awareness that
the cvents nagrated were still fresh — and painful — memories for many in 1946, and the fact that
some of the characters described would still have been alive, account for Revelli’s sensitivity in
this respect.

The key distinction between the two texts becomes evident when we move into the

later sections on the Resistance. Here Revelli also made use of oral testimony from fellow-
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partisans, and information from band diaries and logs. This change in technique allowed him to
give a fuller account of events than if it were to remain an entirely personal record based solely
on his powers of memaory, '3

We have seen in Chapter 2 thar Revelli’s final publication, Le due guerre, returned to the
Russian front and its format s distinct from that of his first two publications. In the
introduction to the text, Giorgio Rochat explained that, although Michele Calandri edited the
lectuces, the text rernuined largely unaltered from that of the ongmal lectutes (DG, p. viif), 'The
book is divided into nine chapters (cquivalent, onc assumes, to each of the original lectures),
begining with Fascism in the 19205 and concluding with the situation in Cuneo post-
Liberation. Of Revelli’s three publications on his experience in Russia, Le dwe gwesre is
understandably the most comprehensive. This account of the Russian front and the partisan
war benefits from hindsight, and a breadth of vision, not communicated in the diary format of
Revelli’s orignal publications. Further, the discursive and didactic nature of the narrative
clarified much of the detail of the eatlier accounts, and so enabled a younger generation still
within the educational system, to better grasp the significance of the experience alteady

recounted in Mg tardi for Revelli and the Ltalian nation as a whaole.

Facilitating the Testimnony of the contadini-soldatf

During the 1960s and 1970s, Revelli compiled three publications in which he permitted the rural
communities to present their experiences of war, Two of these, La sirada del davai (1966) and I/
wonde del ving (1977), were callections of oral testimonics, and the third, Toafime frome (1971),
wus 2 collection of correspondence from soldiers at the front — who later perished - to their
families. Another collection of oral testumonies on rural life, L'amelo forre (1985), included
discussion of conflict from the perspective of the contadine. Each of these publications offered a
fresh angle on the mural experience of war,

La itrada del davar ~was concerned primarily with the Russtan Front but also included

memorics of other conflicts, It was divided into testimonies from soldiers who had survived the

132 Revelli has not incorporated oral testimonies or other sources in the section dealing with the retreat
from the Russian Front. This is because the chapter constitutes a verbatim repetition of the details
recounted in Ma fards, his personal war diary.
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retreat [rom the Don, and soldiers who had been POWs in Russian camps. [ wiondo dei vinti and
Llanello jorte discussed war more generally — whether on the Russian Front or during the war of
Liberation —~ and within the broader context of rural life experience as a whole. I #liimo fronte
offered a unique view on the expertience of the ARMIR troops as it comprised cotrespondence
written ## stz and subjected to the usual military and [ascist strictures on freedom of speech.
Mote significantly, however, these were the last communications families had from soldiers who
never retutned fiom the front.

To compile L uitizo fronte, Revelli spent a great deal of time and effort travelling around
Cuneo and the surrounding ateas gathering the letters from the soldiers’ telatives. As he
explained in the introduction, he realized that the final letter from each of the men was missing,
as there should have been one more letter before the disaster of the Italian retreat. It eventually
transpired that the government had requested this last piece of correspondence i order to
process claims for war pensions. On locating these letters in archives, Revelli unsuccessfully
tequested access to them for his work. Shortly after, he discovered to his horror that thesc
letters had been delivered to a paper merchant for recycling, In the end, with a combination of
detective work and bartering, Revellt was able to purchase the letters {(which had not yet been

destroyed), several thousand in total, and sa conclude his work (L, p. wecvit-xxviis).

Revelli’s Aims in his Writing of the Russian Front

Why should 4 man such as Revell;, who apparently cherished his privacy, document not once,
but tepeatedly his experiences in Russia during World War [I? M rards, 1.a guerra dei poveri and
Le duz guerre were published i social and political coutexts which varied greatly from one
another. These changing circumstances are reflected in Revelll’s aims for his wutng of the
Russian front over the decades. Revelli’s aims in publishing Ma/ tards in 1946 were threcfold.
He wanted to influence the new Italian society emerging from the war years; he wanted to make

known what Italian soldiers had suffered in the name of Fascism; and he wanted to preserve a

recoxd of the past, in the belief that it should shape present and future (Panfilo, pp. 13-15),
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When Mai fardi was ficst published in 1946, Italy was in a period of huge transition.
Ferruccio Patr, the leader of the Partito d’Azione and so representative of the vague ‘values of
the Resistance’,'® was appointed Prime Minister after the Liberation in May 1945. Flis
government remained in power for only five months, duting which it was to pecform dismally.
It gave ‘the constant impression of bemg unable to cope’,' and worse, according to Mack
Smith, represented a squandered opportunity to make a difference in Italtan sociery.112

The free general elections of June 1946 were the fust that Revelli and his generation
had witnessed and the first to allow female suffrage. "The Christian Democrats were returned to
power with 35.2% of the vote, and the Assembly bepan work on a new Constitution.
Concurrently, De Gasperi had called a referendum on the monarchy, the results of which were
to have a significant impact on the balance of power and the progress of democracy. As
Cinsborg outlined, the vote of 54.2% in favour of Italy becoming a tepublic was not without
consequence:

The elimination of royal power was no token victory. The king had

previously exerciscd absolute control over forcign and military affairs, and

the House of Savoy had always shown scant respect for demaocracy and a

penchant for those who, like Luigt Pelloux and Mussoling, had wanted to

destroy it. 14
"I'his state of alfairs lefr: Revelli and many of his compatriots at a watershed with each of their
major points of reference simultancously removed. In Revellis case, the army was not the
efficient, professional unit he had expected and his career cleady did not lie with the military;
Mussolini had been deposed and the king, who had headed Revelli's previously clearly
delineated view of the Italian social hierarchy, had been removed {4R1). Thus, 1946 was 2 year
of constderable uphceaval politically and socially, with unrest in town and country increasing as
the summer gave way o autumn.

The expected political influence of ‘the wind from the North” had expired quickly, but

the impact of the Resistunce years on Ttalfan culture and the literary sphere was to be of 2 more

10 Martin Clark, Moders Italy 1871-1995 (Harlow: Longinun, 1984), p. 317.

14 Paul Ginsborg, A Fléstory of Contemperary Italy 1943-1980 (London: Penguin, 19903, p. 89.

112 Denis Mack Smith, Moderu Lialy: #1 Political History (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), p.
421,

143 Ginsborg, p. 99.
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enduring nature. After the Liberation, the political and cultural spheres had interacted in an
innovative way to ignite an ‘esplosione letteraria’ described by Calvino as ‘prima che un fatto
d'arte, un fatto fsiclogico, esistenziale, collettivo’ A fresh mterpretalion of Liserainra
impegrata emerped in which writers adapted ‘an intentional, sustained, and vigorous concern
with real issues, rea! people, mal facts™.145 This concern characterized the writtng and film of
neorealism, vicwed by some critics as ‘the most noteworthy renovating trend of the post-war
period’, ¢ and in evidence throughout post-war Burope. Calvino identified the ‘collective’
nature of much neorealist narrative: L'essere usciti da un'esperienza - guerra, guerta civile - che
non aveva risparmiato nessuno, stabiliva vo'immediatezza di comunicasione tra lo scrittore e il
suo pubblico’. 37 Thus neorealism in this post-war period desceibed literature born of the desice
to depict reality in bearing testimony to the experiences of World War IT and the Resistance, !4
and later broadened out to include the social and cultural context of a country under
reconstruction.

Revelli was very much aware of the social and political context in which he prepared
Mai tardf for publication. A new Tralian sociery and government was emerging; afrer two decades
of Fascism and several years of conflict at home and abioad. As a military officer, these years

had added complexities — in Russia he had fought as an officer in the national army under

14 Catvino, p. vi.

145 Sergio Pacifici, /1 Gude to Condenporary Ttatian Litcrature: Trons Paturivn to Realisn (Cleveland: Merddian
Books, 1962), p. 26. This contrasted with the alienated outlook of pre-war writers who, partly because of
the strictures of Fascist censoship, sought to escape redlity in formalistic literary expression, lyrical
ermeliye and narrative aphasia. Benedetto Croce, the great intelleciual of 20th century ltaly, aud ignazio
Silone, writer of rwo seacching political novels, Foutamara (1933) and Pane ¢ wne (1937), stand out amoug
these writers on account of their engagement with the realities of the human condition and society at the
time. See also Pacifici, p. 115; Lucia Re; Catvino and the Age of Neorealism: Fables of Bstrangement (Stanford,
California: Stanford University Press, 1990), p. 51.

W6 B, H, Wilkins, 4 Histogy of Italian Literatnre (Cambridge, Mass.: TTarvard UP, 1974), p. 504.

Neotealism is something of a problematic label when applied broadly to post-war writing, It was not
definable in terms of a particular school, or region, or as adhering to a definitive manifesto (Re, p. 11),
eather, it was 2 product of 4 unique social, political and historical context: ‘I “neorealismo” non fu una
scuola, {Cerchiamo di dire le cose con esattezza). fu un insieme di voci, in gran parte periferiche, un
molicplice scoperta delle diverse Iralie, anche - o specialmente - delle Italie fino allora pil inedite per la
letteratura. Senza la varictd di Italie sconosciute 'una all'altra - o che 81 supponievano sconosciute -, senza
fa varictd dei dialetti e dei gerghi da far lievitare ¢ impastare nella lingua letteraria, non ci sarebbe stato
“neorealismo’ (Calvino, p. vit).

Cesare Sepre placed the first use of the teem ‘neorcalism’ i the 1940’s, not in the literary sphere, but in
the cinematic wotld of Visconti (Ossessione, 1942) and Rossellioi (Roma cittd aperta, 1945; Paisd, 1946). See
Cesare Segre, La kerteratnra ituliana del Novzeento (Roma-Bari: Editori Laterza, 1998), p. 55.

147 Calvino, p. 6.

148 Caimns, p. 82.
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Fascism; during the Resistance he had commanded a band of anti-I"ascist partisans. Post-war,
the emphasis of memoirs and novels was on the heroic actions of the partisans — the Fascist
campaigns in Russia, Greece, and Albania for example, were pushed into the background.
Fascism was no more and Italians did not want to be reminded of its existence. Revelli was
awarc of these atticudes bur held true to his ‘impegno’. He kept his distance from professional
writers, but in his writing demonstrates that he shared the neorealist focus on real issues, real
people, real facts. He and his generation had been brought up mn a Fascist society and he had
enlisted as an officer in the national army under Fascism. Most of those who chose (0 lell their
story focused on the Resistance yeafs. Revelli’s experiences as part of the ARMIR were the
greater influence on his life after Liberation. Without them, he did not know what his decision
would have been on 8 September 1943 (GP, pp. 129-130).

The months 1 Russia might now be part of the Fascist era and so a soutce of shame
for Iralians, but to honcstly record the past Revelli shows that uncomfortable episodes also need
to be addressed. When he came ta recotd the testimonies af the cowtadini-soldati, deliberate
silence about Fascism was the norm; Revelli refused to take refuge in silence but presented this
Fascist war as the formative period of his experience. In some tespects, Revelli’s war diary
functioned as the voice of the individual breaking this collective silence. Ile had been motivated
by military ideals rather than any political agenda and so felt no shame at his involvement in the
Fascist campaign in Russia: ‘Sono partito per Ja Russia perché ritenevo che, venuta la guerra, un
ufficiale effettivo avesse 'obbligo morale e professionale di parteciparvi’ (IPanfilo, p. 13). Rathes
than writing a ‘comfortable’ record of the Resistance with no mention of Russia, Revelli’s
fixation with discovering and presenting the ‘truth’ obliged him to present a record that might
he uncomfortable, but which reflected the reality of Italy’s situation in 1946, In common with
many of his Fascist generation, the Resistance was the first opportunity that Revelli had to reject
this ideology actively and decisively.

Revelli’'s move to an anti-Fascist position has a parallel sense of contituity which s

scen in his decision to include his account of the retreat from Russia, the Fascist war, in the

same volume as his record of anti-IFascist Resistance. The reality for post-war Italy needed to be
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addressed as the Fascist carnpaigns had cost thousands of Ttalian lives, and stil affected the lives
of many families in 1946 as they waited for husbands and sons to be released from POW
canps. Some waited in vain as their men were long dead. Ma fardi addressed the false hopes
that had been instilled by the Fascist government following the retreat in 1943 by presenting a
record of Revellt’s perspective on what had actually happened. Tn addition 0 a desire to
influence the new saciety fot good by presenting an honest record of the past, Revelli was
patticularly concerned that the new Italian army should be mindful of the actions and sacrifices
of his own generation only a few years previously. It might have been a Fascist war but
ultimately these wete young Italians fighting, they thought, in the interests of their country.

Similarly, Revelli’s aim of communicating what Tialy’s soldiers had suffered was very
much in the spirit of neoreatism. His commitment to real peaple and the nacration of real facts
later drove him to facilitate the telling of the ordinary soldier’s experience of war, In 1946, Mar
tardi the narrated events had transpited only three years eatlier. Circumstances had changed
quickly in the mterim with the fall of Fascism and the Resistance and the Russian front had not
heen addressed. Revelli had attemnpted to publish his diaty prior to 1946 to rectily this lack, but
it was 1946 before he was successful. 49

Beyond these two aims —which were closely connected to the contemporary situation —
Revelli wanted to temember and to recount his memories {Panfilo, p. 14). Revelli saw such
preservation as an end in itself and integral to his role of witness. The evidence presented here
would allow future generations to judge the behaviour of their forebears, and understand better
the society in which they lived. The necrealist trend of the time incorporated ‘an uncanny ability
to confront [...] complex human situations”. 1  This mecant that, in addition to a focus on
realistic narrative, many of the works of the post-war years were infused with 2 didactic clement.
Revelli had chosen not to shy away from the uncomfortable elements of the past. In common

with the neorealist writers and producers, Revelli sought, firsdy, ro stimulate a degree of

148 “Avrei voluto che il mio diatio appanisse fin dal pedodo della lotta clandesting, ma la mia intensa
attivita partigiata e le gravi mublazioni rdportatc durante la stessa, impedirono chi 1 miei appuntd
giungessero, fin d’allora, a portare un modesto contributo alla chiacificazione delle idee’ (Panfilo, pp. 14-
15},

150 Pacifici, p. 27.
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understanding of the past both on a personal and national level and, sceondly, to impart a
‘moral lesson’ in the hope that society might leaen from its experiences.’™ Neorealism was of
particular relevance to Revelli's oeuvre on account of its close association with the oral tradition
of Ttalian culture, as ‘it told stories about ordinary people, and it told them in a language
accessible to all’.152

Whereas the 1946 edition had been specific as to Revelli’s aims in publication, the
second edition of Ma ardi n 1967 did not have an introduction or 2 preface. This may be
because he felt at that point that there was not the same immediacy in the link between the
experiences his diaiy rccounts and current atfairs of the day. By 1967, other diaries of the
Russian frone had been published!®® and these events were better known in Jtaly. In the
interim, La guesra ded porers had been published in 1962, again with no explicit statement of his
aims. Revelli nonetheless includes the Rinaudi edition of Ma/ tardi and La grerva dei pover? in later
discussion of his aims in writing of the Russian front. 'Uhe introduction to the 1989 edition of
M tardi focused only on his desire not o forget, and did not mclude the preface of 1946. In
Ttaly, 1962 marked the beginning of an economic downturn aftet the boom of the tate 1930s,
and ushered 1 a fresh period of polsucal and social change, which challenged both its
supporting infrastructure, and the established frameworks of authority, from the famiy unit to
the State itself.’™* If Ma fardi had been published i an atmosphere of post-war optimism and
hope, La guerra del poveri was published as Italy emerged from an economic boem to face
uncharted political and social rerritory.

Interviews in later decades give fresh insight to Revelli’s aims in writing and re-wiiting
the Russian front. Speaking to Guido Davico Bonino in 1997 Revelli still transmitted the

original urgency with which he fele be had to keep the diary: “Ho cominciato a scrivere perché

151 Pacifici, p. 126.

152 Re, p. 37.

1% Bugenio Corti, I peit non sitornany: diarin d& ventvite gorvi in wua Sacea sul fronte sysso (inverno 1942- 43} 4th
edn (Milan: Garzanty, 1947); Glovannl Messe, La guerra al froste russo. I Conpo di spedizgone iraliano (CSIR.)
(Milan, Rizzoli, 1947); Matio Rigoni Stern, I/ sergents wella neve (L'urin: Tinaudi, 1953); Cristoforo Moscioni
Negrs, I lunghi fuetli: Ricordi dolla geierra di Russia (Tusin: Finaudi, 1956).

154 Clark, p. 372,
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volevo ad ogni costo raccontare la mia esperienza di alpino in Russia’. %5 A year later Revelli was
guoted in T.%udice dei b del mere where he elaborated further on the personal impact of his
experiences in Russia and how this had shaped his work over the years:

Se non avessi tenuto quel diario, non aveei pubblicato & mio primo libto e

non nc aveel scrittt altei. Al fondo della mia storia ¢'¢ sempre quello:

Pespertenza di Russta, che mi ha segnato per sempre.|..JHo pubblicato il

diario per dire la mia verita e per aiutare quelli che non sapevana.

Tutti 1 libri che sono seguifi sono stati altre tante tappe del mio bisopna ds

svclare la verita. 15
This dual aim of communicating his (subjective) truth and helping others understand these
events is restated by Revelli on many occasions. It was developed further m I uldpe fronte, the
collection of letters from the digperss, published in 1971, Over the years, he is conscious that his
writing is his record of cvenis, but makes no apology for its subjectivity, He was lcarning from
his experiences and he believed that he could help others learn from thewr narration.
Fixplanation of his aims given more recently certamly benefits from hindsight and a broader
view of evenrts. T'vpically, interviews of later decades retained the interplay of personal and
public first outlined 1 1946 as Revelli acknowledged lus own ignorance at the time and his
commitment to address public ignorance of its past:

Allora, cinquantadue anni fa mentre siavo partendo con la mia tradotta

verso la Russia, avevo percepito quanto fosse immensa la mia ignoranza,

andavo ad ammazzare € non sapevo il perché. T unica mia salvewza, mi

dissi, & cercare di capire ¢ per non dimenticare niente mi sono comprato

questo diatio: ho segnato tutto, non doveva dimnenticare nulla di

* quell’esperienza che stavo iniziando nella notte del 21 luglio 1942,

[.]Tutte le mie ricerche le ho messe insieme inanzitutto per me, per

rispondere ad una mia esigenza personale di capire. Certo c’¢ sempre

stata la speranza che questa mia fatica pot servisse ad altri.'s?
It was o be four decades before Revelli returned to write autobiographically about the events
which had occasioned his fiest book, in a political and social environment quite different from
that of 1946 or even 1962. By 2003, when Iz dre guerre was published, Italy had changed

dramatically. Duting the inteevening years, Italy had been subjected to something of a

rollercoaster ride. Economically, the ‘miracle’ years of the 1950s and 1960s were followed by a

155 Guido Davico Bonino, ‘Memosie di guerra e pace, per non dimenticate’, La Stwmpa, 7 May 1997,
Societd & Cultura, p. 25,

158 uto Revelli, ‘Al fondo della mia storia’, Lindiee def Libri del Mese, 11 (1998), p. 10.

157 Cavagnola, 03.10.94
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slump in the 1970s, before making a recovery in the mid-1980s. Politically, too, these four
decades had been turbulent with. ltaly otten subject to European-wide swells of opinion and
demonstrations, such as the student riots in 1968, or micrnal tension and terrorism as scen in
the ami di piombo of the late 1960s until the early 1980s. Global events such as the fall of the
Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War in 1989 had significant repercussions for domestic
politics in Italy, ‘robbing’ the Communist Pacty ‘of its doctrinal and international legitimacy and
[fostering] its transformation into a social-democratic party’.15%  According to Ginsborg, party
govermnent throughout the 1980s had been ‘degraded’ because of ‘its widespread practice of
corruption, its incapacity to carry through cfiective medium-range measures, [and] its overriding
smupness and actogance’.'®  These issues came to a head soon after the general election of
1992 with the “Mani puliti’ investigation of allegations of corruption and Mafia collusion at the
highest levels in Italian politics.

Publishing Te due grerre m 2003, Revelli showed that this representation of Russia and
the partisan war was motivated by twa factors: that he was a witness to these evensis, and so had
a duty to testify (DG, p. xi); and his belief in each new generation (DG, p. 191). Revelli's aims
for his teadership werc thus the same as those he had in mind for the students who had
attended the original lectures. Tle wanted them to undetrstand how life had been during the
Fascist period and the Resistance; he wanted to make their country’s history relevant to them;
and he wanted also to speak on behalf of the ‘gente semplice’, the soldiets whose accounts and
experiences were so often discounted by the mikitary hierarchy, Italian society and culure (DG,
pp. xi-xv). Revelli had set out with particular aims in mind and, over time, he came to realise the
broader potential of bis work on Russia; subscquent interviews and publications did at times
give the impression that these aspects had been part of lus original aims.

Over the years that Revelli wrote of his personal cxpesience of Russia, his aim
consistently was to communicate the past. Immediately after the war, this was necessary to

address the ignorance of his contemporaries and the deception of the recently ousted Fascist

158 Repent Social Trends in Ttaly 1960-1995, ed. by Alberto Martinelli and others {Montreal: McGill-Queens
ur, 1999, p. xv.
159 Paul Ginshorg, liaty and s Disconzents (London Penguin, 2003), p. 251.
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government. Later, the communication of the Russian front was nccessary as 2 new generation
of Italians wete growing up in ignorance of their country’s past. According to Revelli, the young
had to know because the past is relevant to the present. Beyond thus, Revelli gives no inclination
that his potential readers influenced his writing. Indeed, as Calandri argued Revelli’s focus was
the process of a preservation and communication of the past (be it Russia or life in rural

Piedmont), rather than attempting to anticipate his ceadership (AC).

The ‘impegno’ behind representing the rural soldier’s experience of war

Revell’s aim m commumicating the war memoties of the contadini-soldati in La sirada del davai wras
very simple: ‘La mia ambizione diventd una sola: che finalmente anche il suldato “scrivesse™ 1a
sua guewra’ (SD, p. ix). There are a number of reasons why Revelli should have had this
ambition. Firstly, the luck of a record of the experience of the ordinary soldier constituted a gap
in military historiopraphy. We have noted that Revelli presented himself a5 an amateur historian
aud writer. Nonetheless, his introduction to T 4 strada del davaé succincdy outlines the weaknesses
of military histories in the 1960s: Ta bibliografia della seconda gucera mondiale comprende
centiniata di diati, racconti, memorie. Ma come setnpre, sono 1 cosidetti “colti” che hanno
scritto anche per gh “umili”, per 1 “non colt¥™” (§D, p. 1x). As Revelli saw it, there was as yet no
first-hand account of the ordinary rural soldier’s experience of war. ITe wanted to rectify this by
facilitating the communication of their memoties in their own words. In addition, the wwutadin
were aware that they had a different attitude to cach of the World Wars. While the veterans of
World War 1 never stopped talking of their experiences, many of those who fought during
World War IT had never spolken of what they had endured until they opened up to Revelli (5§D,
p. xi). After the Liberation there was generally enormous reticence in admitting any involvement
in Fascism — Revelli was very conscious of it in the ‘silences’ of the confading he interviewed.
Reluctance to speak about the war years at all wus attributed by Revelli, at least in part, to
psvchological scars which remained raw, even some twenty vears later when he conducted his

research (51, p. xiif).

PP
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Communicating the experience of the wwtadini~seldar! was no light undertaking, which
brings us to 2 second reason why Revelli should have had such an ambition: he had initiated and
then cultivated strong relationships with his men on the Russian front. We saw in Chapter 2 the
longevity of this connection as Revelli became acquainted with the families and communities of
the contadini-soldati during the Resistance and after the Liberattion. Revelli fel¢ bound, n
particular, to the relatives of the digpersi (MT, p. 179). During a conversation with Revelli in
2001, he explained to me: ‘Ho molto affetto per i contadini ¢ sopratutto per i dispersi visto che
anch'io ne potevo essere uno — eta cosi facile perdersi nella notte’ (4R1). When I spoke to him
the following year, he elaborated on the significance of this ‘affetto’, crediting it with forming at
least part of the motivatton for lus initiat publication: ‘Ho cominciato 4 mettere in ordine il mio
diario, pubblicato nel 1946 affinché 1 parenti det dispersi sapessero quello che era successo’
(AR2). Lnliimo fronte was a more direct product of this *affetto’.

Our existing definition of the dipersi as those who did not retum from the war, men
who remained unaccounted for, is claborated on by Petacco in L'armate scomparsa where he
explained further its significance within the context of the ARMIR:

Nel dopoguerra, ‘disperso in Russia’ diventerd un luoge comune pec

indicare uno scomparso senza speranza di essere rittovato. Molti di questi

dispersi rimasero in realtd uccisi sul campo senza possibiliti  di

acecrtamento,  Altrl morirono nei lager sovietich. Pochi tornarono. I pin

costituirtanno  un  esercito  di  fantasmi  che marcera a lungo

nellimmaginazione e nella speranza delle mogli, del genitori, dei figli

mentre le fotografie ingiallivano e gli anni prescritti per la ‘morte presunta’

rrascorrevano dolorosamente, 162
Here, Petacco also shed light on why Revelli should refer to the digpersé as Teredita pid crudele
di ogni guerra’. Ma ‘ardi recorded how many soldiers came to be abandoned, as nobody paid
any affention when, after sitting down in the snow, they were unable to go any further and
eventually succumbed to the freezing temperatures (M7, p. 139). Others were deliberately left
behind, and for thesc Revelli cleardy felt a sense of responsibility:

Abbsamno un’ora di termpo per lasciare il kolkhoz, per abbandonare

Podgornoje: pot sard tardi. T sani seguano il tepatto, i congelati cerchine
un automezzo. Per gli ubriachi non ¢’¢ salvezza.

160 Arnigo Petacco, Llarmata sonsparsa: Pavventura degh italiant in Russtg (Milan: Mondadoxri, 1998), p. 135.
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[} Towo per I'ultima volra nel capannone, giro, guardo uno ad uno pli

alpim che abbandono, ne conto quindici. Alcuni comprendono, mi

guarduno con le laceime negli occhi: gli altri ronfano. (MT, p. 127)161
Later, in Le dre guerrs, Revelli pgave an overview of the retreat and focused patticularly on this
almost casual abandonment of soldiers to their fate as everyone thought only of their own
salvation: ‘Ben presto mi abituerd 2 tutto, e non “vedrd” pit i sfiniti, i congelac, pli assidcrati,
che come tanti paracarri segneranno il nosteo cammino lungo la pista della ritivata” (DG, p. 117).
At the end of the campaign, 30,000 of the Corpo d’Armara Alpino (DG, p. 112), and about 80
per cent of Revelli’s company (MT, p. 198), were missing,

The strength of Revelli’s relationship with the sontadini-soldatr and the esteem in which
he was held by the rural communities is seen in his ever being able to conduct the research for
Llultino fronte. To compile the book, he needed access to the correspondence held by the
families of the dispersi — that it was granted proves the level of trust Revelli had buile up. Teresa
Tomatis, 1 mother of two boys who had never retutned from Russia told Revelli: ‘Non ct sono
soldi che paghine queste lettere, nel consegnatle a lei é un po’ come sc mi staceassi un’alea volta
dai miei figli’ (UF, p. xxviid).

As Revelll got to know the men he commanded, he tealized that they had an entirely
different perspective on the war and military life. He tells us in 1/ zondo ded vinté that he wanted
to explore the past because of its relationship to the present. Even fom Ma sardi, Revelli has
shown his natural curiosity and desire to undesstand more, no matter the subject. As a
consequence he becomes increasingly fascinated with the petspective of his afpiw. Revelli and
his men held much of the Russian front as common experience. There were also points at
which their experience diverged, not least their background and consequent perspective, He had
been an officer, and had chosen to pursue a militaty career, fighting on the Russian front was

part of his duty and job description. The centadini-soldat! had been conscripted, taken away from

161 Similar desperate scenes featured in Costl’s diary, including one mstance in which he blatandy
disobeyed a major’s order and went back for those who had been left helpless in the wake of the
retreating column (Corti, pp. 103-104).  Despite his exultation at baving saved some lives, the pain of
leaving others to perish was unavoidable: ‘Appresi inoltre che molti feriti a stento capaci di reggersi,
avevano disperatamente cercato di scguire la colonna, cosicché all'uscita da Arbusov il percorso era, per
un chilomelro o due, disseminato di disgraziati non pitt in grado di proseguire. Voi che leggete queste
pagine, sapete cosa significhi cio? (Corti, p. 105).
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their true priotity - their land - and deployed to fight in 4 country they could not locate, and a
war they did not understand:

Sono sempre li a implorave licenze agricole’. [..|Mi rendo conto che la

loro “pattia’ & la casa, e basta. Subiscono la vita militare e odiano la guerra.

Sanno che dalla gucira hanno tutto da perdere e nulla da guadagnare.

Non sono det volontari. Sono dei poveri cristt che vivono lu naja

imprecando, bestemmiando. Sono dei contadini in divisa, ecco tutto.

(DG, p. 71
One only has to think of two well-knawn literary representarions of peasants and war to sce
that rural communities were perceived as marginalized and detached from the outside wotld in
this acca too.1% Tor example, in Verga’s I Malavoglia, two soldiers bring news to Act Trezza that
they have lost a great sea battle at Lissa. Gradually the realisation dawns that the ship involved,
the Re 4Tiliz was that of Luca Malavoglia 163 Hventually padron "Ntont and la Longa go o
Catania in search of news and are met by the harbour master’s astounded question: “Son pit di
quaranta giorni. |...| Fu a Lissa; che non lo sapevate ancorae”.16% Cardo Levi describes his own
expericnce of this detached rural outlook in Criste st ¢ fermato o Ebafi:

Di discorsi, in quei gorni, s¢ ne sentivano moltl, ¢ don Luigino st

affaccendava 4 convocare le sue adunate. Era ormai ottobre, le nostre

truppe passavano il Mareb, 12 guerra d’Abissinia era cominciata. Popolo

ialiano, i piedit [..]

Questa guerra non mteressava i wrladin. 163
Revelli seermed to have one final aim in facilitating the war memoties of the wwiading-soldaté. His
questioning in the oral testmonies makes it clear that he wanted to assess the on-going
implications of conflict and the extent to which it hud saturated their memories and outlook. 166
He and the soldiers he interviewed shared an obsession with war: ‘Il contadino ha lu guerra
stampata nel cetvello {...] Ma io non devo fare il furbo, anch’io ho la guerta piantara nel mio

cervello”.17 When he began working on I/ monds dei vinei and L'anello forte, Revelli thought he had

left the theme of war behind. He quickly discovered that, just as the war had left an indelible

162 See further discussion in Chapter 6.

163 Giovanni Verga, I Malasoglia (Milan: BUR, 20043, p. 252.

16 Verga, p. 258.

165 Carlo Levi, Crésto 5t & farmaro 2 Ebeli (Tutin: Einaudi, (1945) 1990), p. 116.
166 See Chapter 3 for further discussion,

167 Nuto Revelli, ‘Autobiografia di ua impegnae’, in Grimaldi, p. 44.
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impression on his own petsonality, so too the comtading could not help but recount their

experience of conflict and its legacy.

Writing the Experience of the Russian Front

As we have seen, Revell’s writing on the Russian front had a range of aims. We wirn now o
concentrate on what Revelli chose to recount in his narratives. His records of the Russian front
certainly communicated the events of the campaign and the eventual retreat, but Revell’s focus
centted on the human element of the drama: people and their words and deeds, their
inferactions with one another, their triumphs and failings. We examine firstly the constant, or
consistently important, clements in Revelli’s writing of the Russian front from 1946-2003. We
then discuss the elements which dominated his personal accounts but are toned down or
missing from Lz due grerre, Revelly’s last autobiographical publication on Russia, Hinally, we
consider elements which gradually emerged or became more developed with the passage of
time,

Samucl Hyues’s study oo war nacratives, The Sofdiers” Vale: Bearing Wetness fo Modern War
provides useful comparison with Revelli’s writing.168 The two hold a certain common ground,
despite the lack of any Italian dimension to Hynes’s work: Hynes writes as an cx-soldier, and
shares Revelli’s interest in hearing war narrated by the lower-ranking troops. in Chapter 2 we
have already seen the duality present i Revelli’s work from his first publication; the individual
and collective run. side-by-side. Hynes presents this same frait i his own handling of war
memories. The Soldicrs’ Tale, the title of his study, 1s carefully explained as follows to show that a
complete record of war 1s impossible to achieve — even with the interaction of individual and
collective accounts:

In the title of tus buok, Sefers’ is plugal and fak is singulac. T have
imagined that if all the personal recollections of the soldiers of the world's
wars were gathered together, they would tell one huge story of men at war
- chanyging, as armies and battlefields changed, but still 2 whole, coherent
story. Such an entire tale can never exist: the men who could tell it are

mostly dead, and while they lived they were marticulate, ot unlettered, or
simply distracted by life, so that their wars were left unrecorded. 6

168 Samuel Hynes, The Soldisrs' Tats: Bearing Witness e Modern War (I ondon: Pimlico, 1998).
169 Hynes, pp. xi-xiit,
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War narratives are an unusual body of literatute in that the actual narrative is not bound by any
particular format. For example, Revelli wrote M /ardi in the format of a diary, as did Engenio
Corti in 1 pist non witornane (1947). Mario Rigoni Stern wrote his account of Russta, I/ serpente nella
nere (1953), much more discursively, with descriptions which would not be out of place in 4
novel. It is also a predominantly chronological narration of experience. Guy Sajer, a soldier
from Alsace and 2 volunteer m the German army recounted his experience on the Russian front
r The Forgotten Soldier (1967).77" Tn doing so, he adopted much more the style of a military
thritler, wriing i colloquial, often barrack-style language with the emphasis on creating
dramatic effect —reminiscent of war narratives from motre recent conflicts, such as Chickenbank,
Robert Mason’s account of the conflict m Vietnam. i

Hynes dentified war narcatives such as those above as ‘traditionless’ stand-alone
accounts of 4 particular conflict from a particular standpoint, narrated in the way which seemed
right to the man who experienced these events, bur unaccounrable to any particular literary
genre.1”2 Even if we accept that war natratives remain detached from any pacticular literary
gente, we need to acknowledge the presence of particular tropes. For example, the idea of war
as isolation, memories of home at the froat, the depiction of wiolence, even the idca of what
one 1§ fighting for, are common to representations of war from many eras and genres, classical
ot modern, fact or fiction.17? Reading Mad fardi and La guerra dei poveri, we see that Revelli
focused solely on Aés view of Aér war, and suggested that his writing initially occurred almost by

chance and without reference to any other record of these events. Hynes” idea that “war writing

170 Guy Sajer, The Forgotter Soldier (London: Cassell, 2001); hiest published in Hrance as Le Soldur Oublie
{Paris: Editions Robert Laffont, 1967). A certain amount of controversy surrounds this text following the
publishing by Edwin L. Kennedy, Jr. of the article “The Forgotten Soldier: Fiction or Fact?’ Army
History, no. 22 (Spring 1992): 23-23. Kennedy argues that Ths Forgtton Soldier amounts to a ‘carefully
written novel that cleverly disguises fitself] as a factual account’; that is Sajer has taken available historieal
evidence and created a fictional factual account. Proponents of Kennedy’s view are in the minosity. Both
sides of the debate are pthClthd in two d.ItI.LlC\ by Louis Brown and Douglas H. Nash, available online at

1 have chosen to use thls text a3 it offers contrasts with Revelli's M éerdi and La stradu del davai in terms
of perspective, style and language. Sajer is dealing with the same period as Revelli but he writes as a
soldier rather than an officer - in the German ranks rather than those of a telatively minor ally such as
Italy —and the character of his text is in stark contrast to that of Revelli’s diarized account.

171 Robert Mason, Chickenbawk (London: Penguin, 1984),

172 TTyncs, pp. 4-5.

173 TTomer, Miad, Viegil, Aeveid.
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[-.-] is a genre without 2 tradition to the men who write it’, is helpful as it highlights that writers
of such narratives ~ including Revelli - were focused on producing a record of their experiences,
rather than making them conform to a well-definced literary genre, 174

The four wotks mentioned above proved particulatly useful as points of comparison.
Rigoni Stern was a friend of Revellf’s from a similar Piedmontese background (UF, p. xxi), yet
his handling of the Russian front is much more lyncal in character. Corti offers his record in 2
similar format to that of Revelli but from a rather different standpoint: Corti’s religious beliets
petvade his diary and his presentation of cvents. Revelli, by contrast, demonstrates no religious
belief or affinity, even in the most desperate of situations. Sajer’s narrative 18 atguably the most
engaging in the sense that it draws the reader with no experience of war into the heart of the
action and the full spectrum of emotions evoked. Revell’s account is cectainly not without
passion, but it is a passion born of Revelli’s sense of right and justice, rather than one which
aives access to his most personal thoughts and reactions,

Two military histories have been of particular help, Acrigo Petacco’s L'awrate worsparsa
and Giotgio Rochat’s Uffiwal e soldati.1’ Thete are numerous studies of Operation Barbarossa
and the Axis campaign in the East, but there are very few which outline in any detail the role of
the Armata Italiana in Russia, numbered among the ‘second-rate armies’ of Hitler’s weaker

allies.176

Elements cons{ant in writing the Russian Front

Six aspects of Revelli’s writing about the Russtan ront have their genesis in Maz derdl and then
feature consistentdy in ensuing publications. In order of prominence, these are: 1) Revellfs

antipathy towards the Gernans; 2) Revell’s commitment to establishing the truth; 3) the

1% Hynes, pp. 4-5.

175 GGiorgio Rochat is a civilian spectalist in military history and a friend of Nuto Revelli. He wrote the
preface to Muto Revellt’s s due gresre.

176 Yyan Mawdsley, Thauder in the Bast: The Nazi-Soviet War 19241-1945 (London: Hodder Hducaton,
2005), pp. 165. On p. 164, Mawdsley points out that while Italy might have been a minor ally, at the ead
of 1941 Tlitler had ‘put personal pressure on the leaders in Bucharest, Rome, and Budapest to make a
much greater contribution to the coming campaign’, Operation BARBAROSSA. Hither way, the
commitment of more Italian troops to Russia through an expansion of the Ttalian 8% Army was costly to
the Ttalian cfforis in North Africa, and ultimately in the vast nmmbers of Tralian dead - according to
Mawdsley, almost 73,000 between those who died in action and those who died in Russian POW camps
{p- 165}
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endemic fatlings of regime and military alike; 4) the role of the king; 5) Revelli’s own political
maturation; and 6) the fate of the dispersi. This final aspect is evident in each of Revelli’s fexts on
the Russian front, and i increasing measure as time went by: Revelli devoted Liulimo fronte
entirely to the correspondence of these men who never returned from the front. This issue is
discussed later in Chapter 4 as part of Revelli’s representation of other men’s experience of war

on the Russian front.

Revelli's antipathy cowards the Germans

As a keen young recruil, we saw that Revelli was delighted to be likened to a German soldier,
Mai fardl shows that this respect and adulation was capidly teplaced with a bitter hateed for his
‘allies’. According to La guerra de: poverd the turning point came in conjunction with his acrival at
the front:

Subito, appena accampati in un grande bosco, imparammo 4 temere |

partigiani, a odiare 1 tedeschi.

Noi eravamo molto poveri. Not avevamo 1 muli, 1 tedeschi avevano 1 carri

armati. Eravamo mal vestiti e mal nueiti. I tedeschi, non mancavano dt

nulla e i disprezzavano. (GP, p. 14)
Here, Revellfs affirms a growing hatred for the Germans due to their poor treatment of the
Italians, and in pacticular the Germans’ arrogant aftitude towards the Ttalian forces. Another
anecdote in the 1967 edition of Mai rasdi suggests that even en route to the front he was
beginning to see the Germans in a new and harsher light: ‘Un soldato tedesco, un bestione
tedesco, lancia una pietra contro un gruppo di ragazzini ebrei. “Juden kaput”, uila, e si porta una
mano alla testa per dirct che 1 voleva calpuddi’ (MT, p. 7). This 1s one of several instances in
which anccdoles or details not present in the origmal Panfilo cdition were added {us here), ot
enhanced in the 1967 cdition, to create a more emotive narrative — in keeping with his anti-
German mindset. By the time of these revisions, Burope was much mote awarc of Nazi
atrocities during World War II. Accordingly, an anecdote that mentioned German mistreatment
of the Jews would tap into cxisting prejucices and emotions of Revelli’s readers, and so give
more strength to Revelli’s own anti-German feelings.

Initially, his antipathy had seemed no more than that of the average Italian soldier who

regarded the perceived greater seriousness of the Germans with ambivalence:




Arnivano le prime circoladd degli alt comandi, Un foglio ‘segretissimo’
parla di spie tedesche e spie italiane infiltrate tra i russi, In previsione che
queste spic un giomo o laltro rientrino alle nostre lmee, tutti 1 reparti
devono conoscere le ‘parole d’ordine” le spie tedesche grideranno “Nulli
devi, le spie fraliane ‘Olga’..Nel commentare questa favola sotridiamo
amaramente: la ‘parola d’ordine’ italiana € un po’ troppo frivola e suona
falsa, ancora una volta abbiamo voluto scimmiortare 1 tedeschi. (MT, p.
33)
Just over a month later, getring the betier of the Germans was no longer amusing: instead of
mocking their excessive order, Revelli cursed them: ‘Con Panimo picne di disperazione
maledico i tedeschi, tutti i tedeschi: mi auguro che la Germania perda la guerra, questa maledetta
guerra.  Sono prepotenti 1 tedeschi, tutte balle dei giornali il cameratismo. Non ci stimano, cf
trattano come servi.’ (MT, p. 67). Prepotenti’, then, becomes the adjective used almost
invariably of the Germans throughout the diaries and on nto Le due grerre. In the respite after
breaking out of the Russtans encirclement of their positions, Revelli’s animosity towards the
Germans was cemented into a determined hatred: ‘R necessaria, adesso, una sosta; per stendere
i nervi, per guardare ancora una volta alle nostre spalle. Poi, tenteremo di dimenticare per
sempre futto, wutto, tutto, fuorché una cosa: di odiare i tedeschi’ (AT, p. 191).17
From this point on Revell’s animosity towards the Germans was unrestrained, and he
described them variously as ‘cani’ (M7, p. 193), ‘bestie’ (MT, p. 194) and ‘porci’ (MT, p. 195).
Once the troops had reached a measure of safety, the reflection began. One of the rave extracts
of direct speech in Ma iardi quotes the forceful words of Zaccardo, one of the superiors for
whom Revelli actually held any respect: ““B un insulto pet i nostri marti parlare ancora di
alleanza con 1 tedeschi: dopo la ritwata i tedeschi sono nosit nemici, psd che nella gouerra
"157(MT, p. 2013, Revelli made it clear that Zaccardo’s words might as well have been his own,
so heartily did he endorse them: Parla da galantuomo [...] Parole semplici, che commuovone.

Zaccardo € un coraggioso, con gl alpini € sempre sincero, da molte tempo voleva partlare cos?’

(MT, p. 201).

177 Castellani emphasizes — forcefully, if rather stereotypically - the importance of enother encounter in
fuciling Revelli’s anfipathy prior to this event: ‘Dal giomo in cui un sottufficiale “krika”, su un treno, si
comporta con lui, feeito ed invalido, come solo i soldati di Ilitler sapevano comportarss, Revelli capisce
qual’e 1 nemico suo ¢ di ogni nomo onesto: 4 tedesco” Panfilo, p. 6).

See Chapter b for discussion of possibility of reconciliation between Revelli and the Germans.

Py S
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But what lay behind this individual and national antipathy towards the Getmans?
There were several possible reasons. Peracco presents a contrasting view of relations between
Hitler and Mussolini during Operation Barbarossa to that of Mawdsley. He argues that Hitler
did not want Mussolini to scnd troops 10 participate 11 Operation Barbarossa, ™ but Mussolini
persisted on the basts that if he did not get inveolved with the operation, at its conclusion, the
disparity between German and Ttalian prestige would be tao great to overcome.l™  Hitler’s
reluctance to nclude the Italians in the campaign scems to have filtered down through the ranks
as Revelli recorded at first-hand the feeling of being unwanted: ‘In tutti ¢’¢ pessimismo, quasi un
senso di disagio: sentiamo di essere degli intrusi, sia nei confront dei tussi che dei tedeschil
(MT, p. 11). Secondly, the Germans’ apparently unending arrogance towards their allies
engendered 2 good deal of antipathy, recorded by Revelli and in other war diaries such as that of
Cotti. So deep-scated was this munifest hatred of the Germans that it pervaded Revelli’s writing
for the next sixty years.

