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Abstract

This thesis explores the work of Giorgio Manganelli (1922-1990), a member of
the 1960s Italian neo-avant-garde, through a sado-masochistic reading. The
existing literature has paid little attention to the areas of gender and sexuality
in Manganelli’s work, with the exception of some recent studies that emphasise
the hetero-aggressive, sadistic drives underpinning his writings and highlight his
construction of masculinity as self-sufficient and based on the exclusion of
woman. These studies, however, fail to take into account Manganelli’s insistence
on tropes of self-victimisation and fantasies of self-shattering - as seen in
Dall’inferno’s (1985) emblematic image of a male body tortured by a
cannibalistic doll - as well as Manganelli’s radical renunciation of authorial
power and his depiction of the author as a ‘slave’ of language. One of the goals
of this thesis is to answer the question: what is the meaning of the sado-
masochistic motifs and of this logic of self-victimisation in Manganelli’s work?
Drawing upon the theories about the cultural meaning of masochism put forward
by Gilles Deleuze (1967), Kaja Silverman (1992), David Savran (1998) and Nick
Mansfield (1997), this thesis delves into the ambiguity and contradictoriness of
Manganelli’s treatment of gender power relations. This thesis also investigates
sado-masochism in Manganelli as a means of relating to both readers and
medium and evaluates the impact on Manganelli of Vladimir Nabokov, one of the
authors who is most frequently associated with sadism and a point of reference
for literary games based on the acting-out of power structures. On the one hand,
my exploration of Manganelli’s construction of a ‘deviant’, masochistic model of
authoriality and subjectivity seeks to illuminate his ever greater self-
consciousness with regard to the limits of the patriarchal models of creative
engagement (related to notions such as authority and language ownership) as
well as his attempt to release the self from culturally imposed identifications.
On the other, | show that masochism and self-victimisation also function in his

work as an oblique power strategy to recuperate authority and centrality.
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Introduction

In a 1957 letter sent to his friend Giovanna Sandri, the then English teacher and
aspiring writer Giorgio Manganelli outlines the mechanisms lying at the core of

what he calls his ‘pathological’ behaviour:

Mi sono accorto che quando mi comporto non diro male - che sarebbe
un giudizio morale - ma in modo patologico, io seguo assai da vicino il
comportamento di mia madre: come mia madre, io mi lamento e
accuso ’universo a puro scopo istrionico, per attirare [’attenzione su
di me, e faccio la vittima per torturare e infierire sugli altri, riuscendo
a fare il carnefice mentre mi atteggio a vittima.*

Manganelli recognises here how his self-victimising mises en scene provide a
histrionic means to secure a central position and to control other people’s
behaviours, acting simultaneously as a victim and a torturer. These private
reflections, written seven years before the publication of Hilarotragoedia
(henceforth H) - the work that was to earn Manganelli literary fame and
establish him as one of the most prominent writers of the 1960s Italian neo-
avant-garde -, are of interest for the present study, as they foreshadow themes
that were to be constantly invoked in his later writings: the logic of reversibility
between victim and torturer as well as the self-victimisation as a power
strategy.” This thesis investigates the artistic transfigurations of these persistent
- though critically neglected - concerns, and explores the figure of the victim
and sado-masochistic dynamics as central features in Manganelli’s work and as

the key to his texts’ construction of masculinity.

This idea comes out of observing a structural and thematic commonality in his
texts, made up of monologues of a fractured male subject, making a spectacle
of itself, (pleasurably) tortured by multiple selves who exchange the roles of
dominator and dominated. His texts, peppered with images of absent kings (for
example in Pinocchio: un libro parallelo, 1977), empty thrones (Dall’inferno,

1985), twin relationships between tyrants and slaves (Encomio del tiranno,

! Letter to Giovanna Sandri, 30 December 1957, in Giorgio Manganelli, Costruire ricordi. 26

lettere di Giorgio Manganelli e una memoria di Giovanna Sandri, ed. by Graziella Pulce (Milan:
Archinto, 2003), p. 107.