A third aspect which influenced attitudes between Germans and Italians was the fact
that Ttalians seemed to have been drawn into, or left to resolve, incidents of German brutality.
Revelli recounted the German brutality perpetrated against an innocent Russian civilian (MT,
pp. 17-18); Corti recorded other instances of incredible callousness on the part of the Germans.
Corti, however, did nat shitk from implicating Italian soldiers i such incidents, even through
their apathy. One of the most shocking mcidents recounted how a German soldier emptied a
house of its occupants, shot them all apatt from the most attractive girl, whom he then took
back into the house and brutally raped, while an Italian sat in he corner, intent on keeping
warm, regacdless of what was going on around him.%  Revelli absolved the Italians of
involvement in war crimes (whether this was by deliberate design is unclear) by presenting the
atrocities as perpetrated wholly by the Germans. We shall see that when it came to dealing with
atrocitics committed during the Resistance, Revelli confronted the reality of the situation,

acknowledging that such crimes did occur, but distancing his own partisan band from any

78 Petacco, p. 10.
17% Petacco, p. 13,
¢ Corti, p. 109,
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sanctioning of it. In the Russian context, Petacco distanced Iralian roops from such brutality,
portraying them as a restraining influence, although he did aclmowledge that they were not
completely innocent: ‘Gli italiani si imbatteranno spesso in episodi criminali compiuti dai
tedeschi.  Spesso dovranno assistere impotenti, ma in diverst cast interverranno anche con le
armi per frenare la furia degli alleati. Nei settori assegnati all ARMIR non si registreranao tai
cast analoghi’. 18!

The successive editorial changes are tevealing with tegard to Revelli’s depiction of this
hatred towards the Germans. One incident highlights these changes particularly clearly if we
trace the evolution of its natration from 1946 to 1967. It should be borne in mind that the text
of Lu gierra det poreri’s chapter on the retreat from the Russian front (published in 1962) formed
the basis of the Einaudi edition of Ma fardi in 1967 (hence the chronological arrangements of
the excerpts for consideration). I have underlined key words, phrases, and punctuation altesed
in each succeedmng edition.>82

Appare un ufficiale kruko e fa il gentle: é un capitano alto, non pm

glovane. Dice che i1 quelle case si furanno due ospedali, uno tedesco e
uno italianc: lasceremo 1i ¢ feriti e qualcuno verrebbe pot a caricadi. Balle!

11 maggiore Landi sarebbe stato dell'idea: diceva che senza 1 feriti si pistava
megliol
1l lcrul{o Hll pretlde pel | bfaccxo € m fa capzre che devo uscne

Gazacctt’. Nelle stanze e nei corridos ci sono alcunt tedeschi messi in riga:
il prmo di questi mt mette le mani addosso per farmi uscire, g do uno
strappone. 11 capitano kruko dice alla sua soldataglia di lasciarmi passate
perché sono un. ufficiale. Quet porct stanno buttando fuort dalle case
tuttt 1 congelati italiani, per la maggior parte fanti: ci sono anche alcuni
fertts.  Se I pussmo dall uno ,1]1 alttu ¢ it but‘cauo ndla neve,
sghignazzando. I i i

tedeschi, 1 nostri alleati, la gente che combatte per-la cmlt questa la
razza kruka maledetta, Sento che mi gira la tosta. (Panfilo, p. 234)

Appare un ufficide tedesco, allo, con gl acchiali, nan pit giovane, un
capitano. Fa il gentile. Dice che i questo gruppo di isbe vengono
organizzati due ospedali, uno tedesco, uno italiano. Lasceremo li i feriti,
qualcuno verrd pot a caricarli] Storiel

Anche fra noi ¢’é chi dice che senza i fecit si pistecebbe megliol

182 petacco, p. 65,

The consensus among historians suggests that Italian soldiers were guilty of perpetrating atrocities against
soldiers and civilians during the Greek and Baltic campaigns, but seem not to have been mvolved in such
behaviour in Russia. Gianni Oliva, “$¢ ammagze toppo poce™ T oming & guerva italant 1940-43 (Milan:
Mondadori, 2006).

182 This comparison of changes between the different editions could e developed much more fully,
perhaps even as a study in its own right. Here, I have limited myself 1o noting points pertinent to the
evolution of Revelli’s depiction of the Germans.




L'ufficiale tedesco mi afferra per un braccio, mi fa intendere che devo
uscite, che devo raggiungere i suo lazzaret.

In un’isba vicina vedo alcuni tedeschi messt in niga, a gambe latghe, da
un’angolo all’altro della stanza. 1l pid vicino, sulla porta, mi mette le mani
addosso per non farmi entrare. Intervienc #t capitano, ugda che sono un..
ulficiale, che posso entrare. Adesso capisco perché sono schierati in riga,
quesii tedeschi della malora: sono organizzati in tutto, questi porci.
Stanno buttando fuori dalle isbe i soldati italiani: se li passano come
sacchi, anche i feriti, anche i congglati, proptio tutti, sghignazzando.
Dorci, porci, cani vigliacchi. (GP, p. 91)

Apparte un ufficiale tedesco, alto, con gli occhiali, non pii giovane, un

capitano, Fa i gentle. Dice che in questo gruppo di isbe si

organizzeranno due ospedali, uno tedesco, uno italiano. Lasceremo If 1

ferit, qualcuno vetrd poi a carwcatlil Storiel

Asche tra noi ¢’8 chi dice che senza i feciti si pisterebbe meglio...

Llufficiale tedesco mi afferra per un braccio, mi fa intendere che devo

uscire, che devo raggiungere il suo lazzaret.

In un’isha vicina vedo alcuni tedeschi messi in riga, a gambe lagghe, da

un’angolo all’altro della stanza. I pud vicine, sulla porta, mi mette le mans

addosso per non farmi entrate. Interviene il capitano, uta che sono ...

ufficiale, che posso entrare. Adesso capisco perché sono schierati in riga,

questl tedeschi della malora: sono crganizzati in tutto, questi porci,

Stanno buttando fuori dalle isbe i soldat italiani: se lt passano come

sacchi, anche i feriti, anche i congglat, proprio tuttt, sghignazzandol (M7

p. 182)
The principal changes are between the 1946 und 1962 editions. Revelli replaced the
contemporaty and derogatory term ‘kruko’ with the standard ‘tedesco’ and condensed his list of
furious adjectives t cxclude the more offensive *bastards’. The overall smpression of Revedlt's
feelings towards the Germans remains clear, if marginally less vehement; indeed, moderating the
intensity of his antipathy might give more credence to his depiction. e is certainly not
employing understatement to make his point, but Revelli is lessening the possibility of his
depiction being dismissed out of hand by his reader as excessive. At the same time he has also
removed a phrase (‘ghi dO uno strappone) which did not particularly favour his own behaviour.
Rewelli may have removed the image of the Germans fighting for civilization due to pressures
on space (scc Panfilo cxtract); it does seem more likely that its emotive irony was still too
painful in 1962 given Burope’s appalling post-war condition. In addition, these excerpts show
the removal of Landi’s name so that he no longer appeared incriminated, laying the charpe more
broadly against the ltalians and so, onc imagines, forestalling any wrangles or legal 1ssues. Few

changes were made between 1962 and 1967 other than to remove the remainder of Revelli’s list

of deprecations and replace them with an exclamation mark, which emphasizes German
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contempt tor the Italian soldiers. Interestingly, in the example quated above, the original
Panfilo edition provides the most articulate narration of his hatred of the Germans. Why Revelk
chose to remove the final explanatory phrase in the 1962 rendition is not clear. At this stage, it
should not, 1 suggest, be misconstrued as a reconciliatory gesture towards the Germans by
Revelli; it 1s only in his later writing that there is any evidence of a change — however subtle -
his view towatds them.18

A personal narrative such as Maf tardi or La guerra dei posers permitted a subjectivity and
passion of emoton one would think entirely inappropriate in an openly pedagogic text such as
Le due guerre. Overall, Revelli attempted a dispassionate and objective assessment of Italy’s one
time allics, although the emotive language which pervaded his diaries is on occasion allowed (o
reappear, albeit couched in diplomacy: T tedeschi. Ci sarebbe da fare un lungo discotso sui
tedeschi nei giorni delia ritirata. Do soltanto che sono dun, prepatenti, spietati [..|” (12, p.
119). Describing the Germans’ entrance into Cuneo following 8 Seprember 1943, Revelli saw
nothing in these troops to dispel the sentiments their compatriots had aroused in Russia: ‘Sono
proprio come 1 tedeschi che ho wvisto a Varsavia, che ho visto in Russta. Spavaldi, piem di boria,
odiost” (DG, p. 133).

In contrast, Hugenio Cort’s narrative, published only a year after Revelli’s diary,
showed the animosity and antipathy of the Ttalians (owards their allies but was devoid of the all-
consuming hatred seen in Revelli’s work. This is due in patt to the moderating influence of
Cortt’s Christian faith, which Revelli did not share. Cotti did confess that, at the ume, hatred
was a tempting reaction to the behaviour of their allies when faced with incidents such as a
German massacte of Russian prisoners-of-war: ‘Nel profondo del mio cuore avversione per i
tedeschi crebbe, ¢ comincio a trasformarsi n un’ira sorda e costante. Faticavo a obbedire ai
comandamenti di I2io e a non lasciarmi prendere dall’odio’.?#

Rigoni Stern, however, did not indulge in emotive disparaging of his allies but used
understatement to be equally, if not more, condemnatory. The tone of this extract is typical of

Rigoni Stern’s handling of German behaviour: ‘1 tedeschi si prendono tutti 1 prigionieri russi che

18 The evolution of Revelli’s attitude towards the Germans is considered further in Chapter 5.
184 Corti, p. 81.
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abbiamo fatto, st allontanano ¢ por sentiama numerose raffiche e qualche colpo. Newviea’.1# It
is clear that the Germans have perpetrated another of their frequent war crimes yet Rigoni Stetn
made no explicit condemnation. Rather he outlined the incident in the same tone with which
he then went on to comment on the weather; it is in this way, through the juxtaposition of
morally dispatate concepts, that he distanced himself from the Gennans and dispassionately
denounced their behaviour effectively.
Carole Angier, in her biography of Primo Leviy, identified the following distinctions

between Rigoni Stern, Levi and Revelli:

Mario is a poet-storyteller, Primo a philosopher-storyteller, Nuto an

historian-storyteller.  Primo was, of coutse, the rationalist of the three:

both Mario and Nuto are instinctive writers, and deeply emotional men.

Both are Primo's opposites: soldiers and fighters, strong but at the same

time gentle. Nuto would laugh at that. He is bad, he says, cative: the

primitive, aggressive one of the three, who hated and killed Germans for

all of them. But that was more than half a century ugo. 186
Angier’s identification of the agpressiveness of Revelli’s writing is justified but she went on to
suggest that in I/ disperse df Marburg Revelli was able to overcome this hatred of the Germans. I/
disperso & Marbnrg was certainly a significant motnent as Revelli came to sce the German subject
of his research not as ‘una bestia’, un cane’, or cven, as ‘un nemice’, but as 2 man to whom he
could relate. As Revelli explained in an interview I conducted with him in 2001:

11 mollo, i moiivo spingente era il fatto che era un disperso. Non mi

interessava se erd amico, nemico — soltanto 1 fatto che era disperso, e 1o

ero cosi vicino ad esserne uno. Sono andato a4 Marburg, Nessuno della

famniglia cra rimasto. T.a madre del disperso & diventata ricca. Aveva e

pensioni di guerra — i due figlt {il pit alto disperso nella Russia, e il mio) e

il padce, era vedova. Perd ho patlato con la gente che la conosceva, e

diceva che viveva da povera. Metteva titt t soldi nella banca per 1

‘dispersi’ quando tormetebbero. Che fine triste. (4R1)
Carole Angier’s clairn that Revelli succeeded in putting these emotions behind him in the
publication of I/ dispersw di Marbmrg is discussed further in Chapter 5: suffice to say at this point

that the substantial antagonism which remained in Le dee guerre refutes the simplicity of her

claim.

185 Rigoni Stem, p. 122.
186 Carole Anpjer, Primo Levs: The Double Bond (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2002), p. 546.
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Revelli’s focus on truth

Just as Revelli’s hatred for the Germans can be traced throughout his writing on the Russian
front, his focus on truth amdst distortion played a considerable role in these narratives. We
have already seen that in the immediare post-war period Revelli's aims in writing included the
cultivation of truth and understanding in a national (and, to a degree, international) context of
silence and distortion. To be able to move on, there needed to be a reckoning with the past.
This necessitated the communication of his truthful, if subjective, record of the Italian army’s
expetience on the Russian front, Secondly, he highlighted the discrepancies berween the image
the Fascist regime projected of itself, its activities, and the reality. Fascism had been overthtown
by the time of Mu/ fard?s publication but, in Revelli’s opinjon, its lepacy needed to be dealt with
if the new Italian democracy was to prosper. Thirdly, Revelli recorded his own minor distorrion
of reality which had the benefit of his family in mind.

Revelli’s fixation with teanspacency and truth post-war had its roots in the army. He
first became aware of the consequences of a lack of transparency and reliable information when
he toclk up his post with the 2nd Alpini. As Revelli listened to the veterans speak of the failures
during the recent Greek campaign, he formulated an attitude which tempered much of his
behaviour during the Russian campaign and his subsequent writing of it:

Raccontando bestemmiavano. Sentivano nel sangue quell’avventura finita
male.
lo ascoltavo con. grande intercsse. Cercavo la veritd anche se mi feriva:
tentavo di buitare i falso per fare posto al vero, a costo di sentirmi
Parimo wicto ma pulito. (G2, p. 7)
Reviewing the period mn Le duc guwerrs, Revelll emphasized the unportance of truth and
understanding by confessing his own sense of post-war culpability:
Una giovane donna riesce & farsi capire patlando in latino. Dice che poco
lontano vi & un campo di sterminio: ogni giorno vi muociono 300 ebres, In
me & come se si sperzasse qualcosa. Voglio capire bene, voglio capite
tutto. LB guardo, ¢ fotografo con gli occhi tutio quello che vedo.
Comincio a guardare i tedeschi con odio. La mia ignoranza. & catastrofica.
Non so nulla det camp: di sterminio. Ma mi rendo conto che la guerra dei
tedeschi non € la mia guerra. E questo sentimento mi spaventa, mi
angoscia.  Nomn avevo capito niente del tascismo; nulla dellu leggi razziali

del 1938. E chinon capisce nel momento giusto tischia di capite quando
¢ troppo tardi. (DG, p. 96)
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Reading these words it seems that an obligation to get to the truth of the matter motivated
Revelli equally as strongly in 1985-86 as it did in 1946, In Revelli’s experience, truth and a
reliable representatton of events could and did mean life or death.

A second facet of Revelli's focus on truth amidst distortion is that of the discrepancies
between Fascism’s projection of itself and actuality. These discrepancies are seen in the
regime’s use of its rhetoric and propaganda; 1ts silencing of survivors of the retreat from Russia;
and its deception of families and society alike regarding the fate of Italy’s soldicrs. By the tine
of Revelli’s publications, the extent of Fascist propaganda was self-evident. It is not the case
that he was panting the Fascists blacker to absolve himself, rather he seems to have been
mouvated by a sense of outrage at such treatment of the Tuaalian army and the soldiers’ families.
The effects of Fascist lies were felt for many years after the war; it was more than 2 decade
before the last of the prisoners of war returned. 187

Revelli’s repulsion at the pompous thetoric and crass propaganda circulated by Rome
came through strongly in each of his worles on the Russian front, and on occasion even became
more veliement in later publications.!38 One example is his relation of the massacre of the
Vestone and Val Chicsc‘battalions. In Ma fards, Revelli reported Zaccardo’s account of this
instance in indirect speech, descuibing his forthrightmess and his view that the action was
foolhardy from the outset. It concluded with the offictal statement from Rome given in dicect
speech: Te ingenti perdite sono dovute all’eccessivo spirito combattivo delle truppe alpine non
ancorz idonee a combattere in pianura’ (MT, p. 32). Revelli gave greater weight to the narration
of the same incident in La gwerva dei poveri by using direct speech to report both Zaccardo’s

scathing wards and his relation of the verdict from Rome:

187 According to Guindrod, ‘thousands of [Ttalian prisoners of war in Russia] [...] still remained
unaccounted for ten years after the war ended: thirty-four prisoners repatriated cary in 1934 were
declared by Moscow t have been the .only remaining Italian prisoness then known of by the Soviet
authorities”, This was disputed Ly the Italians as Grisdrod explains in 2 footnote: ‘At the UN Committee
on Prisoners of War on 10 September 1954 the Italian delegate denied Sowviet claims that the 21,000
Italians repatrated since the war emdled represented all the Ttalian prisoners taken by the Russians. He
stated his Governnient's belief that there were still 60,000 ltalians detained in Russiz’. See Muriel
Grindrod, The Rebuilding of Ltaly. Politics and Beovomies, 1943- 1955 (Lundon: Royal Institute of International
Affairs, 1955), p. 132

1#% Revelli speaks of ‘Roma’ as the source of such propaganda without clarifying whether he means the
military authorities or the Fascist hierarchies. It is possible that, by this stage, he vicwed the one to be as
bad as the other given his increasing disillusionment with military and political leadership,
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[Zaccardo] Riund subito il battaglione al laghetto. Guardo gl alpim uno 4

uno, poi parld chiaro senza peli sulla lingua,

‘Il sacrificio del Vestone e del Val Chiese, - disse, - & una pazzia di

comandanti incosienti ¢ incapaci. Si fa presto con Roma a cancellate un

massacto, bastano poche parole.  Per Roma & gid partita questa

glustificazione: ... |sic| le perdite fngentt sono dovute allcccessivo spirito

combattivo delle truppe alpine, non ancora idonee a combattere in

planura’. (G2, p. 21)
As is well known, not only had the regime in Rome refused to recognize what was actually
happening and where the blame lay, it had circulated propaganda among trcops and civilians
alike. Revelli spoke scomfully of the ‘sporca propaganda’ that came into his possession at times
(MT, p. 21), and the blatantly inauthentic ‘reporting in the newspapets:

Ho wvisto qualche nosiro giornale: tutte balle. Anche le fotografie sono

false, giuro che le avranno prese ad almeno duecento chilometri dal

fronte: inquadrano teincee e pattuglie in camice bianco su terreno senza

neve. Come al solito, poca serictd, cose da fat ridere i polli. (MT, p. 100)
While they waited in the rear before deployment to the Don, Revell: had opportunity to
consider his environment, and it tepulsed him, In each of Revelli's three works on the Russian
front it was evident that he was an individual with a strong sense of morality and duty, and
consequently often offended in the prevailing atmosphere of ‘braggadocio’. At this early stage
though, Revelli was still vainly hoping that exposure to the ‘real war’ - that is, action at (he
frontline - would somehow answer his questions and quell his doubts: 1#

1 valto della patria ma appativa falso e gonfio di retorica: era il volio del

fascistmo, dei campeggi, delle adunate oceaniche, dei falsi giuramenti a

dozzine, det gerarchi imboscati, della guetra facile. Attendevo 1a guerea

verd, 1 fatti, come un'esperienza necessana ¢ defmitiva per tentare di

credere ancora. Speravo di non dover combattere con l'animo vuoto.

(GP, p. 16)
Fven at the end of the campaign, when Revelli and his men had endured the long retreat from
the Don, losing the majority of theit comrades either to the effects of the Russian elements or
enemy attacks, the regime continued its atiempls to convince the soldiers of the inevitability of
the ‘vittoria finale’. Ma zardi recorded the reaction of the survivors of the retreat to Mussolini’s
cnvoy who, far from encouraging them, only infensified the fury of men such as Revelli.

Reaction to this visit closed Revelli’s diary in an impassioned rant against the regime and its

distortion:

182 See also Panfilo, p. 13
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Manaresi ha portato il saluto personale del duce e quello che pii conta, le

mele del duce. Cialtroni! Pid nessuno crede alle vostee falsitd, ci fate

schifo: cosi la pensano 1 superstiti del’immensa tragedia che avete voluto.

Le vostre trionfe parcle vuote non sono che l'ultimo insulto ai nostri

morti. Raccontatela a chi la pensa come voi: ¢hi ha fatto 1a. ritirata non

crede pil ai gradi e vi dicer ‘Mai tardi..a farvi fuoril’(MT, pp. 203-204).
La guersa dei poveri and 1z due grerve took the story fucther and allowed Revelli 1o deal with the
regime’s silencing of sutvivors, quarantined on their return to Italy, and then subjected to
attempts to control the ‘truth’ they transmitted of cvents in Russia and the fate of the Ttalian
solciers.  Unsurprisingly, Revelli had no time for such distortion, describing onc pamphlet
distributed while in quarantine as follows: La predica s’intitola Letiere o un giovarne combattenie, e
scrive cose da non credere, mvita 1 reduci a tacere, a non raccontare, perché il nemico ci ascolta,
E il primo smpatlo con ITtalia fascista, con ITralia falsa ¢ balorda che teme la verité® (DG, p.
125},

The distortion of the truth continued when the survivors returned home, only now it
was a cruel deception instilling a futile sense of hope among the relatives of those awaiting the
return of their men. Ultimately, the majority never come home and were numbered among the
dispersi. I_e due guerre narrated one incident in which Paclo Zappa, a journalist in Russia with ‘La
Stampa’ during the campaign, was touring the country with a message which — as Ravell’’s
language made clear - represented the regime’s heartless distortion of the truth. Flis use of the
historic present serves to highlight that his indignation at such a distortion of the truth was as
strong as ever decades later:

Voglio ascoltare, voglio capire fino a che punto imperversa la menzogna.
Il teatro & stracolmo. Molt i gerarchi, la moltissimi 1 familiari dei caduti e
dei dispersi. Sono li con mio padre.

Paolo Zappa afferma che tutti gli alpini della Cuneense sono vivi, sono
prigioniers, ¢ che un glotrio otnetanno. Questo Paolo Zappa € venuto a
Cuneo per illudere 1 congiunti dei cudut. Dire prigionieri cra come dire
vigliacchi, che si erano arresi. “Tutti prigionieri’! Sento una gran voglia di
utlare, di pridare la mia verita. Ma taccio.

Dopo qualche giomo mi convocano in federazione. Convocano tutt i
superstiti della Russia, per catechizzarli, per mvitarli a tacere.  Hanno
paura che le voct girano, che la gente sappia. Non mi presento.
(DG, p. 127)

Qverall, Revelli represented any twisting of the truth as negative; the only occasion on which it

was justified or given a positive light was when he was the pespetrator of the distortion. To be




fair, it is only in I/ disperso di Marburg that Revelli begins 1o engage with the tensions between
testimonial truth and historical truth. Tn his initial diacy he recorded how on occasion he post
dated a letter, played down a situation, or suggested to Anna and his family that he was in some
place sater than he actually was: ‘Scrivo ad Annctta e 4 casa: racconto le solite frotrole, invento
di essere ancora in viaggio® (M1, p. 84). Cleady, this was done with the best of motives in order
to give those at home as little cause for concern as possible in the circumstances, and likewise,
those at home did the same regarding domestic and familial affaics; behaviour which appearts to
be a common response when in difficalty and yet wishing to reassure one’s loved ones.
Intriguingly, however, the particular incident quoted above does not appear inx the original
Panfilo edition.

Revelli, then, was concerned with sccuring a tive representation of reality — as yet,
unaware of the inherent problems presented by the latent subjectivity of his perspective - and
rebelled against the distortions prevalent in military and civilian life under Mussolini. Rigoni
Stern and Corti writing about their expetience of the same period did not tend to place the same
emphasis on a pcrsonal need for truth and understandwng ' Given Revelli’s singulac and
particalar focus on the pursuit of truth in the aftermarh of Fascism, it can be seen how this
concern evolved into an explicit aim of his publications: that the truth about the Russian front
would be made known to the ignorant and the misinformed, of his own and succeeding

grnerations.

The endemic failings of regime and military

A third aspect, which featured throughout Revell’s narratives of the Russian front, was that of
the enderc failings of the regime and military alike. These failures were well-documented even
before the Russian campaign. A lack of preparation and adequate equipment had been a
common compluint among troops deployed on earlier [fascist campaigns. Other failings
common to the PFascist army and the Russian campaign were incompetence and lack of
leadership among the military, and ignorance and incompetence on the part of the regime. We

saw i Chapter 2 that Revelli's sense of an ‘tmpegno del dopo’ included an anger which

190 T his was one aspect of their ‘impepgno del dopo’ which Revelli and Levi held in common,
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demanded justice for those who were the victims of such failings. Anger is a common reaction
to situations beyond our immediate conirol and is an expression of frustration at one’s nability
to change things. Anger and frustration come through strongly in Revelli’s wrining of Russia. In
addition, Revelli’s portrayal reveals that he could not abide incompetence. These character traits
are seen in one extract from Mal tardi which captured what Revelli saw as the sheer folly of the
enterprise:

Gl alpini, manovrando su un terreno che non & il loro, sembrano pesci

fuot d’acqua: noi ufficiali siamo sfasati quanto gli alpini. Tl peggio & che

I'armamento, l'cquipaggiamento, I'intera dotazione dei nostri materiali non

sono adatti per UNa guerra i planura: stamo attrezzati per Palea montagna.

Dat chiodi per roccia alle corde manilla, dalle piccozze ai ramponi alle

funicelle per valanga, tutto € per un impiego soltanto nel Caucaso: se

dovessero impiegarci in  pianura, certamente  subiremmo  perdite

gravissitne con gisultati negativi. Che lo stato maggiore non abbia capito

che gli alpini non sono cacti armatie (MT, p. 17)
Revelli simularly described in La grerra dei poveré the Tudicrous position of those training to be
tank drivers: ‘Avevo poche notizie sul carrl armatl,  D’altra parte anche gli allievi carristi si
accontentavano di studiare queste nuove armi sw complicati schizzi in sezione traversale ¢
longitudinale, Mai visto un catro armato vero’ (GP, p. 5). The lack of adequate uniforms and
the gencral shoddiness of preparation added to these ptoblems and later had devasrating effects:
‘Con uomini stanchi, con armi arrugginite, ¢ come andare al massacro’ (MT, p. 125). Already
identified in earlier campaigns (such as France, Albania and Greece), these problems should
have been resolved before any troops were deployed in Russia (DG, pp. 34-36). The reaction of
their efficient German allies was therefore predictable: ‘Ci guardano dall’alto in basso, ridono
dei nostri muli che scalciano contro le parett di legno det vagont’ (DG, p. 95).

An initial lack of adequate supplies and equipment was compounded by the corruption.

of the men in the rear who ensuted that very litde of the supplies actually reached the men for
whom they were intended: ‘Nel giro di quindici giomi Unione Militare svuotd i magazzini

vendendo tutta la merce ai civili ussi, a prezzi favoloust (MT, p. 62). Neither Corti nor Rigoni
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Stern made an issue of the quality or quantity of the supplies and weaponry available, but
Revelli’s portrayal is verified by the work of military historians. 191
Problems with essential items of cquipment werc only symptomatic of the general

incompetence and lack of leadership Revelli witnessed. He referred frequenty to the
incompetence of colonels (MT, p. 28), of the miitary hierarchy (MT, p. 17) and of thosc
running the hospitals in the rear (MT, pp. 54-55): now famultar traits in the context of the Italian
atmy in Russia, and more generally during World War TI.  Revelli recorded one instance in
which clarity was crucial to the safe and effective deployment of his men, and yet this basic
requirement remained unfulfilled:

Alle 16,30 ci raggiunge un motociclista del comando di reggmento col

sepuente ordine: Codesto reparto rientti immediatamente al proptio

battaglione che trovasi dislocato ad Ortbelajtee presso comando divisione

Cclere. Teneate colonnello Lantieri.

Cerchiamo sulla carta topografica il paese indicato sull’ordine e notiamo

che esistona tre Ortbelajtze, numerad progressivamente e che distano

alcuni chilometti Puno dall’altro, (MY, pp. 26-27)
Just as issues with equipment should have been resolved prior 1o the Russian campaign, so to
chaotic situations such as this were not new: ‘Siama alla vigilia della guerra contro la Grecia e
quegli irresponsabilt smobilitano Pesercito. §i crea una gran confusione, la coesione dei reparti
si sfascia, chi rimane sotto le armi impreca e chi va in congedo ¢ allegro e s1 dlude’” (DG, p. 45).
Old habits persisted during the Russian campaign - Petacco describes the situation on the banks
of the Doa as similatly confused, with Italian, Russian and German troops in concentric rings,
meaning the front could actually be in any direction at any one time.1%2

On the ground, military commanders floundered and the regime’s hierarchy in Rome

performed no better. Ma fardi made clear that Revelli felt those in Rome to be completely

ignotant of the situation of the ARMIR (MT, p. 32). [He believed the troops had been

abandoned to their fate (MT, p. 139), and was unrestrained in his bitterness against those in

191 ‘Nessuno poi sembrd preoccuparsi del fatto che i muli erano poco idonet all'impiego nella pianura
russa, perché con il carico someggiato e con i loyo zoccoli piccoli ¢ duri affondavano nella neve ¢ nel
fango assai pid dei cavalli. Non era che una della tante prove della rigiditd burocratica dell’organismo
militate italiano, capace di mandare in Russia 16.700 automezzi, ma non lolio anticongelante
indispensabile per i loro motori (e per le armi automatiche), per non padare dellinadegnatezza
dellcquipaggiamento invemale’ (Rochat, p. 132).

192 Petacco, p. 42.




Rome responsible for the original deployment of the adpiw (M1, pp. 203-204; DG, p. 113).
Revellt gave a fitting conclusion o his thoughts on the endemic fallings of military and regime
alike in e due guerre when he declared thar:

Ci satebbe da scrivere a lungo sull'inefficienza della nostra otganizzazione

logstica, sullo scatso addesteamento dei reparti, sul pressapochismo ded

nostei comandi.

S ne pud dedutre che i collaudo del nostro csercito sul [Pronte

occdentale ¢ stato catastrofico.  Bra proprio un esercito di povert il

nostro, & come tutti gli esercits di povert satd destinato a pagare un prezzo
atissima. (DG, p. 36)

The role of King Vittorio Fmmanuele 11T

Another element seen consistently throughout Revelli’s work is the hierarchical positon of
King Vittorio Emanuele IIT during the period of Fascist power. ITistorically, the king had been
the ‘simbolo indiscusso’ of the army, and although his role changed under Fascism — given that
Mussolini was now making the milibacy decisions ~ Vittorio Emanuele TIT continued to
command the affections of the Italian army.1®3 Soldiers and officers from TPiedmont had
another connection with the king according to Revelli: “Nella provincia di Cunco il re era di
famiglia: veniva a Racconigi a passate le vacanze, a Sant’ Anna di Valdieri a caccia di camosci ¢ a
pesca di trote. Il re era bravo’ (DG, p. 25). Yet, Revelli states that, given he had ‘cresciuto come
fascista’, the discovery on arrival at the military academy in Modena that ‘il re era numero uno’
made quite an impact (AR1}). As he described m La guerra dei povers, this was his first
mteoduction to the counter-culture of the army:

A Modena esisteva una diversa gerarchia fia il re € il duce. 1l re era il

numero uno.  Se nel primi tempi quest’inversione gerarchica mi aveva

turbato, in seguito I'avevo accettata con disinvoltura. In fondo in fondo,

i duce non era che un caporale, e la milizia non era che la brutia copia

dell’esercito. (GP, p. 5)
The break i the traditonal hink belween king and army was confamed rather than initiated, in
Rochat’s opinion, by the king’s flight from Rome in 1943.1¢ Revelli’s relationship to the King
is rather hazy. He tells us he was brought up a Fascist, more by default than any geeat political

commitment on the pazt of bis patents, and then after 8 September he joined one of the

193 Rochat confummed that the king was generally held 1o be the ‘sunbolo indiscusso’ {p. 80) of the army
cven although he had limited responsibilities dusing the Fascist pertod (p. 78).
194 Rochat, p. 83.
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Giustizia ¢ Libertd bands associated with the Partito d’Azione. The Partito d’Azione was a
radical group whose ‘hostility to the monacchy and to the Church was far more doctrinaire and
uncompromising than that of Togliatti’.?* Discussing the King’s flight South in 1943 in Le dxe
guerre, any sense of disillusionment is expressed implicitly in the partisans’ composition of the
Budoglieide:

Alle Grangie di Narbona ci siamo sistemati in alto, aspettando gli eventi.

T4, tra 11 25 e 1l 26 aprile, nasce Iz Badogleide, una canvone partigiana che

se la prende con Badoglio e te Vittorio. L« Badggleide € nata su

suggerimento di Livio. L'abbiamo combinata assieme, m gruppo, nella

notte tea il 25 e il 26. (DG, p. 160)1%¢
Other than this, Revelli directed his antagonism agginst Mussolini, given that ‘4 Duce’ was
responsible for luly’s catrance into Wortld War T1. Such a rmld expression of disappointment
with the monarchy is less than the reaction expected in light of Revelli’s frequent references to
the primacy of the king,

How then are we to interpret Revelli’s focus on the primacy of the king? There is the
possibility that despite his mantra-like tepetition of the phrase above, Revelli did not actually
espousc this view, but was merely conforming to the army attitwde duting the war years.
Revelli’s discussion of royalist tendencies within Piedmont focuses more on the views held by
others, whether soldicrs or contading. THs personal loyalty to the monarchy appears to have been
limited to the historic loyalty of the military towards their commanding officer. He does not
provide any real discussion of the referendum decision to abolish the monarchy after the war,
Instcad, his roots 13 Piedmont and exposure to strong monatchist influences during his military
training account for the prominence given to Vittorio Emanuele [IT in his writing. ITowevet, to
me it seems more likely that his use of the phrase was indicative of « lack of anv real party
political adherence — his membership of the Partito d’Azione was after all shorr-lived. By that |

mean, he did not wholly share their political ideology. We will see int the following chapter that

during the Resistance, Revelli became better versed in the political goals and ideology of Iiaka

195 Maclk Smith, p. 418.
196 See also La guerra dei povers, p. 194,
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fibera. However, his perspective on the war of Liberation had originated from a need for

reteibution for the Italian soldiers who pertished in Russia.!??

Revelli as anvi-Fascist

Revell’s narrative gives significant importance to a record of his own political awareness. Over
the course of the three texts on the Russian front and the partisan war, it is possible to trace
Revelli’s development from young Fascist subsumed m the system and its programmes, to
committed anti-fascist. Tn I.a guerra dot poser: Revelli described his upbringing in the Fascist
youth programme (GP, pp. 3-4) and then, prior to his deployment on the front, stated that be
had given up on Fascism some time previously: ‘Al fascismo non guardavo pid da tempo. I
gerarchi, vestiti di nero, sembravano uccelli di malaugurio” (GP, p. 7). He did not make explicit
when this change came. On the basis that he said it was at the Accadernia mlitave that he first
learned to question fascism, it seems reasonable to conclude that the political switch occutred at
some point during his training: ‘Cosi i primi messaggi di un antifascismo, sia pure un
antifascismao di casta, li bo avuti a Modena, al’ Accademia militare. Non nella mia famiglia, non
nella scuola. Forse perché la guerra ormai andava male. Ma non solo per questo motive’ (DG,
p. 50).

As we have already seen, throughout the campaign in Russia, Revelli was not slow to
identify or criticise the failings of the regime. Lhe truly formative period for Revelli politically,
however, was to come during the Resistance, under the tutclage of Dante Livio Bianco. The
decision to join a ‘political’ rather than ‘military’ group of partisans was not easy for Revelly,
predominantly hecause of a basic mistrust of 1 politic’ (DG, p. 139}, stemming presutmably
from his disillusionment under Mussolini. The significance of Revelli’s descriplion of this
deciston holds true for his later political thinking too. He was a member of the Partita d’Azione,
but he always presents ‘1 politic” as a group to which he does not entirely belong; he was a
signed up member, but at heart remamed a soldier. After 1946, Revelli was aware of vatious
political idcologics and a# fart with cugtent affairs but without a party political affiliation, "This

transmitted into a sense of ‘impegno civile” concerned predominantly with the welfare of the

197 Revelli's motivation in taking up aims.as a partisas is discussed further in Chapier 8,
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coitadini, especially those who had returned from the war. Of course, many of Revelli's
contemporaries would have undergone a similar (ransition as the emptiness of Fascist thetotic
and policy became ever clearer. What emerges in Revelli’s record of his rejection of Fascism is
that 4 moral and civil sense of responsibility drives him rather than a specifically political

ideology.

Aspects omitted in Revelli’s later writing of the Russian Front

Of all the areas covered in Revelli’s personal narratives his (reatinent of decath and burial stood
out in his initial publication, and then became much less prominent. Ma fardi and La guerra dei
poreré revealed an understandable consciousness of the nearness of death. Revelli documented
the deaths of miscellaneous individuals, his fellow-officers and his superior, Grandi, with each
category handled in a different way.

Revell’s war weiting gives no evidence that belief or religion played any role n his
ouflook on life or life after death. Tndeed, when conteasted with Corti’s record, which steesses
the role of his faith in a battle situation, Revelli’s lack of any mention of God 18 even more
marked. In Russia, Revellt witnessed the full horror of death, and the carnage of dismembered
bodies. With the advances in technology for inflicting wounds, and progress in medicine for
treating these wounds, this focus on the effects of war natueally takes on a greater prominence
in many modern war narratives.”® Yet in recording his experience at the front line, only once
does Revelli pive any graphic description of the stercotypical carnage of war. One voung soldicr
caught in a grenade blust seems to have made a powerful impact on Revelli, who otherwise
remained detached {rom cvents:

Vedo qualcosa di stesa: di corso raggiungo il morto.

I’impressione & macabra. 2 supino, guarda il cielo. Lungo un fianco, il
fucile.  Sul ventre, a sinistra, un buco di dieci centimetri di diamctro, e
fuori un grosso fagotto, intestino e un sacchetto di cartilagine bianca: la
bocca spalancata, i dentl in fuori, gli occhi semiaperti. Le braccia lungo i
corpo, ke mani con le dita contratte. E un biondino sut diciottanni. Una
bomba a mano ’ha colpito in pieno.

Anche i miei esploratori sono sconvoltt: fanno circolo attorno al motto,
non parlanc. Rientriamo in linea con una grande trisicuva in cuorc.

198 Hynes, p. 127,
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Mi & rimasto negli occht il biondino morto. Vorret dimenticaro: lo penso

e tipenso e lo rivedo. Con lu notte, gli artglieri dell’osservatorio lo

seppelliranno. (MT, p. 46)
Stylistically, Revelli tended to write in brief, staccato clauses and here, combined with such a
powerful desceiption, he emphasizes the futlity and waste of war; an idea he espoused ever
mote strongly in the post-war period. This is particularly noticeable in his poignant use of a
phitase more suited to describing a teenager who is full of life, rather than the mutifated corpse
before him: ‘. un biondino sui diciot?anni’.

The depth of comradeship among the adin was evident throughout Revelli’s personal
narratives and at its most explicit when Revelli was confronted with the deaths of his closest
comrades andl superior officers. In such instances Revelli tended, in contrast to the visual
horror of the ‘biondino’s’ death, to focus on the words and emotions susrounding theit deaths.
The death of Perego, his fellow-officer, provoked an explosive display of emotion:

Raggiungo lisba di Perego. Povero cato Peppo. Accanto c'¢ i suo

attendente Clementi, inginecchiato, come sc pregasse.,

Mi piego su Perego, lo bacio, scoppio m un planto disperato. Da tanto

tempo volevo piangere cosi, (MT, p. 172)
This was part of a diary entry, vet there was no fear or shame in documenting his grief and
emotion, and, in 4 show of affection, he referred to Perego by his nickname, Peppo. This was
not the first time the loss of a comrade had deeply moved Revelli. For example, the depth of his
loss on Appollonio’s death was seen in his hostide reception of Geoeral Reverberd, who had
promptly attempted to award Revelli a medal (MT, p. 52).

Revelli recorded a range of responses to the continual deaths of comrades i action:
grief for Perepo was displayed in desperate tears; grief for Appollonic was channelled into
hostility against the establishment and its insensitivity. On the death of Grandi, his superios
officer, and 2 man who had carned Revelli's whole-hearted respect, Revelli displayed no
outward emotional reaction at the time (MT, p. 178}, but continued to pull the body on his
sledge for a further day to delay the final separation. When Revelli eventually buried Grandi,

the self~control with which he had reacted to his death vanished:

Con la coperta che fa barella lo trasportiamo in un campo, 2 dieci mett
dalle isbe. Il cuore mi scoppia, vortei piangere, gridate. Scavo col piede
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nella neve farinosa, ma la buca ¢ poco profonda, Grand: sentira freddo
per sempre. Lo copro con laneve, Gli dico addio. (MT, p. 183)
The notion that Grandi ‘sentird freddo per sempre’ wus out of character with Revelli’s earthy
sensibility and seems to demonstrate the emotional pressute experienced and an attempt to
reconcile the sugrealism of war with the rational elements of normal daily existence. Mention of
Grandt’s death in Le due guerre was less personal, but still transmitted Revelli’s griet, especially his
regret that his friend had been ‘abandoned’ rather than “buried”.
27 gennato: Grandi muore, I3 su una slitta, tea 1 feriti, € non mi sento di
abbandonarlo. 1o abbandonerd due giomi dopo, in un mattino buio, ai
matgini di un gruppetto di isbe. Scaverd con un piede una piccola fossa
nellaneve gelata..” (DG, p. 120).
‘I'he description of Grandi’s burial in the 1967 edition of Ma? tard/ 1s followed with the lines:
‘Poveri 1 nostri mortil Torelli € rimasto insepalto, Perego ’abbiamo abbandonato sul pavimento
di un'isba...” (MT, p. 183). Neither the Paofilo edition aor the relevant chapter in Lo guerra det
poweri contained these thoughts. This suggests either that at the time of Ma/ serdl's republication
in 1967 his unburied comrades were weighing on Revelly’s mind to a greater degree than they
had been in 1946 or 1962, or at least that he felt a need to put emphasis here. Circumstances
had in many cascs made burial impossible, or at best perfunctory in a way offensive o the
Ttalian and Catholic spitit. Tobias Jones, in The Dark Heart of Italy, gave the following
description of the importance placed by Italians ona tcspcctziblc burial:
Funerals themselves ate spectacular. [..] Flags and fists are raised, huge
crowds applaud coffins. It doesn’t matter if the deceased is an actor or an
anonymous victim of a sadly spectagular mueder, the funeral is more than
just a send-off, it’s 2 pageant. [...] In more remote pacts of Italy there’s
even someone called the pryfica, the hired female mousner who guarantees
that the wailing will be at a respectable pitch.
Jones’ tone might be somewhat irreverent and his experience more recent than the 1940s, yet
the norm of marking a person’s death with a memorable funeral, sat in stark contrast to the
anonymous burial and abandenment of men for whom Revell held great respect and affection.
Revelli’s careful and emotional handling, of the deaths of his friends, contrasted with a

lack of analysis of his thoughts on his own death. On one accasion he aclknowledged that he

shared the type of thoughts one has when in danger (MT, p. 93), and on another, he spoke of a

199 Tobias Jones, The Dark Heart of Taly (London: Faber & Taber, 2003), p. 244,
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tresh recognition of his mortality following his injury: “Adesso ho paura delle pallottole: quando
mi fischiano sulla testa mi butterei 2 terra.  Questa paura non P'avevo prima di essere ferito.
Oggi so di essere di carne ed ossa, so di non essere invulnerabile’ (MT, p. 85). Otherwise the
possibility of his own death was not discussed. By contrast, Corti verged on an cobsessive
rreatment of death:

Adesso mi sembrava nuovamente che non m’importasse pitt di morire,

Pure le cose non stavano cost. In realta, nelle profondita del mio spirito,

qualcosa, tenacemente, sordamente, si ribellava alla prospettiva della fine.

Non potevo immaginare me stesso cadavere nella neve, come — anche

volendola — non s1 pud tenere la mano su una stufa troppo calda.?*®
Revelli emphasizes the suffocating presence of possible death by siressing hus intense desire for
life, and a conscicusness of the very vulnerability of life: ‘Qui dove mtto & morte, dove basta un
niente, una distorsione a un piede, una diarres, e ci 51 ferma per sempre, il desiderio di vivere &
immensa’ (MT, p. 154).

Corti gave significant space to the dead in his diary, without documenting deaths of his
particular comrades in any detail. Instead, he concentrated on individuals unknawn to him and
on his own fears. ITis description of the first dead that he encouatered is indicarive of both his
reaction and his subsequent narration of other deaths m the field:

£d cceo le prime visioni di morti per o sfinimento e il freddo: mucchietti
oblunghi di stracci sulla neve buttata della steada, i quali ai miet occhi che
non volevano credere, che dolorosamente speravano d'ingunnarsi, si
rivelatono fantt ndotit a blocchi di ghiaceio, lo strazio nella chiostra det
denti scoperti.
Noi passavamo... 261
Rigoni Stern, on the other hand, wrote of the dead in 2 manner more akin to Revelli, that is,
describing as a matter of fact his grief and the waste of life:
Cos’era? - dissi. ~ E morto Sarpi, - tispose. Guardai nuovamente il buio e
ascoltai di nuovo i silenzio. Il tenente si curvd nella trincea, accese due
sigaretie ¢ ne passo una a e, Mi sentivo allo stomaco come un calcio di
fucile e la gola chiusa come se avessi da vomitare qualcosa ¢ non potessi.
Tenente Satpt.  Atfforno a me non cera nulla, nemmeno le cose,
nemmeno Cassiopea, nenmeno il. freddo. Solo quel dolore al stomacao.

[..]Tutto era silenzio. II scle batteva sulla neve, il tenente Sarpi era morto
nella notte con una raffica al petto. Ora maturano gli atanci nel suo

200 Corti, p. 56.
20 Cortt, p. 21.
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giardino, ma lui & morto net camminamento huio. 1.a sua vecchia ricevera

una lettera con gli augur 2%
While Cortt and Revelli were conscious of their own mortality as they wrote, Rigoni Stern gave
the subject only the most fleeting thought: ‘Chiudo gli occhi sul niente.  Forse sard cosi la
morte, o forse dormo’. 203 Tle too recorded the death of his superior officer, but in contrast to
Revelli, he did not allow grief to intrude on his memory of the man. He chose rather to include
an anccdote which captured for him Martinat’s personality:

E anche 1 generale Martinat € morto quel giorno. o tcocdo quando in

Albania lo accompagnavo per le nostre lince. Io camminavo m fretta

davanti a Iui perché conoscevo la strada ¢ mi guardavo indictro per vedere

se mi seguiva ‘Camming, cammina pure in fretta caporale, ho le gambe

buone 107,204
The varicty of ways in which Revelli and his contemporaties narrate death in war dlustiates the
dilferent responses to loss during the Russian campaign. In Revell’s case, a focus on the deaths
of his comrades emphasizes the strength of the relationships built up with his troops and

fellow-officers; which in turn explains the longevity and expanse of his ‘impegno del dopo’ as a

writer and tesearcher.

Elements which gradually emerged or became more developed

Finally, Revelli’s writing of his experience in Russia incorporated elements which only came to
the fore with the passage of time. These include an enhanced realization of his pedagogic role;
an increased determination to testify; an appreciation of the role of memory and forgetting; a
sense of isolation; and 2 sense of commitment to the ordinary soldier.

We have seen in Chapter 2 that Revellt was aware, even before his return from Russia,
of the need to teach others about what had really happened during the campaign. He did this
through writing and later through public speaking and interviews. OF course, what, and whormn,
Revelli wanted to teach expanded following his time as a partisan, and again as he became
increasingly fascinated by the rural communitics of Piedmont. That he wanted to reach beyond

his own generation was exemplified in the overtly pedagogic visits to schools: Tlo girato per

202 Rigoni Stern, pp. 23-24.
45 Rigoni Stern, p. 118,
201 Rigoni Stern, p. 1448,
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centinaia di scucle. In gencrale, 1 giovani st interessavano. Dipendeva dai docenti -~ se avevano
prepatato 1 givvani c’era questo rapporto di domanda, risposta. Spesso il curriculo non gli da 1l
temnpo. CQualcosa di questa storia 1 giovani devono sapete” (ART). We have seen already in Le dre
zguerre the care Revelli took within the university context to explain war terminology (see Chapter
2).

In addition to a growing desire to educate, Revelli’s desire 1o testify became increasingly
pronounced. The refrain ‘ricordare e raccontare’ had echoed throughout Mas' zardi and La guerra
dei poveri.  Given that his original motivation for writing was personal, that is, it was written
originally as a personal diaty, it was only later that he exploited the testimonial nature of his
writing. 1. due guerre opened with the words: ‘Sono un testimone’ (DG, p. xi), establishing from
the very outset his perspective on the events he would discuss. Chapter 2 discussed two
different types of witness: the 7arfes, or third-party observer, and the spersies, or the witness to
lived experience. Revelli goes on in e due guerre to explain that he is a superizer to Italy’s two
conflicts during World War 11: the Fascist war in Russia, and the anti-Fascist partisan war in
Ttaly (DG, 1. xi). The need to testify to these conflicts was bound up in Revellfs sense of an
‘tmpegno del dopo™ he had a duty to testify, to communicate what had happened. A sense of
anger and outrage at Mussolini’s behaviour towards fellow-Italians, particularly the soldiers
deploved to the Russian Front, augmented Revelli’s commirment to testify. Rather than fading
with time, Revell’s role gs witness developed — as displayed in Le dume gnerre — 10 teach new
generations about 1taly’s past and its relevance for the present.

Tn T.e due guerre, Revellt also dealt to a cortain degree with the issue of historical teuth
versus testitnonial trath, with reference 1o the outside influences and pressures on one’s
testimony, For example, General Gabtiele Nasci who published his account in 1943
immediately after the retreat, faced an environment in which ‘per dire certe veritd scomode &
costretto ad arrampicarsi sul vetti, deve usare un linguaggio diplomatice’ (DG, p. 77). General
Emilio Battisti, on the other hand, wrote his account after the war and so did not face the same

testrictions: ‘Battisti non deve ricorrere alla retorica patriottarda per esposre la sua veritd, Lui

pua parlare da nomo libero, anche se disprezza la democrazia” (DG, p. 78).
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Not every account of the Russian front was written with the explicit aim of teaching ot
testifying to others, although they might subsequently serve such a purpose. Mario Rigoni Stetn,
for exanmiple, narrated his experience with no reference either to a sense of duty or spreading the
‘trutly’; nor to teaching; athers, but I verpente wella seve subsequenily appeared as a schools’ edition
(2001).205 Similarly, Bugenio Corti spoke overtly of a desire to record the “truth’ as far as he was
able without mentioning any specifically pedagogic aim, although his record fulfils such a
function.

1f the watchwords of Ma/ tardi were ‘ricordate e raccontare’, Le due grerre picked up on
the tension between memory and forgetting: that is, the deliberate forgetting of mcidents and
events, ot ‘silences’. 26 Throughout his own accounts, Revelli strove to convey an impression
of honesty and 0penﬁesg in recounting his exﬁeriences. There are ‘sitences’ in his
autobiographical record in that he chooses to say very little about himself, or his upbringing,
Yet this is consistent with the focus of his ‘impegno del dopo’ -- he is not writing an
autobiography of Nuto Revelli, but presenting hus record of u crucial pertod in taly's history.
Interviewing others about the same period, Revelli discovered thar some topics were not apen
for discussion, Fascism in particular, and in I/ disperro di Marbarg, some aspects of partisan
behaviour (DM, p. 39) and interaction with the German occupier (DM, p. 40), e told of
discovering that some individuals attempted to restructure the truth and succeeded only in
creating a tecord full of inconsistencies. Far example, one contact denied knowing anything
about Fascism - despite his name being listed mn official documents as “‘caposquadra’ - and then
insis.ted that 'rhe. .‘capo’ was actually someone else. Such a reaction had its own usefulness for
Revelli: ’Succ.edeva cosi. Dappertutto. Anche le piccolo storie non Iscritte WULANQ & capire.
Storie destinate a restare soinmerse per la scompatsa dei testimont’ (2G, pp. 8-9). Cort did not
grapple with the issue of deliberate ‘forgetting’, although he acknowledged the fallibility of
memory throughout his diary: ‘Quel che accade successivamem:é lo ricordo in modo molto

confuso, e in parte non lo ricordo affatto’.20?

205 Mario Rigoni Stern, I sergessie nelia neve (Tutin: Finaudi Ragazvi, (1956) 2001).
206 See discussion of memory and history in Chapter 2.
207 Corti, p. 83-
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One important element, which emerged in Revelli's writing of the Russian front, was
that of isolation. Some aspects of this isolation are apparent in Mw /andi, othets are only
revealed in Le due grasre und conversations with Revelli in 2001 and 2002, These latter aspects
include the psychological isolation of war, which outlasted the experience, and whose cffects
Revellt only came to understand later. “War is another wodd’ according to Flynes:2% physically,
men are taken to the extremities of the globe; emoticnally, they have been snatched from their
homes, families and everything familiar to the framiramn quotidienne. Home, from the perspective
of the front line, represents security and satety, the known and the trusted: nothing about active
duty ¢ familiar, whether location, food, shelter, routines or levels of danger:

For everyone except cateer soldiers, mitary service is a kind of exile from

one's own el life, a dislocation of the familiar that the mind presecves as

life in another world |...]

For wat 1s more than actions; it is a culture. Military traditions, values,

and pattems of behaviour penetrate every aspect of army life and make

the most ordinary acts and feelings different.2
Ma tards displayed (o an extent this ‘exile from onc’s own real life’, as Hynes described 1t For
example, an offhand comment from Revelli about 4 compamaon’s past profession is expressed n
the past tense: ‘Il mio vicino di letto € Il tenente dei bersagliert Cambiani, un Milanese: Ha una
gamba ingessata. Parliamo dell’Ttalia: era un noto campione di nuoto’ (MT, p. 34). Using a
combination of past and present tenses Revelli conveyed the present separation from a past
existence, its incongruity in the experienced present, and the possibility that such a state might
never be re-attained in the future.

The isolation from family and the familiar experienced by soldiers at war permits a
greater appreciation of the unique bond of companionship formed between soldiers at the
front. [ndecd, as IIynes pointed out: ‘Friendship [...} is different there - different cnough to
need another name: cmradeship’ 20 Comradeship was much to the fore in Revelli’s diary and in
the nareatives of Rigoni Stern and Cortl. M fardi recounted various episodes which showed

Revell’s interaction with old friends and new, and the inter-dependence of comradeship in

extreme ctreumstances such as those on the Don.

208 TIynes, p. 10.
209 I'Tynes, p. 8.
210 Hynes, p. O
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Revell’s entry for 14 November 1942, described the speed with which friendship
sprung up creating an immediate sense of solidarity between soldiers: Tl giorno 11, alle 6,
partenza in tradotta. Mi & compagno di viaggio il tenente Botti dell’autocentro: ci conosciamo
da poco e siamo gid amici. Parliamo liberamente e me ne conta delle belle: disonestd, incapacita,
servilismo dappertutto’ (M7 p. 78). Later he recorded the morale boost received on returning
to his unit after a period behind the lines recetving treatment for his injuty; no medical
convalescence compated with the eestorative of being among his own comreades: ‘Mi sto
timettendo in salute: il mighior convalescenzario d’armata ¢ qui, tra gente simpatico, onesta, e
che ti vuole bene’ (M1 p. 85).

There came a point, however, where comradeship seemed to wilt in the face of a
desperate suuggle for individual survival: La confusione si & fatta immeosa: gente che urla, che
corte avantl. Inutile chiedere ad una slitta di un altro repasto, ad uwno shandato 0 fuga, di
accogliere un nostro ferito: la legge & una sola, pensare a se stessi’ (MT, p. 171). The desperate
struggle for survival during the relreat, as the Italians battled not just enemy forces but also the
extremities of the Russian climate, went beyond the bounds of solidarity. An individual’s
strength and resources were tested beyond their limits in keeping oncself alive and there were
only rare mstances of one soldier helping another as they tried to escape the encircling Russian
forces.

The ‘otherucss’ of war was communicated in the narratives of both Corti and Rigoni
Stern. Corti spoke overtly of different worlds and his fear that they might never be reconciled:

Ed esisteva davvero 1 lontano mondo dell’Tralia, come le ricotdave iof

Dovetti impormi di non pensare pud, perché la mente non mi vacillasse.

Continvai a sperare dentro di me — timidamente quasi ~— di poter un

giotno tornare a quel mondo,?!
Rigoni Stern illustrated the separation from the familiar through the question of Giuanin, one of
his soldiers, which rang as a refrain through his account: ‘Sergentinagia, ghe rivarem a baitar”, 212
Returning from such isolation, it was not simply a question of men picking up where they had

left off. Spt‘ﬂkjllg. to Michele Calandri and other close associates of Nute Revelli in 2002, one

2U Coriy, p. 171,
212 Rigoni Stern, p. 20.
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woman related how Anna, Revell’s wife, had told her: ‘Non ha potuto parlate delle sue
esperienze per mesi e mesi’ (4R2). Cntil the publication of Te due gwerre, Revelli had only
allowed his reader limited access to the overpowering sense of isolation he had experienced on
his return to Cuneo from Russia:

A Cunea ¢t sono mio padre e mia sorella l'ere ad aspettarmi alla stazione.

Avverto subito — nel breve tratto fra stazione e casa — che mio padre non

si & reso ben conto della tragedia che ho vissuto. M chiede delle iic

medaglie, e sento un imunenso ‘vucto’ dentro. Mi sento pitd solo che mai.

(DG, p. 126
In conversation in 2002, he shared more regarding the difficulties he faced in readjusting o life
after the retreat: Prangevo forse due ore di seguito sfogliando le pagine del mio diaric...Non
volevo uscire..cera tanla gente che mi soffocavano di domande’ (AR2). These questions
drained Revelli on an emotional level, as he often had to tell a mother the fate of her son. Other
questions Revelli told me of included, ‘Ma dimmi, fa davvero freddo nella Russia® On one
hand, Revelli confessed that he found such questions infuriating as they belittled the suffering
of the soldiers who had served there, and, on the other, they epitomized the ignorance at home
about the hotrrors of the Russian front, and so reinforced his determination to testify and
educate through his writing right from the stact.

Questions from relatives of the dispersi were only one of the challenges faced in
readjusting to life afier the retreat. In addition, Revelli had to contend with the psychological
trawma of his memories, trom which he struggled to escape -- so much so that it was only in 72
due grevre that he felt free to shate the extent of the isolation experienced:

Trascorro le giornate chiuso in casa, prigioniero dei tiei ricordi. Ho 1
nervi scosst. Sento sulle mie spalle il peso dei morti, dei dispersi di Russia.
Mi ritorna alla mente lo spettacolo di quella gente sfinita, con i piedi in
cancrena, che non riesce piu ad andate avanti, che abbiamo abbandonato
ai bordi delle piste gelate: Nel sonno tivivo la ritirata, di giomo piango.
Rivivo la eolonna, risento Purlo bestiale della colonia, un uilo di violenza,
di disperazione, di rabbia. Rivivo i combattiment: e grtdo ‘spara, spara..”,
¢ allora accorrono mio padre e mia madre a svegliarmi, a calmatmi,
(DG, p. 126)

He reteated within himself and spoke only in a limited way to Anna, his fiancée (DG, pp. 128-

129); as with other survivors of traumatic events, Revelli felt that the only person who really
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understood him was a soldier who had come through the same expetience: “‘Con Piero parlo a
ruota libera, perché so che riesce a capirmi’ (DG, p. 129},

A different, positive aspect to the isolation is seen in Revelli’s decision to publish his
diary. The majority of Italians had in 1946 no concept of what had happened to their soldiers in
their name during the Russian campaign — they had been isolated from the war, principally
through Fascist propaganda and misinformation. Revelli’s decision to address this ignorance
goes beyond the scope of Hynes” view that personal war nacratives functioned as a form of
communication between the initiated:

It may be that this sense of isolation is one motive for the writing of war

meimoirs, that these books are communications among the members of

that secret anmy, the men who have been there and will understand, as

other generations will not and cannot.212
The final aspect which gradually emerged in Revelli’s writing on Russia, his sense that he
provided the voice of the common soldier, is one which proved the steppmg-stone to research
among the watadin, We move on to consider Revelli’s representation of the ordinary soldier and
the dispersz. 1t will become clear in ensuing chapters, Revelli saw himself as a spokesman for the
sidelined and 1gnored of Italian society — whether soldiers or peasants. Writing about Russia,
Revelli had identified an historical nced for a4 record of the cxperiences of the soldier in the
ranks, and not just the generals: Manca la voce della gente semplice, manca la voce dei
cosiddetti “umili”, manca la voce dei soldati. Gli eserciti sono fatti anche di generali e di
colonaelli, ma soprattutto di soldati’ (DG, p. xiii). Or, as Revelli described it with reference to
Rigoni Stern’s Sergente nella nes, there was an historical need for records showing ‘la guerra “vista
dal basso™ (DG, p. xiil). Choosing such langmage, Revelli created an obwvious parallel with the
necessity that the historical record as 2 whole draw on a ‘storia dal basso™ if he was conscious
that the experiences of soldicr and general were needed for 2 complete military history, likewise,

oral testimonies from all levels of society needed o combine with traditional histotiogtaphy for

a comprehensive record of rural communities.

213 Hynes, p. 6.
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Writing the experience of the conradini-soldati

Revelli’s publication of the war memories of the coniadin-soldati has a different perspective from
his autobiographical writing. His diarics recorded events and smpressions as they occurred, his
later works gave opportunity to consider the Russian campaign with the benefit of hindsight
and distance. As discussed earlier mn this chapter, this produced a record of his war experience
which in some respects adapts to fit the climate in which it was recounted. The contadini-roldat:
did not enjoy the luxury of honing and developing their testimony over years. Those in L wléno
Jronre could only record their experience as 1t unfolded; they provided an ‘up-close’ view of life
at the [ront — thoughts of home, the agricultural routine, requests for parcels and particular
items. Conscious of the censor, there was very little that they could say, if they had wanted to,
about the reality of their situation and their political or ideological response. These letters arc
very much private correspondence between family members, which focus on points of mutual
wmicrest. The cellections of aral testimonies offer a different perspective ugain. At best, the
individual recorded had a couple of sessions in which to tell his story. These accounts did have
the advantage of chronological distance over the letters of T.’wétine fronte. Howevet, the result of
the recording is that — wnlike Revellfs gradual developmeat of his testimony — the oral
testimonies can only present a snapshot of the individual’s experience of conflict. They ate a
collection of thematic and chronological memories as presented in a particular moment, o a
particular day — with many potentially variable influences.

Chapter: 3 discussed the correlation of authenticity and reliability which comes with rhe
frequent repetition of 2 memory; in the case of the individuals interviewed by Revellt, many had
-- accotding to him — never previously recounted their experience. How could he verify the
authenticity of their account? This is where we see the importance of Revelli’s concern with
chorality, ot the excision of dissonant accounts: each testimony could be legitimized by
assessing its relationship to other testimonies, among the hundreds recorded.

'Vhe contadini-soldaii had shared many of the experiences recounted by Revelli: arrival at

the front, intecaction with their German allies and the Russian civilians, and ultimately the

retreat. Pagticular aspects distinguish their accounts from that of Revelli, and include their
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ignorance about the war, their experience as prisonets of war i Russia, and thewr concept of
home and the isolation of war. Many conclude with lite after Russia, that is, the lasting effect of
the experience.

One of the most striking features of their testimonies was the ignorance of the soldiers
sent to Russia. They often had very little idea of where Russia was (M1, p. 61), and even less as
to why they were being sent to fight there: ‘Noi non si sapeva netmmenao 1l perché ¢i avevano
mandati it Russia. Non capivamo nulla di fascismo e non fascismo. St credeva che fosse una
passeggiata [...] eravamo convinti che 1 tedeschi avrebbero vinto ancora prima del nostro arvivo
s quel lontano fronte” (§12, p. 110). This is balanced by the huge wnpact of the experience on
these men and their famndies: often bome m silence, etther self~imposed, ot from a convicton
that no onc was listening. Both during the time the soldiers were on the Russian froot and then
when the few survivors retusned home, the mutading (and talian society) had no concept of the
horror of Russia. Giovanni Marro, speaking to Revelli in his home town of Passatore,
Piedmont, in the early 1960s states: ‘Qui la gente non ha la minima idea di cos’@ successo in
Russi’ {$0, p. 200).

The emotions of the troops as they left for Russia vacied hugely. One father, Giuseppe
Antonio Bruno, recorded how his son and others like him clearly had no concept of what war
was like:

Al cinematografo avevamo visto assieme la ritirata di Napoleone, Guido

pensava che quello spettacolo non fosse vero, che fosse solo per

divertimento. Io invece sapevo che era storia vera. FHrano tanti 1 giovani

che vinti dalla propaganda partivano per la Russia come ad andare a

nozze. (M1, p. 204)
Of those who did understand in some mceasure what lay ahead their send-off was marked either
by the tears and desperation of family who did theic best to get them out of going (§D, p. 68),
ot by the nonchalance of the seasoned veteran:

Nel pomeriggio, fanfare in testa, si va alla stazione. Molta gente, parenti.

Fiaschi di vino, salami. Pianti, lacrime. To ho il morale alto, me ne frego,

motite qui o laggin & lo stesso. Sono come sempre allepro. [...] I morale

dei pi & basso, sono tand gli alpini che piangono. (§D, p. 156)
One intriguing, anecdote is that of Lorenzo Chiapelle who introduced the idea that drugs were

administered to the troops prior to their departure for Russia. Most likely to have been some
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form of vaccination one imagines, the tone of Chiapello’s narration is such as to suggest some
mind altering substance: ‘La prevista partenza per i fronte russo mi lascia indifferente. Al 1°
alpini, a tutti, viene praticata un’iniezione nefla schiena. L'iniezione c¢i di coraggio, non
c’importa pidl di partire, siamo tutti leoni’ (5D, p. 512). This is one particular oceasion on which
it would be helpful fo have access to the tapc of the original interview in order to hear the full
context of the anecdote and alse the tone in which it was told: was Chiapello simply being
sarcastic, or was there more to it?

On arrival in Russig, several of the witnesses were in the position of having a brother at
the front with them. Understandably, this brought added emotional pressure as the brothers
attempted to keep in touch and reassure one another of their welfare, While both Rdeardo
Dutto and his brother eventually returned home safely (5D, p. 474), too often this was not the
case. Agostinoe Giordano had no idea what had become of his brother by the end of the
campaign: ‘Mio fratello Giacomo della classe 1921 era del Dronero, della 19+, anche lui in
Russia. o rimasto la, vivo 0 motto, e non ne sappiumo nully’ (3D, p. 503). Beyond family
relations, there was also cvidence that the ‘campanilismo’ associated with Ttalian towns and
comimunities was active (31, p. 41}, and (hat inter-regional rivalry still played its role in the field:

Carichiameo trenta macchine di prigionieri per portarli a Kupjansk, a 250

chilometri. Ogni camion ha su quatanta prigionieri, piti due fant della

‘Bramnbilla’ di scorta. Sono analfabett quelli della Brambilla’, gente di

Napoli, che fanno paura anche al diwvolo tanto sono mal messi. 1 nostro

tenente continua a dirci: ‘Se 1 russi sapessero di che forza sono quest

terroni della scorta...”. (S, pp. 54-55)
Home was never far from the minds of the soldiers and some managed to keep abreast of
developments, good and bad, while they were at the front. Francesco Rossi, for example,
recorded that when he was in the prison camp he had heard about the atrocities committed by
the Germans, pacticularly the burning of Boves, but had not believed it (§D, p. 385, p. 436). By
the time the soldiers retumned home domestic life had often changed significantly: Agostino
Giordano retumed home to discover that both his parents had died during his time of

imprisonment in Germany (3D, p. 508). Thete were also motce upbeat recollections, such as that

of Marco Duberti who described his homecoming at the end of the war (5D, p. 353).
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One theme which appeared frequently in the testimonies of g strada defl davad was that
of the lewel of insubordination and AWOIL episodes among the troops, albeit before
deployment to the front when the troops were based in their bateacks and within reasonable
reach of home. Giorgio Mattio represented 2 common attitude prior to deployment in Russia
when he explained:

Nella primavera del 1942 la guerra appare ancora lunga, senza fine. St

incomincia a pattare del fronte russo.

Chiedo un giorno di permesso e me lo negano. Allora scappo, sto a casa

tre giorni.  Per punizione mi trastericono al 5° alpini, 51+ del batraglione

Edolo, ad Alpignano, dove mi trovo bene fra gente brava e gusta’.

(SD, p. 458)
Pietro Lerda confessed with some shame to another incident on the eve of departure for Russia.
This could be distnissed as a case of youthful high spirits, but in the context, which showed a
tread for going home at will, scems indicative of a general lack of discipline among the troops:

Bstate 1942. Proprio dlla wigilia della partenza per il fronte russo

succedono fatti spiacevoli fra noi alpini e la popolazione. Noi diciamo

che la popolazione non ci teatta bene, con tutts i« soldi che abbiamo

lasciato 1 pacse. Allora facciamo i dispetti. Portiamo via tutti { vasi di

fiori dei caffe, stacchiamo le targhe, un mezzo disastra: portiamo tutto in

caserma. (§D, p. 247)
Once engaged in war there remained the rare individual, such as Roggero Pasquale, whose
behaviour was most bizarte in 2 military context: To non ho mai sparato in guerra. Perché
spatarer A volte mi davano Pordine di sparare, quando era di vedetta: piantavo il calcio del
fucile per terra e sparavo al cielo, por ascoltavo che la pallottola tornasse git, & cunus nen chiellf
maseln... [Non le conosco quello If, perché ammazzarlo..)” (M1, p. 201).

The military doctor, Giovanni Antonio Aimo, gave a helpful and slightly different
picture. Not only did he experience many of the situations described in the testimonies of the
troops but he was also m a position which alflowed an oulside, or more objective, view of the
circumnstances faced by the ltalian troops and their ensuing response. He depicts the afpin in a
more favourable light with regard to discipline and simultaneously gives a helpful insight to the
character of the contadini soldati:

[ nostri reparti alpind sono un’altra cosa, sono una famiglia. Gl alpini,
gente semplice e poco istruita, uh po’ mugugnano, magari iNveisconn, ma

si adattano. Non sono né oltimisti né pessimust. Non sanno cosa sia il
fascismo. Obbediscono sempre. Tl questo il difetto degls alpini, dire sf a
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tutti gli ordini. In questi pochi glorni ne hunno viste di tutti 1 colori.

Continuano a dite: ‘Che saminr, che casing’, ma non pensano al peggio.

(3D, p. 560)
The testimonies of the men captured and imprisoned by the Russians dealt principally with the
day-to-day concerns of food, conditions and work, transfer from one camp to another and the
various journieys involved. Some testimonies were patticulatly entertaiming and revealed the
mischievous fusheria in which the men engaged to supply their nceds or for pure amusement.
The testimonies of Marcellino Re und Battista Candela suggest those of born storytellers who
could keep an audience eathralled for hours as they recount one anecdote after another. Re
takes great pleasure in retelling a trick he and his accomplices played, demonstrating to the
female doctor of the prison camp how Ttalians turn on the clectrical lights with a match; not
surprisingly, he left the poot woman traumatised and more convinced than ever of the madness
of her Italian charges (D, p. 185). Battista Candela, on the other hand, included among his
adventures numerous anecdoles describing his frickery of Russtan civilians in order to abtain
food (SD, pp. 83-84) and a novel theme, his failed attempt to organise a strike within the prison
camp (§D, pp. 91-92). While not presenting himself i a particularly honourable light (his
actions could perhaps be attributed fo the fact that he was starving), Candela provided a
consistently entertaining narrative against the gravity of the overall experience.

These particular testimonies do not seem to be those of men who struggied to share

painful memorics — they make the most of their story so that it takes on the appearance of 2
petformance. A good story-teller is skilled in embellishment. Again, listening to the original
recording would allow a better assessment of whether these accounts were embellished
petformances — hearing the tone, pace, emphases with which the experience was narrated is
quste different from reading words on a page. Still, while a passionate and skilled presentation is
not necessarily at odds with the substance or veracity of the experience recounted -- it had been

life-chunging in many cases — narrative embellishments can intrude on, or at least influence,

memory and its recall.
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In a Eutopean context which enjoyed a plethora of Allied ‘escape stories’ after World
War 11,214 the witnesses inferviewed by Revelli who tried to escape from the Russian POW
camps are few and far between. Distance and conditions certainly made a successtul escape less
likely than for the Allied prisonets held in Germany and Eastern Europe, even so there were
only one or two testimonies, such as that of Matrcellino Re, which included these details.

One testimony that stood out in the war nacratives was that of Guseppe Lamberti. A
captain in the apin, Lamberti’s testimony is particularly enlightening as he took a much broader
petspective on events than was the norm among Revelli’s witnesses. IHe began his account with
the completion of military traning and included comment on issues such as the treatment of
Jews, Fascist thetoric, the poor condition and supply of equipment among the Italian troops,
and the weak level of leadership and ditection within the military hierarchy. In many ways,
Lambetti’s content and style echoed Revelli’s own account of Russia; it was narrated in a
chronological and dated format, and documented the progression of his thoughts concerning
the army and the fascist regime, Where it differed was i the details presented, presumably
because, unlike Revdlli’s original diacy, he utilized the breadth of vision afforded hy distance in
time. This broader perspective also distinguishes Lamberti’s testimony from that of his peetrs.
Lamberti describes his conversion to communism while 2 POW, a contributory factor in his
very breadth of outlook. Cnce he returned to Cuneo, his politics created problems: ‘A Cuaneo,
con non poca sorpresa, mi vedo preso di mira da un fuoco di fila di calunnie e diffamazioni di
origine pit o meno anonima’ (5§D, p. 378). The hostility encountered — while it did not surprise
him — was due largely to the Buropean-wide fear of Communism immediately after the war. At
work, he faced more suspicion as spoke about his expetiences in Russia and his subsequent
political opinions:

St crea una sttuazione di disagio. 1 miei supetion, colleghi e inferiori sono
decisamente in disagio nei miei confronti. Non ho nulla da nascondere,
patlo in pubblico e privato, parlo ¢ scrivo sempre ¢ soltanto basandomi

sui fatt. Cosi arrivano 1 primi arresti, pot 1 primi mierrogatori, preludio a
un’inchiesta ufficiale con relativo consiglio di dwscipling. (§D, p. 378)

214 See for example, Bric Williams, The Wosden FHorse {London: Leo Cooper Lid, 2005); Bruce Marshall,
‘The White Rabbir. Wing Commander FF-E Yeo-Thomas (London: Cassell Military, 2004); P. R. Reid, The
Colditz Sropy (London: Cassell Military 2004); Paul Bricklll, tThe Great Frape (London: Cassell Military,
2004).
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Like Revelli, Lamberti grasped the historical significance of bearing witness to one’s expetiences
— even i the face of suspicton from fellow-citizens: ‘Non e comungue la nostra. piccola persona
che conta, ma la spetanza che la nostra tragedia, nelle sue cause e conseguentze, passa sctvire
almeno a evitarne altre simili lluminando i giovani purtroppo ignari o male informati® (5§D, p.
379).

The return hotne, after retreat or inprisornment, was not always trouble free. As we saw
above, domestic circumstances often changed drastically during the soldiet’s time away and, in
addition, very few spouses and neighbours grasped the depth of the trauma undergone by theit
mer. We have seen Revellf’s own anguish and isolation on his rerurn to Cunew in Ma?' #a7di and
La guerra dei poveri, and w the collections of testimonies, it was evident that a significant
proportion of [he soldiers in the lower ranks experienced similar emortions. Additionally, many
now suffered from health problems or injuries, which made it very difficult, if not impossible in
some cases, to return to their former work, Giuseppe Viale’s description was typical of the
situation of many returning afmi ‘Contadino, mi sono trovato senza forze, senza salute, senza
niente. Per fortuns la inia famiglia mi ba atutato: net prinn anni infatt non exo assolutamente i
condizione di lavorare, e avrei potuto andare 2 chiedere 'elemasina’($D, p. 34).

Frequently the watading spole of their difficulty in making a successful claim for a war
pension and the scarcity of any other form of recognition awarded by the government, such as
war medals, for their service and suffering. One vetetan bittetly disappointed with the
recognition received was Giorgio Mattio who said: ‘L sniei diec anni di vita miliare finiscono con
Paprile del 1945: ottantacinque mes: di naga, di vero servizio, e per COMPENse NEMMENG UNA
crace di guerra mi daranno. Riceverd poi una medaglietta di bronzo con un foglio di carta, una
medaglietta che non conta e che nen vale nulla” (S, p. 460). Similarly, Giuseppe Castellina
pomnted out that some forms of recognition were of more practical value than others: ‘Non
posso lavorare, sona pit morto che vivo, Ho una croce di guerra che non serve a niente. Sono

invalido al lavoro per due anni. Ma nessuna pensione di guerra’ (8D, p. 335).
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Issues for the integrity of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’

Chapter 2 established that, at its most basic, Revellf’s sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’ was a
commitment to not forget, and 2 desire to testify at all costs. The ‘impegno del dopo’ was based
on three factors: his own experiences of conflict; relationships established during this period,
and an ensuing self-imposed responsibility for these men. His role as witness was two-fold; that
of the 7y and also that of the supersies. Revelli’s writing of personal experience of the Russian
front demonstrates that consequently there was a natral progression from autobiographical
testimony-writing o facilitating the testumonics of the wrtadini-ioldati. Whether he succeeds in
fulfilling this ‘impegno del dopo’ depends on Revelli’s handling of the sources or memories
available: is he simply ‘editing’ in preparation for publication, or is there a ‘manipulation’ of the
matetial?

Mai tardi shows the editorial changes over several editions of his first autobiographical
text. We have already looked at one example of editing in respect of Revellr’s presentation of his
antipathy towards the Germans. The bulk of Revelli’s editing, appears to have been done in
pteparation for the publication of L« gaerra dei povers (1962) as its first chapter - which deals with
the retreat from Russia - was then repeated virtually verbatim in the 1967 Einaudi edition of Maé
tarde.

There are several other examples of intrigning editing between the original Panfilo
cdition and the later Emaudi edition. Firstly, Revelli significantly toned down his diatribes
against the Germans m the 1967 edition. Secondly, Anna, Revelli’s fiancée, who had not been
ceferred to in the original, is mentioned infrequently in the 1967 edition - leading one to wonder
whether Ilinaudi had attempted to mclude some, albeit minimal, love interest’ m the later
edition. Finally, it looks as if the 1967 edition was tightened significantly to excise rambling
thoughts or potentially insignificant detail,

Even discounting the level of editorial intervention which is evident between the 1946
edition and that of 1967, there are at least rwo mstances which point to revision prior to the
diary’s publication by Panfilo. In these instances, Revelli appeats o write with the benelit of

hindsight, or foresight as the case may be. The first of these, the entry of 20¢h January 1943
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{MT, p. 137) records both the ramours of the generals’ movements and then, in the past lense,
what they had done. The second example could be read either as hindsight ot as foresight, with
Revelli predicting a plausible future scenario: ““Alle Kaput”, rispose Maccagno, ed i tedeschi
restarono impassibill.  Hrano italtand, 1 mortt, tantt nemici di meno per Favvenise’ (M1 p. 197).
The only sure method of ascertaining the extent of editorial intervention in Ma fardi would be
to consult the original diary, known to be extant in 1994;2% an option which may become
possible as the Fondazione Revelli becomes more established.

The overall conclusion after a reading of each of the editions is that the 1946 edition
seems the more authentic of the two editions, precisely because of the colourfulness of Revell’s
antipathy 1o the Germans and his inclusion of mundane minutise from life at the front. Bven if
the 1967 edition might have lost some of these charactecistics, it remains a matter-of-fact
portrayal of events at the front. Thus the focus and core of the diary in each of the editions
remains the same; namely, that Revelli is publishing his first-hand account of the conflict, the
cnsuing retreat, and the conditions endured.

Revelli’s aims in facilitating the testimonies of the contudinisoldati cerramly seemed
waorthwhile as he was rectifying a lack in the historical record. But how achievable was his goal
of allowing ordinary soldiers to recount their war? Chapter 3 highlighted the methodological
issues involved in Revelli’s pursuit of this goal: recording and editing processes showed
significant scope for deliberate or unavoidable manipulation of the witness’s testimony. Earlier
n this chapter, we saw the influence of time on correspondence it L'uliime fromte and oral
testimonies in I_a sirada del davai and the other two collections. The letter-writing contadin had a
very nacrow perspective on war; they could only report in a limited fashion on the inmediate
present. The orul witnesses were lindted to very fow sessions, often as few us one or two, in
which to recall and narrate their war experiences. We saw i Chapter 3 the implications of
Revelli’s methodology in shaping the testimony dunng recording and reshaping it during
editing. There is a sense in which recall and narration of theit experiences had to be limited to

‘bullet-point memories’ by the very nature of Revell’s research project. These individuals were

215 Cavagnola, 3 October 1994
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often telling their story for the first tine, rather than — as he had done - continually considering
events us they nareated them over decades.

Ia sirada def davas and L ultimo fronre demonstrate collective or choral qualities similar to
those of later collections. At the same time, they rerain enough distinctive mcidents, or
accounts, to show that Revelli was listening to the variety of experiences recounted and not
merely shaping them to fit a pre-cast mould. The chorality or uniformity of the accounts is such
as to authenticate the reliability of the narratives; their ndividuality is such as to convince
teaders that Revelli has facilitated the telling of their personal stories {even with the

mcthodological cavears mentioned above and in Chapter 3).

Conclusion

When Revellt set out to narrate personal expetience of the Russian front, his aim for his
autobiographical publications was firstly that they might communicate his subjective truth of
what had transpired in Russia, and secondly, that they might teach the ignorant. Facilitating the
testimonies of the wniadini-soldati, Revelll’s aim was to let the ordinary soldier speak, that is, he
aimed to rectify an imbalance in the historiography of the campaign.

The main polemic identified in Revell's writing of personal experience of the Russian
front s that of sifenices — on his patt, rather than that of his witnesses. Reading the testitnonies
of the wntadini-soldari it is velatively easy to spot aspects which they might be reticent to discuss;
involvement with Fascism is 4 good example of such fsilence’. Unsurprisingly for an
autobiographical account, it is harder to sce where Revelli has kept quiet — other than in
speaking of his own family and background - until access to original tapes and transceipls
becomes possible.

Mai rardi, La grerea dei poveri and 1.e due guerse narrate the realities and complexities facing
Revelli's generation during and after World War II Fle presents a record of individual and
national turmoil. Italian society of the late 1940s did not divide neatly into Ifascists and anni-
TFascists; Revelli was a good example of a generation which had been brought up as Fascists and

then later adopted an anti-Fascist perspective. While the Russian campaign had been lacgely
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forgotten after the Liberation, as part of a collective shame and shunning of all things
connected to the former regime, Revelli could see that its cffects stil needed to be addressed.
Many of these offects outlasted Fascism by decades. The tevisions in the various editions of Ma
tardi and the presentation of the Russian front n latec publications suggest that Revelli
constantly revisited his war experience and ils nacration so that the force of the message was
relevant to succeeding generations of Italians. His ‘impegno’ to communicate truthfully what
had happened in Russia never diminished.

La strada del davas, L'ultimo fronte, 1] mondo deé vintt and Lanello forte show the stereolypical
detachment or marginalization of the cntadind from the particdlar perspective of rural
Piedmont.?1® Many of those who spoke to Revelli were ignotant of any political rationale; a few
were politically engaged. The contadini-saldat! were, he said ‘sfruttati’ and their own accounts
verify this. Their testimonies give evidence on an individual and community level of Revelli's
conviction that the past has consequences for the present — many of these witnesses were still
suffering physically, psycholegically, and financially as a tesult of their deployment to the

Russtan front some twenty years previously.

216 The relationship between stereotypes of Ttalian sengadin — based pacticularly on the South — and the
realitics in rural Piedmont are analyzed in Chapter 6,
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Chapter 5
Revelli’'s Representation of War in Italy, 1943-45

Revelli's representation of the perod 1943-1945 is important in a study of his response to his
‘impegno del dopo’. Firstly, he views the Resistance as something of a continuation of the war in
Russia, he is looking for revenge tor his fallen comrades. Secondly, Revelli shows that the
Resistance acted as a bridge between the ‘impegno del dopo’ which focused on writing his
cxperience of Russia, and the ‘impegno del dopo’ which saw hisu devote decades to facilitating the
memoties of rural Piedimont. As we have said, it was during this period that Revelli {irst came to
know the contadini within theit home environment.

Chapter 5 begins with an overview of 1943-1945 und the format and content of Revelli’s
publications on the period. The chapter then divides into three further sections as follows. Section
11 is a study of how Revelli represents the period through his own experiences and those of the
eontadiné. Section III examines the aspects particular to the perspective of tic matading. Section TV

analyzes the concept of reconciliation, whether that of memory and history, past and present,

methodology and ‘truth’, ot reconciliation between generations and nationalitics.
2¥
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Section I+ War in Italy, 1943-1945
Revelli returned to Cuneo from Russia in early Aprd 1943, just less than a year after he had set out
for the front. On 25 July 1943, twenty years of Fascist domination ended with the ignominious
deposition of Mussolini, arrested on the orders of King Vittorio Fmanuete IT1. Marshal Badoglio,
the newly appointed Prime Minister, announced that same evening that Fascism had fallen, but
that the war continued. At this point, the detail of the war they were fighting was clear neither (o
Badoglio nor to the Ttalian people at large.*'? Badoglio’s ‘technical’ government oversaw an
ambiguous transition from Fascism to anti-Fascism during which there was little prosecution of
guilty parties. Former Fascists were often absorbed info the new Badoglian infrasnucture, giving
the disturbing imnpression that ‘Tascisin had never been’»* Badoglio, however, gave no guidance
or decrees as to how Italy should relate to Mussolin’s dominant ally, Germany. While he
attempted swiftly and secretly to secure an armistice with the Allies, the Ttalians as a whole were
left perplexed: soldiers on the various fronts continued to fight for the Getrnans, while those at
hame, such as Revelli, contemplated the possibility of taking up arms against their former allies.
Two months later, on 8th September, Badoglio finally reached an armistice with the

Allies, but aot before Italy’s former ally had anticipated events and begun to consolidate the forces
already in Italy. Ltaly wanted out of the war completely, yet the armistice, which appeated to offer
hope of peace, in fact ushered m 2 period af fresh danger as the Allies and the now hostile
German forces engaged in a race to occupy the peninsula. The Italian military was left in a state of
unprecedented chaos, even, as Revelli notes in La guerra dez pozeri, by the standards of what he had
experienced in Russia:

Che fare? Il gioco & grande, superiore alle nostre forze. B tremendo

assistere 2 questa lenta agonia, sentire che la divisa, che le armi diveatano

un peso, un ingombro. E il secondo fallimento che mi arriva sulle spalle, a

breve scadenza, ed & pid pesante dell’altro. (GE, p. 118)
Nonetheless, by the time Badoglio made a formal declaration of war on Germany a month Iater,

so becoming a lower-ranking ‘co-belligerent” with the Allied forces rather than their equal ‘ally’,

217 Clack, p. 299.
218 Clark, p. 299.
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numerous groups of pattisan  fighters wete already springmng up.2®* These bands, found
predominantly in the North where the occupying forces were concentrated, were prepared o
resist the German occupation of ltaly and fight for her eventual liberation, In the valleys around
Cuneo, a high pctcentage of these fighters mcluded ‘cbanlaty’, that is soldicrs from the IV Armata
which had disbanded in the area following its rcturn from France and Badoglio’s armistice.?20
Indeed, such was the vitality with which these parisan bands went into action that within 2 mattet
of weeks of the signing of the armistice, German retubution against the partisans had resulted in
the massacre of Boves, only some nine kilometres trom Revell’s home town of Cuneo. As
Schreiber recounts in his examination of German crimaes against the Ttalian people, La rendetta
fedescs, Boves was razed to the ground and: ‘Fra le vittime vi furono soprattutto persone invalide,
vecchi e malati, ussassinati it modo atroce e 4 sangue freddo’.? This was to be one of the most
infamous Geoman crimes against the civilian population during the entire Resistance and served as
an catly waring of what lay ahead on the road to liberation.

This Resistance against the Naxi occupier and its Fascist followers was by its very natre
and mode of operation to impact heavily on a great many Iralian citizens in the notth of the
country. Muany were directly involved as members of one of the partisan bands; others, indicectly,
through the provision of shelter, food and other necessities. 'lhere were others, such as the
inhabitants of Boves, who bore the brunt of Germuan reprisals against partisan actions, innacent
though they might have been. Roger Absalom, in Il sinee 1800: A Nation in the Batanse?,
described this period as one in which Traly became a field of desperate and muddled struggle
between armies, classes, and ideclogies in many perversely paradoxical combiations which added
to the complexity of a situation whose outcomes no one could foresee, far less command’.222

Amid thts confusion, there nevertheless existed the hope that the Resistance woukl
ultimately play a positive and influential role in the rebuilding of the Ttalian nation and
government. Under pressure from the Comtaw i bberazione nagionate (CLN) to form a new

government with a civilian leader, Badoglio had resipned following the Allies” entry into Rome at

219 Clack, p. 304

220 Saato Peli, Resistenga in ltatia: Storia ¢ artica (Turin: Hinaudi, 2004), p. 23,

221 Gerhard Schreiber, Lg vendetta tedesea (Milan: Mondadori, 2000), p. 135.

222 Roger Absalom, Ty siise 1800: A Nation it the Baluncs? (l.ondon: Longman, 1995), p. 167,
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the beginning of June 1944, Bonomiwas then appointed as the leader of a governient consisting g
of the six parties in the CLN, so effecting a bloodless coupy’?® against Badoglio’s “‘non-political” 5
administration’.?** The focus of this government mught have been difficult to define, but at this

point, the CLN was seen as an influence for good, seeming to offer the boundless possibilities and

optimism the country desperately required., 22

This formative period in the development of twentieth century Ttaly has been analyzed
from a variety of historical and sociological points of view. Several historics of the Resistance were
published in the decades following the Liberation,” and the 1990s saw 2 new surge in
publications beginning with Claudio Pavone’s Unz gueys civile? His study atgued that the
Resistance movement was not merely 4 patriotic uprising against the invader, but simultanecusly a
‘guerra civile’ and a ‘guerra di classe’. Within this classification, he paid particular attention to the
role of violence during these twenty months, Revelli found such a tripattite division ludicrous and
took umbrage at what he considered to be Pavone’s levelling of the period so that ‘wtti 1 morti
sono uguali’, Revelli could not accept that the death of a partisan was the same as the death of 2
[fascist.?2 By contrast, Rossana Rossanda saw echoes of Pavone in Revelli’s outook in I disperce di
Marburg: Il “Lied” iniziale del Disperco df Marbury tiecheggia quello del libro di Claudio Pavone sulla
problematica morale di ogni guerra civile, dove puot finire con il somigliare al nemico’ (DA, p. vi).
Other histories of the Resistance have been published since Pavone’s wotk, though Usa grerrs duile
remains a standard point of reference.22?