See full list of title abbreviations on p. 6.
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1990), persistently question the philosophical master-subject and patriarchal
notions of masculinity, which attach characteristics such as steadiness, unity,
autonomy, agency and mastery to the male subject.* A paradigmatic example is
the story ‘Un re’ in Agli dei ulteriori (1972). A self-proclaimed sovereign (‘Che io
sia Re, mi pare cosa sia da non dubitare’) believes he controls everything and
that things exist because he thinks them.* However, he starts to sense an
external presence, a whistle like ‘breath between perforated teeth’, which is
something he did not think of (‘io non ’ho pensato’).® At the end of the story,
the King’s only desire is to submit to his ‘other’: ‘Purche l’ordine sia chiaro, io
ubbidird; ti ubbidird, mio suddito o mio re’.® One of the obsessive desires of the
speaking subject of Manganelli’s work is to reduce the self to ‘the marginal’ (like
the protagonist of ‘Bosco’ in La notte: ‘sebbene io sia qui, ai margini del bosco,
del tutto irrilevante’), to ‘nothing’ (like the protagonist of ‘Destarsi’: ‘invisibile
a chiunque, invisibile a me stesso’) and to the ‘non-existent’ (like the
commentatore fortunato in Nuovo commento, who lives ‘nei sobborghi della
nonesistenza, [...] palesemente escluso dagli oneri delle pubbliche dignita’).’
However, Manganelli is also interested in the power that can be reaped from this

position of exile and non-being, as in LP, where he hypothesises that the

Henceforth LP, INF, and ET. The concept of patriarchy was ‘[o]riginally used to describe
autocratic rule by a male head of the family’, but it ‘has been extended to describe a more
general system in which power is secured in the hands of adult men’. Michelle Meagher,
‘Patriarchy’, in The Concise Encyclopedia of Sociology, ed. by George Ritzer, Ryan J.
Michael (John Wiley & Sons, 2011), pp. 441-42 (p. 141). As Maud Anne Bracke exposes, the
concept of patriarchy is susceptible of criticism: ‘potentially ahistorical or universalistic’ and
simplistic in its ‘privileging of one system of oppression’ over others. However, Bracke agrees
with Valerie Bryson’s remark that patriarchy is still ‘a concept too useful to lose’. Maud Anne
Bracke, Women and the Reinvention of the Political. Feminism in Italy, 1968-1983 (New York:
Routledge, 2014), p. 11. Valerie Bryson, ‘Patriarchy: A Concept Too Useful to Lose?’,
Contemporary Politics, 5. 4 (1999), 311-24.

Manganelli, Agli dei ulteriori, 3rd edn (Milan: Adelphi, 2009), p.13.
Manganelli, Agli dei ulteriori, pp. 31 and 30.
Manganelli, Agli dei ulteriori, p. 36.

Manganelli, La notte, ed. by Salvatore Silvano Nigro (Milan: Adelphi, 1996), pp. 55 and 75.

Manganelli, Nuovo commento, p. 79 (henceforth NC).
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absence of the King ‘non solo non cancella, ma rende intollerabile potenza il

luogo che al Re appartiene’ (LP, 12).

The master/slave dialectic is also central to Manganelli’s representation of his
authorial self. Partly influenced by the poststructuralist rethinking of the
authorial function (‘the death of the author’, in Roland Barthes’ popular slogan),
Manganelli disavows the author’s power, insisting instead on its passivity and
irresponsibility: the writer is ‘uno schiavo, un feticista di ogni piu umile effato’,
who submits to and obeys blindly the hegemony of language (NC, 48). Also in this
respect, the postulate of the author’s symbolic absence, disempowerment and
disqualification seems in contradiction with the overflowing authorial voice
through which Manganelli tyrannically asserts himself. This ambivalence is
observed also in Manganelli’s treatment of gender relations, which alternates
violent misogyny (especially in the first phase of his work) with images of

enslavement to powerful females or omnipotent mother figures.