Revelli and Pavone might have judged aspects of the Resistance differently, but Philip

Cooke highlights the similarities in the freshness of their approach, arguing that I @isperse df

22 Clark, p. 306.

22+ Mack Smith, p. 418,
225 Clark, p. 307.

226 Roberto Battaglia, Storia della Resistenza étaliana (8 settembire 1943-25 gprile 1945) (Turin: Hinaudi, 1953);
Lz storiografia della Resistenzs (Rome: Bditori Riuniti, 1964); Giorgio Docca, Smwia deflualia partigiana:
settemnbre 1942 -magein 1945 (Bare: Laterza, 1966); Guido Quazza, Rasisenya e sioria dTtalia (Milas: Feltnnells,
1976); Endicapedia delf antifassismo ¢ defla Resistenga, ed. by Pietro Scechia (Milan:La Pietra, 1968).

27 Claudio Pavone, Unwa guerra viviler Seppiv storivw sulla moratits wells Resistenza (Turin: Bollat Boringhieri,
1991).

228 Paola Bastal and Luciano Della Mes, ‘Lebrea sulla tradotta’, I pouze, 7-8 (July- August 1996), 91-108 (p.
96).

22 Romolo Gobbi, ¥ mity defla Resistenzn (Milane Rizzoli, 1992); Gian FEnrico Rusconi, Resisenza ¢
peitfascsmo (Bologna: 11 Mulino, 1995); Pietro Scoppola, 25 Aprite. Liberazisne (Turin: Rinaudi, 1995),
Philip Cooke, The Italian Resistance: An Anthology (Manchester: MUP, 1997).
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Marburg represents the only (semi-) literary text that comes near to the fundamental ‘rethinking’ of
the period carried out by Pavone.? In the preface to the 1994 edition of Usa gisrra civile, Pavone
stated that, until this point, Italtan histories of the Resistance bad paid litde attention to the
military aspects of the partisan movement. 2! A study of La gresra det poreri shows, 1 believe, that
Revelli’s publication went some way to rectifying this apparent omission, as his perspective
remaitied predominandy that of the ‘militar?’, even when he joined the ‘politici’.

The period 1943-1945 has been variously depicted in Italian film. Two of the most
influential ate Paisa and La noize di San Lorengy. The Taviam brothers” ughly acclaimed film La aotze
di San Lorenzo (1982) contrasted with Rossellini’s caclier film, Pasa (1946), in 2 number of ways.
Paisa, the scecond film of Rossellins war rilogy and a ncotealist docu-drama, depicted the
liberation of the Ttalian peninsula in sequence with the American advance; the Taviani brothers,
on the other hand, focused on the localized liberation of Tuscany in August 1944 and ‘the
confusmg journey of the Tuscan peasants who lack uny clear destination or purpose’.252 La wotte di
San Lorengo raised scveral important issues in historiographic representation, including the
question of the interaction of memory, myth and history. It also placed 4 spotlight on the nature
of the Reststance as civil war: “Ihe Christian brotherhood cstablished between Italians and
Americans in Rossellini is, in the l'aviani’s film, replaced by an internecine civil war between
residents of the same town, a struggle from which the Americans are physically absent’.” The
idea of the Resistance as civil war was re-identified by Claudio Pavone,® but was alrcady an
acknowledged chatacteristic at the time by those involved and then by Norberto Bobbio.

Post-war presentation of the Resistance as 2 ‘unifying natonal heroic myth’,?% poses an
immediate complexity as it flies in the face of the geographical reality. Partisans were active in

Rome (For cxample, in the Via Rasella incident which provoked the massacres of the Fosse
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Ardeating), but their sphere of operation was predominantly i the North.2¢ Even here, the
Partito d’ Azione, one of the key political parties behind the pactisan bands, was ‘quite unable to
bnild any mass following in either city or countryside’.?’” The idea of the Resistunce bemng a
unifying force is based more on popular myth rather than any actual unity of action or sense of
national involvement.

Within the literary sphere, Resistance writing quickly developed its own conventions but
produced very different works. Contrast, for example, Calvine’s I/ sentiero ded nidi di ragno, written
from the perspective of a child protagonist, Pavese’s La caca i collina, which shows the ‘Iucid and
tormented consciousness of the moral and ideal choices the Resistance tequired’,?8 or Fenoglio’s
Una questions privata (1963). What the genre gencrally lacked undil later was the female perspective
on the period:

One explanation as to why women did not contribute to stories of the

Resistance is provided by the nature of the genre itself. The Resistance, as

it was relived in the collective imaginary, shared many of the attributes

found in the world of boys’ adventure stories where life is lived, aften

literally, in the wild, beyond the reach of home and family. 239
Renata Vigand’s Lidgnese va a morire (1949) and Ada Gobett’s Diario partigiano (1956} were two
carlier works by wome1, again each having their own distinct characteristics. The former was a
novel depicting the Resistance involvement of a simple washerwoman, L’ Agnese, as a stgffetia and
her eventual execution for having killed 2 German soldier, the latrer an autobiographical account

of 2 mother who joined the partisans with her son, The initial exclusion of women from the gente

is something of an anomaly given the munber of women involved i the Resistance and the role

26 The number of active partisans reached a peak in the summer of 1944 although there is some dispute
as to the total fignres involved by this point. To quote Peli: Bocea valuta a 50 000 i partigiani in luglio, a
70 000 “e pid” quelli di agosto. A meta giugno FUfficio di stato maggiore dellesexcito della Rsi segnala,
nella sola Italia del nord, 78 200 partigiani effettivi, cifre che anche Pietro Secchia giudica “notevolmente
gonfate”, perché “a quellcpoca in realta, il movimento partigiano contava non pid di cinquantamila
uomiai” {pp. 74-75).

According {o Fascist documents Revelli later secured, the Iascists by this point lived in terror of the
partisans, and, to Revelli’s amusemenl, had a grossly exaggerated assessment of partisan strength during
this period: “Si parla della Valle Stura in questi document, dove eravamo citca 700, ¢ qui si dice che
eravamo 3000, B questi suoi dati, il generale Ferraudi [...] ha notizie sicurissime che gli inglesi (sempre
“oli inglesi”l} ci hanno paracaduto dei carsd armat smontatt...! [sic] £ poi dei tecnici inglesi che li stanno
montaado! Hanno proprio le allucinavioni, i fascistil” (DG, pp. 166-167).
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they had played.”® They had contributed both to the immediate conflict and to progress in Italiun
socicty: “Thousands of women were mobilized to fight the oppressors and to end the war, the first
mass women’s organizations were created, and women gamed the vole and assumed public roles
to an unprecedented degree’.2!! At the time of its publication in 1977, I monde dei vinti was rather
inovative in that it offered access not just to the testimony of comtadiz, but also to the femule
perspective on the Resistance. 42

Revelli’s Autobiographical Representation of 1943-1945

Given the changing context of the years of the ‘economic boomy’, why, when so many were
looking to new subjects and new styles, should Revelli chovse in 1962 to return to the topic of war
and Resistance with the publication of La grerra det pover? During the 1950s, the Democrazia
Cristiana had made a concerted effort to ‘demythify’ the partisans,?* which Rovelli’s publication
of his pattisan record assists. Overall, Revelli was very much his own man, working to his own
agenda, regardless of tumes and trends. The pame reason for writing, La guerr def poverd when he
did is more likely that it constituted a necessary sequel to M fardl, and a fitting conclusion to
Revalli’s personal tecord of conflict. The inherent connection in Revelli’s mind between the two
wars and his sense of an ‘npegno del dopo’ 1s seen in his deciston to preface his record of the
Resistance with a chapter entitled ‘La ritivata sul fronte russo’, a virtually verbatin tepetition of the
events with which Mz zandi had concluded. Revelli belonged to two different partisan bands. He
later joined Dante Livio Bianco and Ttalia libers’, but had initially been part of an apolitical band.
Revell’s diary entry for 5% October 1943 explamns the choice of name for this frst band and the
connections he saw between the two conflicts:

Abbiamo battezzato la nostra formazione: 1a compagnia Rivendicazione

Cadudi.

Vogliamo vendicare 1 caduti di Russia. I nostro gnramento dice: “.. .per

ogni italiano morto in Russia dieci fascisti ¢ dieci tedeschi accoppat’. (CP,
p. 128)

24¢ Sharon Wood and Joseph Farrell, ‘Other voices: contesting the status quo’, in Baradski, pp. 131-149
. 145).

2(?1 Jauc) Slaughter, Wosmen and the Ttalian Resistance, 1943-1945 (Denver: Arden Press, 1997), p. 3.

22 Bianca Guidetti Seva’s Compagre. Tectimoniange di parecipagione politica fensminils — two volumes of oral
testimonies - appeared in the same year {Turin: Einandi).

24 Victoria C, Belco, "Mutineer Johnny? The Halian Partisan Movement as Mutiny’, in. Rebeléon, Ropression,
Retuvention: Mutiny in Comsparative Pesspeciive, ed. by Janc Hathaway (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2001), pp. 25-44
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In Le¢ due guerre Revelli emphasized the sense of burden or obligation sparked by these cadwi,
referring to it as ‘quel peso sul cuorc che ci spinge 4 sparare sut tedeschi e sul fascisti’ (DG p.
137).24 He tells us many years later that throughout the partisan conflict, this burden coexisted
with a desire for liberty and, as his political awareness evolved, an ideclogical vision for the future:
‘Uno dei nostri sogni era la libertd, dopo la fine della puerea, Sognavamo: giustizia, solidarfeta, tutte
le strutture fasciste cuncellate; non ¢t sarannao pia guerra, ka pace per sempre’.245 Even a month ot
so after joining Ttalia Libera’ an extract from Revelli’s diaty showed a vision that went beyond
mere revenge: ‘Una certezza ci spinge 4 pagare di persona: che questa & lultima guerra per un
mondo migliote’ (GP, p. 168). Revelli expanded further on his pattisan dreams in another
interview in Libera etd, from 1998: ‘Sognavo, speravo un paese che aprisse gli occhi, e continuasse 4
tenerli bene aperti, contro ogni pigrizia, ogni assuefazione, ogni facile oblio’, 24 Writing in {4 guerra
dei poveri (with the benefit of hindsight), Revelli suggests that he was already aware that the North-
South divide was going to dictate the shape of Italy’s fuwre post-war: ‘Avremo un'Ttalia
repubblicana: monarchia vuole dire fascismo. L'Ttalia libera del sud non ¢ I'Ttalia di domani, non &
I'Ttalia per cui combattiamo: 13 la barucea gira male, perché manca il notd’ (GP, p. 165).247

The presentation of La gwerra dei poverd as a war diary is similar to that of Ma tandi and
additional autobiographicat detail of the Resistance is contained in later publications, I/ digperso di
Marburg (1994 and Le due grerre (2003). Ostensibly, the ‘impegno’ behind I/ disperss di Marbury is the
identification of a German disperso. A complex and absorbing narrative, I/ digperso has a hybrid
construction of diary, oral testimony, archive entries, and correspondence. However, the ezl
wnportance of I/ disperse di Marbirg lies not so much in presenting 2 record of the Resistance, but in
Revelli’s open analysis — for the first time - of theorstical issues in presenting historical tuth. {the
truth established and accepted by historians) against testimonial truth (the individual’s truth). He

has not changed his perception of himself as an amateur, but is now engaging with the polemics

21 In Chapter 4 we saw the strength of Revelli’s anvpathy towards the Germans. The alliance between
Italy and Germany had, as Peli states, been 2 ‘hrutal fiiendship’ (Peli, p. 30), and a desire for vengeance
against them was common during the Resistance as the Italians held them responsible to a larpe extent
for the losses sustained, particularly during the retreat (Peli, pp. 31-32}.

245 Gigi Tertaro, ‘Tascismo democratico? Una hestemmia’, 7.4 paging, 30 Match 1995, p. 3.

24¢ Engenio Manca, 1l partigiane’, Libera eta, 4, April 1998, 34-39 (p. 35).

247 L g guerra dei povert was only published in 1962, so it is possible that such a statement has been edited 1o
reflect later kaowledge.




of the broader discipline us he guthers  variety of ‘true’ staternents from the witnesses contacted,
ex-partisans and ontading, Le due gucrre: puerra fascista ¢ guerra partigiana 1s potentially the most
lluminating of Revelli’s wotks on 1943-1945. This is due to its broader perspective and greater
level of explanation of events and their significance, both because of the distance in time and the
specific temit of the orignal university lectures.

Chapter 2 provided an examination of the origins and evolution of Revelli’s sense of an
‘mpegna del dopo’ across the spectrurn of his oeuvre. Reading his record of 1943-1945, we sce
the origin of his ‘tmpegno del dopo’ remains fixed in his experience in Russia and the relationships
initiated there with his troops. The following extract from an interview with Guido Davico
Bonino in 1997, shows the importance of this period in shaping the future diection of Revellf’s
rescarch among the wwiadini.

THo conminciato a scrivere perché volvevo ad ogni costo raccontare la mia

espetienza di alpmo in Russia. [...] o mi sarei fenmato li jcioe dopo la

pubblicazione di Mea fardi]. Ma poi vado a face il partigiano e scopro il

retroterra soctale det miei alpini: sono 1 contadini delle mie vallate, che 1

fascismo ha costretto a questo nuovo sacrificio, dopo avetli dati in pasto

ad una gucrra orribile. T allora ho capito che dovevo farli parlare, 4 prezzo

di quatunque sacrificio. 212
Tn the same interview, Revelli went on to show that facilitating the memories of others did indeed
wnvolve 1 heavy persanal price, whether emotional or psychologjcal, not to mention the time und
energy expended:

Scrivece di alfri non era il mio mestiere, sono un commerciante, ¢ poi

psicologicamente era molto faticoso, dovevo tivivere con ognuno di loro

un’espesienza dolorosa e terribile. Comundue, i1 quindici anni di lavoro, &

nata Lz guerra def porerd, consegnara a Hinaudi nel "60 e uscita nel 62,24
Of his motivation in producing the later works around the subject of the Resistance, Revelli said:
‘Sono suggerimenti del cuore, suggerimenti che sono matucatt: ho fatto le cosc che sentive quasi in

obblige di fare’.?® This commitment to remembeting was certainly not wuque,2? indeed, it

characterized much of the neorealist production of the post-war period, but for Revelli the

218 Davico Bouino, p. 25.
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230 Massimo Novelli, ‘Le mie illusioni che la sinistra ha disperso’, La Repubblica, 20 July 1999, section
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41 See also Revelli’s introduction Lo Danle Livio Bianco, Cuerva partizgigna, {Turin: Binaudi, 1954), p. xiv:
1 diaric era per Livio un obbligo, un dovere [...] Livio non voleva dimenticare niente’.
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intensity of this scnse of duty verged on the religious: ‘Ricordate le nostre bartaglie, 1 nostri morti,
¢ un dovere sacrosanto’. 22 Revelli encourages us to believe that, ever since his days at the milirary
academy 1 Modena, he had consistently searched for a ‘teu€’ representation of historical events
rather than one camouflaged by rhetoric (GP, p. 7).

Fis commitment to troth acts in conjunction with a constant seatch for better
understanding, whether of the Russtan front, the Reststance or the experience of rural
communities in Predmont. Voglio capice’ (DG, p. 71, 127) runs through Revell’'s natrative,
carrying echoes of a sentunent expressed by other sugvivors of the traumas of World War T1. For
example, revisiting his memories of Auschwitz m T sommeersi ¢ ( saleas, published in 1986, Lewi
stated, ‘ta vendetta non mi interessava. [...] A me spettava capire, capii. Non il manipoly det
grandi colpevoli, ma oro, il popolo’.?* In Revelli’s case, the initial desite for revenge which had
influenced the choice of name for his partisan band was assuaged, and replaced by the desice to
undegstand.

Rural memories of 1943-1945

The rural community’s memories of Resistance, presented in La struda def daveas, T monde dei vinis,
Lignedly forte, Il disperso di Marburg and 1/ preie giwsto, are essentially a by-product rather than the
primary poal of Revells tesearch. Revelli gathers their perceptions of the period us a seemingly
mncidental component of a bigger project to preserve and commmunicate the memorics of the
contadint.

Only 2 relatively small number of testimonies discuss the Resistance. In ¥/ wonds dei vinti,
thirty of a total of ninety-oae testimonies discussed the Resistance. This figure included fifteen
witnesses who are clearly positive in their attitude towards the partisans, five of whom, including a
woman, had been pattisavs. In Lianelle forte, six of one hundred and thirty-three testimonies
mentioned the Resistance and, of these, four were cleady positive in their attitude. Thus, just over
4 third of the witnesses who contributed to I mondo ded vinii and less than five per cent of those in
1lanelly forte dealt with the subject of the Resistance. Given Revellf’s own reputation within the

area as & partisan commander, some of his witnesses may have hesitated to speak freely on the

%2 Nuto Revelli, ‘L'impegno di ogni giorno’, Lazte nuove, 20 April 1964,
258 Primo Levi, I sowmmersé ¢ { safvati (Turin: Einavdi, 1986), p. 138,
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subject. On the other band, Revellt tells us that he would often ask the mediatore not to reveal that

he was un ex-partisan to pre-empt this problem. In L'anele forte pacticuladly, some of the women
interviewerd were too young ~ some had not been born, and others would only have been in their
catly teens in 1943-1945 - to remember or express any firm opinion on the Resistance years.
Othets, such us the Southem brides had only arived from the 1960s onwards. Of those wha did
discuss 1943-1945, the most: developed arguments on the pros and cons of the conflict tended to
come from the men who had then been in their fifties, rather than the younger individuals one
might expect. Giacomo Martinengo was one of these older comtading, his well-articulated views

came from personal experience of fighting as a partisan, yet in 1943, he was already fifty-seven

(MU, pp. 15-19).
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Section IT; Revelli’s representation of 1943-1945

I.’8 settembre
Taken by surprise and worried by the immediate popular enthusiasm that greeted Bacoglio’s

announcement of an armistice on § Septembet 1943, Revelli seemns to have realized very quickly
that he and Italy were entering a period of crisis. Speaking in 1983 Revclli explamed: ‘Avevo una
gran pena nel cuore perché capivo che la guerra non cra finira, anzi, che ne stava maturando
un’altra ben pid tragica per il Paese e che, soprattutto, occorreva subito scegliere’ 25 His entry on
the day of the armistice reflects similar concerns - although we have seen in Chapter 4 how Revelli
edited his first war diary prior to publication:

8 setternbre. La notizia dellarmistizio mi entra in casa dalla strada.

Gridando che la guerra & finita, che Badoglio sta parlando.

Con Anna scendo in via Rome, quasi di corsa, perché sento che un’altra

guerra sta incominciando. (GP, p. 116)
Qver the ensuing days, Revellf’s sense of confusion and crisis augmented as he realized, firsdy, that
this was the second military Failure to assail him and, secondly, that ditection was not going to
come from military commanders {GP, p. 118}. The same diary entry on 9 September illustrared
Revelli’s awareness that his ideclogical framework had been dismantled, leaving him unsuste how
he should proceed: Sparare vuol dire credese in qualcosa di giusto o di sbagliate. Qui non si erede
pia 2 nulla’ (GP, p. 118). Revelli’s disorientated response to the armistice contrasts with that of
Dante Livio Branco, another future partisan commander, whose perception and incisiveness
Revelli came to admire:

Mai come in quel giomo abbiamo capito cos’@ e cosa vuol dire onore

militare e la dignita nazionale: quelle patole, che spesso ci eran parse

msopportabilmente convenzionali e guaste dalla retorica, ora ¢ svelayvano

la loro sostanza dolorosamente unnana, attraversa la pena che ci stringeva

il cuore e la vergogna che ci bruciava, B fu motvo di piG, per gli

antifascisti, di passare decisamente alf'azione. |.. ]

Se l'esercito st stasciava, se generali e colonnelli mancavano alla prova, se

cot reparti regolari non st poteva concludere nulla, tanto valeva che gli
antifascisti cercassero di far da sé.233

23 Nuto Revell, ‘Ho deciso d'istinto’, Da 1943-1983: T.a memotia, 1 gioswi, e pamile, speciale Resistenza
(Tutin: Regione Piemonte, 1983),
255 Livio Bianco, p. 7.




Giuseppe Viale, one of Revelli’s witnesses in La strade de/ davad, recorded a contusion simiar to
that of Revelli on the announcement of the armistice. Still deployed n Montenegro, Viale’s
experience showed the dangers facing troops i the {icld:

"8 settembre, nella notte, arriva 1a nowzia dell’armistizio, e natti si canta e
balla, convint che sia finita la guerra.

I1 9 settembre arciva Pordine di raddoppiare le sentinelle. 1 tedeschi sono
sempre fenni, silenziosi, quast invisibili |.. ]

I 10 settembre i nostro capitano fa Padunata e parla: Prima di oggl noi
avevamo di fronte un nemico forte ¢ feroce, i partigiani. Adesso abbiamo
un altro nemico, piit forte ¢ pid ferace di quello di prima ...
Allimprovviso vediamo i tedeschi ormai a centocinquanta metri che
dvaNZano # ventagho, con 1 mitra spianati ¢ le mitraglie, per accerchiarci
[..]

Fsegiamo gli ording, nessuno di noi spara.

FEntrano nelle camerate. Mani in alto. Con le cattive fanno uscire 1 malati e
i non malaty, tultd fuort. Uscendo dobbiamo buttare in un muccho ke
nostre armi, o prigiontert, (5, p. 21)

By 12 September, the Germans in Italy had occupied Cuneo. After repeated futile attempts to gain
direction from mitary commanders (GP, p. 125), Revelli took (o the hills with his guns and so
entered a stage in life which he described 4s ‘venti mesi [in cuf] diventai adulto’.% Despite his

confusion, Revelli said that ultimately it was ‘una scelta immediata, istintiva’.257

‘Ttalia libera’ and Dante Livio Bianco
In one respect, Dante Livio Bianco (£909-1953), a lawyet, with no military experience whatsoever,
wus an unlikely partisan commander. Tn another, he is representative of the mix from which the
pactisan forces arose. One of the leaders of the Tralia libera” band, Livio Bianco seems to have
been Revelli’s role model during the Resistance in a way similar to the role fulfilled by Grandi on
the Russian front Revells first encounter with Livio Bianco came at a meeting of partisan
commanders on 13 November 1943 and left him impressed by the logic and vision of the lawyer’s
contributions:

Chi pid m’impressiona favorevolmente & Livio. Chiede chi siamo e che

cosa vogliamo da questa guerra. ‘I un grave errore, - dice, - avere alla base

dell'azione soltanto la guerra per la guerra, da militart puri. La guerra ai

redeschi e ai fascisti non & che l'obiettive wnmediato della lora. 11

rinnovamento profondo della vita del paese sul piano sociale € politico &

un problema importante quanto la guerra che stiamo conducendo’.  (GP,
P 134)

256 Nute Revelli, ‘T giotni della Resistenza’, Chnea-Serte, 9 November 1999.
257 Revelli, ‘Ho deciso d’istto’.
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Less than three months later, Revelli joined Bianco’s Ttalia libera’ band. This transition from an
apolitical band with a military outlook to a Giustizia e Libertd (GL) formation bad not been easy
for Revelli and seems to have involved both a change of thinking and a swallowing of pride:

Ho chiesto a Iivio di far parte della handa ‘Tralia libera’: ho scelto.

Liro incerto, non volevo piegarmi: non volevo riconoscere che 1 ‘politics’

sono migliori def ‘militarr’. Livio ha accolto con un sorriso aperto la mia

confessione, {GP, p. 151
Writing in the introduction to the second edition of Guerra partigiana (1973), Revelli elaborated on
the impott of this decision, stating that: ‘Riconoscere che 1 “politici” erano migliori det “militari”
voleva dire tagliare tutti 1 ponii con il mio passato’. 25 That is, until now Revelli had assumed that
militaty people made better decisions in combat than political people; to join Livio Bianco’s band
meant sornething of a valte-face and an allegiance with those of whom he had previously been
suspicious. Pelt argues that Revelli’s decision to join the ‘politic’ was aided by the corruption and
rhetoric discovered within the army: Tt vuoto morale, entita e Passurditd dei costi umani della
politica di conquista imnposta dal regime balzano agli occhi di ¢hi si trova in linea, ben prima dell’s
scttembre’. 25 There needed to be a change of tactics and while an armed response to the occupier
and the remnants of the Hascist regime was crucial, there also needed to be 4 political element to
make 3 break with the past and ensure 2 futute for Italy.

Revellr's exciteinent in this new environment is seen in an extract from 12 February, only

2 few days after joining Italia Libera™ ‘Quando mi parla di Catlo Rosselli, della guerra di Spagna,
delPanufascismo attivo, mi porta in un mondo che ignoravo o conoscevo malamente. I1 mondo
del mio fascismo, il mondo della mia guerra di Russia, erano in gran parte sconosciuti a Livio” (GP,
p. 183). By the end of March, Revelli had 2 well formulated — if idealistic — understanding of the
politics of the Partito d’Azione and their practice n the cutrent climate:

24 marzo. Quando si discute di politica, del partito d’azione, tutto mi

appare logico, accettabile.

‘Fare politica’ vuole dite combattere su un piano di rigotismo morale, di

volontario sacrilicio, guardando al domani senza guerte: vuole dice fare Ia

guerra ai tedeschi e ai fascisti per un mondo nuovo, i mondo di questa

gente, contadini, operai, montanart.

Questa ¢ Pultima guerra: via 1 fascisti e 1 tedeschi non potrauna pid esserct
guerre.

258 Livio Bianco, p. xlvi.
259 Peli, p. 30,
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1l fascismo scomparird per sempre. (GP, p. 165}

Years later, Revelli artributed his recovery from the disillusionment with Fascism and acmy alike,
after his experiences in Russia, to |ivia Bianco, saying ‘mi ha ridato fiiucia, ha fatto maturare in
me una forte coscienza antifascista’.299 At the conclusion of Le due guerve, Revelli argued that his
‘impegno antifascista’ continued long after the Liberation. Indeed, the perseverance of his
personal anti-Fascism is seen in the pride with which Revelli related Cuneo’s stance against the
neo-Fascist Movimentn sociate tfiakane (MSL) (DG, pp. 189-90). In emphasizing Cuneo’s anti-Fascist
credentials, Revelli is making another point abour post-war Italian politics — Ttaly Jater teaped what
it had sewn in leaving remnants of the Fascist regime in office, as neo-Fascism was able to set
down fresh roots, sometimes with the protection of the government and its agencies. Revelli cites
the various occasions on which the M5I have been thwarted in their attempts to hold public rallies
in Cuneo and then concludes: ‘T fascisti fenteranno altri comizi a Cuneo. LI se tjusciranno a
patlate, parleranno soltanto grazte alle imponenti forze di polizia, messe li a prottegetl’ (DG, p.
190).

If, as we have said, Revelli was not involved in party politics after 1946, what 1s the
rationale behind his long discussion of neo-Fascism? The answer lies in the ‘impegno del dopo’
which constrained him to testify time and again to what happened, what he experienced as an
Italian, and his belief that we must learn from the past. For this to happen he argued thut there
must be a continual retelling of events for each new generation: ‘Perché ho accolto lmvito
dell'amico Giorgio Rochat a raccontare quegli anni terribiliv Perché ho voluto rivivere il mio
fascismo, la mia guerra fascista, 1a mia guerra partigiana? Perché eredo net giovani. Perché voglio

che i giovani sappiano’ (DG, p. 191}

Revelli as partisan commander

From a mulitaty perspective, Revell's tme as a pattisan commuander fulfilled many of the initial
expectations never fully materialized within the regular Italian army - in some respects, for Revelli
this was the ‘ceal’ Ttalian army:

Conosco quasi tutti 1 mici uomini. Patlo molto con loro, non mi stanco di
ascoltarli. Minteressa supere perché sono saliti in montagna e dov’eranc

260 Rewvelli, To deciso distinto’,
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prima e che mestiere facevano. E questa la vita che sognavo a Modena,

prima di diventare ufficiale: cosi pensavo che fosse la vita militare. (GP,

pp- 167-8)
The comradeship seen here did not seem to prejudice Revelli’s strict sense of discipline and
leadership. In 2 dispatch w a fellow partisan Revelli’s authority and balanced assessment of a
situation is stated clearly: ‘Non lasciatevi anche voi istupidire dall’euforia del momento, evitiamo
fesserie che possono costare care, Una banda ¢ in garnba non per 1 mortt che pud contate:
tutt’altro. Peccio esegni i miei ording’ (GP, p. 239). Eatlier in the conflict Revelli had described a
controversial incident in which, in the heat of a German attack on the band, he deliberately
consumed a jar of jam, Ta riserva intangibile della banda’, while his hungry men could only look
on. His justification for the act showed a confidence m his role as leader and an application of
common sense: ‘TDomant avrd una giomata dura. Se questa marmellata mi dara un po’ di forza,
wviva le leggi pattigine frantumate’ (GP, p. 188). A revisiting of the incident in e due grere
elaborated on the significance the watching partisans would have read into the action:

Anche Livio mi osservava, stupito, sotpreso. lo ero cosciente di quel che

facevo. Ma o mangiavo, o svenivo. Ecco perché ho osaro infrangere tutte

le regole partigane della solidarieta, delluguaglianza. Tl ragionamento che

he fatto & stato questo: vada una scatola di marmellata. Domani devo

affrontare un aluo giomo di combattimento, poi magari un altro ¢ un

altro ancora. Se la scatola di marmellata bastava a teneemi su...Sembra la

storia degli spinact e di Braccio di ferrol (DG, p. 159)
Conlident and capable as a comimander, Revelli nevertheless enpaged in periods of self-criticistn
and self-analysis (GP, p. 273). The authoritarian approuch co-existed with a concem and sense of
tesponsibility for his men that suggested a strength of relationship between Revelll and the
partisans under lum, Just as the loss of his men in Russia had affected him, 50 too he he was

distraught at the human cost to his band, for example, in walking blindly into a German trap:

Sono uscito da un mondo di bestie, sono vivo, 2 La Boléne.
Ma & mio cuare € pieno di lacrime. Vorrei nascondenni, vorrel piangere.

L'inventario € teiste. Scagliost vivo, m mano ai tedeschi: gli altri; escluso
Volf, dispersil. (GP, p. 302)

At the saroe bme, his insistence on his autonomy as a commander while pragmatic, could make

him appear something of a prima donna: Non ricevo ordin: insindacabili: né dagli inglesi, né da
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altre parte. Ho la responsibilita dei miet uomini, ho dietro alle mie spalle un’espetienza sufficiente
per “discutere” un ordine, da qualsiasi parte arrivi’ (GP, p. 347).
When Revelli joined the ‘[talia Libera’ band in March 1944, the composition and

mativation of ifrs members were diverse:

A Paralup, il 10 marzo, risultano presenti 149 partigiani, eta media che

non superava 1 vent'anni. 11 arrivane da Cunec, 25 dalla provineia, 57 da

Torino, 23 da alire province piemontesi, 33 da regioni diverse; i

meridionali sono 9. Quanto all’estrazione sociale, 86 sono operai, giovani

bocia’ dt officina, 26 student, 18 contadini, 6 insegnanti, 5 unpiegati, 4

commercianti e artigiani, 3 sottotenenti effettivi, 1 industriale ebreo.

Alcuni avevano alle spalie scelte ben motivate, altn avevano scelto per

istinto, per odio nei confronti dei tedeschi, per disprezzo nei confronti dei

fascisti. Per molti la scelta partiprana era una tisposta ai bandi fascisti, alla

chiamata alle armi. (DG, p, 141)
From these hgures it can be seen that workers, stadents and peasants formed the majority in the
band af Paralup.26! In contrast to general perception, ‘sbandatt’, rather than being the backbone of
partisan numbers, were m tdus case fiwrnly m the minonty 2 Diversity aside, Revellr’s initial
perception of the band on his arrival at Paralup was positive, if slightly dazed by its novelty, and
echoed Livio Bianco’s description of his time as a partisan as ‘venti mesi di vacanza’:263

Strano esercito. Uomini senza gradi, senza divise, sbrindellati: gente che

parla tutti 1 dialetts, dal piemontese al sicliano. Molti 1 colori: magliont e

gubbotti rossi, galli, con il grigioverde di sfondo, proptio come

appativano i campi di sci prima della guerra.

[...] A Paralup accoglienza fraterna: Livio, Alberto, lvano, Leo, Dado,

sono gia miei amici. (GP, p. 152)
Revelli’s census of this band shows that those with a military background were certainly rare. In Le
drie girsrve he spelled out explicitly the lack of preparation with which he had to contend as a
commander: ‘Molra della nostra attivitd & rivolta all'inquadramento militare della fornazione. La
muggior parie dei partigiani non aveva nessuna esperienza di vita mulitate, non aveva soai spatato

un colpo di fucile. Bisognava quindi preparatli’ (DG, p. 146). Revelli was struck by the inrernal

organization of Ttalia libera’, which distinguished it from the military bands in the atea. Ranks and

261 Sec. Roger Absalom, ‘A Resistance to the Resistance? The Italian Peasant in History, 1943-1948, in
Moving in Measure: Essays in hononr of Brian Molawey, ed. by Judith Bryce and Doug Thompson (iull; Hull
University Press, 1989), pp. 169-179. Absalom argues that confadini ‘racely constituted as much as twenty
per cent of partisan manpower and those that did join were usually from the peasantry’s undisciplined
anarchic fringe’ (p. 176).

262 Livio Bianco, pp. 1415,

263 Livio Bianco, p. ix.




134

uniforms played no part in this unit and instead it was shaped by ‘una gerarchia non rigida, ma
quas: elettiva: comanda chi meglio sa condurre gli uomini al combattimento’ (GFP, p. 154). Also,
rather than having a ‘nome di banda™% as had been the case in his previous band, the partisans i
Paralup wete known by their given names. The sclidarity and comeadeship central to the success
of their endeavours sprang from an ethos of equal worth between band members encapsulated in
the epithet: la vita di ogni uoma vale la vita di tutta la banda’ (GP, p. 170; DG, p. 169). Revelli
fllustrated how this worked in practice when, for example, a partisan was injured; in contrast to the
Russian front where many injuted had to be abandoned to their fate, here band and individual
partisan were mutually dependent (GP, pp. 188-190).

In Revelli’s istial band, planned action had always seemed doomed to end in anticlimax
as the men strugpled to pluck up the courage and commitment to engage the encmy (GP, p. 143).
After his transfer to Livio Bianco’s band, Revelli’s diary recorded his satisfaction as he gradually
trained and organized the men into fighting units. Revell’s previous mulitary training was
important, but partisan warfare required a new type of warfare (GP, p. 252). He recorded Gideon-
like incidents i1 which the men who lacked commitment to the battle were invited to reharn home
(GP, p. 170). Such a decision could hold as much, if not more, dunger for young men keen to
avoid being drafted by Mussolini's sepubblichini or depotted by the Germans.

In August 1944, a reduction and reorgamzation of the partisans produced a new unit, Ta
brigata valle Stura Carlo Rosselli”: ‘un reparto organico, di gente decisa a contnuate, magari a denti
strettt’ (GP, p. 282). Livio Bianco quickly recognized Revelli’s abitity in a leadership role and in July
1944, judged these skills to be the solution ta 1 commnand problem in the valle Stura. Counteting
Revelll’s reluctance to make the transter Livio Bianco argued that 1a tua presenza & indispensabile
[sic]” and that ‘glt interesst superiori della Causa esigono che tu venga qua’ (GP, pp. 243-244). This
was not the only occasion on which Revelli disagreed with the decisions of other parlisan

commandets,

26+ Revelli's testimony shows that two individuals particularly influenced him: Grandi, his respected
officer in Russia, and then Livio Bianco dunng the Resistance. While with his original partisan band
Revelli had chosen ‘Grandi® as his newene de guerre, emphasizing the high esteem in which he held his
namesake, See GP, p. 135,
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Thete came a point in August when the ‘Brigata “Rosselli”™ (as it had been renamed)
found itself trapped between two advancing Getman fronts, one fleeing from southern France,
the other determined to take possession of the Colle della Maddalena. The gravity of the sitvation
resulted in a vote in which Revelli was cumumbered: La mia tesi & che dobbiamo rimagerc in
Italia 2 ogni costo. Con noi, della Rosselli, ci sono anche Livio, Rosa, e il capitano inglese Flight.
Tunghe discussioni e si arriva addirittura 2 un refexendum tea gli vomini. Vince la tesi della
Francia’ (DG, p. 170). Despite stating his own view strongly and disputing the wisdom of the
decision, once it was taken, Revelll put it into action. The importance of this same mission is
identified by Peli who states that: “La resistenza che per diect giorni (17-27 agosto) la brigata GL
“Rosselli” comandara da Nuto Revelli oppone all'avanzata tedesca verso & colle dellu Maddalena
testa, con ogni probabiitd, una tra le pagine militari pid brillanti della Resistanza’. 2% Indeed, such
disagreements were isolated incidents by contrast with Revelli’s satisfaction i military life as lived
among the partisans and his pride in leading his men well. The combination of leading with
calmness and cxperience allowed Revelli to outwit the enemy, safeguard his men and then enjoy
the result with great exciternent:

Sono le 14,45, La mia esperionza di guerra in montagna & scarsa [...[.Ho
perd una regola in testa, ben chiara: nelle manovre i alta montagna i
ripiegamento veeso il basso avvicne su appuntamento orario. F probabile
che le colenne non prevedano di passare una notte all’addiaccio, a quota
2500[...]

Decido di attendere fino alle 15, pot st vedra. Soltanto per scaramanzia
non dico 4 Livio che questa stotia finird bene.

Quindici minuti sono lunghil...]

Alle 15, su tre squadre, muovono verso il basso.

Chi piange, chi mi abbraccia. I pochi che ridono é come se piangessero

[..]

Ho una gioms. immensa nel cuore, so di aver comandato bene la banda. In

segna di giubilo scarico i mio Thompson contro l'aereo, e grido, grido

felice. Anche gli uomini sparano divertit. (GP, pp. 199-200)
Revell’s confidence m action here relied not just on his outwitting of the enemy, but his
knowledge of the men under him. The importance of this factor is seen in Revelli’s consternation,
following his transfer to the valle Stura, as he realized that part of the equation for success was

missing: ‘I mio posto sarebbe in Demonte, ma devo vedere in basso cosa succede. Conosco {

tedeschi, so cosa faranno: non conosco 1 miei uomini, i miel comandanti di reparto’ (GP, p. 258).

265 Pcli, p. 104,
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In engaging thc enemy, Revelli was also able to draw on knowledge of German tactics and
behaviour gained in Russia — and enjoy getting the better of them: “voglio vedese 1 tedeschi, sento
che dobbiamo sparare per primi. Cli sparerd per primno avio in pugno liniziativa. Ho visto 1
tedeschi, in Russia, che scappavano come lepri: scapperanno anche qui, se sapremo combattere’
(C2P, pp- 179-80).

One aspect developed in Revell’s record of 1943-1945 is a belief in a justice dispatched
with integrity. La guerra dei poveri details Revelli’s assessment of the implementation of partisan
justice against civilian, partisan and enemy. The primary mstance in which partisans mered out
judgment on civilians was in response to episodes of banditry, While it has been argued that
banditismo was already a featuce of ltalian peasant society,®¢ Revellt’s record suggested that it was
new hazard during the Resistance rather than an accepted fact of rural life: ‘Ul fenomeno del
banditismo si sta allacgando. BEx mulitari sbandatt dclla 4¢ acmata e delinquend  locali,
mascherandosi alla partgana, terrotizzano le popolazioni. Basta un cappello alpino, una giubba
grigioverde, per confondere le acque’ (GP, p. 130). ITowever, a partisan communication from
Cuneo some eight months later showed that on occasion there may well have been some
substance to Belco’s view that ‘Ttalian partisans did share 2 number of characteristics with “social
bandits™:267

A questo proposito faccio presente che i questi ultimi giorni si sono
presentati casi di vero ¢ proprio banditismo con furtt di bfancheria,

denaro, arpeneenia, occ. Questi episodi hanno faito una pessima
impressione nella popolazione ¢ sia per gli avvenimentt di Borgo che per

*

questi casi di banditismo si & notato esserci un raffreddamento delle

stnpatic,

Sara bene che 1 comandanti delle bande impediscano che gli vomini st

diano ad atti, i quali non farebbero altro che nuocere alla reputazione delle

bande e det loro comandant. (GP, pp. 235-236)
This highlights the grave implications of genuine bandits disguising themselves as partisans and
explams the need for an unequivocal dispensing of justice by the partisans on captured bandits, as
Revelli put it: “Tanti ne pescheremo, tanti ne fucileremo’ (GP, p. 6). An eady extract from La guerre

del poweri described the shooting of two bandits and the maock execution of a third in an incident

Revelli cleatly found disturbing, not because he disagreed with the capital punishment, but

266 Belco, p. 38.
267 Beleo, p. 38.
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because his sense of justice and integrity did not regard mock executions as legitimnate partisan
behaviour: ‘A Berto era stata concessa la grazia. Questa sua finea fucilazione voleva essete soltanto
una macabra farsa. Berto € vivo, ma ¢ come se fosse morto. Non la condivido questa nostra
crudeltd’ (GP, pp. 156-127). During an interview in 1983, when Revelli reiterated the partisan
policy of shooting bandits, the interviewer asked whether he had ever regretied taking such a
strong line: ““INo, mai — ¢ la tisposta — perché noi stamo sempre stati dalla parte dei contadini, € i
contadini i hanno protetto, non certa con. entusiasma, ma con limpida lealtd Una lealtd a cui noi
partigiant abbramo corrisposto con il massimo di attenzione e di tispetto’™.25% Other extracts reveal
the strict discipline with which Revelli commanded his own men and his tough stance on partisans
who went AWOL (GP, p. 192, 203}.

As bands gradually retook valleys occupied by the German forces partisan authority
evalved to incorporate the role of ciwil authority: a sitmation on which Revelli held an ambivalent
view. On the onc hand, he could see that these zones provided welcome respite from the
oppression of enemy occupation (GP, p. 251). On the other, such was his concern about #s
negative effect on the security of the partisan bands, he outlined to Livio the impossibiity of one
man being responsible for both military and civil authority: Tropossibilitd, per it comandante della
valle, di dedicarsi continuativamente all'organizzazione militare del repasto. Troppi itnpegni che
assotbono, che distraggono. L'ammunistrazione civile di una valle non & compito di un
comandante militate’ (GP, p. 253). Such a view illustrates that although Revelli was patt of a
political band, to his mund he remaimed a soldier above all,

Describing the ireatment of captured spies, Revelli has emphasized the moral integrity of
partisan justice as opposed to that of the enemy: ‘Noi non torcevamo un capello ai fascisti, alle
spie: le fucilavamo. Loro, quando ci prendevano, ci impiccavano. Quindi né schiaffi, né pugni.
Niente, dspetto assoluto’ (DG, p. 151). In the case of female prisaners, the sarne rules applied -
although one female spy was, Revelli said, too stupid to shoot (DG, p. 152) — and female partisans
did the body searches (DG, p. 151). La guerra dei poers recounted the capture and interrogation of

one female spy and Revelli has mcluded the text of her testimony in 2 footnote. This decision may

268 Revelli, ‘Ho deciso d’istinto’.
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have been taken purely on the grounds of providing interesting extra material, but in light of the
respeet with which Revelli treated fellow human beings (Friend or foe), and his desitc to present an
objective account of the Resistance, its inclusion seems intended to vedfy or lepitimize her
treatment by the partisans (GP, p. 176).

The partisan concept of justice 1s further amplified in Le dwe guerre where Revelli described
their dilemma as they realized that they could no longer afford the burden of maving 40 prisoners
everywhere they went. The choice was stark but simple: ‘O fucidadi tutti {...] o libecadi turt?’,
Despite knowing that within a4 very short time the prisoners would reach the German forces,
potentially compromising; the band’s safety, Revelli and Livio reached the conclusion that the only

option was to free therm all - as he had said, ‘non stamo tascisty’.

Revelli’s assessment of partisan and civilian interaction.
Il disperso dif Marburg opened with an acknowledgement by Revelli that relationships between

partisan bands and the peasant population were a ‘tema delicato e controverstale’ (DM, p. 5). Just
how delicate a theme becames apparent when Revelli’s assessment of civilian attitudes to the
partisans is set against the testimony of contadin’. His autobiographical account, La guerra dei povers,
projects a posilive perspective on interaction between partisans and peasants. From svart to fmish
Revelli frequently affirmed what he saw as the evident solidarity between the two groups. By the
time he wrote the introduction to the second edition of Dante Livio Bianco’s Guera partigiana
(1973), Revelli had begun to gather the testimonies of 17 mondo dei vinti and was more cautious in
his assessment of popular support for the Resistance: ‘La grande massa della gente non cerca la
Jolta, cerca la sopravvivenza e ci subisce. Considera 1 fascisti ¢ 1 tedeschi netnict, stranieri. Det
partigiani dice “sono dei nostri”. Ma vive nel terrore delle rappresaglie, degli eccidi, delle
vendette’.2$? In short Revelli sugpested, T rapporti con la popolazione sono facili o difficili a
seconda del momento’ 2%

Fight months into the war of Tiberation Revelli noted in 4 despatch to Livio that Ta
populazione di Cuneo & sempre pit solidale con noi’ (GP, p. 211). La guerra det poveri records what

he saw as proof of this sentiment i the actions of civilians. For example, women on occasion

269 Livio Bianca, p. xlvifi.
270 Livio Bianco, p. xlvii,
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intervened ia pactisan attacks to bring food to sustain the men {CP, p. 181) and once, to Revell’s
amazement, to point out an enemy position (GP, p. 259). With a typical military view of the
civilian, Revelli showed in another cntry that civdian intervention in partisan atracks was 2
distracting nfluence (GP, p. 262). Over the summer of 1944, Revelli’s perspective on civilian
involvement in the Resistance remained predominantly positive. One entry recorded a growing
nerwork of informers among the ‘montanart’ (many of whom Revelli could empathize with given
that they had lost sons in Russia; (GP, p. 224). Another delineated the degree of civilian
commitment to the partisan war: ‘Fra la popolazione civile sono molti gli attivisti, veri e propei
partigiani combattenti, permanentemente a disposizione dei comandi. Soltanto in Demonte se ne
contano a dozzine’ (GP, p. 249). He believed that the aligning of the majority of clergy with the
Resistance was a factor in encouraging support in the Cuneese for the partisans:2”t ‘Non sbaglio se
dico che i cleto era schicrato dalla nostea pacte. |...} Un sol prete € stato giudicato come fascista,
non nella nostra zona' (DG, p. 161).

The majority of individuals who testified for Revelli offer a black and white view of the
partisans; there was no middle ground for them between Dravi’ and Jade’. One of these
witnesses, Carlo Altare, reckoned that the majonity of comiadini were antagonistic towards the
partisans lacpely due to the ignorance of the rural communitics in the face of the realities of the
situation: ‘Ll novanta per cento dei contadini erano e sono critict nei confronti det pactigiani, Clera
¢ ¢’¢ ancora una mentalitd marcia, dovata allignoranza ¢ all’cgoismo’ (M1, p. 409). There was,
though, support for the partisans on a variety of levels, Michele Giuseppe T.uchese was a father
who saw his sons as being safe with the partisans — presumably, he meant ‘safe’ relative o the
alternative of conscription by the Republican aemy (M1, p. 74). If a partisan band included local
men this boosted their supporr among the civilians, as the latter were less likely to be afraid of
them (M1 pp. 8, 348).

Typically, Reststance historiographers and writers of literature present the partisans as
continually at odds with the rural inhabitunts in whose vicmity they operated. Belco, drawing on

the cvidence of I/ monde de vinti, stated ‘few partisans were peasants, and their relationship to

7 [avio Bianco, p. xlvii.
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peasant society was often an ambivalent or hostlle one’.??? Ginsborg argued that partisans and
peasants managed to adopt a wodss serend:”?™ This is balanced by Absalom who saw in the works
of Fenoglio, Pavese and Calvino, for cxample, ‘disturbing inages of a peasant Ltaly distrustful of
ot indifferent to or ambigiously mabilised by anti-Fascists and Fascists alike’. 274

The question of requisitions and reprisals lay at the heart of the relationship between
partisans and peasants. In La grerra dei povert, Revelli stated categorically that his baod secured their
provisions legitimately: ‘Abbiamo ragpiunto una buona organizzazione logistica. [...] Niente
requisizioni: compriatno i viveri a Demonte, paghiamo tutto regolatmente’ (GP, p. 167). Revisiting
the subject in Ie due guerre Revelli reinforced this pokicy and explained how 1t wus feasible in
practice: ‘Niente requisiziont: cra una scelta precisa quella di non pesare sulla popolazione della
zona. Livio riceveva un po’ di soldi da Torino, da Giorgio Agosti [the GL. commissioner for
Piedmont], e tutto il necessatio si comprava, si pagavi’ (DG, p. 142). Tf good relations were to be
maintained, good organization remained central, particelarly as the bands continued to grow (GP,
p. 232): ‘Una formazione ben orpanizzata, disciplinata ¢ che non pesasse logisticamente sulle
popoluzioni, che non requisisse, che non facesse det (orti alla gente, aveva dei rapporti nognal{’. 27

Rural communities were known for offering hospitality to those in need, bur as Willson
observes, it was a different matter when it came fo partisans living off communities.? The
contadint interviewed by Revelli confitm that requisitioning was one of the greatest causes of
tension between partisans and peasants (M7, p. 22). Spirito Armando presents 4 particularly
objective view of the issue — which corresponds with Revelli’s description of partisan routine and
discipline: ‘Qui 1 partimiani non hanno mat preso un vitello, erano ancora bravi. C’erano anche le
bestic tta 1 partigiant che ne combinavano senza che il comando sapesse: i comando perd cra
giusta’ (M1, p. 136). Others among Revelli’s witnesses document attempts to educate the eontading
so that they better appreciated the partisans and their role, but this remained an area of huge

contention (M1 p. 204, 326). Vigand’s Resistance novel, Lldgaes va a morire, described the pirate-

272 Belco, p. 38.

21 Ginsborg, p. 27.
24 Absalom, Resistanes, p. 173.

275 Luciano Gaido and Massimo Moraglio, ‘Il vuoto politico’, Chaos, 5, May-June 1995, 14-24 {p. 17).

2%6 Perry Willson, Peasaut Women and Polftécs in Fassist Ttaly: The Massaie Ruvali Section of the Prf (New York:
Routledge, 2002), p. 203.
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like glee of the partisans as they examined the goods they had managed to procure, paying for
some and leaving other traumatised civilians with u receipt for what they bad taken.?” This may
be stereotypical, but clearly, behaviour of this sort made it casy for civibans to interpret
‘requisition’ as ‘A partisan euphemusmy for theft.?™ Peli, in La Redstenga in Itaba, speaks of the
double-edged sword facing the partisan bands as figures of authority in 4 chaotic pertod:

Infine, { partigiani si trovano spesso a riempire un vuoto sstituzionale, che

li porta a esercitare una funzione di supplenza, amministrativa e di polizia.

[-..] Ma 1 partigiani possono anche essere odiat, perché sono clienti ai

quali é difficile dire di no, in quanto portano le armi, ”??
[ cotrerast to detatled discussion of haw the partisans secured supplies, Revelli did not deal with
the question of German and Fascist reprisals against the civilian population 10 1. guerra def pover:.
Yet it is clear from the testimonies of maradini, such as Andrea Marino, that reprisals were very
tnuch an issue within the Cuncese, where Revelli’s band operated (MT7 p. 213). Even if Revelli
had no personal experience of reprisals, one would think that he could have drawn on avaidable
information to addeess this issuc; particulatly as in La guemg deé povers he did have the added
resources of oral testimonies and buand diarics. One of tie few extracts to mention the issue
carried an ironic tone that implied an wnderstanding of the gravity of the situation and the vicious
circle in which partisans operated:

11 problema dell’attivita operativa, con 1 tedeschi e i fascisti nelle wvalli

Vermenagna ¢ Roia, testa-ancoca senza soluzione: passare all’aitacco vuol

dire rappresagiie. Un bando recente parla di cinquanta ostaggi fucilati per

ogni tedesco o fascista accoppato. Puttroppo ogni tedesco, ogni fascista,

vale tantol {(GP, p. 237)
That Revelli did not explore this issue in his record of the Resistance suggests that he had chosen
to remain silent ubout reprisals. Why? Le dae guerre, his last autobiographical publication, leaves
readers in no doubt as to the sense of moral burden arising from question of reprisals - whether
on account of individual or collective partisan action is not clear. Flere he records that civilian

losses (whether from reprisals, bombings or in camps) during the Resistance exceeded the total

number of partisan dead: ‘1 partigiani cuneesi caduti sono risultacd 1994, le vittime civili [...] sono

277 Renata Vigano, L' Agnesz va a morire (Turin: Binandi, 1949), pp. 72-74.
278 Belco, p. 39
21 Peli, p. 244.




2432" (DG, p. 175).28¢ Lg duz guerre also recorded Revell’s sense of shame und responsibility going
to meet 2 couple from San Giacomo di Demonie whase home had been destroyed when the
Germans mined the town following a ‘rastrellamento’ (DG, p. 163).

The confusion of the period is evident in testimonies such as that of Mattio Rasetto. He
exemplifies the position of much of the rural community: ‘I partigiani erano def nostti, i contadini
avevano I'idea di tenere per i partigiani, i contadini i avrebbero invitati a cena i partigiani, ma
avevano pauta dei tedeschi e dei fascisti, avevano sempre paura che arrivassero gh altri’ (M7 p.
164). "L'his tension between a desite (o suppott the partisans and a lear of the consequences came
through repeatedly in the testimonies of Revell’s witnesses; Willson speaks of the ‘grigia zona’
which resulled.?3 Giulio Cesare Mascarello, a2 member of the Cln, observed that ‘Qui i contadiini
tenevano per i partigiani, erano contro 1 fascisti ¢ 1 tedeschi. Ma non partecipavano con passione,
stavano sempre un po’ in disparte’ (M1 p. 299).

Giuseppina Pio, in Lawely forte, provides an extreme example of the tension between
peasant and partisan. She bad given shelter to partisans on more than one occasion. Yct, at a point
when they wete hosting two English partisans, a group of drunken partisans killed this woman’s
husband {AF, p. 321, see note 9). Unfortunately, such behaviour by a minority often resulted in
the disfllusionment of eautadii/ who had initially supported the pattisan cause:

I contadini di San Benigno erano contro 1 fascistl, all’8 settembre avevano

atutato 1 soldati sbandatt. Ma a poco a poco avevano poi perduto la fiducia

nel pactigiani, per colpa di quei pochi disonest. Ancora oggi incontro dei

contadini che mi dicono: ‘Non parlate dei partigiani...”. (M1, p. 63)
Revelli’s own representation of the period showed that his partisans prided themselves on not
behaving with the brutality seen in both the Fascists and the sedesobr. This was substantiated from
the perspective of the wriadin 1 (he testimony of Glovant Tolosano whe, as a Fascist, had been
imprisoned by the partisans: T parfigiani non mi hanno maltraseato’ (M17] p. 245).

To surnmanize, La guerra dei poveri, Revelli’s first autobiographical record of war in Ltaly,
shows the relationship between partisans and peasants in a favourable lighr, His handling of two

key issues confirms this. Firstly, Revelli presents his partisans as paying their way rather than

280 This information appears as a footnale to description of the work of the Istituto Storico della
Resistenza di Cunco in recording the number of fatalities in the area during the war of liberation.
281 Willson, p. 203,
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imposing requusitions on the local community. Secondly, he does not associate his role as partisan
commander with the consequences for the qmradin, the victims of German and Fascist reprisals. Tt
may be that Revelli already knew more about the tensions between comadin and partisans than he
chose to incorporate in 1z guerra ded povert. 1Towever, his later autobiographical publications suggest
that Revelli adjusted his perception of the relationship to take into uccount what he had leamed in

recording the testimonies of the contading,

Revelli’s representation of the enemy
La guerra dei poveri and Revelli’s later discussion of the war of Liberation, particulatly iy I/ disperso di

Marbnrp, show a contrasting view of Fascists and Germans, the collective ¢nemy. His portrayal
showed 2 range of emotional responses to encounters with the Fascists bur lacked the emotional
intensity with which he depicted and related to the Gerrmans, no doubt because he shared a longer
and harshet hustory wath the latter. Fascist clements were a real threat to the partisans as they
carried out much of the ‘ditty world, spying and rorturing for their German allies.282 Thus, we can
understand Revelli recording his satisfaction on hearing the news that Cumar, an ex-boxer turned
Fascist tortuter, had been killed: ‘Tinalmente la carriera di Cumar & finita, I hanno anmumazzaco
come un cane. [...] A pugni nello stomaco ha fatto sanguinare pni partigiani ¢ antifascisti che non i
tedeschil” (CP, p. 141).

Looking back on the Resistance, Revelli saw the Fascists as wholly reliant on the strength
of the Germans {"Senza i tedeschi 1 fascisti non valevano quattro soldi bucati’)2? and so largely
only worthy of partisan contempt.?$* Many accounts of the Resistance similady present the
Germans as the real force 1w be reckoned with; as Pavoue points out, any confidence exhibited by
the Fascists was wholly reliant on the protection they enjoyed from the Germans. 285 Just as during
the Russian campaign the Getmans rather than the Italian army had been the military machine, so

too the Fascists were seen by the partisans as little better than German lackies — and were

282 Gaido, p. 17.

28 Gado, p. 17.

284 Marco Sannazzaro, ‘Perché la memonia esca dal silenzio’, Anobalero, 30 September 1994, p. 11
225 Pavonc, p. 254,
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commeoenly portrayed as such in post-war films.? Contempt did on occasion become pity for the
Jaseist as in the case of an incompeteat spy (P, p. 173). Similarly, Revelli was unequivocal on the
involvement of one so young when describing the mascot of the Mut Bripata Neta, captured
when the partisans immobilised their vehicle: ‘IB] un bambino di tredici anni, un bambino oia
vecchio. Fa pena e rabbia. Nessuno lo deve toccare. Meriterebbe un sacco di legnate, ma pretendo
che non glt torcano un capelley’ (GP, p. 174).

One word sums up Revell’s assessment of the German occupiers: ‘odic’. Chapter 4
showed that there had been a time when Revelli admired the cfficiency of the German mulitary
machine. Thinking back on an incident shortly after his retuen from Russta, Revelli said: “Li odiavo
a tal punto, 1 tedeschi, che al solo vederl: mi saliva il sangue alla testa. Li consideravo, sbagliundo,
ght unici responsabili del nostro disastro. Mi ero tmposto di non dimenticare nulla, ¢ ne stavo
pagando il prezzo’ (DM, p. 75). Alessandro Galante Gatrone, a fellow-partisan and lifelong, fricnd
of Revelli?s? suggests that the chauge in Revell’s attitude towards the Germans was born of ‘una
sorta di rivelazione’.28% ‘Rivelazione’, however, implies an instantaneous switch in opinion not
necessarily in keeping with the more gradual process described in Mat tandi. "'o Revelli’s mind, the
arrogance of German comportment he then recognized i the troops who occupied Cuneo after
Badoglio’s atmistice only compounded this reprehensible and unfathomable behaviour.2 On
occasion Revelli used stereotypes to describe the machine-like operation of German units (GP, p.
147). He also attempted to encourage the inexperienced men under him by destroying such

images of the invincible Geeman soldict: To cerco in tut § modi di smitizzare “Tinvincibilitd” del

286 Roy Palmer Domenico, Iiglan Fawists an Trral, 1943-1945 (Chapel TTill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 1991), p. 28.

87 Percorsi, p. 197.

28 ‘Poi vedeva da vicino i tedeschi, e sentiva qualcosa di istintivo che quasi gli ripugnava, un
atteggiamento di alterigia, ci distacco, di superiorita,

Ebbe ung sorta di rvelazione. Aveva visto, ma senza capire immediatamente, turbe disperate di pente
lacera, face smumnte: erano gli ebred avviath ai campi di concentramento e di sterminio.

Quest'uomo concept in quel momento un odio verso i tedeschi, contro la guerra, avverti lo sdegno per il
modo inadeguato col quale era stata allestita’,

From fragment of an interview with Professor Gallante Garrone in La Rigdvia miliiare, (March-Apal 1995),
p.- 7

29 Hastai, p. 104

See also DG, p. 133: ‘Tl giomo 12, alle ore 14, le SS del Maggiore Peiper entrano in. Cuneo.

Ho voluto aspettarli, 1 tedeschi, ho voluto vededdi. [...] Sono proprio come i tedeschi che ho visto a
Varsavia, che ho visto in Russia. Spavaldi, pieni di botia, odiost’,




145

soldato tedesco, che ¢’era nef nostri vomini. Non avevano mei combatuto. [...] Dico scmpre ai
roiel nomitni: “anche 1 tedescht sono di catne e assa™ (DG, p. 148).

If rural communities were divided in their attitude to pattisans, Revellf’s collections show
that there was a consensus when it came 1o thewr perspective on the Fascists: fear combined with
hatred to produce bitter memoties. His observation in La geerra dei povers that La popolazione 1i
odia, perché sono vigliacchi, ammazzana pid gente che i tedescht’ (GP, p. 147) was now further
expanded in hearing the experiences of the warading in their own words. Battista Atmar, one of the
female witnesses of T.anelb jorte, gave a broad condemnation of the Fascists, stating: ‘Come
giudicavamo i fascisti? Pensavamo che erano dei delinguents, io Pho sempre pensato e la penso
ancora adesso’ (AF, p. 167},

Bartolomeo Garro, a partisan, described how he miraculously sutvived execution by the
Fascists (M1, pp. 62-67). One of the most salient aspects of his narrative was not an explicit
condemnation of the Fascists, but a description of the fear among the onluokers, which
neutralized human compassion, as they held baclk from coming to his assistance for fear the
Fascists would retum: ‘C¢ chi suggerisce di portarmi via, di soccortermi. Ma restano tutti 1,
immobili. Ianno paura che 1 fascisti titormino, sono sotto I'impressione del massacro’” (M1, p. 65).

Another woman from Lanelh forte, Matia Fracchia, described the murder of her sister and
brother-in-law by the rpubblchin, after a Pascist spy had betrayed them. Her testimony offered
greater analysis of the tensions n play curing the Resistance and their longevity post-wat,
fllustrating that nothing was simple or clear-cut fot civiians:

Fh, povera mia sorella Meri. Prima di ammazzarli gli hanno dato tante
botte... A Meri e hanno sparato in hocca perché lei gridava, perché
voleva difendete suo marito. Meri era incinta |...J.

Si, abbiamo capito che erano 1 fascisti, che erano i ‘repubblicani’ che Jj
avevano amunaxzatt. Ma "avevamo anche con i partigiani che erano venuti
a puntarst li, a fare | maymzzino nelle case al di Ja del Belbo, a farsi
ospitare netle nostre case. E da poco sa che non dico pifl niente det
partigiani. C'é stato un tempo che quando nominavano i pactigiani dicevo:
‘Che 1l diavolo se li porti via tutty’, (4F, pp. 388-38Y)

Don Viale offered a unique perspective on attitudes to the Fascists in J/ prere giusto. Here, he

described how difficult he found it as 2 priest to hear the confession of 2 female spy condemned

to death by the partisans on the eve of the Liberation (PG, p. 104). This clearly provoked an inner
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turmoil for Don Viale, made even more difficult in light of an eatlier occasion on which he had
heatd the confession of thirteen youny pattisans condemied to death (PG, p. 69).
When it came to attitudes towards the German occupier, the oral testimonies collected by
Revellt testified to 4 general hatred and abhortence of this enemy. Iear of the Fascists and fear of
the Germans tended to be expressed in the one breath, with littie if any differentiaton (M1, p.
208). 'Ihe ‘Strage di Boves” on 19 September 1943 was one of the most infamous of German
atrocities agpinst the civilians of Piedmont Don Viale described the event from the perspective of
the victims among the clergy, although in all some 43 civilians were murdered and many homes
razed to the ground: ‘Una strage che non si pud descrivere. Per molti era una sorpresa che |
tedeschi fossero cosf crudeli. Tuttt ques civili assassinati, pia di venti, e tra loro due sacerdoti ... 12
loto salme erano irriconoscibili’ (PG, p. 46). Don Vide also pwvidcd other examples of German
brutality, including a lengthy and passionate narration of the execution of the thirteen partisans
already mentioned.
Another testimony to German brutality is seen in the vivid dialoguc of the Aimar sisters,

Anna and Battistina. ‘I'hey relate the appalling incident of Battistina’s wedding, intertupted by the
artival of German troaps, and the resultant deaths of two partsans and three civilians (AF, pp.
162-167}. "L'he death of Margherita, one of the civilians, was particularly distressing, A linguist,
well-travelled and intelligent, Margherita had the habit of wearing army fatigues to protect herself
against the cold, although she was not a partisan — this habit was to seal her death warrant when
she encountered these Germans, As the Germans approached, she had attempted to reassure her
neighbours saying: ‘Ah, non spaventatevi, 1 tedeschi sono mica delle bestie, sono gente come not’
(AF, p. 164). Aona Aimar described how Maigherita quickly realized her mistake, but it was
aleeady too late:

La prendevano 2 schiaffi ed a calci in culo, con 1 fucili la colpivano sulla

testa, povera Martgherita, perdeva del sangue ma non piangeva, non

gridava. [...]E ler a dire: ‘Sono dei vigliacchi, dei bastardi. Ma sono belve,

non sono gente, SONO sak-bocke, sali bocke . |...|1 tedeschi hanno confabulato

un po’ fra di loro, pos hanno afferrato Margherita, ed a calci Phanno spinta

fins sotro il portico di Ballatore. Le hanno spatato. (AH, p. 165)

Acts of such brutality were something of a gamble for all parties involved in a conflict where the

line between soldier and civilian was hard to define, and the conflict therefore “total’ and
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‘inclusive’. 2% As Pcli explained, ‘la brutalita della repressione ¢ wn’arma a doppio taglio’ {(p. 241). It
could provoke no more than Ia tradizionale rassegnazione conradina’ with which they faced
difficulties, but it could equally provoke hatred and an active search for vengeance against German
or partisan 1.

IHascigts and Germans alike, then, were viewed by the contadin who suffered at their hands
as brutal, hated figures. Two testimonies stand out against this background. Firstly, that of
Giovanna Giavelli, who through the omission of any explicit denunciation of the Germans seems
by her silence to endorse them even ever so teebly. Given her negative opinion of everyone but
the Germans, thete was an unavoidable crassness in her manner of expression: ‘Pot nel 1944 a
[lerriere sono arrivati i tedeschi, ancora tutti bravi, T “Muti” erano poco bravi, avevane la piuma da
alpino, ma erano alpini sbagliati, Sembravano galeotti. I partigiani erano solo buoni per le vova ¢
per il burro’ (M1 p. 125). The other testimony to stand out arnongst all those of both Laxele forre
and I mondos dot vinti was that of Pasquate and Anna Roggero, a couple from the Langhe. Pasquale’s
memories of attitudes towards the vadous factions involved in the Resistance — expressed as if
tepresenting collective opinion and behaviour — were either penetratingly honest i comparison to
other testimonies, or this couple’s behaviour was singularly duplicitous:

Poi un’altra gucrra, qui c’erano i tedeschi, 1 fascisty, ¢ 1 partigiand, #a paw, #a

pag...|Una paura, una paura...] I tedeschi, briganti, mettevano 1 post di

bloceo, ore ¢ ore in sosta perché controllavano 1 documentt a tutth.

Venivano i pattigiani, eravamo con loro: ventvano i tedeschi e 1 fascisty,

eravamo con lara (M7, p. 293)
There was, then, a correlation between Revell’s own perception of the enemy and that of the
contadimt and, for the most part, these conform to the existing representation of Germans and
Fascists in Ttalan literature and culture. According to Revelli, he and the wmssadin had only hatred
for both the Germans and the [Fascists. Duting the pediod 1943-1945, Revelli was on a quest for
vengeance; legitimately so, he thought, given the Germans betrayal’ of their allies on the Russian
front.2*2 Revelli’s presentation of the Germans and Fascists as equally hated by the somtading is

replicated in their own accounts. However, their (estimonics show that the comudin saw

290 Qliva, p. 51.

29 Peli, p. 241,

2% Jtis only in J{ disperso di Marburg that we begin to detect a revision of Revelli’s indiscriminate hatred of
the (Ferman people.
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themselves as caught between a rock and a hard place; for many, the partisans were as much ‘“the

enemy’ as the Germans or Fascists. >3

Revelli’s Evaluation of the Partisans’ Allies
The partsans of the Brigata Rosselli fought nor only in the Cuneese but also over the border as

allies of the French magnis from August 1944 until April 1945. Revelli’s narration of these months
is coloured by the fact that he had never thought it a wisc course of action (as was shown above).
They had received a warm welcome on arriving in Isola (GP, p. 284) which quickly changed into 2
confusion of cultures: “Nino, il mio fedclissinio portaotding, & turfaltro che entusiasta della
Francia. Anche fra gli vomini affiorano le prime perplessita. Teri un francese... ubriaco cosi ha
accolto un gruppo dei nostri: “partigiani italiani, perché non gridate pit viva il ducer”™ (GP, p.
285), More serious were the disagreements between Ttalian and French over incidents such as the
identification of the intended recipients of un Allied airdrop (GP, p. 292).  Cultural
misunderstandings disappeared, however, m a shared sensc of respect for the dead as seen in the
cure with which the French women prepared the bodies of the Italian dead: ‘Bertone, bucato
malamente, hanno finito a colpi di moschetto. B irriconoscibile. Una donna del paese, Renée
Viguié, ne ricompone a salma, 'avvolge in lenzuola candide, pensu a tutto proprio come una
mamma. La sua devozione ci commuove’ (GP, p. 287). Relations between French and Italians
finally carne to 2 head in the ultimatum of December 1944: ‘A Belvedere 1 nadi sono venuti al
pettine. Siamo giunt all'ultimatum francese: se la Rossell non s’inserira nel LXXIV battaglione
stranteri verrd sciolta. In altre parole: far parte dellesercito francese o inletnamento’ (GP, p. 320).
This situation rambled on for a fortnight and then hecame part of a bigger reladonal conundrum
as the Allics became involved (GP, p. 3206).

Fascist repotts of Allied airdrops of tanks and cngineers were gross exagperations,
‘hallucinations’ according to Revelli, and facts on the ground certainly showed « different picture
of relations between the pattisans and the Allics. In September 1944, for example, Revelli saw
partisan relations with each of the three Allies as quite distinct: T francesi ci tollerano: o meglic

vorrebbero avviatci verso uo campo di concentramento, [...] Gl americani st disinteressano della

292 Absalom, Resistauce, p. 175.
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nostra sorte. I soli che ci difendono sono gl inglesi’ (GP, p. 171). He struggled in particular to
understand the American attitude to the conflict and the Germans:

Sono strani soldati gli americani. Inquadrati da una disciplina sostanziale,

barattano le armi in pid, quelle raccolte in combattimento; ma per le armi

personali hanno una cura pacticolare. [...]

ITo I'impressione che gli americani non rescano 4 odiare t tedeschi, Nel

tedesco vedono il soldato, nonla bestia. [...}

A volte sembra quasi che non sappiano per che cosa combattono. Forse

non sanno cogliere 1 motivi del terrore e della miseria che li citconda,

(GP, p. 335)
Disappointments with the British are, however, a feature of Revell’s publications and likewise
those of Livio Bianco. They felt let down by incidents ranging from promused airdrops that never
materialized,?* to a feeling of betrayal in 1944 when the imminent liberation they had hoped for
was quashed by a strong Geman counter-offensive in the Romegna. ‘This i turn saw the
fledgling partisan republics overrua and partisan forces, particulatly in Piedmont and the Veneto,
at their most exposed 3. General Alexander, deputy to Dwight Eisenhower and Supreme Allied
Commander of Allied Atnies in Ltaly since 1943, had issued the following order in the belief that
Liberation would not now be possible until the spring: ‘1 patrioti devono cessate la loro attivitd
precedente per prepararsi alla nuova fase di lotta e fronteggiare un muove nemico, Pinverne’. 205
Pactisan disappointment and their sense of betrayal at this development can be measured in the
inclusion of this moment across the spectrum of Resistance writing,?”7 from Revelli's La guerra des
poteri and Livio Bianco’s more succinct averview, Grera partigiana, to works of literature such as
Vigand’s LiAgnese va a morire and Fenoglio’s I partigiany Jobnry. Belco argued that ‘Contrary to
glowing Allied reports and Allied ditectives, the partisans did not look to Field Marshal Sir Harold
Alexander as commuander in chief for orders’.2® Revelli expresses a simdar sentiment the
following spring as he angrily asserted his right to lead his men autonomously:

I proprio per Pesperienza passata, che comincta in Russia e finisce a

Turini, che gl ordini insindacabili, mi spaventano: basta con le boiate

coperte dai gradi, dalla retorica patriottarda, dalle medaglie. Accetto un
ordine nel wivo del combattimento, a caldo: discuto un ordine che parte

294 Livio Bianco, pp. 51-52.
%% (Glashorg, p. 56.

2% Peli, p. 110

297 Pavone, p. 195.

2% Belco, p. 30,
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da una villa di Nizza, a freddo, come da un lonftanissimo comando delle
retroviel (GP, p. 347)

Historically, General Alexander’s order has been read in one of two ways. Licher this was a
military decision, ‘not intend{ed] to make life more difficult for the Resistance’,?” or it was a
deliberate political ‘manavra anticomunista’ *° Perhaps ‘a subtle tit for tat’ in response to the
Russians having allowed the Nazis to ‘crush’ the recent Warsaw tising, and a move to forestall the
possibility of ‘the political headache of a left-wing mass movement in the North’ after the
Libetation. % La guerra dei poveri showed Revelli's thoughts as o GL vommander focused on a
future Ttaly and were consciously at odds with those of the British: ‘Ta nostra formazione &
politica: &€ una formazione scelta, soprattutto ben armata. A liberaxione avvenuta la Rosselli
potrebbe cssere una preziosa riserva per attuazione dei nostel programmi politici che saranno in
contrasto con gli interessi ingles” (GP, p. 339).

Despite this difference in political vision for the country, Revelli took care to give credit
to the British where due by tecording the following comment in a footnote of La guerra def porers:
‘Non altrettanto posso dire della missione inglese di Nizza. Pur restando vero che fra noi e gli
inglesi esiteva un muro di diffidenza, devo riconoscere oggi la buona fede della “missione Betts™
nel sollecitare i rientro della brigata’ Catlo Rosselli n Italia’ (GP, p. 338). Otherwise, Revelli’s

representation of the Allies expresses similar sentiments to those of other records.

The. Disillusionment of Liberation

Nuto Revelli’s record of the Liberation in April 1945 is marked by the contrast between the joy
arourd hita and his own sense of isolation — due in lasge measure to the profound impact of the
injuries he had received m a4 motorbike accident in France the previous October. This required
months of reconstuctive surgery o his face but still left him permanendy disfigured (CP, p. 305
1f). Recovered sufficientdy to return to Italy and participate in the liberation of Cuneo, Revelli
described the scenes as they passed through Borgo San Dalmazzo, ‘Bandiere da ogni parte, osanaa
al partigiani” (GP, p. 371). He goes on to tell of the scenario, somewlat surreal to his mind, of

civilians spectating at the liberation of his hometown shottly aftexwards (GP, p. 372). Such

299 Ginshosg, p. 56.
303 Peli, p. 110.
301 Ginsborg, p. 56.
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liberations were nat part of the Allied game plan: ‘To the Allies’ consternation and against their
orders, partisans themselves liberated. cities before Allied troops acrived’ .32 Revelli nacrated both
the almost cotnical situations in which Fascists become ‘ex-Fascists” overnight (GP, p. 374), and
the early victory celebrations which contrasted with his own melancholy:

I bracciali sono sempre pii numerosi. Appaiono i primi fazzolett verdi,

azzurti, tricolori, nuovissimi, fabbricati per I'occasione.

Scendo in via Rome, sempre in gito a caso, da isolato. (GGP, p. 376)
An interview in 1998 provided 4 fuller explanation of Revelli’s lack of celebration at the
Liberation. Revellt had a number of worries at the time but the real source of his anguish lay
elsewhere: ‘in me avvertivo troppo grande I'angoscia, troppo forte la lacerawione. |...] Ma
soprattutto mi portavo dentro il peso del disastro di Russia, il ricordo di quei dispersi, di quei
ragazzi morti per niente 14, a migliaia di chilornetri dalle loro case’. 302

By contrast, Revelli judges the sadness at the close of Livio Bianco’s partsan diary to be
for another reason: ‘Finisce cosi # diario di Livio, con la malinconia, con la tristezza di chi lascia
alle spalle la stagione piti bella della sua vita”.3¢* Again with the benefit of distance, Revelli was able
to look back during an interview i 1972 and capture the hopes and aspirations af Italian partisans
at the Liberation, likening them to ‘quell’aria pulita dopo it grande tempotale’. 3
Relatively few aof the oral testimonies from the antadin talk of the two years of Resistance

and even fewer of the Liberation. Only a couple of Revelli’s female witnesses, the Aimar sistets,
who had witnessed and experienced the brutality of the German invader and its Fascist sidekicles
recotd the anticipation and joy of eventual liberation: ‘Gli ultimi mesi della Resistenza eta poi un
qualcosa di bello. Cominciavano ad arrendersi 1 fascisti, quello era proprio bello, ah sf si, il cuore si

apriva proprio, Capivamo che stava per finire’ (AF, p. 168).

202 Belco, pp. 31.

303 Manca, pp. 35-36.

304 Livio Bianco, p. xlii,

305 Nuto Revelli, ‘Dappello di Nuto Revell’, Lozza consinna, 11 July 1972,




Section I1T; 1943-1945 - Memortes Particular to the contadint

I mondy dei vinti and L'anello fortz consist of almost 250 testimonies. That only a handful of these
mdividuals considered themselves former partisans speaks volumes about the level of rural
participation in the war of Liberation. Of these, the majority discussed the Resistance in terms of
their attitudes 1o, and mteraction with, the various factions mnvolved. Few mentioned, cven briefly,
the aftermath of 8 September 1943 and the many soldiers — particulatly those whose homes were
in the South - who were left in a vulnerable sitvation after the disbanding of the IV army. (M1~
pp. 22, 63). We have seen above a number of aspects common to Revelli’s own record and some
of the mutadine. In this section, we wish to consider three aspects patticular to the perspective of
the aniadini on 1943-1945.

The first area characteristic of the attitudes of Revelli's witnesses is the tendency to
distance themselves from the Fascist regime. This s done in a number of ways. The witness might
profess iotal ignorance of Mussolini's regine and current affairs in general: ‘Che cosa ricordo del
fascismor MNon ne so niente del fascismo, ho mat preso un giornale in mano’ (M1 p. 145). Revelli
included an anecdote in Le due gwerre which dlustrated the extent of claimed rurdl ignorance of
Fascism: ‘Molt minitnizzano. Un testimone, uno in gamba, quando gl ho chiesto del fascismo mi
ha risposto 1 piemontese: “il fascisma & durate due o tre anni”, “Ma come, - ribatto, - & durato
venti annil” “Ma 1'¢ durd tant parei?®™ (DG, p. 24). Discussing the Tatent Fascist attitudes’ seen in
the villagers of Pavese’s L lima e ¢ faly, Nicoletta Simborowski describes them as “tutta gente che
st € messa 1 fazzoletto tricolore I'indomant’, changing with the prevailing wind and unwilling: to
take moral responsibility for any of the preceding years.30¢ Revelli had witncssed similar behaviour
in Cuneo at the Liberation, and somieding such as the individual above offer similar descriptions of
their own behaviour and that of thetr communities.

Spicito Magno Rosso offered another perspective on the rural community’s view of [ascisin. He

represented those who considered themselves politically illiterate, Fascists by default rather than

208 Nicoletta Simborowski, Secrers and Prggies: Silence and the Unsaid iv Contemporary Italian Wiiting {Oxforc:
Legenda, 2003), p. 73.
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cofrvicton who, as he recounted, therefore needed a shocking event to shake them our of their
stupot:

In Ttalia ormas [c. 1925] c’era il fascismo. Per me, per molti di noi, dopo la

morle di Matteotri il fascismo era il nemico. Non che ci interessiumo di

politica, non ci interesssiamo nemmeno oggi di politica perché non siamo

colti. Ma & I'assassinio di Matteotti che ci ha spalancato gl occhi. Noi non

eravamo fascist, ¢ quel delitto ¢t ha messi 2 terra. L'impressione era yuasi

come se avessero assassinato uno di not. Per tutta la gente della mia

-azione quel delitto é stata una cosa grossa, decisiva, (M7, pp. 271-272)

The ignorance claimed above - whether genumne or merely cvasive — was atypical of those
prepared to discuss the Resistance with Revelli. Yet the events referred to suggest that by the mid-
1920s, even those ‘ignorant’ rural communities had seen something of the real nature of Fascism.
Generally, those with an opimon on the Resistance had been politically active, or at least more
politically asvare, then the average contadive. Consequently there was something of a ‘thern-and-us’
actitude in their communication of the views of the emtadivi regarding Fascism. Giulie Cesare
Mascarello provided an intelligent and detailed discussion of rural politics and was emphatic as to
the relationship between the apolitical confading and Fascistn: ‘Dire che 1 contadini eranc Fascisti?
contadini non hanno eapito niente del fascismo, erano abbastanza soddisfatti dell’Impero,
dellTtalia importante, ma di politica ne capivano niente’ (M1, p. 299). Giuseppe Bassignana
lilkewise made a distinction between his own experience and the views of the majority:

Per molti contadini 1 fascismo ¢ passato senxa che sc ne accorgessero. Per

me il fascismo € stato una pietra sullo stornaco, terribile. Ci hanno in parte

catturati tramitc 1 figli, io pagavo sei tessere per i miei figli, 2 scuola era

obbligatorio avere la tessera fascista. Ta perd non mi sono mai iscritto al

fascio. 1l fascismo ha diviso i paesi, ha rotto tante amicizie. (M1, p. 323)
Giovanni Tolosano was one of the few (o admit to being a Fascist, ot at least pro-Ifascist, and he
acknowledged himself that at the time he was one of a4 minority: ‘La gente & contra i fascio, sono
quasi tutti contrad. To dico Ia veritd, io mvece i credevo al fascio’ (MT7, p. 244). If we tale the
mote politicized comtading at their word — as the others shed little light on the reality if 1t were

different — it is unsurprising that ann-Fascists of longstanding were 4 minotity in the communities

i which Revelli conducted his research.?®” Battista Martinengo was one of several members of an

7 The perspective of anothcr communily is offered in the testimony of Ines Siglienti Berlinguer, from
Rome: ‘I mict genitori erano antifascisti e da quando Mussolini sali al potere, mio padre fu spesso oggelto
di percosse e subi Ja prigione, Furono questi fatti a provocare il mio odio contro i fascisti’. (Allaisio, p. 1)
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anti-Fascist family whose testimonies Revelli recorded. He spoke first of his own reaction to
Fascism on his refurn from national service in 1922, and then of the prevailing attitude within the
countryside:

Nel 1922 sono tomato da soldato dopo ventiquattro mesi in Sicilia. C'era

il fascismo. Qualcuno di nai voleva reagire, ma Paffare veniva stretta, era

un pasticcio. [...]

Nel paese avevamo nascosto la bandiera del socialismo. Turte le noti

verivano 1 fascist da Fossano, da Cunco, a cercarla. {...] Chi erano gl

antifascisti di Matgaritad Frano gente come noi, operai, muratori, tutta

gente che lavorava sotto gli altri. La campagna era taglaata fuoti dal

discorso delantifascismo, non si interessava di politica. (M1 pp. 20-21}
A second aspect of the Tralian Resistance emerges in the oral lestinonics of the mntading: the role
of the partigiana. Real discussion of the ferale perspective s limited to the testimony of Tersilla
Fenoglioc Oppedisano, an ex-partisan. At the time of publication (in 1977), her narrative offers a
rare insight to the experience ol a female partisan and het reception by her home community.
Desreibing her decision to join the pattisans, Tersilla’s position was very similar to that of Revelli,
and ndeed the majority of their gencration: To avevo vent'anni, 10 avevo la “Patria in testa, io
avevo la retorica di Mussolini in testa’ (M1 p. 403). Tersilla presented hersclf as perhaps less
politically asture than her partisan comrades, yet she was able to cutline clearly the predicament of
many young men following the 8: “A mio gudizio il partigianato non ha avuto una componetite
volontaristica: I'ottanta per cento der partigiand proveniva dalle cittd, dov'era impossibile vivere.
f-..] Se la Repubblica di Sald non avesse voluto un esercito repubblichino, non avremmo avuto un
csercito partigiano cosi imponente’ (M1, p. 405). For women, however, the decision to become a
partisan was voluntary and offered the opportunity to enter a woeld from which they had
previously been excluded.®® Like Livio Bianco, who viewed the Resistance as something of a
holiday escapade®® - Tersilla had positive memories of the period, and particularly of the
formative influence of her leaders:

Io ricordo con mfinita nostalgia la mia espetienza partigiana. {...] Soltanto

dopo la Liberazione ho pot ripensato alle molte cose che mi avevano

insegnato 1 miei comandanti partigiani. Se nel 1948 ho dato i voto al

Partito Comunista & perché 1 mici comandanti partigiani erano comunisti.
(M7, pp. 404-405)

308 Alloisio, p. 24
309 Livio Bianco, p. ix.
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During the Resistance Tersilla acted as s/affeia for 4 communist band whete she was the only
female among the group. Her memories of the time with the band are marked by the respect she
enjoyed trom her fellow partisans. Despite being the lone female of the band, and sleeping sid-by-
side with the men, she claims never to have felt vulnerable or isolated, quite the opposite: ‘In
banda non ero una donna ma una sorella. Niente scherzi di cattiva gusto, non uno che mi
sHorassc. Se uno mi avesse offesa gli sarebbero volati in dieci addosso, eto circondara da un
ambicnte di famiglia’® (M1, p. 404). Other women were not as fortunate us stercotypes prevailed
and male pattisans often did not want to be encumbered with female band members. 10
A strongly religious outlook could have compromised Tersilla’s position within this

commmunist band, yet she recorded that the other partisans could not have been more respectful or
accoinmodating of her beliefs and practice:

Io ero credente, tutte le sere dicevo le preghicre ¢ i rosario, turee le

domeniche andavo a messa, mi sentivo preparata alla morte in qualsiasi

momento.

Mi impressionava favorevolmente il rispetto che 1 comunisti avevano per i

miet sentimenli religiost, per le mie idee. (M1 p. 404-405)
Tt all sounds idyllic, and above all, protects Tersilla’s reputation as she argues that she and the
partisans were above reproach. Tessilla’s testimony may very well reflect her experience, but the
protection of one’s reputation was a real issue for sagfeie and partigiane. 1a vita che conducevano,
sempre in giro da una pacte all’alita della cittd nelle ote piu strane, anche durante il coprifuoca,
I'essere sorprese in compagnia maschile da qualche conascente, generava pettegolezzs, melleva in
pericolo “onorabilitd’™.*% Tersilla records the reality of such risks given the reaction of het local
community to her role and situation, despite evidence of her religious belief and practice:

Sui che cosa ero io per la gente del mio paese, per Ia gente di Serravalle?

Ero una pustana. Cosi mi ‘giudicava la gente contading, cosi mi giudicava il

prete, il farmacista, la gente del mio paese. Daltra patte non potevo

pretendere che credessero alle cose che io dicevo. Cume potevaao credere

che 10 vivevo in una stalla con trenta giovani, con trenta uomini, e mi

comportavo con serietd, € rutte le sete dicevo il tosatiol

Dope la Liberazione ho vissuto un anno dramatico perché tutti i

giudicavano una di quelle, tutte le partigiane. ..erano puttane.
MV, p. 400)

316 Allotsio, p. 41.
31 Alloisio, p. 41.
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The Resistance was, however, 2 significant moment for Italian women and had, according to
Allossio and Beltrami, wide-ranging effect: Ver le donne italiane ¢ inisiata quclla vicenda che le
rendetd non subalterne di un processo destinato a rompere barrieri 2 tutti i livelli: nel costume,
nella famiglia, nella societd, nei rapporti con Fuomo’ 2 Women were taking on a role with a
greater measure of equality, and enjoyed the scnsc that they were contributing to society, other
than as babymaking machines’ 31 Tetsilla presents hetsclf as shating the partisans’ comman goal
of ‘un’umaniti nuova, un mondo giusto, pulito’ (M1, p. 404), despite the antipathy of the contading
‘I contadmnir I contadini ci hanno sfamati, non ho conosciuto una sola spia tra 1 contadini, Ma 1
contadini ¢t hanno subiti. 1 contadini non hanno capito niente della. Resistenza’ (ML, p. 405).
This assessment was more halanced than those of many other witnesses in I/ sonde dei wnti and
Lianetlo forte.

The third area presented in testunonies from the wmiadini and not part of Revellf's
petsonal experience s that of Itlians deported to German camps, or Laper, following the
arnistice of 8 September 1943. Memories of brutalities perpetrated by the Germans on Italian soil
were common among the emuiadizz. In addition, some of those nterviewed by Revelli could speak
of the lasting affront of the trcatent they codured ar the hands of German prison guards.
Losenzo Falco, a partisan captured by the Fascists in November 1944, eventually ended up in
Mauthausen. Relating these events in precise and concise memories Lotenzo transmits to the
reader. the offence against his human dignity caused by treatment he still strugpled to comprehend:

Quattro giorni di viaggio ¢ arriviamo 4 Mauthausen. Li ci prendono i
pochi bagagli, ci obbligano a svestirci, buttiamo @ pantaloni qua ¢ la
camicia Ja. Non ci danno nemmeno una coperta, ¢i consegnano soltanto
und camicia € un paie di pantaloni dei loro. Ci perquisiscono, ispezionano
1 nostro corpo. Ci guardano m bocea, se vedono delle protesi in oro le
strappano via. Cercano glivanelly, le catenine, gli orologi. Ci guardano tra le
chiappe, ¢’@ un tedesco che con due dira ci apre le chiappe e guarda che
non ci sia magari un anello nascosto, lo giure sulla memoria di mio padre
e di mia madre che i tedeschi si comportavano cosi. (M1 p. 159)
Chapter 3 has already shown that Revelli censored the “first-hand” accounts of the wmuzadini by the

methodology he employed in their facilitation. FHowever, Revelli’s published testimonies reveal the

distinction between his experiences - at home and at the front - and thaose of the ntadiz. While

512 Alloisio, p. 29.
313 Alloisio, p. 51
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many of his witnesses attempted to distance themselves from any mvolvement m Fascism,
Revell’s own record had been more open about his upbringing under Fascism. Individual
testimonies also give an mnsight to expericnce during 1943-1945 not shared by Revelli and
particular to the munority, Tersilla’s account of life as a partiglana was rare at the time, even among

the othet testimonies of I/ monds dei vinti and Lapelly forte. Similarly, the perspective of Italians

deported by the Germans is not often heard.
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Section I'V: Reconciliation?