Sado-masochism and narratives of a victimised self will be considered in this
thesis as far more than a psychic condition. In the letter to Sandri, Manganelli
presents what seems to be an aspect of himself as an individual who bears the
scars of faulty mothering, as he suggests there and elsewhere. However, instead
of reading narratives of self-victimisation as peculiar to Manganelli, | suggest
framing these in a broader cross-cultural narrative of male victimhood that
became increasingly central after WWII. According to a number of scholars, the
figure of the ‘male victim’ emerged in response to the challenges posed to
traditional masculinity by neo-capitalism and commodity culture as well as by
women’s movements arising in the aftermath of WWII. According to David
Savran, victimhood and masochism have become increasingly central in men’s
self-representations as these allow the male subject to still reclaim an

authoritative position while positing itself as a victim.®

® David Savran, Taking It Like a Man, White Masculinity, Masochism, and Contemporary

American Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). For an exploration of the
meaning of the imagery of male crisis in the 1970 Italian context, see the study by Sergio
Rigoletto, Masculinity and Italian Cinema: Sexual Politics, Social Conflict and Male Crisis in the
1970s (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014).
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| thus understand sado-masochism in Manganelli’s work as a cultural fantasy
implemented to refashion masculinity in a period ‘when the understanding of
what it is to be a man undergoes a radical redefinition’.’ | will investigate how
the spectacle of male self-divestiture of traditional traits of patriarchal
masculinity can also function as a power strategy to recuperate authority and
centrality. On the one hand, the male’s embrace of the subjugated position
subverts traditional power dynamics among genders. On the other, the possibility
of voluntarily delegating and abdicating power presupposes (and reproduces)
male privilege. In this thesis, | examine both the subversive potential and the
reactionary tendencies of this ‘alternative’ model of identity and sexuality in

Manganelli’s work.

The term ‘masochism’ was coined in the nineteenth century by psychiatrist
Richard von Krafft-Ebing using the name of writer Leopold von Sacher Masoch,
whose Venus in Furs (1869) portrays the dynamics between a dominant woman
and a wilfully submissive male subject. The behaviour characteristic of male
masochism, entailing the reversal of patriarchal sexual roles, was codified as a
perversion by Krafft-Ebing and then as a neurosis by Sigmund Freud. The
philosopher Gilles Deleuze depathologised the phenomenon, focusing on its
aesthetic and cultural meaning. His Coldness and Cruelty (1967) reads the texts
by Sacher Masoch as providing a fantasy arena for the formation of a ‘new man’,
an alternative masculinity that can radically oppose male dominance.® While
engaging with Deleuze’s theory, this thesis also highlights its gendered
limitations. Further developments of this literary and cultural approach to
masochism provide this thesis’ theoretical framework: following the frame
employed by Richard Fantina, Chapter 1 surveys theories of literary masochism
dividing them into two gender-political camps: theories of ‘progressive’ and

‘reactionary’ masochism."

Rigoletto, Masculinity and Italian Cinema, p. 1.

% Gilles Deleuze, Coldness and Cruelty, trans. by Jean McNeil, in Masochism (New York: Zone

Books, 2006), pp. 9-138 (p. 52).

' Richard Fantina, Ernest Hemingway: Machismo and Masochism (New York:

Palgrave/Macmillan, 2005), p. 44.
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Deleuzian theory represents the primary benchmark for this thesis also in light of
its pioneering view of masochism as a literary phenomenon with specific
aesthetic features, which makes it ideally suited for understanding what can be
defined as ‘masochistic’ in a literary context. While Chapter 1 subsumes key
elements of Manganelli’s aesthetic project under the masochistic aesthetic
categories isolated by Deleuze, the last three chapters draw on the Deleuzian
notion of the masochistic contract to analyse the sexual component involved in
the power exchanges between author and reader. This element is flaunted by
Manganelli starting from his literary debut, when he hails the reader as ‘onesto
masochista’ (H, 61), and also thereafter, for example in NC, where Manganelli
refers to his literary expedients as ‘diletta crux per filologi masochisti’

(NC, 107).