Revell’s portrayal of the Resistance from the immediate post-war period until his death in 2004
suggests that his testifying involved a process of reconciliation. This is seen variously in a
reconciliation of past and present, the reconciliation of memoty and history, a methodological
reconciliation, and the tanralizing, possibility of reconciliation in his view of the Germans. The
collections of testimonies from the confadin also touch briefly on the concept of reconciliation.
between Italians following the civil war of the Resistance.

The first of these aspects, a reconciliation of past and present, is the most complex and
dominated in Revellf's wiiting and speech. The reconciliation of past and present in Rewvelll’s
witness bearing operated in two distinct but overlapping timeframes: a reconciliation of past and

present during 1943-1945, and a reconciliation of past and present trom a post-war perspective.

Reconciliation of Past and Present during 1943-1945
Reading La grerra dei poveri and subsequent comment by Revelli on his experience of conflict it is

clear that he viewed the Russian front and the Resistance as part of one continuum. Both were the
product of Mussolini’s Fascist regime, one by his direct initiation, the other a response and
rebellion against Fascism. Revelli’s time as 2 partisan was one stage on his political jousney from
Fascist, to leftwing anti-Fascist and member of the Pactito d’Azione. It was seen above that
Revelli’s initial motivation was the desire for vengeance for the ‘caduts di Russia’ (GP, p. 128). The
link between Russia and the Resistanice went beyond simple revenge though: “Ritorno sovente al
26 luglio, ai’8 setternbre. Senza Yesperienza di Russia, non so come avrei scelto’ (GP, p. 129). In
the middle of the war of Liberation Revelli looked back on his fitst experience of conflict and
noted in his diary that Tl fronte russo ¢ stato una scuola di coraggio’ (GP, p. 208). The tendency
following Badoglio’s armistice was for the politically motivated partisans — whom Revelli fater
joined - to rubbish the former ltalian army, condemning it along with everything else from the
Fascist regime (GP, p. 149). In contrast, Revelli argued for the integyity of soldiers such 4s himself,
who had made up this army, with a strength that showed his stawe of confusion about the tecent

past:
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Si, & vero, I'esercito & finito male. Ma sono ingiusti a copritlo di fango.

E.o.tlnbattcvamo pet una guerra sbagliata, e lo sapevamo. J...]

Combattevamo per i fascismo, per I'Ttalia, per esercito, per noi stessi?

Combuttevammo da uvomini e basta. Un grande esercito. Un esercito

scamiciato, quasi un esercito partigiano. Mancavamo di tutto, come un

esercito di disperad. Ma avevamo coraggio, tanto coraggio da poterne

vendere! (GP, pp. 149-150)
Revelli's experience as an officer in the Ttalian army had been a hard one — the reality was in stark
contrast to his dreams - ‘quasi un esercito partigiano’. Mussolini’s management of the army had
left it under-supplied, poorly commanded, cortupt, and its men disdlusioned instead of proud to
represent their country. Aad yet, Revelli’s record of 1943-19415 includes frequent reflections on his
two expetiences of conflict, aside from Russia having motivated his decision to take up anms as 4
partisars, ‘These range from a comparison of the degree of hoplessness in cach (GP, p. 117) and the
morale of the men under him (GP, p. 161), to the origanization and discipline of both army and
partisan band (CP, p. 154) and the consequent handling of circumstances such as the treatment of
their injured (GP, p. 188). Pacticular experiences or situations seem to have trigpered the
comparison of his actions as a pattisan commander with an eatlier situation in Russia. In Lz guerma
dei poweri, this trait showed just how dose to the surface the memories and trauma of Russia lay
many months later (see for example, GP, p. 183, 189, 367). The more intense the partisan action
became, the more memorics of a previous conflict flooded Revellt's thoughts — often with positive
effect as he realived that he could apply previously successful tactics (o new militaty scenarios:
‘Mai come in questi giorni ho ritrovato le mie esperienze passate, la mia guerra sul fronte russo.
Non ne patlo con nessuno, nemmeno con Livio, perché sono geloso di queste mie cose, Ma |
ricordi s1 affollano, vivi come non may, e mi danno coraggio’ (GP, p. 190).

The past provided a link with the present as Russia was an experience shared in some
respect with many of the partisans and civilians Revelli encountered. An empathy with the familics
of the disperss, and a mutual appreciation of the consequence of the armistice and occupation by
the Germans allowed Revelli to interact more closely with civilians: ‘Sta nascendo Ja prima rete
d'informaton, con { montanari che hanno 1 figlt dispersi in Ruossta, con 1 montanari ¢he hanno 1

figlt renttenti alla leva’ (GP, p. 224).
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Post-War Reconciliation of Past and Present

Reconciliation of past and present in Revelli’s presentation of the Resistance becomes more
complex when viewed from « pust-Liberation perspective. Hirstly, due to his motoreycle accident
in. France, Revelli had to grapple with a physical and psychological element which had changed
him inside and out (GP, p. 317). Secondly, the period of hope ushered m at the Liberation ended
abruptly in disillusionment for Revelli and his fellow partisans as very little of their dreams actually
came to fruition. An interview with Corrado Stajano in 1972 showed the raw anger and frustration
felt by Revelli as he looked back on what he viewed as a squandered opportunity:

Guatdi, la delusione pill grossa della mia vita ¢ che dopo la guerra e dopo

la guerra partigiana, soprattutto le cose non siano cambiate molto, che

viviamo in una societd sbagliata, che le leziont tremende subite in quegli

anni siano servite 2 poco e niente. Mt sconvolge di rabbia 1l pensicro che

chi ci amminstra ricordi 4 malapena che abbiamo avuto un § settembre

1943314
Revelli and the ‘politicized’ partisans had expected, or at least hoped, to sec the establishment of a
new and bettes Italian society at the end of the war. In ceality there was a great deal of continuity
from the tatters of the [ascist tegime to the post-war govemuent, tnuny fascists escaped
punishment and were able o retain their positions within the infrasttucture of society and
government. Mow could such a situaton adse immediately following 2 peniod such as the
Resistance? ITad it not been a war of liberation to rid Italy of the occupying German army, and the
remains of the Fascist regime? Looking back, 25 April 1945 represented ‘qualcosa di decisivo per
la storia del paese: punto di acrive di una vicenda drammatica, punto di partenza della
ricosiruzione della democrazia italiana’.?'®  According to Oliva, a refusal to appreciale this
significance of Liberation posed 1 collective problem:

Anziché una data di inizio, nclla coscienza collettiva degli italiani il 25

aptile si & cosi trasformato in una data conclusiva, in un ‘punto € a capo’

che ha lasciato irrisolti i ‘nodi” della storia passata: sino a che, venute meno

le ragioni storico-politichie di quell’operazione, 1o stesso 25 aprile si ¢

mutato i ‘nodo’, stretto fra opposte vulgate. 316

Summarizing the import of the Resistance for Italy, Guido Quazza stated that ‘T venti mesi della

Resistenza sono stati troppi per i utii e 1 sangue che hanno provocato, ma, nello stesso tempo,

314 Corrado Stajano, ‘1 grandi delust’, 24 givvwo, 18 July 1972,

315 Pietro Scoppola, Introdurione’, in 25 gprife. Liberagione (Turin: Einaudi, 1995), 3-8, in Cooke (1297, p.
177.

316 Oliva, p. 97.
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sono stali troppo pochi per i rinovamento di cw il paese aveva bisogno’.3!” Rewvellf’s rural
witnesses expressed i their own words the truth of Quazza’s view. Giacomo Martinengp, for
example, described the extent of action against former Fascists as witnessed on 2 local level:

Qui abbiamo ancora diect fascisit oggi [1970}, e sappiamo chi sono... In

quel tempo della guerra pattigiana il paroco don Viwalda non si

interessava, faceva il parroco ¢ basta. Don L. mvece era fascista in pieno,

da sempre. Bh, alla Liberazione qualche schiaffo e qualche calcio in culo

don L. st € pres. MNiente, poi abbiamo perdonato futto, noi cravama

wmnasi, ehef parnle ' po carca [Qualche parola un po’ pesante] e tutto € finito

li. (M1/, p. 18)%18
Cesure Cane offered a sirnlar perspective: ‘Alla Liberazione abbiumo perdonato tutt. Hanno
preso qualche fascista, ’hanno portato in piazza, gli hanno dato qualche pugno e tutto & finito 1
(M1, p. 318). For others, this lack of punitive action fostered a bittetness which remained in
evidence as they reviewed their experience decades later. One example of the rawness of these
emotions was the festimony of Bartolomen Gareo:

Ii conosco 1 fascisti che mi hanno fucilato, alcun li incontro per le strade

di Cuneo. Quando i vedo It schive. Una volta ho incontrato quello che

guidava i moto-sidecar, e Tho insultato. Mi voleva denunciare, mi ha

detto: ‘Sono gia stato condannato una volta, non mi condannd pid to. Stai

attento perché ti mando in galera’. Mahl Dopo la Liberazione il processo

ai fascistt di San Bemipno é durato quattro mesi. Frezza®? Fhanno

condannato allergastolo, fa poi Phanno liberato quasi subito. Adesso sta

meglio di me. (MU, pp. 66-G7)
Parei’s government was accused of excessive and indiscriminate action against former Fascists.
"Uhis had the effect of wrning public opinton against any scrivus putging of ex-Fascists. 320 At the
same time, Italy was especially sensitive to the growing global fear of communism given the
prominent role played by communist partisans in liberating the country.?2! According to Revelli,
arnidst such hysteria, the prevailing attitude among non-communists in the reconstruction of the
country was Dbetier the devil you know” ‘Lesercito, la magistratury, la polizia, sinascevano su

tondaziont fasciste. “Meglio” — diceva la democrazia sbagliata di allora — “meglio un fascista

nellesercito che un comunista”. E tutti i partigiani, proprio tutt i partipiani, o vendevano I'anima o

7 Guido Quazza, Prefazione a Gianni Oliva, La Resiitenga alle porte di Torino (Milan: Angeli, 1989), p. xvi,
quoted in Oliva, p. Y7.

318 Packy Martinengo describes the same paiest Don L as “una spia dei primi! (MY, p. 25).

319 Tirezza was the officer who had ordered Garro’s execution as a partisan (M1 p. 65).

320 Clark, p. 318.

%21 Branco Ferraresi, Thivats to Denmacragy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), pp. 16-17.
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dovevano subire’.3?? The presence of ex-Fascists in positions of authotity proved to be not just a
transitionary necessity, but the accepted norm even twenty years after the supposed fall of the
Fascist regime. Thus, the freedom for which the partisans fought during the Resistance m reality
mutated into something quite different. Revelli’s response was thar the fight had to go on, no
longer with guns and military attacks, but in 4 tenacious commitment to true democratic freedom:

‘Chi crede nella libertd deve difendere la libertd’. 3%

A Reconciliation of Memory and History

Chapter 2 outlined the issues involved in the interaction of memory and history, discussed by
Revelli matnly . I disperso di Marburg, Tlere we want to consider the factors affecting willingness to

divulge these memories with regard to Revellf’s tepresentation of the years 1943-1945. Iis own

testimony and subsequent research are proof of the view that remembering and testifying Te

constitute 2 ‘duty’, and ‘an imperative’.22 This was not the starting point of many of the witnesses

he interviewed, and — as Norberto B3obbio states - we should not be surprised for Ia maggior i

parte degli uomini ha la memeotia debole, quando non si tratta delle proprie ferite’.325 Bobbio then

focuses on the consequent imperative that someone take on the commitment to presetve the
memoties which contribute to the historical record: ‘Ci deve pur essere quaicuno che si assuma il

compito di rappresentate la memoria collettiva ¢ quindi di non tralasciare nulla che ci aiuti a

capire’. Revelli might have been a freelance amateur, but there was clearly a role for work such as

that produced by his ‘impegno del dopo’. s
Reading the collections of testimonies it is evident that Revelli’s witnesses have made a
choice, o emember or to forget. This choice is then murored in the degree to which they

appreciate the inescapable link between history and present situation (sec Chapter 2), not least

422 L 'appello di Nuto Revelli’,

323 Revelli, ‘Limpegno di ogni giomao’.

The other sile of this is thc suggestion of a violent legacy of the Resistance, and the alleged inspiration
for a succeeding period of ‘civil wac', the auw? & prombo (Jones, pp. 36-37).

324 Colin Davis, ‘Reviewing Memory: Wicsel, Testimony and Sclf-Reading, in Ewrupean Memorier of the
Second World War, p. 122.

325 Neotberto Bobbio, quoted in Luciauo Della Mea, "Nuto Revelli: Antifascismo ded e oggl’, F grande veliro,
118 (1995),
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because of ‘history’s accursed tendency to repeat itself 26 Revelli argues the importance and
reality of this interaction between memory and history for several reasons. We have seen that he
believes that the communication of memory as history is imperalive n preventing ignorance —
personal and collective. Bven many vears after the events, Revelli declared in an intetview in 1999,
with his typically forthright style, ‘Rimuovere la memoria vuel dire cadere nell’ignoranza totale’. 227
To measure the full significance of his words it is important to consider the context in which he
was speaking. David Ward described the 1990s as ‘2 time of great intellectual antagonism in Ttaly’
in which Liberal intellectuals made a two-pronged attack on the Italy of the immediate post-wac
years, and the Resistance in particular. He accused them, firstly, of discrediting ‘the Ttalian
Resistance and anti-Fascist movement on which both Togliatti’s post-war PCI and the Hirst
Republic based their claims to legitimacy’, and secondly, of a rehabilitation of Fasctsm so that it
was na longer the ‘disastrous experience left-leaning inteflectuals had typically depicted”. 328

Revelli knew that memory was not staric, and that it evolved — his repeated narraton of
his war experiences reflects this and his consequent search for a deeper understanding of the past.
Influences and attitudes of succeeding generations also mould and reform memories —the basic
components remain the samne while their interpretation may evolve.3? Elie Wiesel expressed
perfectly the tension between past and present, memory and history, stating that, in revisiting an
expetience of which he had alrcady testified, all he could do was Took agam at that lestimony with
my cyes of today’.3*? However, in the face of the two-pronged attack above, Revelli’s vehemence
seerns quite justified. Immediately after the Liberation partisans had been ‘remembered and
Romanticized’, and held up as ‘role models for the next generation’;?>! by the 1990s - and not for
the first time32 - they were being held responsible, to varying degtees, ‘for civil war and for

German (and fascist) violence against the civilian population. The prescrvation and

326 The Fourth Dimension: Intesviems with Christa Whoif, trans. Hilary Pilkington, lntro. Karin McPherson
(London/ New York.: 1988}, p. 84, Quoted in Chris Weedon, ‘Childhood Memary and Moral
Responsibility: Chrirta Wedf's Kindheitsmuster’, in Eampean Memories of the Sesond World War, ed. by Helmut
Peitsch and others, New York: Berghahn Books, 1999), p. 246.

321 Novelli, ‘Le mie fllusiont’.

328 Dawid Ward, ‘Intellectuals, culture and power in modern Italy’, in Barafiski, pp. 81-96 (p. 94).

39 Weedon, p. 245.

336 1ilie Wiesel, Tows fes fleuves vont @ la mer {Paris: Le Seuil, 1994), p. 104,

33 Jones, p. 38.

332 Beleo, p. 34
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communicaion of Itlian memories of 1943-1945 was, Revelli argued, imperative to helping
socicty understand the contemporary situation, no matter the decade (DG, p. 183).3%

The decision to remember or to forget then forces another choice: to testify or to remain
silent. Within the context of post-war Ttaly, this was not ahways a clear-cut or easy decision. Revelli
seems 0 have dealt with his memoaories, good and bad, by commumicating them to others. Many of
the conradini attempted to cope by keeping a tight rein on their memories, often because of the
pain involved in remembering and recounting what had happened. For Don Raimondo Viale, the

process of remembering and voicing the past was at times just too painful - as Revelli recognized,

“‘Sono troppo atroci le sofferenze diieri ¢ di ogg, meglio il silenzio’ (PG, p. 106).
This pain in recounting might resulk i indwiduals not sharing any of their memaries, but

it often meant that although people were prepared to talk to Revelli about the war and the

Resistance, he was only offered a censored access to their memories. For example, gathering the
testimonies of I/ mondo def vinti during the 1960s, Revelli noted a reticence among the comdading when
it came to discussing the Ventennio: Tanno paura a patlare dei fascisti e del fascismo, come sc ne
temessero 1 ritornol’ (M1, p. exxiv). These testimonies also show that some contadin tried to hide
theit previous support of I*ascism by denying they had ever been involved. Ie due guerre shows this

stance to be untenable — and ineffective as a stalling mechanism — as Revelli was dble to cut

through one man’s bluster by teading out his name from a list of the 24 local ‘squadrist?’ (DG, p.
8.

Wortking on I/ disperen di Marbarg in the late 1980s and early 1990s, thete remained a
reticence in talking of events of forry years ago and more:

‘A, io non parlo, io non voglin pid sapernc di quella storia,’ & 1a risposta
istintiva di Carlo che gesticola come se una vespa fosse sul punto di
pungergli il naso [...] “Se erano degh sbandati o appartenevano a qualche
banda? E chu lo sa® Una cosa € sicura, non venivano da lontano. Ma io
non patlo, non canto. L'ho gia detto e lo tipeto, non voglio pit saperne di
quella storia. F. adesso basta, ho gia parlato troppo’. (DM, pp. 33-34)

33 Spenking with particular regaed to Livio Bianco’s record of the Resistance, Norberto Bobbio said:
‘Eppure siamo convinti che ogg, proprio oggl, queste pagine abliano uncora lu loto attualita, anzi pit
oggi che ieri. Se in una secieth sempre pii corrotta e volgare come la nostra, abhiamo ancota qualche
ragione di guardare al passato € di tratne un conforto, ¢ueslo passaio & la resistenza viva, non quella
imbalsamata’ (Livio Bianco, p. i),

Fh
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A final factor that had the potential to silence a wimess was the climnate in which he or she was to
testify. Chapter 3 has established that Revelli preferred to interview witnesses m their own homes,
or at least in some location in which they fclt at case. Climate, however, extends beyond the spatial
environment of a witness (o include the political and historical mood of the moment; if it 15
hostile, 2 potential withess may not come forward at all. Catlo, onc of Revelli’s German assistants
working on I7 disperso g Marbaig, suirmized that this was the case with several Germans he had
atternpted to contact. He explained to Revell;, Dopo le recenti incriminazioni da parte della
magjstratura tedesca dei responsabili dell'eccidio di Caiazzo,3* ¢ improbabile che i tre superstiti
del Batmaglione 617 siano disposti a uscire allo scoperto, a padarci del loro geparto e di Rudolf
Knaut, Avranno paura, saranno prudent?® (DM, p. 161). Revelli had already encountered a similar
fear of tecrimination in potential witnesses from among local ex-partisans (DM, p. 1095

Revelli encountered others who were prepared (o assist his investigation, but only from
the protection of anonymity (DM, p. 55). At times, such secrecy had the effect of silencing Revelli
in the interests of loyalty and his integrity: ““Ma chi sono gli autort di quell’imboscata?”
domandano in coro. “Mi chiedete Pimpossibile, - rispondo. — Ne ho incontrat due di quei
“colpisti”, forse glt unici ancora vivy, e ho giurato che non fard mai i lote nomi™ (DA, p. 150}

Of course, same memoties could be nothing baz silent if forgotten, or indeed had never
existed m the first place. One man who fitted this category — unless he had deliberately refused to
see 4t the time - had been employed as a cleaner 0 the German’s barracks. Revelli hoped he could
assist in identifying the disperso, but he was unable to provide any help because, he claimed: “Not
eravamo come cieche e sotde, dovevamo lavorate e basta, B anche questo il motivo per cui non so
difle nulla di pid® (DAL, p. 41).

The voices of those who, like Revelli, were prepated, even determined o make their
memoties known balance such silences. Integral to this act was an element of remembrance or a
sense in which speaking or (estifying constituted an act of commemoration. L'ake, tor examgle, I/
prere giusio, the oral testimony which Don Viale was determined to record despite ill-health only

two years before his death (PG, p. 106). His testimony described at length the execution of

334 On 13 Qctober 1943, 22 civilians, mainly women and children had been massacred at Cainzzo.
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thirteen young partisans, his confessorial role and a duty to break the news to the relatives of the
dead. These are memories he needed to narrgte. In addition, Revelli recounted how this incident
evolved ito a simple act of remembrance and commemoration carried out annually by Daon Viale:
“Tutii gli anny, 1 2 maggio, lungo 1 muro di cinta del cimetero di Borgo San Dalimazzo,
commemorava i tredici partigrani fucdati dai tedeschi. Breve la messa, e poche parole, mai
retoriche. Bravamo sempre di meno, i presentt: esiguo gruppo di noi parbgiani, ¢ accanto i
familiari dei mattitd® PG, pp. 106-107).

Chapter 2 has already discussed the commemorative role of memory and we see this
emerge on a community level after April 1945, After the Liberation, a cult of the 25 gprike quickly
sprung up with partisan reunions every year. Revelli was a regular attender and speaker at these
events (DM, pp. 62-63}. An article written by Revelli on the eve of 25 Apzil 1964 shows that he
participated it these events with a commitment or espggne to utilize the values for which the
partisans had fought — disputed and vague though they were - rathet than be part of a4 merely
static commemoration of past victoties. As we have seen in Chapter 4, Revelli’s service as an acmy
officer and then as a partisan, was martked by an abhorrence of rhetoric. After the Liberation and
n the development of a day of commemoration for the Resistance, hie was acutely aware of the
tutility of allowing plain rhetoric to become part of the proceedings: ‘Ma fedeltd alla Resistenza
non vual dire commemoragiont. Veol dire limpegno di ogni giomo perché giustizia e libertd non
restino espresstoni vane e reforiche, vuol dire combattere ognt giomo per la demaocrazia, per una
Italia magliore’. 25

Rhetoric was one element in a gradual distortion of the Italian memory of the Resistance
after 1945. Commending Livio Bianco’s work Gierrw partigiana, Revelli explained: ‘Ripercorrendo
con le pagine di Tivie 1 vent: mesi della guerra partigiana incontreremo molti invite alla riflessione,
molti temi attuali, di oggi: ritroveremo la. Resistenza vera, fatta da uomini, non di santi. La
Resistenza di sanui ¢ storia inventata, storia falsa, imbalsamata’ 23 Fatlier in this chapter we saw
conflicting views of the partisans in rural communities during the Resistance; with the passage of

tme and the fading, or influencing, of memory, the partisans became evermore acceptable as

333 Revelli, ‘L'impegno di ogni giomae’.

26 Livio Bianco, p. xiv.
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‘culprits’. This is 2 much more sclf-conscious process for Revelli in I/ disperso di Marburg — the
process itself is part of the subject of the book. Here we see that, for some of his witnesses, the
contemporary environmment created a reticence to be identified and interviewed as they sensed that
people no longer remembered or cared about the conflict:

Avrel voluto che Vittorio fosse qui con not oggl, ma lui & pid prdente di

me, non vuol sapernce di parlate. E forse ha ragione, perché 1 tempi sono

quelli che sono, e troppa gente non sa @ non ricorda, per cut diventa facile

dare sempte e comundue tutte le colpe a partigiani, (DM, p. 109)
Fven prior to the Liberation, there had been little appreciation among Revellf’s comtading for the
partisan values which could shape their individual and collective futures, so it should come as little
surprise that these months were forgotten relatively quickly (M1 p. 281). Paola Martinengo, one
of the women interviewed in I/ nondo dei vinti, represented a minority of Italians who like Revelli
could not forget the events of World War IT and the Resistance, and valued the sacrifices made:
“Si, al 25 aprile abbiamo perdonato. Ma oggl nii chiedo se sono morti per ndente 1 nostri partigiani,
La gente dimentica, la gente ha dimenticato. Vivessi mifle anni mi ricordo del fascismo e del male
che ha fatto’ (M1, p. 27).

Adriano Perona, mayor of Rittana, outlined for Revelli the evolving significance of the
“festa del Chidt Rosa’ he had established to commemorate the Resistance: Il giomo della festa del
Chitt Rosa & diventato per tutti not un giomo di meditazione, di allegria, di speranza’ (AL, p.
xxxif). Likewise, the inauguration of numerous Ittt Storict della Resistensa sprang from a sense of
community duty to remernber and commemorate the sacrifice of the partisans. Bx-partisans
plaved a key role in establishing these centres — Revelli was influental in the setting up of the
Lstituto Storico della Resistenza n Cuneo e Provincta - with a view to preserving and promoting
collective understanding and remembrance of these years.

When Lorenzo Halco told his story to Revelli nearly thicty years after his deportation to
Mauthausen the psychological scars from their experience still pained him (M1, p. 161). ‘Lhese
‘long’ personal memories of the Resistance conteast with the short collective memory of a
significant pertod m Ttalan history, appropuoation of which was limited to the minority involved:

the Resistance was a ‘national’ milestone that excluded the majonity of the naton. As Qliva stated

i1 s conclusion to L& e fiabie def 1743
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IVimpogtanza storica e morale della scelta di rottura compin dallo
schieramento antifascista sta futta nella dimensione di rinnovamento, nella
progressiva presa di coscienza del proprio passato e, dunque, del propgio
presente e del proprio futuro. Si tratta di un processo che, nel momento
in cui lo scontro armato finisce, continua ad essere pauimonio di una
minoranya. 337

‘The Possibility of Reconciliation with the German People

Ower forty years after the war, an interview with Revelli in Luwa asorz demonstrated both that his
hatred of the Germans was still present, and that he was unconvinced of the reglity or even
possibility of effecting a psychological reconciliation with the Germans: ‘Con i tedeschi halotdi
niente da fare: li odio come li odiava allora’.23 This interview occurced in the same year that I/
disperso di Marbrrgwas published. The very decision to embark on such a project shows that Revelli
had taken 2 step towards reconciliation: he was inrripgned by the story of a good German. The
record of his rescarch within {7 déisperse shows that Revelli had significantly refined his antipathy
towards the Germans. Rather than a blanket hatred of all Germans, 17 Ziperro shows implicitly that
Revelli had come to distinguish between those of his own war generation, aad a new younger
generaiion. This is seen in his comments on the reception he received from two different
oenerations in Marburg:

‘ci sono andato a Marburg, ospite dell’'universitd per un incontro con gli

studenti: ragazzi preparati, curfost e bravissimi, con cui ho discusso con

molta libertd, Ta scra era invece previsto un appunizmento con la

popolazione, c'etano percid sia ragazzi sia miei coetanei Il discorso fu

cotretto ma molto pid difficile: C’era una grande distanza che i separava e

percepivo un loro desiderio di evadere, di esorcizzare temi come quello

dei campi di sterminio’ 3%
However, I/ disperso di Marbary llusteates a distinet rapprochement between Revelli the amateur
historian, as he liked to term himself, and professional historians — both m terms of interaction
with and discussion of theory and methodology. To access German archives, Revelli required the
collaboration of professional German historians. Thete is, 1 believe, a distinction between a
professional reconciliation — which could on another project have involved historians of any

nationality — and an emotional or psychological reconciiation with the nation and generation he

held responsible for the traumatic and yer formative experiences of which he wrote. The

337 Qliva, pp. 96-97.
338 Mazzotta.
339 Mazzotta.
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possibility of working productively with Christoph and other German histotians depended on
Revelli scpatating his innate hatred for Germans from his interaction with these collaborators.
Revelli had knowingly chosen to research a subject which required him to work with Geemans —
not because he particulatly wanted to work with Germans, but because the subject of his rescarch
was a disperse; ‘Won mi inleressava se era amico, nemico —soltanto it fatto che era dispetso, ¢ io ero
cosi vicino ad esserne uno’ (4AR1).

Another collaborator, Carlo, later forced Revelli 1o consider the issues subjectivity posed
in his methodology: ‘Catlo ha ragione nel ripropormi la realta di allora, anche se credo di non aver
dimenticato nulla di quei tempi in cui la ferocia era all’ordine del giotno. Ma voglio chie ogni tanto
i freni della razionalitd si allentino, voglio ogni tanto sognare a occhi aperti’ (DM, p. 152). In
Revelli’s writing of Russia, the goal was he says to ‘gridare /2 mia werird’ [emphasis mine] (DG, p.
127). Waiting in the unmediate post-war, he was conscious of the subjectivity of his record, but it
is only in the 1990s that Revelli seems to acknowledge and engage with such polemics. If, as it
seems, this was the case, lus discussion with Cado raises a number of important potiits about
Revelli’s thinking on the methodological inplications of his subjectivity. Firstly, if this is actually
the beginnings of Revelll’s methodological analysis (and not just its fiest public expression), it
cmphasizes the professional and theotetical vacuum in which Revelli had documented his
personal cxperience of Russia and the Resistance, and facilitated the oral testimonies of the
coniadini (see Chapters 4 and 6). Secondly, it suggests that Carlo viewed emotional reaction to be as
much pact of the record as its rational and factual components; while Revelli’s eadier publications
did not dwell on emotional reactions, he suggests here that on occasion he felt constrained in
some way by the rationality of his approach. Thirdly, such discussion questions the extent to
which Revelli was in agreement with Carlo’s approach, although he attemnpts to rationalize the
inclusion of obviously subjective material by suggesting that Catlo, 2 historian, endorsed such an
approach,

Was there any possibility of a personal reconciliaion with the Germans? Carole Angier

atgued in het biography of Primo Levi, The Doubls Bond, that in writing I/ disperso di Marburg Revelli
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lad in the process succeeded in overcoming his hatred of the Germans.?# It would be helpful to
know the source of Angler’s assertion that Revelli’s goal ‘was simply not to hate [the Gerimans]’,
fndeed, T would go as fur as 10 suggest that it seems inconsistent with Revelli’s explicitly stated
goals. Revell’s ‘impegno del dopo’ was based primarily on testifying to his and others’ experiences
during the war in Russia and then the Resistance, for much of which he held the Germans
responsible.

If Angier is basing her argument for reconciliation on I/ disperso df Marburg, it necds to be
noted that Revelli never spoke of aiming ‘not to hate them’. At best, such 4 conclusion appears to
be implicit in Revelli’s narration of various relationships with Germans. ‘I'here is a distinet
generational difference in Revellt’s relationships with the German people, as demonstrated 1 I/
disperso di Marburg. Revellt’s relationship with a younger generation of Germarns, be they school
children, or his research collaborator Chiistoph, was positive and not matked by hatred (DA, p.
46); Revelli also scetmed keen to encourage cultural interaction on 2 European level. ‘Kad’, the ex-
Wehrmacht officer, for a time tantalizingly offers the possibility of reconciliation between Revelli
and a German of his own generation, Ultimately, the possibility came to nothing — to Revelli’s
disappointment — although it was the closest he had come to an imgplicit search for individual ot
personal reconciliation:

Mi tona alla mente che & trascorso un annc da quando ho telefonato a

‘Kad'. Tl nessuna notizia, La cosz m'incuticsisce e un po’ mi rattrista,

Apparteniamo alla stessa gencrazione 0 e ‘Karl’, quella degli ‘annt

ruggenti’, per cui un dialogo tra nof si presenta forse pid difficile del

previsto. Mi cro illuso che potesse essermi amico” (DA, p. 155).
Tl disperso di Marbusg shows, however, that Revelli was being forced to consider his behaviour and
his attitude towards Germans of the Reich, by none other than a young German, and he is happy
to record thus, e describes how Chastoph, while reading another of his publications, I #kine
Jfronte, had recognized the rawness of Revelli’s hatred and proceeded o counsel him wisely to
prevent its negative intrusion on the text. Implicit in the following extract is Christoph’s wish —
and by its inclusion, Revelli’s also - that the same raw hatred not impede their current joint

research project:

30 Angicr, p. 546.
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‘Magari il vostro odio di allora vi ha accecati, fino al punto che non

vedevate pil quei tanti poveri diavoli che indossavano pure la divisa

tedesca’. Accenna poi allo ‘spetracolo avvilente’ degli ebrei, e afferma che

non per tutti i tedeschi quello spettacolo era eccitante come una droga. Mi

dice: “Nuto, lo sai meglio di me che non tutti i tedeschi etano uguali [...]".

(DM, p. 81)
Colin Davis argues that Swhat matters is not the historical truth, but the testimonial ttuth of the
nateative; and for those of us who were not witnesses, lestinony is nevitably bound up with
questions of rhetosic and textuality’. > Despite the tension between Revelli and the methodology
of professional historians, one retains the impression of 4 strving for “testimonial truth’ in lus
natrative at every stage of his writing caccer. 1 disperio di Marburg and Le duc guesre help allay fears

about the historical truth of Revell’s record: they show a gradual appreciation of his influence as

resedrcher and editor on the finished dccount, and a consequent increase in his self-criticism.

Conclusion

Chapter 5 has examined Revell’s representation of the years 1943-1945, the bridge between his
experiences in Russia and his later rescarch among the conieding of Piedmont. Accordingly, the
chapter has argued that the same ‘impegno’ to rernember and not to forget which otiginated in
Russia drives Revelli's representation of memories of 1943-1945. Revelli’s handling of the period
i various publications between 1962 and 2003 demonstrates that over time he is engaging mote
with professionat histotians as he discharges his sense of ‘impegno’. 7 disperso @i Marbarg represents
the climax of Revellf’s analysis of his methodology and its affect on the testimonies produced. The
general issues in the interaction of memory and history outlined in Chapter 2 are relevant here.
Revelli’s own testimony and his facilitation of the testimonies of the conadini demonstrate his
awareness that individual memories and individual choices influence the shape of collective
memories and attitudes towards the past. Chapter 2 stuted that memory is not static, be it
individual or collective — attitudes to the past can and do change according to the contemporary
pelitical and culural context. For Revelli, the core truth of what had happened remained the same

over the years; the pasr shaped understanding of the present, What changed was the degyee to

1 Davis, p. 128,

a
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which the past needed to be intecpreted for each new generation, nonetheless, Revelli worked for

decades with the mantra i giovans devono sapere’.




Chapter 6

‘La guerra che non finisce mar’: The Experience of Rural Piedmont

Chapter 6 examines Revellf’s collections of oral testimonies from the wmiading of Piedmont, I/
sondo dei vinti and Ilanells forte. We have seen that Revelli’s vesponse to his ‘impegno del dopo’
produced both his personal diary and a record fiom the cntadini-soldati involved mn the war in
Russia. The same ‘impegno del dopo’ prompted 4 record of the war in Italy from Revell('s
perspective and that of those involved, partisan and civilian. As his research expanded, Revelli
gradually grew more attached to the people of these rural communities. He began work on the
collections of oral testimonses in the 1960s and so witnessed what he calls the ‘terremoto
del’mndustrializzazione’. Italtan economists might have rejoiced at the ‘miracle’ created in this
post-war boom but Revelli acgues the same prosperity had 2 destructive effect on many of the
rural communities he visited. Their apparently imminent demise lay at the heart of his decision
to collate their testimontes: ‘Assistevo all’'esodo grandioso, grandioso...scappavano proprio, dal
loto ambiente. Allora mi sono detto: una parte di queste persone hanno delle esperienze
straordinarie da raccontare, o le ascolto o adesso oppure va tutto perduto. Allora ho
cominciato, Un lavoro difficile, faticoso’.242
Section 1 begins Dy establishing where and among whom Revelli conducted his
research. This is then set against the existing picture of the Ttalian cntadini and, particulady, the
rural commuanities of Piedmont. Section [I examines tural experience as wld by the conadin.
The chapter concludes by considering the relationship between Revelli and the wwutading, his

‘impegno del dopo’, his methodology and the final published collections.

2 Menardi Nogucra, p.132.
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Section I: Revelli’s Contadini and the Existing Picture

Revelli’s research focused on the communities of southern Piedmont in the area around his
home town of Cuneo. As he sought out potential witnesses Revelli travelled as far west and
south as townships on the French border, as far east as the Langhe, and as far north as the Val
Grana and the Valle Maira where the River Maira and River Varaita merge with the Po. The
more affluent agricultural communities of the plain south of Turin fell within these boundarics,
but these were not the focus of Revelll’s wotk, He did acknowledge the existence of the
‘campagna ricca’, although his stated mission was to communicate the history and expetiences
of the communities of the ‘campagna povera’ who were based more in the hills and mountains
of the area. The majority of those interviewed earned their living at least in part from
agriculture. A common second source of income was shift-work at one of the recently opened
factorics in the region, for example, the Micheln factory in Cuneo or the Ferrero factory in
Alba. Facloties such as these were of significant influence within the rural communities yet
Revelli’s focus was not partcularly on the experience of its workers, The concept of the
dontadino-operaio, that is, the peasant who also worked in a factory, was only one aspect of the
community and culture Revelli wished to document. More importantly, Revelli’s initial
connection with the rural commuuities originated with the wwradini-soldazi he commanded on the
Don. Their attachment to their land had lodged in Revelli’s mind. Now, some twenty years after
the wur, he is delving into the history and character of the communities from which these
soldiers originated.

Luigi Capuana acgued 1n 1879 that the contadini were somehow inferior to the upper
classes: L'uomo e la donna del popolo, 'uomo della bassa borghesta ha dell’animale, del
selvaggio; ¢ pit dappresso alla natura. L'organismo del suo sentimento, Pembrione dell’
organismo del suo spirite sono di un’estrema semplicita e possono affecrarsi facilimente’.313
Since the 19th Century, representation of the Italian contadini —whether literary, sociological or

political - has been drawn almost wholly from the south of the peninsula. Within such

MY Hrom review of T fratelfi Zemganno di Edmond de Goneonrr (1879), quoted in Verpa ¢ i werismn:

arinicitalisno formaly’ e critica del progresso, ed. by Guido Baldi (Turin: Paravia, 1980), p. 72.
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discussion the definition of a ‘contadino’, or peasant, varies according to the region and locality
represented. Lopreato, whose teseatch was based i Calabtia, defines a peasant as ‘any wortker
engaged in direct agricultural activity’. 3** Redfield, working in the Crotone describes the peasants
as ‘rural people who conrs/ and cultivate fheir land’.2% Many of Revelli’s subjects owned small
plots of land but also hired themselves out as day labourers, The following definition from Ficth
1s perhaps most helpful for our purposcs:

The term peasant has primarily an economic referent. By a peasant

economy one means a system of small-scale producers, with a simple

technology and equipment, often relying primarily for their subsistence on

what they themselves produce. The pritnary means of livelihood of the

peasant is culuvation of the soil *46
With his reference o a second form of mcome, Uirth highlights the fact that while employment
i agriculture was one aspect of bemng 2 ‘peasant’, accompanying social and economic factors
were just as important. According to Lopteato, some cultures (such as that of Puesto Rico) hold
an idealistic or romanticized view of their peasants whilsl Italy’s attitude to workets of the land
has historically been one of disparagement or abuse.?7 Lopreato makes the point that ‘in the
Ttalian language all terms (comtading, villans, terrons, bifaks, or the like) used to designate the
peasant are also synonymous with such words as “stupid”, “ll-bred”, “uncouth’™; not to
mention the dialectal terms which ‘render even more obnoxious meanings’24® Whether
‘contadini’ shares the same pejorative connotation as the other words is, T think, arguable,
however, such historical prejudices about the South have influcnced attitudes towards the
contading in general. In one sense, that these terms bave grown out of attitudes to the South, with
no equivalent stereotypes for those of the MNorth, makes Revellf’s peasants even mote
mm.'ginalized‘

‘t'he picture presented varies, but Italian rural communities are typically seen as living 4

parallel existence to that of Italy’s city dwellees. The wwradini are depicted as marginalized,

¥+ Joseph Lopreato, Puiants No More: Social Class and Social Change in an Underdeveloped Seciory (San
Francisco: Chandler, 1967), p. 40.

35 Robert Redfield, The Little Community and Peasant Society and Culturs (Chicago: Univessity of Chicago
Press (Phoenix Books), 1960), p. 20, quoted in Lopreato, pp. 40-41.

345 Raymond Ficth, Elements of Social Organization, 2 edn (London: Watts & Co., 1956), p. 87, quoted in
Topreato, . 41.

T Lopreato, p. 89.

348 Lopreato, pp. 8§9-90.
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traditional and backward looking, and something of an vutdated oddity. Two of the best-known
literary representations of the experience of the wuiadinz have been provided by Giovanni Verga
in { Malavoglia (1881)%? and more recently by Cado Levi in Griste 57 ¢ fernsato a Eboli (1945).350
Both were set in Southern Italy. Verga's vovel was the fitst of a planved cycle of novels
following man’s quest for material and social betterment: ‘Questo racconto ¢ lo studio sincero e
spassionato del come probabilmente devono nascere e svilupparsi nelle pid umili condizioni le
prime irrequietudini pel benesserce’ 35! He represents the peasants us s, or vanquished; a
notion echoed in Revell’s title 7/ monde dei vinti. Verga's vint are those ‘people who try to live
rather than merely to exist, the ones who seek some justification for life’; ultimately their quest
for betterment is doomed to end in failure 352 The standard of living of Revelli’s mradini is
reported to improve with each generation, but for the most part they remain intent on eking out
enough to survive, rather than attaining a greater prosperity.

Levi’s work was based on his own experiences during a period of political cxile in the
village of T.ucania. He struggled to relate to these people. It was like adapting to 4 new culture ot
ethnic group, not relating to fellow [takians. Their worlds could not be further apart — just as an
Tralian or European might find it difficult initially 1o distinguish between people of different
ethnic origins, so too Levi found that all the wautudind initially looked the same.35® The womading
were aware of how the cutside world viewed them yet they do not challenge the perception
because it fitted with the harsh existence they lnew 254

Sociologists began to realise in the 1960s that the historical premise of a chasm between
rll.wal communities and the rest of Ttalian society was not the most useful basis for their study.

Loptcato, in Peasants #o more, acknowledged that ‘it has often been said of the southern Ttalian

39 Giovanni Verga, T Mulawglia (Milan: BUR, (1881) 2004).

350 Carlo Levi, Créste 5 ¢ fermate a Bboli (Turin: Emnaudi, (1945) 1990).

932 Verga, p. 107.

352 Giovanni Verga, ! Matamzhia, ed. by M. D, Woolt (Manchester: Manchester Universiey Press, 1972}, p.
IX,

353 Carlo Levd, p. 70.

354 Tastead, with the resignation of the w4, they adopt this lowly view of their own worth: ‘Noi non
siamo cristiani, - essi dicono, ~ Cristo st & fermato a Eboli [...] Noi non siamo castiani, non stamo
considerati uomini, ma bestie, bestie da somas, e ancora meno che le bestie, i fruschi...” (Catlo Lewi, p. iv).
Silone, in his novel Foutamara, paints a similar picture by showing that the mnadini were fully aware of the
contempt in which othets held them. The mockery Silone’s peasants had to eandure culminated in the
arrival of Fontamara’s new ‘priest: a shabby old donkey. See Ignazio Silone, Fomiamars (Milan:
Moadadori, 1949), pp. 30-31.




peasant, as of peasants elsewhere, that he is an inveterate individualist and pessimist, hopelessly
alienated from his society’. But he said, times had changed and ‘whatever the validity of this
argument for the past, it is no longer applicable to the southern Italian peasants today” as they
have seized on each opportunity as it has presented stself 5

Others among Revelli's contemporaries had already highlighted the situation of rural
commuities. [or example, Roberto Roversi used his poetry and dramatic writing to highlight
the negative smpact of industrialization on peasant culture.33 The novelist, Ottiero Ottiero,
represented the experience of Southern peasants who migrated to the North i Downagrana
alfassalin. 7 lgnazio Silone focused on peasant exploitation dunng fascism in his navel,
Fontamara. >

Sociological studies of the watadin/ have also been predommantly southern based.
Redfield,’ Banfield,*? Lopreato and Arlacchi provided some of the key sociological studies of
the omtadini over the decades in which Revelli was conducting his research. Bach study is
concerned with the waadin of the Mezzogiorno. Three other writers, De Murtino,?? Rossi-
Dor1a®? and Scotellaro3®?® provided an anthropological view of the South and concerned
themselves particularly with the folldore, culture and superstition of rural communitics. Whereas
the majority of literary and sociclogical representations have been written by ‘outsiders’, Rocco
Scotellaro provides the pexspective of the insider. His motivation in writing Contadizl del Sud and
later L ua puttanella (both left incomplete at the time of his death) was to wage war on the social

injustice suffered by the mutadini of his township. A contadine himself, he had fought as Sindaco

355 Lopreato, p. 4.

Strmilarly, Ardacchi found during his work in Calabria during the early 1980s that existing preconceptions
oversimplified the reality. Like Revelli, Addacchi worked in different geographical areas: the Plain of Giocia
Tauro on the Tysrhenian coast of southern Calabria, the Matchesato of Crotone, and the hills around
Cosenza i notthern Calabria. He discovered that each had its own ‘distinct, autonomous and notably
complex socio-economuc system’. This confirmed his ‘initial hypothesis that the customary typology of
traditional versus modemn society was of little explanatory use’. Pino Arlacchi, Mafta, Peasauts and Grvar
Fastates: Society in Traditioual Calabria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Dress, 1983), p. 4.