Literature on Manganelli has variably addressed the subject’s divided self and its
relentless flirtation with ideas of victimisation, (self)destruction, suicide and
death. Scholars have highlighted the auto- and hetero-aggressive drives
underpinning the author’s writing: notably, while Arianna Marelli has engaged
with the idea of the ‘desire of death’ in H, Mario Cianfoni has tackled the
question of sadism and violence against woman, confining the investigation
within the perimeter of Manganelli’s earliest poetic experiences.? Despite some
passing mentions of a masochistic tendency in Manganelli, no research to date

has acknowledged the centrality of sado-masochism in his work, nor has

2" Arianna Marelli, ‘La “volonta discenditiva” di Giorgio Manganelli: il desiderio di morte in

Hilarotragoedia’, Between, 3.5 (2013), http://ojs.unica.it/index.php/between/article/view/907

[accessed 28 October 2020]. Mario Cianfoni, “Nel cafarnao delle carni”: Il corpo tra sadismo e
caducita nelle poesie di Giorgio Manganelli’, in Scritture del corpo: Atti del XVIII Convegno
Internazionale della MOD 22-24 giugno 2016, ed. by Marina Paino, Maria Rizzarelli, Antonio
Sichera (Pisa: ETS, 2018), pp. 261-68.


http://ojs.unica.it/index.php/between/article/view/907
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provided insight into the meaning, scope and implications of the term.* To fill
this gap, the present study will systematically apply this category to cast new
light on the essential concerns of some of the most important and enigmatic

texts by the author.

Before embarking on the main body of the analysis, let us take a step back
turning to the traditional view on Manganelli and then to more recent studies
that have laid the foundation for my understanding of his work. Manganelli
distinguishes himself in the Italian literary landscape for his impudent
paradoxes, rhetorical excesses and baroque style. Perhaps unparalleled among
his contemporaries, Manganelli’s fascination with semantic ambiguity and
nonsense often situates his texts on the brink of illegibility.™ Starting from the
conception of language as ‘sempre organizzazione. Di niente. Organizzazione di
se stesso’, Manganelli’s fundamental literary tenet is that literature has nothing
to say.™ His theory of ‘letteratura come menzogna’ shows off the rhetorical
status of literature and refutes the idea of a describable ‘reality’. Manganelli has
always provocatively and programmatically attempted to purge his texts of any
concrete extra-textual reference, any ‘idea’, ‘message’ and obligation to bear

social relevance, strenuously defending his right to talk about nothing. For this

¥ Rebecca Falkoff mentions the term ‘masochism’ to describe the sexuality ‘characterised by
helplessness, resignation and frustration’ emerging in H. See her ‘Giorgio Manganelli and the
lllegible Obscene’, Italian Studies, 70.1 (2015), 131-47 (p. 146),
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1179/00751634147.00000000091, [accessed 29
December 2020]. Marco Belpoliti talks about the writer’s ‘perfetto masochismo’ to capture the
undercurrents of Manganelli’s corsivi, where Manganelli’s satirical whip strokes, apparently
directed against the Italian mores, are ultimately turned against the self. See his ‘Mamma
mammifero’ in Manganelli, Mammifero italiano, ed. by Belpoliti (Milan: Adelphi, 2007), pp. 131-
47. Alessandro Gazzoli identifies in Manganelli’s writings a masochistic ‘delectatio amorosa
nella sofferenza’ that connects the author to Leopardi and Pavese. See ‘Auto Da Fé. Rileggere
Giorgio Manganelli’, unpublished doctoral thesis, Universita degli Studi di Trento, 2015, p. 74.

* For example, Rebecca West regards Manganelli's texts as ‘both completely readable and totally

unreadable, if by “reading” we mean both a surrender to language’s hegemony and a battle to
wrestle meaning’. See her ‘Review: La letteratura come menzogna, Dall'inferno, Laboriose

inezie, Tutti gli errori’, Annali d’ltalianistica, 4 (1986), 307-12 (p. 308).

> Quoted in Maria Corti, Il viaggio testuale: Le ideologie e le strutture semiotiche (Turin: Einaudi,

1978), p. 151.


http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1179/0075163414Z.00000000091
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reason, the traditional view of Manganelli - encouraged by Manganelli himself -
was to read his work as a bizarre formalist experiment and as pure exercises in
style. However, more recent literature on Manganelli has found this reading

unsatisfactory.

Linguistic experimentalism and the rejection of the neo-realistic aesthetics and
models of socio-political commitment constitute the common ground between
Manganelli and the other members of the literary movement known as ‘Gruppo
63’. Given their understanding of language as ‘fundamentally ideological’ and
reproducing power structures, the ambition of the neo-avant-garde intellectuals
was that of demystifying language in order to bring social change.'® Manganelli
contributed to this problematisation of language but was less enthusiastic about
the Gruppo’s ambition to promote social progress. Rather, he took charge of
promoting the neo-avant-garde’s own self-critique. More than an ‘outsider’ to
the group’s dynamics, Manganelli was, as Maurizio De Benedictis puts it, ‘una
mina innescata nel covo stesso dei cospiratori’: an oppositional force inside the
oppositional group. '’ As Florian Mussgnug illustrates, if the purpose of the neo-
avant-garde was unmasking the ideological falsifications of everyday language,
Manganelli’s position consisted in a challenge to ‘every possible set of linguistic
conventions’, even those formed within the Gruppo 63 itself.'® For Manganelli,

literature must destabilise every attained state of affairs:

La letteratura € per sua natura refrattaria a qualsivoglia
coonestazione ideologica. [...] nella sede dei possibili discorsi umani, €
la frattura, lo scandalo."

® | ucia Re, ‘Language, Gender and Sexuality in the Italian Neo-Avant-Garde’, MLN, 119.1

(2004), 135-73 (p. 144), https://www.|stor.org/stable/3251726 [last accessed 24 December
2020).

" Maurizio De Benedictis, Manganelli e la finzione (Rome: Lithos, 1998), p. 55.

® Florian Mussgnug, The Eloquence of Ghosts: Giorgio Manganelli and the Afterlife of the Avant-

Garde (Bern: Peter Lang, 2010), p. 27.

% Giorgio Manganelli, Il rumore sottile dellla prosa, ed. by Paola Italia (Milan: Adelphi, 1994),

p. 77.


https://www.jstor.org/stable/3251726
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Despite Manganelli’s adamant avowal of literary disimpegno, a growing body of
literature has recognised various layers of cultural engagement in his work.?
‘[L]o scrittore che negli anni Sessanta ha teorizzato il disimpegno € in realta un
impegnato’: this comment by Marco Belpoliti testifies to this critical revaluation
of Manganelli’s work.?' It also seems to provide a definitive answer to the
question that Giorgio Agamben dared to ask in 1999: ‘Manganelli scrittore
politico, dunque?’.?2 Agamben’s hints at concepts of power and resistance,
‘servilismo’ and ‘sedizione’ are taken up in this thesis through the category of
masochism, given its function as a an instrument of power based on
manipulative and defiant submissiveness.?® The present study seeks to contribute
to this line of research by looking at the link between power and sexuality,
focusing on how the sado-masochistic subjectivity that emerges in Manganelli’s

texts addresses the existing configuration of gender power relations.

Few studies have investigated Manganelli’s treatment of gender and sexuality.
Rebecca West supplies a key insight for this thesis by showing that in
Manganelli’s work ‘desire reigns supreme’, a desire that is fundamentally