56 Roherto Roversi, Dgpo Campoformis (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1962); I diccimila cavalé (Rome: Editori Riuniti,
1976).

357 O)tﬁero Ottierd, Dosnarnma all assalro (Milan: Garzantd, (1959) 2004).

458 Tenazio Silone, Poutamara (Milan: Mondadori, (1933) 1988).

35 Robert Redfield, La pircola comunita, la sociztd e la coltura contading (Kurin: Rosenberg & Sellier, 1976).

%60 Bdward C, Baufield, L Ae Moral Basis of a Backward Sociefy (New York: Free Press, 1958).

361 Hraesto De Marting, Noze di Campo (Lecce: Atgo, 1995).

3¢ Manlio Rossi-Doria, Soitr sul Meggugiorne (Sagei) (Turin: Einaudi, 1982).

362 Roceo Scotellaro, Liwwa puttanella; Contading del sud (Bari: Laterza, (1977) 2002).
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of Tricarico, with 4 good meusure of success, for inprovements to their lot. This came to an
abrupt end with his arguably ladicrous imprisonment i 1948 on chatges of corruption. At this
point he realised that he had been labouring under an illusion as ‘i rapporti di forza tra
contadini che vuol rappresentare e il resto della popolazione sono ancora a favor degli altri’.?64
Nicola Tranfaghia goes on i the mtroduction to the 2000 editon, which combines his two
boaks, to explan the long term effect of the decision he rhen took:

Lid ¢ petcio che Scotellaro accantona, a sua volta, la politica in cut si era

immerso net quatiro anni precedenti e sceglie 1a strada dello sudio, detla

ricerca, della scrittuta per continuate con altre artni ¢ con altrt ritmi fa sua

battaglia. Non & dunque, neppure per un momento, una diserzione,

I'abbandnno della lotta, ma & piuttosto la scelta consapevole da patte sua

di stumentt drverst e non meno impegnatrei per difentdere 1 suoi contadini

e far conoscere a un mondo pid largo i problemi e 1 valont del mondo da

Qi viene.3®
Like Rewelli after the dissolution of the Partito d’Azione, Scotellaro employed these “alwe annd
and ‘alted ritmi’ to further his work on behalf of others.

Studies of rural communities in Piedmont were published in the late 1960s and 1970s,
but it was the 1980s before there was any significant number. These eary representations were
predominantly from an agricultural, anthropological or folkloric perspective. Domi Gianoglio’s
Invito alle Langhe, published in 1966,%% opened up one particular geographical area within
Piedmont. This was followed in 1969 by Valerio Castronuovo’s Beonomia e socierd in Plemonte
dall'unita af 1914, and then I/ Pawmonts, a cornprehensive history of the region, in 1977.568 The
late 1960s also saw the publication of industrial and demographic reports on the repion 3¢ and

the following decade a study on the state of agriculture within the region.?® Edoardo Ballone’s

Cuftura della cascina: mediators df doune ¢ di berizame nel Piemonts contadine bears similacities to Revellf’s

364 Seotellaro, p. xvill,

5 Scotellato, p. xviit.

238 Domi Gianoglio, Tnvite alfe Laughe (Turin: Bdilibri Andrea Viglongo, 1966)

387 Valerio Castronuovo, Ewwomia ¢ secictd en Piemonte dall'sntta al 1914 (Milan: Banca Commerciale Traliana,
1969}

388 Valerio Castronuovo, If Pigyonte {Tutin: Einaudi, 1977).

39 T o svilppa industriale dells arve depresse del Péoprants, Centro di Ricerche sulllmpresa e lo Sviluppo della
Scuola di Amministrazione Industaale, (Tutin: Universitd di Torino, 1966); Stefano Somogyi, T.a dinamica
depmografica del Piemonte dal 1867 af 2601 (Turin: Associarione Piemonte [talia, 1967).

SOT] wlanicio delll qgricoltnra piemontese, ed. by Giuseppe Maspoli and others {Turin: Fondazione Giovanni
Agncili, 1977).
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work in that it is a study of the same geographical area.”7* It is concerned with just onc aspect of
those covered by Revelli’s work: the role of the mediaror: in rural Piemontese communities.?’2
‘The early 1980s saw the publication of two other studies of Piedmont: Gian Luigi Bravo’s
Danna ¢ lavore contading nelle campagne astigiane’” and Walter Gabutti’s Scontin: Cose ¢ gente dell' Alla
Langa*™ the preface of which was written by Nuto Revelli. While these publications illustrate
there was a rencwed intercst in ‘la condizione contadina’*? in decades which followed ‘un lungo
periodo di crisi delle campagne’,?6 Revelli had alteady been working among the cutadin since
the years following Liberation. There still remained, however, 2 pejorative atucude towards the
‘mondo contadino’

(¢ infatit in giro troppa gente che ha Paria di aver capito perfettarvente le

cause della crist che nel periodo postbellico ha investito quel mondo,

riducendolo alle soglie della distruzione ¢ della scomparsa. Troviamo tra

costoro corti teoricr dell’evoluzione sociale umana, per 1 quali ‘mondo

contadino’ ¢ sinonimo di gradino culturale inferiore, fortunatamente in via

di superamento e di eliminazione.?7
Politics of the period also shows an imbalance in reeatment of North and South. The South had
seen little investment untul the establishment of the Cassa per i1 Mezzogiomo in 1950
Subsequent political debates show that it then seemed that the South was commanding all the
attention when in fact Traly had many other deprived arcas. In a speech on 17 September 1956
Relatore Lucifredi made just this argument and quoted from eardier speeches 1 which he had
already spolen up on behalf of the deprived areas of Central and Northern Italy saying:

Lamento che in questo caso, come in tanti altri occasioni, si sia voluto

credere che le zone depresse esistano solo nell’ltalia meridionale e si

dinentichi che anche nelle altre regron: d'Ttalia, nelle wone montane ed

appenniniche, vi sono zone altrettanto depresse quanto quelle del
Mezzogiorno, che allo stesso titolo aveebbero diritto di essere antate. 37

¥ Bdoardo Ballone, Cultwrs della casiina: mediatori & domne ¢ di bostiame nel Piemonte contadine (Milan:
FrancoAngeli, 1979).

372 Traditionally, the rolc of the mediarors in the rural culture of Piedmont was linked with that of the
matchmaker ~ the manissé or baval, 'I'hey were also involved in trading animals, wine and other items.
Revellt’s collections do touch on the role of mediarore as matchmaker with reference to the Southern
brides, however, his own use of the term simply denotes the intermediary role of an individual from the
community who would locate potential witnesses and then make the initial introductions. See Filippo
Barbano’s ‘Prefazione’ in Ballone for more detail.

378 Douna e lavare coittading nelle campagne assigiane, ed. by Gian Luigi Bravo (Cuneot L’ Arciere, 1980).

34 Walter Gabutti, Scowtin: Cose e gente delllAdta Layga {L'urin: Claudiana, 1982).

75 Coudizgone Centadina: Ricerva Intermenty Sviluppo, cd. by Picrcarlo Grimaldi (Twin: Stampatori, 1979), p. 7.
376 (Grimaldi, p. 9.

377 Corsiad, p. 49.

378 Lo sviluppo industriale, . 312.
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As pact of ‘the industrial trtangle’, Piedmont certainly benefited from the post-war ‘economic
miracle’. This so-called ‘beor’ period did not impact positively throughout the region. Tater in
the speech quoted abave, Lucifredo described explicitly the situation facing deprived areas of
Italy, such as Piedmont. This was not, he said, a new crisis but one regularly raised at
governmental level. Unfortunately, action taken did not necessarily provide a solurion to the
central problem of these cornmunities - 2 struggle to procure the basics for sutvival:

In caso contrario, quelle zone potranno avere muagnifiche strade,

cventualmente asfaltate; ma se non vi saranno possibilitd di guadagno e di

vita, quelle strade serviranno, il pid delle volte, saprattutto ad agevolare

coloro che mtendono abbandonare il paese, cedendo alle attrazioni della
sperata vita comoda al piano e nelle citta. ..

Revelli’s portrayal of the contadini

"The unique characteristic of Revelly’s worl, in contrast to these contemporary studies, is the fact
that — other than in his lengthy introductions to the collections of oral testimonies - he is never
wriling ahort the contading, but always as the facilitator of their testimony. He sees himself as the
channel or medium through which fural Piedmont can tell its story in 18 own words for the first
time. It is this characteristic which gives increased value to Revelli’s work and methodology.
Using language that drew on his own expetience of war and the horrors of World War IT in
Hurope, Revelli shows his understanding of the crisis facing rural Piedmont:

Nelle nostre valli non sono in funzione le ‘camere a gas’, cosi I'immagine

del genocidio appare forse eccessiva alls folla dei ‘benpensanti’, dei tutisti

distratti, dei gerarchi dispensatori di elemosine, dei colonialist. Ma 1 fati

parlano, e dicono che non ¢'& pi spazio per gli ignoranti, per 1 mediocri,

per le furbizie elettoralistiche. (AMT7, p. 1xxi)
Like Lucifredo, Revelli points out well-meaning solutions are not necessatily appropriate ot
canstructive solutions. Similarly, he points out that this is not a new problem. The alarm has
sounded many times, yet nothing has changed and now it is almost too late. Wote that Revelli
spealss of ‘our valleys’; he does not belong to these communities but his sense of responsibility

for their welfare is obvious. His concern for 1 miei alpini’ in 1946 has now embraced the men’s

communities. He has seen the effects of Italians’ indifference in the past: the men of these

3% Lo sviluppo industriale, p. 313.
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communities had been sent to distant fronts during World War IT, Their families’ worries and
questions had heen dismissed with platitudes and the few survivors who returned had struggled
to secure financial suppott from the government. Revelli seems to be calling on Italian society,
making this a collective commitment to act on behalf of stuggling conmimunities and cultures.
On a more stster note, Revelli alludes to the consequences for Burope’s Jews when nations
turned a blind eye. Now he says, Italian politicians are faced with a similar crossroads. IF they do
not act now, it will he too late for Picdmont's tural communities.

We see that despite his aim of allowing the margmalized to speak, Revelli can hardly
avoid making us aware of how he perceives these communities. They are marginalized, ignorant
and exploited. He employs a somewhat steteotyped vocabulary as he speaks of the contading as
‘vint’, ‘sotdomut?, ‘macginalizzat?’, ‘struttati’. This is his opinion after he has spent time with
them. We suw 1n Chapter 3 that Revelli’s methodology resulted in @ ‘choral’ testimony of rural
life: many voices unite to present a similar cxperience, or create Revelli’s interpretation of a
‘nonmy’. I casi limite non mi meressano’, Revelli tells us; he mught stumble on them by chance,
but they are not included i the collections.? That 1s, Revelli again applies his subjective
judgement and excludes testimonies which, for example, might portray 2 greater level of wealth
or innovation than that cnjoyed by the average wufadini (M1, p. xxxvil). This does not mean
that the testimonies become 2 repetition of the same experiences and opinions, only that the
witnesses explore similar themes or areas.’! Conscquently, in the published collections we have
a group of complementary testimanies rather than many discordant voices. In the introductions
to the collections, Revelli does refer to many of the testimonies he had cut. In so doing, he
avoids completely stifling the individuality of character and experience he has witnessed among

the contadini. So on the one hand, Revelli uses similar vocabulary to that of the accepted picrure,

3% Revelli gives a great example of this scenario in L'zweds farse. Tl arvives at the home of two bachelor
brothers and their sister of whom he says: ‘A pruma vista non si dircbbero poveri ma det baraccad [L..] T
televisore cnomme, vestito con un “grembiulino” che doviebbe proteggerlo, & Punico oggetto decente’
(AF, p. xxvi). ITe then records his shock when he discovers the amount of land they own and its worth:
L16600000 {apprax. £7,500 in 1983 or £20,000 in 2003). Cleatly, these were not typical contadini.
Calculation based on hitp:/ /www.measuringworth.com /index htm]

%1 George R. Saunders, Peasant Life in Piedmont’, Cumvens Anrbrgpolagy, wvol. 21, no. 6 {Dec. 1980), pp.
827-828 (p. 827).
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or stereotype. On the other, he allows the qniading to tell wn their own words how they perceive
their situation and how they react to the preconceptions of ltalian society.

T4 seonda dei winti and. L anello farte are principally collections of oral testimonics, However,
they contain echoes of anthropological, sociological or historical approaches to the study of
southern Piedroont. ‘I'he gathering of the testimonies was done in 4 context very similar to that
of the wegle so typical of these parts. In winter evenings wgde provided communily occasions for
storytelling and the recounting of folldore. Thus, the narration of stories and experiences was
part of the culture of the confadini and possibly aided the telling of their life stories. Revelli’s
finished publications do refer to the {olklore of a pagse, but they are above 4l the narration of

real even(s and reactons.

Structure of the Collections and Testimonies

Chapter 2 briefly introduced the collections. We will now give 2 more detailed discussion of the
structure of the two collections and the layout of their mdividual testimonies, I/ mondo dei vinti
and L'anello forte are presented i a similar format to La strada del daval. 'I'he testimanies consist
of general discussion of life experience, in peace and in wat, of a community and wuy of life fast
disappcaring at the time of Revelli’s research. Revelli begins the collection with 2 comprehensive
introduction in which he outlines the soctal and historical background of this group of people.
He details the progression of his rescarch and discusses the development of his aims and
methodology in collecting and publishing, oral testimonies from the comtadine.

Il mondo dei vinti

Il moide dei wenti 15 divided into four geographical ateas, the pianura, the wlina, the montagna, and
the Langhe, reflecting the boundaties of Revelli’s reseatch as described earlier. As in La strada de/
davar, cach testimony 15 given a title - a4 phuase or epithet hifted from the body of the testimony -
and each includes a subtitle. This subtitle provides the name of the witness, his nickname (if
applicable), town of birth, year of birth, his trade, the date on which the testimony was recorded
and, where relevant, the name of the intermediary, A pattern in the content and arrangement of
the testimonies emerges in I/ monds de vinti. Typically, a testimony opens with the individual’s

family background and inchudes detail regarding living conditions, dict, and relationship with
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parents and siblings. It then moves on chronclogically to cover schooling, if any, and/or work
as a child, often from the age of about seven. Work as an adult, service in the army or
emigration appears alongside martiage and family life. World War I, the coming of Fascisin,
Wortld War IT and the Resistance are other key topics discussed. By this stage, Revelli thought
he had moved away from the theme of war to document rural life. Hé had, however, under-
estirmated how decply war experience was engrained on the minds of the contadini-soidati of
Warld War T in particular.?? We sasw m1 Chapter 3 the importance Revelli attached to allowing
his witnesses to speak freely; he therefore includes the war memorics in the published
testimionics, despite them contrasting with the sclf-imposed remit he had adopted.38? Revelii
usually concludes with a series of ditect questions dealing with day-to-day life at the time of the
interview and the outlook for these communities in a fast changing society. 34

The published testimonies show evidence of having been fornmutated around particular
themes of questioning by Revell, At tines complete questions are included in the text,
apparently echoed by the nformant in response to Revellt’s original query. One example of this
15 seen m the testimony of Giuseppe Dassignana: ‘Let nui chiede se 1 contadini hanno capito
qualcosa della guerea partigiana’ (M1 p. 326). More frequently, the question is repeated directy
10 the text, sometimes i1 a manner so obvious that it would appear that Revelli has inserted the
question afterwards in order to provide a structured flow to the narrative. This is suggested in
the following extract, from the testimony of Michclangelo Jsoardi. Analysis of the opening lines
of successive paragraphs show a combination of implicit and explicit repetition of Revelli’s
question:

Devo dire che questa socicta non mi convinee, [...]

382 Pai consacré vingt-cing ans 4 ma guerre puis & celle des autres; jc n’en pouvais plus; il fallait que je
passe a autre chose, au témoignage du monde paysan sur le theme de la paix, de 1a vie quotidieane, du
travails dans les campagnes, de la famille, de I'émigration vers la France {...] Malgeé tous les efforts que je
déployais pour leur fatre évoquer des situations du temps de paix, la guerre ressortait toujours des
entretiens’. Michele Calandni & Nuto Revelli T’Hxperience de Nuto Revell dans la Collecte des
Temoignages: ‘Campagne de Russie et guerre de pattisans dans e Piémont, in Las gwerves du 20 sticle a
travers les témoigiiages ora. Actes du Collegne de Nice des 14 ot 15 déombre 1990, Universite de Nice Sophia-
Antipolis, Centre de la Méditerranée moderne et contemporaire, [1991], pp. 109-112 {pp. 110-111).

38 Revelli realized duning this research that the memories of the snfadini dictated the content of the
testimonics, despilc the project he might have cavisaped. This may account for his approach in ¥ digperse
di Mapburg, where he refuses to he distracted from his own agenda.

3 La strada del davei shows a similar layout and conclusion to cach testimony
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Se la montagna andra a perdere? [..)

11 turdsmo da noi non risolve nessun problema. [...]
Che cosa ha significato per me fare i soldato? [...]
Che cosa ¢ per i contadingla “‘Coltivatord Diretti’s [...]
La politica a Castelmagnor [...]

1l prete?

17, pp. 283-284;

The witnesses in this caollection do include three parish priests but are predominantly contadi:.
While the testimonies cover common ground and each express similar experiences or reactions
to situations, they demonstrate a tange of styles. Some are long and loquacious, others short and
congise; some make an effort to convey the information in as objective a manner as possible,
others convey the emotions, good and bad, which surround events. Many include extracts of the
Piedmontese dialect, an odd word, or entire sentences, which Revelli explains in a foot note
where necessaty, as he had done in La strada del dava.

L’anello forie

Lanello forte consists predominantly of testimonies from women giving the temale perspective
on life in the rural areas of Piedmont. The content does overlap (o some degrec with the
testimonies of I/ moudo dei vintt as Revelli is interviewing individuals from similar backgrounds in
both. Yet it is an cntitely new collection with the focus placed firmly on the woman, the ‘strong
linl’, or lynch pin in these communities, and her perspective on life.285 Aftet dealing with the
other family members, surviving and otherwise (infant mortality was still commonplace), the
testimony moves on o discuss the land owned, general living conditions, diet, and, on occasion,
dress. Schooling and work as children are key clements for many among the oldet generation as
education most often took second place to the agricultural work that needed done. The witness
would also talk of her adolescence and the ignorance and innocence with which the majority of
gidls faced puberty and marriage. Many of the women include details of their living situation

following marriage, as it was common to live at least initially with the husband’s pacents.

383 Plero Zocchi, ‘Storia di vita contading’, La oitica socielogica, 75-76 aulunno-inverno 1983-1986, pp. 168-
178 {p. 168).
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Interwoven m their recollections 8 @ remarkable degree of superstitious belief and practice.
Towards the conclusion of the interview, Revelli asked a series of specific questions based on
contemporary events and siuations (in a similar way to his practice in La strada del davai and I/
monde dei winid), These cover the political inclinations of his witnesses and their opinion on
divorce and abortion {egalized in 1973 and 1978 respectively, following referenda). Explicit
evidence of Revell’s line of questioning i3 weaker than in I/ wondo del vinti. A similarity in
structire between the restimorues suggests either that the structure of the mterview has been
catefully controlled, or that Revelli has edited the testimonies in a uniform fashion.

Within the collection are several testimonies from a group of women from the
Mezzogiorno who had come north in artanged marriages. For the maost part the Northern
women are traditional contadine and work in the fields. Many have also worked in factories such
as the spinning mill in Cuneo (AL7 p. 142), and thete are testimonies from women who blazed
their own path, for example Maria Grazia Molinaro in Qlivero, a nurse, (AF, pp. 288-291) and
Paola Martinengo, a citcus performer, (AF, pp. 61-63).

Llanello forte consists primarily of autobiographical testimonies from the women of the
community; but includes male respondents such as the local priests. Don Filippo Barbero, is
one such example, (AT, p. 111). Two further testunonies from male witnesses focus on the role
and position of woman in society. The first is that of Annibale de Piero, a chemist (4F, pp. 404
407), and the second that of Felice Spingola, the mayor of Verbicaro, in Cosenga, the scuthern
region from which many of the brides came (AF, pp. 411-415).

Of Revell’s three collections, L'awello forte, has the highest proportion of very brief
testimonies ~ some less than a page in the findl publication. Many of these expose the darkest
elements of life in the rural communitics, including child abuse and incest. Conversely, Lanells
forte also mcludes some of the most lengthy of all the testimonies. Many of the women ate
portrayed as inveterate storytellers who thrive on providing these recollections, such as Pimuccia
(AF, p. xxxviy, Others, such as Margherita (AF, pp. 282-280), rccount experiences of which

they still clearly feel the shame and attached stigma.
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Section II: Rural Experience according to the contadini

The contadini mterviewed by Revelli had no illusions about how ltalian society wiewed rural
cornnunities. They were familiar with the perception that country people were somehow less
civilized than their city counterparts. Matia Isoardi, for example, said in I/ wondo dei vinti “Noi
stamo gente civile, ¢ vogliamo vivere come gente civile’ (M1, p. 278). Her simple statement
implies that these maiadini disputed the pejotative image projected of their comnmunity and
believed that their communities were being dended the basics taken for granted m ‘civilized’
urbun comonunitics.

Relations between rural communities and the towns were ever 2 scurce of tensian. One
of the frustrations of the conradini Revelli interviewed was the patronizing manner in which
those from the city treated them. Giovanni Batusta Ponzo, for example, bemoans their lack of
understanding towards the cogiadini “Se la gente della citta sapesse la vita che si fa in montagnal
1a gente della cirta ci prende ancora in giro, ci dice che siamo fortunati, che qui abbiamo Paria
buona’ (M17, p. 236). Far from seeing themselves as “fortunat’’, the contadin typically describe
the hatshness of their existence, the burdens of everyday, and the struggle to make ends meet. It
was, as Maria Adcaldi said, ‘una vita disperats’ (AF, p. 83). Franca Tonello described the
relationship between town and country another way, saying that Ta gente di campagna & sempre
stata snobbata da ttti’ (AT, p. 95). So it is no surprise that the wntadini were characterised by a
certuin diffidence and suspicion of outsiders. We saw in Chapter 3 that this teserve necessitated
the use of mediator: by Revelli (M7, p. xxx).

Revelli set out to let the cutadins in the communities around Cuneo tell their own story.
Their accounts are detailed and cover many wopics. Flere, I want to pick out three strands which
come through strongly in the testimonies and so suggest that this is what the contadmi, or Revelli,
consideted most important. These include, fissily, rhe political, economuc, and social perspective

of the centadivi on their relatdonship to ltalian society; secondly, the consequences of the tension

between field und factory; and thiedly, relationships between the sexes.




Relation of the contadini to ltalian society

Political neglect — political agnosticism

Revelli strongly projected — and accurately so in light of the restumony of the wnfadizz - his own
view of the disengagement of the wniadint from politics and government in the introduction to
I mondo dei vinti. He saw the contadint, conditioned to be subservient, as incapable of making a
political choice as individuals in their own right (M7, p. xx). In L'anelly forre, Revelli shows the
minimal political interest and interaction of the typical peasant: Ta politica, dalla magmior parte
delle testimoni, & vissuta come un qualcosa di lontano, di estranec, che ogni tanto si concretizza
nell’operazione meccanica del voto’ (4F, p. Ixsxvii). The testimonies of the witnesses confirm
this and show that the rural communitics tended to be politically ignorant, politically indifferent,
and ignored by Italy’s politicians. This is balanced by the view of a minority who were politically
engaged.

Many from among the rural communities express ignorance of the political process.
Chapter 5 showed that political ignorance could be used to deflect difficult questions about the
Fascist years and the Resistance. In this parnicular context, there scems no motive to affect
ignorance. Ortensta’s frank response shows how many went along with the process without
understanding anything of it: ‘Per chi voto? Ho votato I'edera [I1 Partito Repubblicano] ma non
so s¢ ho votato bene o male, non ne capisco niente, suwa nen 'd gent stidiata [Non siamo gente
colta]' (M1, p. 375).

Indifference to the political process was a common position among Revelli’s witnesses.
Disillusioned after years of broken promises, many were left wondering whether therc was any
pomt to the process. Revelli initially had to coax Martin del Torc into speaking; once started,
there was no stopping his narrarive (ML, p. lxxif). Del Tore believed that politicians were only
interested i the aowsadini as long as they needed their vote: “3i ricordano di noi solo quando ¢
sono le elezioni, allora mandano tanta propaganda per posta, volantini, lettere, facsimii delle
schede con sopra la mano che fa la croce. Oh, ne abbiamo gia di croci noi qui...” (M7 p. Ixxiid).
As Revelli shows, Mattin’s scepticism was all too understandable when viewed in light of the

accomplishinents of succeeding governments:
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La storia delle promesse elettorali dedicate ai cuneesi € proprio un libro

scnza fine. Sono trent’anni che la gente delle Langhe aspetta Iacquedotto.

Sono trent’anni che la gente della Valle Botmida aspetta che 1 fiume non

inquini. Sono trentanni che la Democrazia Cristiana promctie la

ricostruzione della ferrovia Cuneo-Nizza, semidistrutta dai tedeschi

nell’aprile del 1945, Lrentanni! M1/ p. Ixx)
The minds of the confading linked past and present indissolubly so that their attitude towards
contemporary politics was filtered through past events. Giacomo Martinengo, a Communist and
one of the more politically engaged of the rural cormmunities, saw this attiude as a real obstacle
if rural communities were to make more of the political process: ‘Oggi 1a campagna vota tanto
Democrasia Cristiana, sia 1 contadini piccoli come i grossi. [...] Quando parlo di politica con ta
gente di campagna o stanno zitt o mi dicone “ud u po a viddi 7 Rissia [Andate un po” a vedere
in Russia]”. Tutto quello che sanno nspondermil’ (A1, pp. 18-19).

The wntadind interviewed by Revellt saw themselves as forgotten by politicians (M7 .

387), discriminated against (M1, p. 12), and ignored when they did exercise their democratic
rights (M1, p. 328). Pinuceia describes their position in words very similar to those of Levi’s
comiadind in Souther Italy: “Qui stamo dimenticati da tuttt [...]| Nusganr bele si 1% gin pasa [l
Signore da queste parti non & passato]’ (AF, p. xxxvii). One of the most angry of the testimonics
in If monde dei vint? 1s anonymous and expresses the view that the Italian government was entirely
corrupt:

Stamo dimenticati da tutti, dal governo per primo. Perché abbiamo un

governo che protepge il distruttore, non 1 cosrruttore. [...]

Abbiamo un governo malfattore. Succedono certe cose in Italia che fanno

schifo, che se volessero climinarle in ventiquattro ore le eliminiamo tutte,

invece proteggono quelli che fanno dlel male, 1 ladti, cht amimazzal..] Chi

rovina I'ltalia sono tutti quelli che sono installati sul seggiolone 2 Roma, al

Parlamento. (M1 p. 387)
Alessandro Galante Garrone, i the introduction to Immagne del “wondo dei vint” said of the
political and social position of the mstading interviewed by Revellt: ‘Di questo disgregassi ¢
sfasciarsi di un mondo, non sono responsabili i contadini, ma chi li ha dimenticari, ingannati,

sfruttati, da sormpre’.3% He does see them as “vinti’, exploited and marginalized, but that is a

reflection of shoddy government behaviour rather than a defeatist menrality among the coniadsns.

386 Paola Agosti, Lwmagine del monda dei vings: 102 fotografée di Paola Agosti (Milan: Mursia, 1998), p. 9.
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Revelli interviewed a few individuals in rural Piedmont who became actively involved in
politics only to find that it was not always 4 patticularly rewarding experience. Giuseppe, a
socialist, described the frusteations facing the few who did stand in elections: ‘Con pochi
compagni ho fondato Ia sezione socialista. Alle eleziond 1 “socialista” ¢ rimasio in minoranza
perché il popolo non capiva, ma siamo riusciti eletti quatizo. 1 contadini avevano paura dei
socialisti, dicevano che era 'anarchia’ (M1, p. 203). However, the prevalent attitude to politics
was one of disillusionment — what incentive was there to engage with the political process given
that the communities only experience of it was one of broken promises? This suggests that
rather than being margmalized from politics by default, in many cases, thete has been a
deliberate choice not to engage with the process. For Revelli’s wwiadia, political neglect had led

to political agnosticism.

"The struggle for economic survival

Onc of the priorities i the testimonies of the wrtadini was the narration of their strugple for
economic survival. Stereotyping aside, economic viability was the driving force in most families
interviewed by Revelli. limigration featured prominently as 2 seminal experience in these otal
testimondes. Some of Revelli’s witnesses dated the first of the waves of emigration to 1868 (M1,
p. 259), others to the turn of the century (M1, p. 28). ‘l'he scale of emigration then incicased
steadily so that the number of Ttalians resident abroad, 220,000 in 1861, had by 1914 grown to
some five to six million.?*” This colossal movement of people then dropped off. This was due
in part ro the coming of World War I, and m part to America having set a lirnit in 1921 of
approximately forty thousand Italian immigrants per year, 3 per cent of its shate in the U.S.
foreign-botn population as of 1910 m the 19205°.3% The thematic predominance of emigration
seen i I mondo dei vinti and L'anello forte 1s reflected in other depictions and studies of the
contading, whether from the north or south of the peninsula.

Revelli associates emugration with retaining a sense of pride and describes it as Tunica

via di scampo, [unica strada della speranza, Punica scelta di civiltd di cul & contadino povero

31 Clark, p. 214,
282 Mack Smith, p. 352.
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disponeva’ (M7, p. xcvii). For some, this choice was counter-balanced by their attachment to
even the most minutc piece of land: Tattaccamento 4 quei fazzoletti di terra comprati al prezzo
di enormi sactifici ha quindi rappresentato anche per { contadini astigian Punica possibile difesa
contro 'emigrazione e la fame ed ha costituito un mmegabile ostacolo al mutamento’.3®
Nationally, whether emigration was seetl as 2 way of cscape®®® or an essential choice,®1 it was
motivated by general dissatisfaction with their existing situatton and the pressute of specific
national, social and economic ssues ranging from poverty and high taxes to the American need
of workers.3%2 ‘U'he flipside of emigration was, in Lopreato’s wortds, that the expetience marked
‘the major soutce of achievement for the southern italian peasant’;3% that it was similarly central
to the experience of waiadizi from Piemonte is seen i the time dedicated to its narration.

Those who crgrated were not only cestadind in search of prosperity or at least an
improved standard of living. Historians, such as Mack Smith and Clark, and sociologists, too,
tecognise emigration as a ‘safety-valve’, a feature which protected the welfare of the country.
Hougration helped relieve the over-pupulation of the counteyside and also removed many
individuals for whom ‘soriety had no place” ‘single salaried workers, illegitimate sons and
daughters, rebels, deviants, coiinduals, peasant families ‘declassed” by sudden impoverishment, alt
sorts and conditions of outsiders [.. ] In effect, they had been expelled’.294

Nationally, the prime destination for Italian emigrants was America. In the context of
longer term emigration, Revelll's eemtadini headed for similar destinations as their fellow
countrymen, but the search for cmployment also penerated an annual migration of contadiu as
Revelli described in Lawele jorte: ‘L'emigrazione verso le Americhe, soprattutto verso gli Stati
Unit ¢ I'Argentina, coinvolgeva centinatd di pegsonc. Ma era verso la Francia che 5l flusso
migratorio assumeva le dimensioni di un vero ¢ proprio esodo’ Z4F, p. Ixiif). One or twa
reached Canada (A4F, p. 218) or Australia (4F, p. 292). The destination chosen made for « range

of experiences and varying degrees of success in acclimatizing: ‘Il contadino che emigrava in

%7 Bravo, p. 24.

¥ Lopreata, p. 226.
1 Clark, p. 214.

392 Clatk, p. 214.

3% Lopreato, p. 4.
394 Ardacchi, p. 62,

S TR ey e i

Sy santiet




191

Argentina st ambientava facdmente: riusciva a capire “la lingua della Castiglia”, riusciva a
comunicare, 2 farsi jntendere. ]1 contadino che emigrava negli Stati Unitt incontrava invece delle
difficoltd enormi’ (M, p. xcix).

On arrival in America the comtadini often found ‘i mito dell’America’ 317 p. xcix) to
be exactly that. While some did succeed in ‘making their fortune’, it is well attested that for many
[talian immigrants the situation on the ground could be very little better in material terms than
that left at home. The circumstances they had left behind were certainly ditficull yet Foerster
ilustrates that the ltalians often found themselves at the bottom of the immigrants” hierarchy:

‘Men, women, dogs, cats, and monkeys eat and steep together in the same
hole without air and without light’. They buy stale beet at two cents a pint
from a rascally Italian in a basement, and they break into endless brawls.
During the surnmer they work on the raflroads and in the fields; ‘in the
winter they return to fill the steeets of New York, where the boys ate
bootblacks and the men either are employed at the most repulstve tasks,
scorned by workmen of other nutionalities — carrying offal to the ships
and dumping it in the sea, cleaning the sewers ef smika — or they go about
with sacks on their shoulders rumimnaging the parbape cans, gleaning
paper, rags, bones, broken glass’. ..

‘And while the workmen fag from motning 1o evening, the bosses smoke
tranquilly and superintend them with rifles at their sides ancd revolvers at
their belts. They seem —and: are — real brigands’. Whoever tells these
natives of Avellino, of the Abruzzi, of Basilicata, that they are being
cheated, loses his words. ‘Sigronns’, they reply, ‘we are ignorant and do not
lnow English. Qur boss brought us here, knows where to find work,
makes contracts with the companices. What should we do without him?’
The Camorra flourishes as in the worst Bourbon times and ‘the Ttalian,
iliterate, carrying the knife, defrauded and frandulent, is more despised
than the [rish and the Chinese’, 3%

A similar picture of prejudice against Italians is scen in Angela Giusiano’s testimony in I/ nende
def vindi: ‘LA 1 neri erano segregate, I'ultima categoria eano i netl ¢ i giapponesi, poi venivano gl
italiani. T giapponesi erano addetti ai lavori lungo le ferrovie o giardinieri: ai neri e aglt italtani
spettavano tuttt 1 lavori pud umiy’ (M1 p. 145). So it was understandable that, in an attempt to
avoid such discrimination, Lorenzo Blua pretended to be French (M1, p. 192). Giacomo
Andreis  demonstrated that even among themselves the Italian immigrants operated a
discriminatory hierarchy against those from the South, i parallel with that of the Amerticans

towaeds Italians:

395 R, 1. Voerster, The Italian Emigration of onr Tinres (New York: Atno Press, 1969), p. 326; quoting A.
Rossi, Uk étaliano in America (3 cd., Ureviso, 1907), pp. 63-71, 80, 217£E, 301.
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Cli italiani eravamo ben visti petché miwars [Lavoravamo|. Non erano

tanto ben visti quelli della bassa Italia. I padroni apprezzavano noi, 7 #fm,

i montanary un po’ meno / patee, quelli delld pianuca. I meridonialy, 7 bk

fego, non ecano apprezzatl.  Li conoscevano dal fisico ¢ dal loro modo di

patlare, dalla pronuncia. (M1} p. 239)
The testimony of Giovanni Giacomo Ruatta stands out i that he described not only his work
in the States (for 4 time with cowboys) and his travels, but also the role of the unions and
natural events, such as the earthquake of 1905. Tie also recorded the shadier activities of the
Italian expattiate community, particulatly in Chicago:

Quelli della bassa Italia hanno orpanizzato una societd, Ta mano nera’,

chiedono soldi, la cittd sembra fatta apposta per 1 ricatti, ammazzang. 1

negri hanno un loro quartiere, come quelli della bassa [talia.  Gli Italiani

non sono ben visti né a Chicago né a San Irancisco, 1a storia di Sacco e

Vaneetti lo dimostta, erano anarchici innocenti, ¢ lo spagnolo che ha

ammazzato, loro erano inocenti eppure sono finiti sulla seggiola elettrica.

(M, p. 151)
Often the men emigrated on their own in search of work and fortune so that, as Anna Parola in
Nittardi described: “Molte doune eruno come vedove, avevano i mariti lontani, in Francia o mn
America’ (AF, p. 128). A high proportion of those who emugrated o America did return to [taly
- some permanently, others to return apain to America at a later stage. Whether their period
abroad was short-lived or not, the experience tended to leave a lasting impression, sometimes
leaving, the ex-emigrant feeling frustrated and stifled by attitudes and behaviour at home.
Lopreato accounted for this in terms of broadened horizons. Those who had travelled now had
other customs and cultures against which to compare their situation in Italy: ““Why can’t the
Italians, who practically live with the pope, behave like good Churistians, as the Americans dor”
an emigrant once complained aboard ship while returning to Canada after a bricf visit to his
family in the Abruzze.?%6 A contrasting picture of the teturning emigrant is seen in Ceesio 5 ¢
Sevnalo a Hbok where Levi stated: ‘il contadino ¢ quello di prima, come una pietra su cui sia
passata per molto tempo I'acqua di un fiume in picoa, ¢ che il primo sole n pochi minuti
riasciuga’. 3%

Once they returned, 1t was commen for the Southern emigrants to flaunt their ‘success’

in some way, whether they had made their fortune or not. This could be in the style and size of

%6 |opreato, p. 227.
37 Carlo Levi, p. 38.
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their house ,*% or in the number of gold teeth they possessed: 3 little seemed (o have changed
from Verga’s image of everything in life being measured in terms of econoric or material
wotth. The testinonies gathered by Revelli diverge from this piclure, as they do not depict
retutning emigrants as ostentatiously displaying their expertence and success. This distinction
suggests that, given the far needier situation found in the South, material prosperity made a
bigger impression on the individual and the status he acquired within his community than it did
in the north of the country.

Notwithstanding Levi’s argament that the coniadini who returned were much the same
in character us when they had left, histotians argue their expetience had a wider benefit to the
community. Mack Smith believed that the experience of emigration made wontadiné better
educated and more awate of the outside wortld: “The Americani who retumed |...] brought back
new habits, new needs, new skills, a higher level of cducation, a greater sense of independence,
and a consciousness of their rights against the padrone and the government. They were
convincing proof that literacy paid’ *°° Mack Smith further argued that emigration provided the
necessary impetus to make schooling compulsory given the need for communication between
emigrant and family at home, and, on a legislative note, 1o fulfil the American inmigration
tequirement that one was literate. 4! Revelli’s qomiadini do not discuss the educational benefits of
emigration but show its practical assistance, for example, in allowing a couple to establish a
restaurant in their home town of Peveragno (M1 p. 33).

The interviews in I/ mondo def vinti frequently concluded with Revelli asking the witness
their view on the situation as it then was and how they saw the future. Most recognised that
they were part of a community slowly succumbing to the advances of industry in the plains
around them as factory after factory was built. Spirito Magno Rosso, seventy-cight years old
when Revelli interviewed him, could see that in one sense it was already too late, but he insisted

o1 clinging to some measure of optimism for: the future:

398 Carlo Levi, p. 38.
199 Carlo Levi, p. 112.
100 Clark, p. 216.

401 Clark, p. 216.
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Sc si fussero ticordati di awtare la montagna venti anni fa, facendo le
strade, qualcosa avrebbero salvato. A Frise hannc fatto una bella scuola
nuova, ma quando la scuola & stata finita non c'erano pild gli allievi. Oggi
in montagna non ¢'¢ pid il modo di vivere. Lo sviluppo economico della

pranura € staro troppo rapido, ha attirato tutie le forze valide della

montagna, tuttt 1 giovani,

Fppure alla lunga la montagna ritomerd buona, ritomera abitata. Ci vuole

gualcosy di grosso, di grave, che faccia di nuovo apprezzace la gente

contading, la nostra montagna. (M1, p. 272)
This enduring individualism among rural communities had grave implications for the progress
and continuation of agricultural within the Cuneese in that the majority of cntadini refused even,
to consider the idea of joning an agricultural cooperative. This became an option after World
War 1402 but, even during the 60s and 70s, had no real uptake among the mntading despite the
systermn offering the potential to eatn a living from the land alone, cather than combining factory
and agricultute, A Jone advocate of the cooperative among Revelli's witnesses was Franca
Tonello; ‘Credo che la cooperativa sia Punica soluzione adalta per la campagna come la nostra,
la coaperativa almena per la vendita dei prodott’ £4F, p. 96).

The other key phenomenon relevant to the economic stuggles of the contading was the

‘economic miracle’ which was in its closing phases as Revelli hegan work on I/ mondo des vinti. We

will shordly see that he referred to the peried with good reason as the ‘tercemoto

delPindustrializazzione’,

Rural Piedmont: ‘traditional versus modern society’?

The testimonies of Revelli’s conrading suggest that their rural communities were Jess marginalized
on a social level than stereotypes suggested. Fot example, individual testimonies show that the
new ‘consumer society’ had infiltrated rural communites. Many of the witnesses speak of their
televisions and their choice of viewing. Vittoria, a vivacious eighty-one year ald was clearly a
seasoned cliannel-surfer: ‘Ne abbiamo due di televisions. Mi interessa 1l telegiomale, i film,
Portobello non Tho mat perduto, i cantanti no perché sono tutti uguali. La politica non mi
interessa, quando c’¢ un dibattito cambiamo canale. la palitica ed i football non mi
interessano’(AF, pp. 340-341). One or two of those interviewed saw relevision as uvseful for

keeping abreast of current affaics, Flisa Allemandi in Balma for example said: ‘Quel che mi

402 Castronuovo, p. 311,
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interessa di pi é il telegiornale, perché ci collega con il mondo” (AF, p. 306). Yet the picture she
got of the outside world left her somewhat bemused: ‘Il mondo di oggt non lo capisco, vedo
solo cose bruite, sequestri, violenza...” (4T, p. 306).

One of Revelli’s standard questions seems to have addressed what the wimess made of
one of the great events of the decade: man’s landing on the moon. The responses certainly
varied, some thought it credible, others did not, some had no real interest in the event, and
othets saw it as a violation of the natural order (M7, p. 81}, Maria Goletto had clearly given the
event some thought but was left none the wiser as to how such things could be: ‘S si, dicono
che 'uomoe va sulla funa, ma io non ci credo. Come fanno ad andare sulla luna, come fanno?
Che 12 Tuna si apra e loro ci vadano dentror E pai la luna si sposta, ¢ vero o no?’ £4F, p. 123).

In common with urban society of 19060s and 1970s rural sociely was subject to
sccularization and changing moral stmndards. Revelli’s witnesses were alert to the changing
times. Some of the relevant aspects identificd included the waning influence of the church, a
change in attitude atnony the younget generation, a disparagetnent of ‘the old ways’, and —on a
positive note — the recognition that life had vasty improved within their own or their parents’
generation,

Priests had once wielded enormous influence and power in the comownity, bur by
1970, when Revelli interviewed Enrico Draj, it was evident that things had changed: ‘Poco alla
volta la religione va giti, da tutte le parti. Una volta i carabinieri andavano sempre dal prete per le
nformazions (MU, p. 154). Despite efforts to reverse the trend, Don Aurelio Martini, parish
priest in Vinadio, had to conclude that by the time of Revelli’s rescarch, religious practice was
based simply on the habits of each family rather than the strong community faith thar used to
cxist:

Qui Iz religione & nel tradizionalismo di fanmglia, sc 1 genitori sono religiosi
anche i figlio lo sono. Alteimenti no. [.. ] Qui a Vinadio, nel passato, tutte
le sere nelle stalle dicevano il rosacio. A Trinitd nel Vallone dell’A;ma, ho
tentato di salvare questa tradizione del rosario, ma pos tutto si & perso

anche la. (M1, p. 229)

Teresa Garro, an cighty-three year old, supported this conclusion saying, la religione era un

dovere. [...] Noi s:ama slati educatt proprio al tispetto della chiesa, della religione” (AL, p. 7).

i Cip ¥,
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There was no impression of 4 vibrant personal faith in the religious practice of these ontading, it
was mertely a duty to fulfil. This being the case, it is less of 2 surprise that such levels of
supetstition were bound up in daily lives and practice. Maria Airaldi in Barberis, cornmenting on
her grandmother and aunts” evening rosary titual, testified not to indifference, but w an overt
antipathy towards religious belief and practice: ‘Th, quella del rosario era una werada, una
scocciatura, altroché religione. Per i vecchi sard srato un dovere, ma noi lo mandavamo al
diavolo quel tosatio’ (4K, p. 82).