‘perverse’, as his writings turn aside from any narrative end and from

2 For example, Marco Paolone has analysed Manganelli’'s engagement with psychoanalytic

models, while Mussgnug with philosophical ones. Matteo di Gesu surveyed the relationship
between Manganelli and Foucault and Federico Francucci has interrogated the theme of
‘sovereignty’ in Manganelli’s work. See Mussgnug, The Eloquence of Ghosts; Paolone, I
cavaliere immaginale: Saggi su Giorgio Manganelli (Rome: Carrocci, 2002); Matteo di Gesu, La
Tradizione del Postmoderno: Studi di Letteratura Italiana (Milan: Franco Angeli, 2003), pp. 80-
87. Francucci, ‘I libri non esistono: ma esiste il nostro farsi carne anche di loro. Giorgio
Manganelli con una nota di Federico Francucci’, alfabeta2 (2015),
https://lwww.alfabeta2.it/2015/05/16/i-libri-non-esistono-ma-esiste-il-nostro-farsi-carne-anche-di-

loro/, [last accessed 23 April 2018].

2 Belpoliti, ‘Mamma mammifero’, pp. 138 and 146.

2. Giorgio Agamben, ‘Introduzione’ in Manganelli, Contributo critico allo studio delle dottrine

politiche del ‘600 italiano (Macerata: Quodlibet, 1999), pp. 7-18 (p. 17).

2 Agamben, ‘Introduzione’, p. 12.


https://www.alfabeta2.it/2015/05/16/i-libri-non-esistono-ma-esiste-il-nostro-farsi-carne-anche-di-loro/
https://www.alfabeta2.it/2015/05/16/i-libri-non-esistono-ma-esiste-il-nostro-farsi-carne-anche-di-loro/

17

signification.?* My analysis will show that the suspension of meaning and
pleasure - and their replacement with a perpetual state of desire - represents
the chief characteristic of the masochistic aesthetic and sexuality. As Deleuze
shows, indeed, the masochistic experience consists in an endless postponement

of narrative climax and sexual discharge.

Rebecca Falkoff provides another interpretation of Manganelli’s illegibility,
disengagement and menzogna: the refusal to establish a relationship with the
reader and the text’s infecundity in terms of meaning are related to a
masturbatory sexuality based on the autarchic dream of male self-
containment.? The autarchic model of subjectivity and masturbatory sexuality
in Manganelli’s writing is seen as the result of an ‘indirect but enduring legacy of
Italian fascism’ and its autarchic economic policy.? Falkoff shows evidence of
the persistent influence of the fascist autarchic discourse in Manganelli’s texts
by highlighting his ‘interest in hoarding and squandering, the thematisation of
parthenogenesis and masturbation, and theories of a language that bears no
relationship to reality’.?” Given the impossibility of language and literature’s
complete self-sufficiency, Falkoff resolves this contradiction arguing that
Manganelli - despite his intentions - actually does relate to the reader, by forging

a masculine alliance based on the exclusion of woman, which is cemented

** Rebecca West, ‘Desire, Displacement, Digression: Rhetorical Ramification in Giorgio

Manganelli’'s Amore and Tutti gli errori’, in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval Literature and its
Afterlife. Essays in Honor of John Freccero, ed. by Dana E. Stewart and Alison Cornish, Late

Medieval and Early Modern Studies Il (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 317-328.

* Rebecca Falkoff, ‘After Autarchy: Male Subijectivity from Carlo Emilio Gadda to the Gruppo 63,
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of California, Berkeley, 2012).
% Falkoff, ‘After Autarchy’, p. 1.

" Falkoff, ‘After Autarchy’, p. 2.
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through the deployment of misogynist topoi and verbal aggression against the

female body.?®

However, rather than framing Manganelli’s representations of masculinity as the
remains of Italy’s fascist past, my analysis looks at the intersection of new
cultural forces in changing circumstances. | argue that Manganelli’s masculine
representations and aesthetic formations accommodated new anxieties and
desires specific to the post-war period, when the fascist ideals of virility were
culturally challenged and the meaning of masculinity went through a radical
rethinking. | will highlight the influence on Manganelli of narratives of masculine
victimhood and counter-cultural discourses critiquing the authority of patriarchal
values of masculinity. Although Falkoff never explicitly uses the term ‘sadism’, |
think that, similarly to Cianfoni, she illuminates aspects of the sadistic drive in
Manganelli. Indeed, violence, the desire for self-sufficiency, the negation of the
mother can be aligned with sadism.? The sadistic framework however fails to
take into account when Manganelli posits himself as a self-destructing victim, as
well as his radical renunciation of authorial mastery and power. Furthermore,
both Falkoff and Cianfoni focus only on the first phase of Manganelli’s oeuvre. By
contrast, the present study also looks at more mature works, accounting for the
shift in legibility that according to many scholars characterises Manganelli’s
works from the 1970s. | argue that this corresponds to a shift in the model of

relationality and in his treatment of gender relations.