While it is evident that the priests’ influence had diminished as the population shruuk,
there were still many among the comradini who held their priest in great affection. One of these
was Maria Airaldi who (despite her impatience with eligious practice at home) clearly enjoyed 2
good relationship with Don Curts, her teacher (AT, p. 88). Concurrently, the church continued
to play a significant purt in the moulding of ideas and behaviour notwithstanding centadini
resentment. ‘L'his is seen in several testimonies which detail the interferenice of the pacish priest
in marrage relationships. The priest often spoke frankly to women who in the eyes of the
church had not produced enough children. Such mterterence had the opposite effect to that
intended and lefl many of the women humiliated and indignant at the mtimacy with which the
priest had spoken to them. Among these women was Angela. Denied any sex education prior to
miarriage, Angela was traumatized by the idea of 2 sexual relationship with her husband. Clearly,
the insensitive interference of l.1er local priest did nothing to help this ushappy young woman:
‘Andava a confessarmi, e If un’altra tortura, Tl prete voleva sapere perché non compravo dei
figli, e mi chiedeva che cosa taceve con mio marito, e mu parlava chiaro e tondo, e quelle cose
dette da un prete mi indignavano, e provavo disgusto e vergogna' (AF, p. 60), Carlotia Re,
already the mother of a son, recalled that, in cuestioning similar to that experienced by Angela,
the priest went as far as to threaten her with the withholding of absolution (4F, p. 177).

Changing attitudes were dlso seen in a growing contempt among the young for the ‘old
ways ‘Eh, 1 giovani di oggl non ragionano pid come 1 loro padri. Nel passato 1 contadini
patlavanc con i proverbi, regolavano la loro vita con « proverbi. Oggi i glovani dicono: “Con i

proverbi det vecchi oggi i giovani morirebbero di fame™ (MY, p. 90-91). 'T'he new factorics

L g o
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were seen 0 offer exciting new economic possibilities but brought a peneral disparagement of
the old mn favour ot the new, and were not without substantial cost. According to Piercarlo
Grimaldi, this resulted in 2 ‘processo di czisi di identitd culturale’ in which: Gl contadine tende a
abbandonase tuito cid che ricorda le sue origini; i tavalo di legno viene sostituito con la formica
e qui si fa sentire 'opera di antiquari che hanno speculato su questo momento di crisi, € cosi
via’ 42 There is no doubt though, in speuking to the older miadind, that M had greatly
improved since their parents, or even the witness, had been young: ‘La gioventd di oggi & ricca c
non sa di essetlo, non ha idea della vita che abbiamo fatto noi’” (M17] p. 14). The witnesses do
focus on the harshness of nuiral existence, but also evidence a gratefulness for the conditions
they now encounter (MU, pp. 83-85).

The breaking of taboos is another area in which we see that rural communities cannot,
simply be classified as ‘traditional’ as apposed to the ‘modem’ urban communities. Revelli’s
witnesses suggest that the emeding were largely keeping time with the rest of Italian society
during the 1960s. The sexual revolution of that decade had implications for the women of the
rural communities too. Flow far this revolution atfected practice is not ¢lear, but the wornen
show that they had overcome historic inhibitions in discussing fundamenral elements of hurnan
experience: puberty, sexual relationships and pregnancy.

Many of the women interviewed by Revelli had reached adolescence with no
instruction or guidance on the physical changes that would ensue. Angela, for example, spoke
clearly of the fear and ignorance that resulted: ‘Quando mi sono venute le mie cose ero da
serventa. Ho nascosto tutto ¢ mi sono spaventata tanto. Sapevo niente, ¢ pensavo che fosse una
malattia grave. Mi vergognavo a patlame’ (AF, p. 58). According ta Anna Giordano, discussion
of these topics was taboo:

Nel momento del mio passaggio di ctd sapevo niente. Tenevano tio
nascosto. Avevo quindici anni, Ho chiesto all'una e all’altra, ma nessuno
mi diceva niente. J_gvaws, tapasidm, non sONO Mofrta, sono qui a contatla.

Qgiuna nascondeva, anche tra sorelle. [.. ][sic]. Ah, not simno stati
proprio allevati come le bestie. (AF, pp. 47-48)

4% Grienaldi, p. 14,
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Likewise, sexual relationships betwecn men and women were never explicitly discussed. Rather,
as young women, their mothers might watn them covertly against falling pregnant — without
actually explaining the mechanics involved. Franca Tonello says: ‘L’educaxionc scssuale? No,
assolutamente niente. Non chiedevo e non mi dicevano niente in famiglia. Sapevo che erano
discorsi proibiti. |...] E poi magari 1 miet mi dicevano: “Fa’ poi attenzione...” 12’ attenzione a
cosa, che ti dicevano niente’ (AL, p. 96). Such mnocence and ignorance seems incomprehensible
today in 4 world that revolves around a cult of sexual consumerism.

One of the most protracted discussions of changing sexual mores came, not as onc
might expect from the Jliberated’ younger generation of the 1960s, but from a sixty-one-year-
old, Angela, who concluded: ‘Ah, lc ragazze di oggi sono sveglic, sono pid preparate, pit
sponlanee, normali. Non vivono pii 4 sesso come una colpa degradante. F come sc fosscro
sposate. Opgi vanno con uno, domani con l'altro. Horse siamo passati da un’esagerazionc
all’altra’ (AF, p. 60). Agostina, ut forty-scven onc of the younger women interviewed, was
explicit about sexual relationships and the changes scen even between her own generation and
that of the late 1970s:

Dico soltanto che era difficile esserc denna. Pardava sempre P'uomo, non

potevi mai fare un discorso tuo |, lui ti faceva proprio sentire inferiore. E 4

imponeva l'atto sessuale. Tu subivi, non raggiungevi lotgasmo, ah no no,

non sapevi nemmeno che cosa voleva dire Porpasma. Tutto in fretta, e

speravi soltanto di non restate incinta. Non per niente ho atteso la

menopausa come una liberazione. (AF, p, 270)
This is not the place for a derailed study of the sexual mores of rural Piedmont, but suffice to
say, the reluctance of the women to initiate intercowrse arose not just from the dominance of
the husband, but also on uccount of the size of their existing family, and a consequent desirte to
prevent further pregnancies. Contraception was still 2 major social taboo and not usually easily
discussed by the couples Revelli interviewed: ‘Hasse dipeso da me ne compravo di meno di figli,

due o tre. Comandava Puomo. La donna su questo problema comandava zero. Non si poteva

discutere, bisognava aver pazienza’ (AF, p. 236).4%

404 Until 1971 it was illegal to adverlise contraception and, of course, very much contrary to the teaching
of thc Catholic Church.
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A minority of Revell’s informants discuss a darker side to rural sexual behaviour. This
included physical and sexuval abuse, including incest. Letizia told of her father’s imprisontnent
after involvemnent i a sexual scandal where five sisters, all minors, were left pregnant (M1, p.
358). Ortensia (ike Letizia, only idenrified by her first name) stated that incidents of incest did
occur within rural communities: ‘Marcellina 2 undici anni € rimasta incinta del padse. {...] Erano
rari i casi in cui il padre undava con la figlia, ma ce n’erano almeno due per paese’ (M1, p. 369).

Margherita’s testimony recounts an unusual sexual aberration. One of the younger
women interviewed by Revelli, she told how at the age of eight she was involved in ‘un gioco di
gruppo’ with boys aged thirteen and fourteen: “Una storia di giochini, per me era come giocare
nascondino. lo non sapevo, non capive. Facevamo tutto, proprio tutto, c’era 1l coilo completo.
[...] Non & che io avessi il morosetto, non provavo delle sensazioni: per me cra come fare
qualsiasi altro gioco’ (AF, p. 283). Perhaps Masgherita did not actually think the incident that
important, despite the extent of these sexual games, as she described it as an ‘esperienza
pazzesca’, not a disgrace, but ‘una specie di iniziazione che si warnandava niel tempo’. Flowever,
given that she 15 identified only by her first name, it seems more 2 mimmization designed to
cope with the emotional scars and confusion she still felt fifteen years later.

According to the women of Lunello forte, ust as menstruation and sexual relationships
had not heen up for discussion duting adolescence, so too prégnancy and childbicth weee
experiences which wete not discussed by mother and daughter. Rather than a cause for family
rejoicing, 4 pregnancy could signal only further misery and financial hardship for an already
stretched family. To avoid any awkward discussions with their older children, mothers seem to
have concealed their pregnancy as far as possible (AF, p. 189). Margherita told the story of
visiting, 4t the age of twenty, a woman who had just given bucth. Het ignorance is moce
astounding even than the reticence of her mother to speak plainty:

Entriamo nella stalla, 'sta povera donna era coricata sulla paglia, accanto
aveva i bambimo con una testa lungsz hanga, e c’era una vicina di casa che
spingeva, che premeva la testa lunga del bambino con una straccio. Io ho
detto a mia mamma: ‘Ohmi, che testa lunga che ha’. ‘E bLen, hanno
trovato sotto un mucchio di fascine, Phanno dovuto tirare per la testa. Ma
premendo con la straccio pianc piano viene normale’. JTo mi chiedevo:

‘Ma perché si coticano ste donne quando ke portano un figlior” Ma non
osavo parlarne. (A4F, p. 226)
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Should the reader be left wondering whether Margherita was having Revelli on, she then stated
cxplicitly: “Mi sono sposata, e non sapevo che le donne dovevano avere 1 bambini, credevo che li
trovassero. B cos? (AT, p. 227). The testimonies of the older women, such as Caterina QOccelli
in Occelli, document the changes in attitude and behaviour between one generation and the
next: ‘Gual se avesseto sentito che si patlava di queste cose, chi ne parlava era giudicato un
matto... Non si poteva patlare del sesso, i sesso era peccato. Adesso anche | preti hanno
cambiato opinione’ (4F, p. 189).

Where the rural communities diverge from their utban counterparts is the cultural
sphere. They argue that rather than being marginalized from Italian society, they share a
dilferent set of cultural valucs: within the testimonies of the wwiadini there is a collective pride.
Franca Tonnello explained that “if contadino non sapra scrivere e patlare bene come gli altri, ma
sappiamo tante cose che gli altri non sanna, abbiamo anche noi Ia nostra cultura’ (4F, p. 95). As
they narrate their stories, the wafading show that collectively they recognize that their way of life
is under threat due to the changes in industry and society.

The idea that rural communities bave their own culture and heritage 1s a concept which
has been developed in sociological studies; how does such a community’s history and culture sit
within the national framework? The testtmonies in Revelli’s collections suggest that the mzsading
measured time and events by their impact on the culture and routine to which they belonged.
Although they wete quite ‘modern’, in that they were keeping pace with developments in Ttulian
society, there was not necessarily any sense of connection ot involvement in a national history.
One example of this would be the perception of the waiadin that fascism had never reached
theit localities: Noi non eravamo pratici del fascismo. Quando il fascismo & arrivato qui, non ce
ne siamo accortt” (AF, p. 224) 405

Rocco Scotellato went further to argue that the wuteding as a body have a ‘storia
autonoma’, which s distinct frown that of the peninsula 48 1 whole and particuladly suited to oral

narration: La cultura italiana sconosce la storia autonomaz dei contading, il loro pit intimo

W5 We saw in Chapters 4 and 5 that this is balanced by the testimony of individuals willing to discuss the
implications of fascism.
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comportamento culturale e religioso, colro nel suc formarsi e modificarsi presso il singolo
protagonista’. %% Redfield, however, argued against Scotellaro’s thesis of autonomy. According
to Redfield, autonomy might have been possible were the mufadine a primitive people ot tribe.
(GGiven that they are not, he concluded: ‘La cultura di una comunird contadina...non &
autonoma. £ un aspetto o una dimensione della civiltd di cui fa parte’.47 This thesis then leads
to the question of the definition of ‘culture’. Walter Gabutti’s definition in his study on the
Tanghe s hroad in scope and encompasses the range of cantent seen in Revelli’s collections.
Culture is an evolving concept — like memory. Beyond its traditions and artistic qualities,
Gabutti argues that culture also mctudes ‘il sistema di rapporti con le persone, la steuttuca detla
Famiglia[...] E cultura il modo di porsi di fronte alla natura e ai momenti della vita: la nascita ¢ la
morte, il lavoro ed il gioco, la gioia e la tristezza’. 402

Despite the evidence of marginalization among the testimonies collected by Revelli, it
would be inaccurate to say that the mwmigding of the Cuneese and the Langhe were a separate
entity within Iraly. Their memories are of the distant past, for example, childhood, and
memories of past traditions; as Zocchi argues, the wntadini do have difficulty in relating to
present events, and particulatly events af the recent past.*® However, when we consider that
recent history includes World War 1T and the Resistance their teticence is no more than that of
Italian society as a whole. Fascism was a petiod that Italians wanted to forget; the Resistance

had its own polemics.

6 Scatellaro, p. xxi.
417 Ballone, p. 103.
38 Ballone, pp. 7-8.
0% Zocchi, p. 176.
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Factory versus fields

Agricultural work was the traditional form of employment, but duting the post-war petiod ltaly
as 2 whole was in transition from agricultural to industrial nation. 10 More and more individuals
from the rural communities of Piedmont were turning to the factories that were springing up.
Paul Corner in Confadini ¢ Induviraligzagione argued that wnfadis and industry are traditionally
pottrayed as at odds with onc another.*'! While his study was based on debunking this
portrayal, it is indisputable that tension existed on various fronts between confadin and industry,
as represented by factory work. Throughout Revelli’s testimonies, there is evidence of a tension
between working the land and working in the factory, and sometimes between the individuals

emploved in each.#?

The maujority of the waladzr around Cunco owned sorme land, albeit often in very small
amounts. In addition, they would rent or work on other land. Land ownership immediately
gave these cntadini a level of prosperity and sense of worth. This set them apartt from many of
the southetn wwtadizi, including the communities studied by Arlacchi in the Ctotonese.
Discussing its economic conditions, Arlacchi explained that ‘there cxisted in the Crotonese a
very numerous calegory of people possessing and selling w1 the market place only vne type of
metchandise, their own labour’. " These conditions were, he suggested, ‘in effect, the classical
Marxist definition of the proletariat’. " In drawing compatisons between the lives of the
coniaden interviewed by Revelli and their southern counterparts, the difference in quality of

living cannot be ignored or downplayed. TFigures from the .A# dedla Commissione Parlamentare

0 The bulk of Revell’s tesimonies are from those who worked the land. These sit next to the
recollections of individuals who had made their own way in the world, adopting ingenuous ways of
earning a living. Some were well-known money-making venhures in the countryside. For example, Daniele
Mattalia from the age of fourteen began buying hair from the women of the poorest communities (1]
p- 257). As Muddalena Andreis explained, this allowed these women o raise some moncy, but at a cost
to one’s pride, ‘Brano { pii poveri che vendevano /2 cartads, avere i capelli a zero era come denunciare la
propria miseria’ (M7, p. 247, Others; such as Sabino, adopled dubicus scams, for example, sclling
diuretics to unsuspecting women as contraceptives; doubly dubious, one would have thought, given the
grip the church stll held on these conumunities well into the 1960s. Of all the women he conned, he
claimed that only one came back to camplain that she had fallen. pregnant (M1, p. 381).

W Paul R Comer, Contadini ¢ industrializzazione: Socivld turale ¢ impresa in Irabia dal 1840 a4l 1940 (Bari:
Laterza, 1993), p. 3.

412 There ace also testimonies from those employed outside these sectors.

43 Aracchi, p. 151,

44 Aglacchi, p. 151,
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dishiesta sulla Meseria in ltafiz published 1n 1953 show that while Revelli’s eontadin testified 1o

hardship and deprivation, it was on a much lesser scale to that seen in the Mezzogiorno (Table

1),

TABLE 1. Families Classified as Wretched and as Needy per 100 Families with Family Head as
Coltivatore Diretto*, by Region:

Region A, B, A+B,
Percent Wretched Percent Needy Total
Notrthern Italy 1.0 3.5 4.5
Central Ltaly 6.9 123 192
Southern Iraly 25.4 242 49.6
Islands 17.2 22.7 39.9
Taly 117 13.5 25.2

*Includes most agricultural workers except farmhands415

While Table 1 tells us of the percentage of ‘wretched and needy’, there is no indication of the
comparative living conditions of the poosest in cach avea. However, this general background
makes it easier to understand why marriage to a wntadine from northern Italy should be viewed
25 a means of escape by the calabrorte. 16

Rural communities in Piedmont rended to be found in the acea surrounding the land its
inhabitants worked."? Working the land involved long days, sometimes fifteen ot twenty hours
pet day (M1, p. 137). One woman, Lucia Abello, recalled how work in the fields could not stop
even on her wedding day: ‘Mi sono sposate '8 luglio 1920, alle ore otto, nella parrochia. [...]
Siuno tornati a casa dalle nozze {...] Poi subito a lavorare, lo stesso giomo gia a lavorare, era nel
pieno dei fieni’ (AF, pp. 210-211). This was to be the pattern of family life in rural communicies,
and much as Verga’s family the Malavoglia had atfempted, familics worked together: “T'ra tutti

cominciavamo a fare cquatcosa, mio padic poteva comprare una vacca, poi un‘altea’ (M17, . 44).

5 Source: A della Commissione Parlamsniare d'Tnchiesta salla Miseria i Italia (Roma, 1953), Vol. 1, Tome II.
Reported in Lopreato, p. 52

46 Zocchi, p. 175.

7 Their southern counterparts usually lived in townships large distances from the fields (Adacchi, p. 26).
One of the unavoidable implications of this setup was the extension of the Southemn working day to
include travel time, as desceibed by Levi in Cristo i 2 formaro 2 ol (Carlo Levi, p. 34).




Benefits for the contadino-operaio

‘The pult of work in the factory with. its shift systemn over the long hours on the land is easily
appreciated. Stefano Abrate made the transition from fields to factory — in stages — and was
quite satisfied with his employment:

Ho lasciato la cascina, ma andare a lavorare subito in fabbrica mi

sembrava che non andasse bene. Era un salto tropppo lungo. Allora ho

trovato la strada di mezzo, 1 frutteto. [...] Ho lavorato cinque anni alla

fiutta. Poi ho movato un lavoro in fabbrica, 2 Bra, e mi trovo benissimo,

faccio le mie otto ore e basta. (4F, pp. 107-108)
Another benefit of working in the fuctory was the security of 4 pay packet over the uncertainty
of a harvest: ‘In fabbdca farto il lavoro toeni a casa. Flai lavorato otto ore, sai cosd hai
guadagpato. Qui in campagna lavort dieci o ventt ore, e cosa hai guadagnato?® L4F, p. 194).
Seeing the benefits enjoyed by friends who had made the move to factory work often enticed
others into doing the same (AL, p. 98), in spite of the disadvantages to be considered. Some
men and women did both for a tme adopting a punishing daily schedule in order to survive and
hopefully prospet (4F, p. 102}, Others worked in the factories only because it was the sensible
option at the time: ‘la mia passione & con le bestie |...]. F ua anno che sono in fabbrica ma un
giorno o l'altro cambio ancora, torno in montagna. In fabbricu non ho nessuna soddisfazione,

solo quella di prendere la busta paga’ (M1, p. 282).

Issues facing the contadino-operaio

Those whao chose to wotk in the factory faced many potential difficulties — which, on halance,
outweighed its benefits. On a practical level, factory employment entailed a lengthy commute
for many entadini. Nuto Revelli points out in his inrroduciion 1o Walter Gabui’s Seomiin: Cose e
gente dell’Alta Langa that commuting only suited some communitics: ‘Nel’Alta Langa il
pendolarismo dell’operaio-contadino ¢ una realta viva, consolidata nel tempo. Nelle valle alpine
il pendolarismo dell’operaio-contadino st ¢ invece csaurito rapidamente’.*18 Indeed some left
their hometowns in the mountains to sccure factory employment.

The move from country to town was a major transiton, and without the support
nctwork of their home community, Factory wark patentially had a tmaore negative effect on the

welfare on the wutading operaio than his urtban colleague (AF, p. 291). This is borne out in the

48 Gabutti, p. il
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testimony of Letizia Raina, who also continued to work her land, and said that: ‘Ho avuto
Iimpressione di andare in una galera, anzt peggio, sempre sotto I'oppressione dei sorveglianti,
otto ote, non potevi nemmeno girare la testa che ti osservavano, [...] Il passaggio dally campagna
alla fabrica & stato il principio della fine della mia salute’ (4F, pp. 259-260). Paclo Borgetio saw
it as no surprise that factory work darnayed the health of the aontadin: ‘Quando uno fa otto ore
attacato a una macchina per forza diventa nervosa. Tn campagna la vita & pit sana’ (M1 p. 131).

Over and above the effects on the individual, others, including the foliowing
anonymous witness, recognised that the factories had 4 negative impact on the environment: ‘£
Iz nebia *dla VVal Burwiia? |E la nebbia della Valle Bormida?] E una vergogna, una schifczya, & una
rovina da Cengio fino a Bubbio. Sa cosa ci vorrebbe? Una bella bomba atomica. Ma il contadino
non ¢ uhita’ MV, p. 389). Speaking from his own experience, Revelli gives a damning verdict
on the attitude and impact of industry on rural communities: ‘vedo [...] 1 fiumi inguinati, ridotti
come fogne, patrlano di violenza, di rapina, di disprezzo nel confronti del mondo contadino. 1
contadini protestonn, denunciane. Ma escono incsorabilmente sconfitti, L'industria ba sempre
ragione, I'industria stravince sempre’, 1

At the minor end of the scale, the prejudiced attitudes and behaviour of workmates
who were not sntading could be a source of frustration for those who worked in the factorics
(AT, pp. 103-104). Antagonism or criticism from within the home community of the cntadino-
operaio was more worrying. Luymina, a rather forthnght sixty six year old, was one such critic.
Speaking about the scarcity of land to work she said: ‘Poi ¢t sono quelli della Michelin che fanno
i due lavori, la fabbrica € la campagna. Quelli rabano i pane agli altri, né vendono né affittano la
texra’ (AL, p. 57). Concerns such as these have been elaborated further by Gianfranco Tamietto
w7/ rilancin dellagricnlinra piemontese. Published around the time of Revelli’s rescarch, this study

pointed out the negative impact of this development and warned against encouraging a

12 Agosty, p. 15.
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burgeoning in the number of wmatadini-operas: ‘1| pari-time di fatto ostacola un qualsiasi intervento

strutturale e di attivazione dell’agricoltura’.+2

The relationship between sexes

One of the most serious effects of the growing number of wafadini-operai was its influence on
the matriage prospects of the wntadind who continued only to work the land: factory workers
from the town offered many women an easier life than that as the wife of a contaditio.*?
Francesca Giraudo in Parola explained ro Revelli that: ‘4l contadino ha nessuno orario. Lavora
dictotto orc su ventiquattro, por una tempesta o unz bestia che va maic, la mesada [1] profitto di
un anno di lavoro] € li...To dico che le ragazze di oggi fanno bene a non pith sposare i contading’
(AF, p. 177). The retusal of many women to marty the men of their rural communities obliged
the contading to think innovatively if they did not want to resign themselves to bachelorhood. %2
Lanello forse, describes the couttships between the comiadini of Piedmont and their Southern
brides. These marriages were mutually advantageous given the situation in the local
communitics of bride and groom respectively: ‘L’industrializzazione ha segnato la svolta. Le
donne del Meridione sono rimaste senza uomini, ed i contadini del Notd senza donne’ {4F, p.
113).

Detailed description is given m the testimonies of Ianello forte of the practicalities of
trips south to meet potential brides and, importantly, being approved by the gitl’s fanuly. 1f
‘approved’, the couple became engaged, exchanged gitts and the man then headed north again
to wait for the wedding (AF, pp. 196-199). After the wedding, these women had significant

adjustments to make in adapting to life in Piedmont. Amongst these changes, there was a

420 Maspoli, pp. 21-22. Tamietto went further and argued that it was time for haed decisions to be taken if
agriculture in Plemonte was to flourish: ‘Petsonalmente tono convinto che il nostro Paese, nel momento
attuale, si trova di fronte ad una scelta di vitale importanza per il settore, tra una espetienya di agricoltura
simile a quella francese, che ¢ di tipo prolessionale, cd vwn’alixa quale quella tedesca fondata sul par-tme
farming alle dipendenze dell’industria, perd con un sistema industriale decisamente meno fragile del nostro’
(Maspoli, p. 22.

42! During the decades of Revelli’s reseacch, this issue was further exacerbated by the chanping role of
women then amerging across Burope.

422 The reality of singleness for the cmtadini Revell interviewed contrasts with the optimistic picture given
in 17 wilancio dellagricoltiva preﬁf;oﬁme This study on the state of agriculture in Piedmont in the 1970s,
suggested that there was i ‘sempre pit diffusa volonta e determinazione, partxtolarmente nei giovani
ancora occupati nell'agricoltura, a rinnovare le proprie axiende, rendendole pin rispondenti ai modelli
d'impresa offert cai settori extra-agricol’ (Maspoli, p. 8).
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language barrier to overcome and 4 new division of work: in the South, women would often
have been more concerned with the domestic rather than the agricullural. One unpleasant
aspect these women had to confront was the underlying prejudice of their new neighbours in
the Nosth — not that an anti-South prejudice was a new concept. Revelli confronted this
prejudice in Lanello forte where he described the typical attitude of the Piemontese conzading
towards the Southern brides in their community:

Avvicinavo la gente nei bar e sulle piazza dei paesi, sollecitavo il dialogo,

poi 2l momento giusto ponevo la solita domanda: ‘Che cosa ne pensate

delle donne del Mendione ‘teapiantate’ nclla vostra zona?® Quast tutte le

risposte erano uguali, come fabbricate in serie. “Sono mica cattive “ste

zarame, mi diceva la maggior patte della gente. ‘Sono donne serie, che

lavorano. Sono wbbastanya gentili, quando le fncontramo ci salutano per

prime’. Gira e rigira, poi anche dalle risposte che non volevano essere né

cattive né polemiche affiorava quell’antimeridionalismo stntivo che mi

fertva, che mi offendeva. (AF, p. xcii)
A particulurly informative element of Lanedls forte is the delicate manner m which Revelli s able
to discuss relationships following matriage. Once mattied, relations between the spouses were
often difficult for a number of teasons. Many of the comtadine had entered marriage grossly
ignorant of what was involved. We saw ubove that sexual relationships and pregnancy wete
among the great taboos never discussed as they grew up. This lack of information and education
had serious implications for many 2 marriage in the early decades of the 1900s. Rinuccia Martini
said: ‘Mia mamma metteva una paura dell’'uvomo addosso, 1o avevo paura del matrimonio, ho
risentito tanto della mia impreparazione, ho avuto la fortuna che mio marito mi ha capita ed
aiutata’ (AF, p. 100}. Others were not so fortunate. Angela’s testimony 1s particularly tragic as
her abhotrence of sexual intercourse seems to have been the cause of her husband’s infidelity.
Recounting her own experiences, she implied that she was not an isolated case (AF, p. 59).
Others, she said, berself included, were tehuked by their husbands for never initiating
intcrcourse — the few who tried it seem to have been in 2 no-win situation as the anecdote from

Angela’s friend flustrates:

Una mia amica, che era tanto pit sveglia di me, che sapeva com’era la vita,
un giomo mi aveva confidato: ‘Guarda, 10 11 mio uomo una volta ’ho

425 Tarune above seems to be a generic term for women from the South. As Revelli explains, there werce
various names for women from southemn Italy: “Tarwie o Ngpo# sono gl appellativi pit comuni
L’appellativo i salabrotze & 1l pid raro ¢ cordiale, quas: affettuoso’ (AF, p. xciii note).
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cercato. Sai cosa mi ha detto? Che solo le bagasce cercano 'uomo. To da

quel momento non 'ho mai pil cercato’. (AF, p. 60)
Levi offered a different perspective on rural sexuality and morality. Fle described the sexuality
of the people of the rural communities as ‘bestial’ and, unlike Revelli’s witnesses, an easy topic
for discussion: ‘Le donne, chiuse nei veli, sono come animali selvatict. Non pensano che
all'amore fisico, con estrema nawralezza, e ne patlano con una liberti e semplicita di linguaggpio
che swupisce’ .12t Interestingly, Levi’s perspective had been published some {orty vears
previously, yet it had taken several decades for Revell’s contadin to reach anywhere near the
level of free speech described by Levi. Flowever, Revelli’s cowtadini generally saw themselves as
‘civilized’ people, whereas Levi portrays the peasants he met as uacivilized, and so without such
inhibition or sense of decotutn.

Many of the women describe how they lived at least initially with the husband’s parents.
Often this proved to be a stressful situation: some brides became the virtual slaves of the
lhousehold, which could consist of the husband’s mother and father as well as other sons and
their wives (At p. 36). Others, Caterina Lombardo for example, were able 10 make a conscious
decision to live peaceably with the mothet-in-law at all costs: lo stavo sempre zitta. 1 filo era
nero? Leimi diceva che era bianco, io dicevo che era bianco, ah, bisogna fare cosi se unc vuole
andare d’accorde’ (AF, p. 236). One exception to this norma of domestic steife was the
relationship of Ehsa Allemandi in Balma and her daughtet-in-law Concetta Laurito in Balma,
originally from Reggio Calabria. [far from tension between the two, the mother-in-law was fidl
of praise for Concetta: ‘Io sono contenta di Concetta, di mia nuora. Ha portato un po’ di
gioventl. Ad una certa et si incomincia a guardare il passato, a pensare che cosa & stato della
vita. [...] Concetra & brava, & svelta come me’ (AT, pp. 303-304).

The testimonies also shed a great deal of light on the dynamics of the husband-wife
relationship. Feonomic survival was 2 bigger motivation in rural marriages than romance (AF,
pp- 70-71); nonetheless, there is evidence in the testimomes that many women dermonstrated
genuine affection for their husbands and showed that they worked well as a ream, dividing tasks

between then. The woman carried a large share of the datlly workload, but the husband was

#4 Carlo Levi, p. 89.
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cleatly the head of the house - whether they always merited the tespect of their wives was quite
another matter. Revelli’s witnesscs agree that women carried the heavier burden in the
countryside. I'ranca Tonello suggested that women wete obliged to work harder than the men
(AF, p. 94). Anna Gazzera in Favole was more dogmutic, but also acknowledged that things had
now changed for the better: 1a donna di campagna 4l tempa nostro era una martire, adesso &
meno sacrificata perché ha le macchine, e poi le famiglic non sone pia grosse’ AL, p. 39).
Caterina Chiapasco gave an example of her workload and described how she attempted to get
through it: T.a donna era forse pil sacrificata dell'uomo. Io di notte faceva la satta. Di giomo,
mentre tiravo 1 buoi, riuscivo a lavorate a maglia: infilavo il braccio nella corda dei buoi, le mani
restavano libere, # seaprn [1.e calze] R facevo tutti tirando i buoi, camminando’ @17, p. 347).
Flisabetta Forni supports this picture in Donwa ¢ lamre contadine where she deseribes a wotnan’s
typical workload:

Oltre a 16 [la vitcoltura] la donna svolgeva lavort agricoli di appoggio

all’attivitd maschile e sopportava sulle proprie spalle totalmente 1 peso

della complessa e articolata vita domestica, ra cwt i lavori dellorto,

Pallevamento di aniroali di bassa corte, 14 pulizia e la manutenzione delle

parti rurali della casa, la tessitura di stoffe per 1 fabbisogno familiare e per

il piccolo commercio extra-agricolo cui era anche finalizzata 1a produzione

di butro ¢ formaggy, 1a vendita dei propri capelli, Pallatamento dei bambini

presi a balia. 4%
Don Filippo Barbero endotsed the subjective views of these women in his own testimony,
where he gave an insight to the dynamics of 4 peasant family (45, p. 111). Other witnesses, such
as Luigina, who had the misfortune to live with in-laws who treated her badly, found her
fulfilment i her work: “La mia soddisfazione era il lavoro, lavoravo da un sole alP’altro a zappare
in campagna’ (4AF, p. 55).

In many marriages, basic communication was non-existent or at best very poor. One of
the issues, which had significant impact on family dynamics, was the number of childeen the
couple should produce. Yet this was rarely if ever discussed. Adele, 2 mother of ten children, is
typical of muny women who simply had no interaction or communication with theic husbands

and even at the age of eighty the frustration and lack of tecourse avuilable was evident 2s she

talked to Revelli. We saw above that the priests put pressure on the women to have large

425 Elisabetta Forni, ‘Il lavoro della donna contading’, in Bravo, pp. 21-39 (25).
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families. In Adele’s case, this was nothing compared to the impossibility of reasoning with hex
husband: ‘A me faceva sclo paura quando il mic uomao cercava per avere dei bambind, solo
averli e poi metterli a soffrire, come avevano messo anche me 4 soffrire nel mondo™ (AF, p.
124).

To sum up, the testimonics of the waledind show that only to an extent were they
marginalized from the rest of Italian society. From a political perspective, this manifested itself
in a sense of neglect. The standard of living had certamly improved as the 204 Centry
progressed and the women were better cducated regarding sexual relationships and procreation.
‘I'here was a price to pay, however, as the social [ramework of rural communittes was challenged
by the new autonomy of the women and economic options offered to the younger peneration.
Economically, the wwmiadini shared the national trait of emigration, but had a different
perapective on the ‘economic miracle’. They enjoyed some of the bencfits of the new consumer
socicty but ultimartely industrialization contributed directy to the demise of their communities.
From a social perspeclive, the conradind had 2 culture and sense of history particular to their
communities. Yet i1 some respects, the same communities were mn-step with changes occurring

generally in post-war Itulian socicty.

How did the contadini relate to Revelli?

In the introduction to I/ monde de: winti Revelli explains that he encountered difficulry, on a
regular basis, in covering particular topics with both men and women: ‘la gente contadina,
cuando patla, quando racconta, & sincera. Ma non & libera, si blocca di froute ad alcuni teini che
giudica troppo scabtosi, troppo impegnativi. Tl tema del sesso: tutti lo sfuggono, come se fosse
peccato il solo patlarne’ (M1, p. lix). How then can we account for the open discussion of these
very topics, and more, within the two collections and L'anelly forte cspecially? There are two
factors in action here. Firstly, Revelli’s approach to the recording sessions, and sccondly, the

changing times i which he was conducting his research. These combine to allow the possibility

of apen discussion.
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Reading the three collections of oral testimonies it becomes evident early on that
Revelli had a paft for encouraging his witnesses to speak freely. Yet the dynamics of T.'awells forte
are patticularly unusual in that here we had a middleclass man from the town of Cuneo eliciting
detadls of an intimate nature from both young and elderly women of the rural communities. Not
only a stranger to this way of life, but also of a different sex to his witnesses, Revellt was
nevertheless able to broach subjects usually the reserve of female historians and writers.

Revelli extracted memorics of more delicate subjects, such as abuse or sexual education
and behaviour, in a frank and vet sensitive manner. Elisabetta Centenero’s reference to Revelli’s
‘confessional” qualities fllustrated his ability ta tease out details the women hardly realized they
were volunteering (4F, p. 225). Adele is a good example of this as her testimony shows that she
has started to discuss sexual relationships in some detail, then seems to become awate of what
she i3 suying and clams up:

Se la donna avesse detto ‘no’ lui subito si atrabbiava, allora sf che erano

scene, ol per carit3, guai, oh, non poteva la donna rifiutarsi, no no no, ahi.

Lut incominciava: “Eh cristu, smia che’t fas wiri... |Eh cristo, sembra che

faccia motire]’. Io ho tante cose che non posso ditgliele, e non le dico, eh,

stiamo solo zitd, ehi, 1a veritd & che la donna subiva. (AF, p. 125)
Revelli was working in decades of social change between the 1960s and 1980s when old
inhibitions were being overcome and a new frankness, or shamelessniess, was emerging in
Furopean society. These mfluences can account in measute for the freedom with which certain
topics were discussed. However, we have seen above — for example, in the priests’ interference
in marital relationships — that the majority of the ariadine remained significantly inhibited.

Analysis of Revell’'s methodology and the content of the testimonies presented leads us
to one of two possible conclusions. Either Revelli had built relationships with. the wntadine to
the extent that he had privileged access to cven these intimacies;*28 or the wntadine were now

without inhibition. The former is more likely, but the latter is not without its influence.

426 We saw in Chapter 3 the diffidence that characterized individuals from rural communities, Revelli had
clearly overcome this and was received with hospitality when he ardved at 2 home to record 4 testimony:
‘In tutte le case il bicchiere di vino & d’obbligo, cosi i dialoghi appena aviati regolatmente si interrompono
¢ incomincia il rito del vino fatta in casa, del “vino di wea, speciale, del nosteo” [...] Se non accetto,
offendo’ (M1, p. xxx).
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Conclusion

Revelll’s representation of the wwfadini as wntZ, marginalized from Italian society, initially comes
across as stercotypical. His opinon is based on an mtimate knowledge of these rural
communities and theic way of life. The oral testimonies of the wazadini endorse Revelli's
perception of marginalization and simultaneously show that their situation is much more
complex than the accepted stercotype. Analyzing their narration of the rural social, political and
economic situation it 15 apparent that the waradin are marginalized in as far as they do have a
different culture and way of life from that of urban Italy. The detail of their testimonies reveals
that there are areas in which the experience and attitudes of the somradin reflect that of the rest
of contemporary Italy.

Methodological 1ssues influence how far we accept the testimonies as the voice of the
rural communities. He has censored the content of the collections on two levels: firstly, in
editing the individual testimonies so that they conform to his perception of a tural ‘norny’, and
secondly, in sclecting which of the hundreds of testimonics to include in the final publications.
Nonetheless, the minutiae provided in their narrative makes Revelli’s work an invaluable poiat
of access to twenteth century rural Piedmont, and he has succecded in giving the peasants 2
voice and an audience.

One of the striking: features of these collections is the diligence with which Revelli has
collated and prepared the material in a ‘staightforward reporting of ethnographic realities’.4?
This diligence mitrors Revelli’s approach to recording lus own experience and that of the
contadini-soldaii on the Russian front. His work among the miral communitics arose from the
same ‘impegno del dopo’ to remember, to testify and to teach. This was not the work of a rural
nostalgic, Revellt was not even advocating the preservation of such an existence, He was
protesting against the lack of timely government action to better the situation of the comtadin
({AF, p. xvi). Ultimately, however, the focus of Revelli’s work was the prescrvation of a record,

and the representation of the memoties of rural commuaities scon no longer to exist.

427 Saundets, p. 827,




Conclusions

Throughout his career, Revellf’s writing was inspired by an ‘impegno del dopo’. This study has
established a working definition of Revelli’s ‘impegno del dopo’ and then considered how his
response (o it appears m his writing. Having more in cornmon with testimony writing, such as
that of Primo Levi, than the post-war notion of politicized ‘impegno’, it incorporated a
commitment to remember through commemoration and the preservation of an historical
record, and to communicate both his testimonial teuth and that of marginalized groups in Iralian
socicty. It was a vibrant and active ‘impegno del dopo” which went beyond the mere
preservation of a record to include actively teaching the ignorant, be it Revelli’s post-wat
contemporaries, or succeeding generations of Italians. This rested on Revelli's conviction that
the past and present are inextricably linked: we must learn from our history.

Revelli responded to this ‘impegno del dopo’ by publishing his personal record of the
past and facilitating the publication of rural memories of war and peace. His personal record of
the Fascist war in Russia reptesents the evolving nature of his ‘impegao del dopo’. His diary
began as no more than a technical record of military experience, but quickly changed to record
the realities of the experience and so counter Hascist propaganda, patticulatly in respect of the
fate of the digpersi. Mai tardi shows the ongins of his ‘impegno del dopo’, his antipathy towards
the Germans, and helps explain his switch from Fascist to anti-Fascist during the Resistance.
This personal record also had a collective element as on the front he was already conscious that
ordinary Ttalians had no idea what was happening in their name to their fellow countrymen.

As the scope of his ‘impegno del dopo’ developed, so Revelli needed to expand the
formats in which he presented his testimony. Personal diarics were replaced by collections of
letters and oral testimonies as he moved from the position of participant-witness to observer-
witness and facilitated the testimonies of the exploited contadini-soldari. Publication of La strada
del davai and Lultino fronte was motivated by the same desire not (o forget, to communicate real

experience, and teach the ignorant or misinformed.
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Whether presenting the Russian front autobiographically or facilirating the memories af
others, Revelli’s publications confront the complexities facing his generation. They are not
‘comfortable’ or even heroic war memoirs; they are realistic records presenting the difficulties
facing Italian society as it emerged from the experiences of Ifascism, World War II and the
Resistance. Revelli did not present himsell as a neorealist writer, but in keeping with the post-
war trend, his writing is marked by the belief that this recent past was of relevance to a countty
under reconstruction. While the neorealist trend had largely faded by the end of the 1950s,
Revelli contimied to write with the same principles throughout his cateer. At the same time, it is
possible to identify certain ‘silences’ in these records; Revelli was conscious af the lacunae in the
memories of his witnesses, but is, unsurprisingly, less forthcoming about such atreas in his own
account.

Revelli’s writing of wat in Italy, 1943-1943, was a key stage in the development of his
‘impegno del dopo’ as it represents a bridge between his commitment to communicating the
truth of the Russian front, and his later commitment to preserving and communicating the
experience of rural communities in Piedmont For Revelli, the Resistance was, in a sense, a
continuarion of the war in Russia; it was an opportunity for revenge against the Germans (and
the Fascists) whom he held responsible for the deaths of his comrades. Revelli’s discussion of
the Resistance is significant in that it demonstrates the development of his ideas: politically in
La grerra doi poveri, and then methodologically in I/ disgerso df Marburg and Le due guerve. These
publications show the unportance Revelli artached to his relationship with the wonradivi-soldat: as
the scope of his research continued to expand and include the oral testimonies of civilians as
well 28 cx-soldiers, his sense of tesponsibility for the soldiers he once commanded now also
embraced their families and communities. In La grerru dei poveri, Revelli distanced himself from
the two key arcas of tension with the amntadiné of the Cuneese: partisan requisitioning and
reprisals. Whether Revelli honestly believed he and his partisans were not responsible for such
incidents, or whether he was presenting himself, as partsan commander, in the best possible
light, later publications present a more balanced picture. As the scope of his research expanded,

he became ever more attached to and informed about the expetience of rural communities. This
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explains his respect for their perspective on the Resistance, and later, his mote balanced
assessment of the period, ostensibly in response to what he has heard from his witnesses.

We have seen that Revell’s sense of ‘impegno’ in representing the marginalized ~
military or civilian - often led him to adopt an innovative and pragmatic approach. In the
published collections of testimonies, this offers an unrrvalled pesspective on previously
unrepresented communities. Revelli claimed that be had not been influenced by the theoty and
practice of professional oral historans and writers. He adopted an mnovative methodologgical
approach in order 1o maximize the value of people’s life experiences. A later publication, I/
disperso di Marburg, shows that Revelli, the marginalized writer and historian, was now engaging
with professionals and considering the implications of his own methodology on the record he
produced. Tn this text, Revelli reaches a methodological climax as he shares the extent to which
his self-criticism has developed.

This study identified a number of wssucs i Revelli’s methodology, His approach to
recording the testimonies focused positively on giving the contadin scope to speak freely of theic
experiences. Iis editing process, however, shows that despite this claim, Revelli was working to
his conception of a rural ‘norm’™ he edited tesiimonies individually to fit this notion, and then
chose those for inclusion in the published collections on a similar basis. In both the publications
on Russia and rural Piedmont, Revelli has directed our attention to what he wants us to see of
the ARMIR, the Reststance, and the experience of Piedmont’s cwuiadini. Revelli’s luter concern
about the effect of his subjecrive memories and experience on his approach to rescarch suggests
that this had been almost subconscious. This approach does mean that extremes, or major
variants, of experience are not published, although Revelli ofien referred to the testimonies he
had cur i his lengthy introduction to a collecticn. This approach creates a tension between
Revelli’s methodology and his sense of an ‘impegno del dopo’; the two ate not, however,
mutnally exclusive.

Qwver the decades, Revelli became increasingly self-critical of his methodological
approach. ‘This shows a progression from his initial position of amateur auto-didact to

theoretically aware researcher and writer. I/ disperso dif Marburg showed that this realization forced




216

an analysis of the extent to which subjective memories could snteract with his reseatch if he was
to communicate a historical truth, rather than just a testimonial truth, 1 disperso di Marburp also
demonstrated that Revelli’s all-inclusive antipathy towards the Getmans during the Resistance
was laler refined to those of his own generation — those who had heen part of the expericnces
which had triggered his antipathy.

Revell’s personal writing offers an insight to twentieth century Italian experience from
the perspective of a middle class foomer military officer. Fis writing on behalf of the wmmzading
Facilitates a recotd of the same period from the perspective of rural Piedmont. In this way, his
work makes a significant contribution to the historical record of twenticth century ltaly which
professionals within the historical discipline have acknowledged. As Calandri explained, working
in years of rapid change, Revell’s priority was ta ‘prinC or ‘fix’ a ‘choral history’ of rural
comtmunities in danger of disappearing forever. Thus, while the individuality of experience 1s
certainly preserved, the chorality of military and rural experience is undeniable. Yet Revelli’s
approach to his work among the watadini was not the product of a sentimental populistn, nor
did it resemble the Fascist mistepresentation of an idyllic or romantic country existence.

In this study, we have seen that Revell’s oeuvre, from his diaty of the Russian Front to
his collections of oral testimonies from the wfading, shows one developing sense of an
‘impegno del dopo’. We have seen that his ‘impegno’ shaped the methodology he applied, and
in tuen influenced the extent to which he futtilled his ‘impegno del dopo’. The publications
resulting from this life-long commitment to the marginalized — military or civilian — constitute a

unique record of twentieth century Italian experience and thinking,
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