Giorgio Biferali shares Falkoff’s interest in analysing Manganelli’s relationship
with women, although a completely different picture emerges from the two
analyses of similar matter.*® He argues that the main thematic concern of

Manganelli’s texts - nulla, lack of being - is another word for love. Biferali

%8 Falkoff's view is supported by Bellassai’s remark according to which the representation of bonds

among men as ‘the highest possible level of human relations’ was a constant motif in fascist
rhetoric. This representation was ‘laden with an exasperated misogyny’ and autarchic fantasies:
‘real men do not need women’. Sandro Bellassai, ‘The masculine mystique: antimodernism and

virility in fascist Italy’, Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 10.3 (2007), 314-35 (p. 323).

# For Deleuze, the Sadean founding fantasy is the negation of the mother (Coldness, p. 60).

%0 Giorgio Biferali, Giorgio Manganelli: Amore, controfigura del nulla (Rome: Artemide, 2014).
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underlines how for Manganelli love is absence, waiting, and a form of torture: a
‘privato strumento di tortura’, as Manganelli writes in Amore.*! In the same way
as love, also writing is a torture: the author is a ‘vittima sacrificale delle proprie
parole’ and plays a passive role in the writing process. By contrast, Falkoff’s
study on the elisions operated by Manganelli in the drafts of H in order to make
his text impenetrable suggests a hyper-controlled use of language. Whereas
Biferali highlights Manganelli’s surrender to language and to the unconscious and
a lack of control over his words, Falkoff demystifies Manganelli’s techniques to
retain power over his texts and underlines his violent use of language. While
Biferali’s stress is on the self-loss in the Other, Falkoff stresses the denial of

otherness.

| suggest that both interpretations capture only one moment of a more
ambivalent and complex dynamic. Although both authors recognise this
ambivalence, nevertheless their interpretations revolve around one of the two
facets - Falkoff the hetero-aggressive, sadistic position and Biferali the auto-
aggressive, masochistic position.® It must be noted that also Marco Paolone
emphasises textual moments when Manganelli assumes the role of the self-
sacrificing victim, reading this aspect alongside René Girard’s notion of the
‘scapegoat mechanism’. For Paolone, Manganelli assumes the Girardian ‘signs for
the selection of victims’ - clowning, theriomorphic forms, abnormality,
melancholy, death - and refuses to project aggression outwards, onto a
‘bersaglio esterno’.> This leaves unproblematised the violence against woman

underlined by Falkoff and Cianfoni. The two aspects (aggression and self-

st Giorgio Manganelli, Amore (Milan: Rizzoli, 1981), p. 59.

%2 Biferali, Giorgio Manganelli, p. 14.

% For example, Biferali analyses the figure of the ‘autodistruttore’, making a comparison between

Manganelli and Cesare Pavese. Pavese describes this figure as characterised by features that
are typical of the masochist: the enjoyment of self-degradation, utilitarianism, theatricality and
self-control: ‘L’autodistruttore € un tipo, insieme disperato e utilitario. L’autodistruttore si sforza
di scoprire entro di sé ogni magagna, ogni vilta [...] ricercandole, inebriandosene, godendole
[...] L'autodistruttore € soprattutto un commediante e un padrone di sé’. Cesare Pavese, |
mestiere di vivere, quoted in Biferali, Giorgio Manganelli, p. 82.

% Ppaolone, Il cavaliere, p. 52.
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aggression) cannot be looked at separately, and their coexistence can be

appreciated through a sado-masochistic perspective.

Finally, Gilda Policastro addresses the centrality of the mother figure in
Manganelli’s writing by looking at the influence of Manganelli’s psychoanalyst
Ernst Bernhard and his theories on the archetype of the ‘Great Mediterranean
Mother’.?® Bernhard saw in the Italian prototype of motherhood a source of
symbolic power and oppression responsible for the deficiencies in the ‘Italian
character’. Policastro identifies three strategies implemented by Manganelli in
his works to free himself from the complex of the Great Mother: repression,
matricide and appropriation of maternal prerogatives. Also Belpoliti shows that
this maternal complex lies at the core of Manganelli’s analysis of the Italian
national character in his journalistic pieces.*® Both Belpoliti and Policastro fail to
provide a critique of Bernhard’s essentialist set of assumptions on gender, which
remain by and large unchallenged. This thesis on the other hand frames the
construction of the Great Mediterranean Mother figure in the wider context of
the mammismo discourse that in the post-war years blamed motherhood for the
emasculation of men. | will argue that Bernhard’s idea of a weak masculine
principle related to pernicious mothering is the main channel through which

notions of victimised masculinity will find expression in Manganelli.

An analysis of Manganelli’s negotiation of male subjectivity through a sado-
masochistic perspective allows us to take into account Manganelli’s irreducible
contradictoriness. On the one hand, in Manganelli’s universe, woman is
threatening and has to be excluded because inevitably associated with the
traumatic relationship he had with his mother. His texts display the need to

exclude woman and protect the self from a sphere that he associates with

% Gilda Policastro , ‘Madri/Inferni’, in Giorgio Manganelli, Riga 25, ed. by Belpoliti and Cortellessa

(Milan: Marcos y Marcos, 2006), pp. 378-94. Ernst Bernhard, ‘ll complesso della Grande Madre.
Problemi e possibilita della psicologia analitica in Italia’, in Mitobiografia , trans. by Gabriella
Bemporad (Milan: Adelphi, 1969), pp. 168-79.

% Belpoliti, ‘Mamma mammifero’.
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feminininity which he perceives as menacing.?” On the other hand, his work
shows evidence of the opposite need to free the self from culturally imposed
identifications. These include constraining gender categories which Manganelli
frequently manipulates, reverses and hybridises. | will interrogate Manganelli’s
understanding of literature as a space of de-subjectification that can oppose the
‘ideological abuse’ hidden in normative identities.® The question is: if literature
is ‘per sua natura refrattaria a qualsivoglia coonestazione ideologica’, does this
critique of dominant ideologies also extend to gender categories and

phallogocentrism?*’

Given the ambiguity of Manganelli’s treatment of gender, the overarching
question that weaves a fil rouge through the various chapters of this thesis is
whether Manganelli’s masochistic disavowal of power was a tactic deployed for
subverting the patriarchal ideology of masculine power and privilege, or for
securing it. What kind of ‘new man’, what model of reconstituted masculinity
emerges from Manganelli’s obsequious embrace of victimisation and submission?
Far from portraying Manganelli as a conscious champion of progressive views on

gender, this thesis rather understands sado-masochism in Manganelli primarily as

87 Femininity and masculinity are socially constructed categories whose meanings are not fixed,

but vary depending on historical period, culture, social class, ethnicity. These are disentangled
from biological sex but masculinity is traditionally ascribed to man and femininity to woman.
When | write about the feminine in Manganelli, | refer to a set of stereotypes conforming to
patriarchal constructions of femininity that he often attaches to the female figures in his texts. As
it will be discussed later on in this thesis, these stereotypes include sexist notions associating
women with infidelity (e.g. the donna infedele in H), death, lack (e.g. the Madre-strega bringer of
death in LP), otherness, abject (e.g. the genitali di femmina in Un libro, both source of attraction
and horror).

% | borrow Barthes’ use of the term ‘ideological abuse’ to indicate the way in which the

assumptions of Western mythologies are passed off as universally true. See his Mythologies,
trans. by Annette Lavers (New York: Noonday, 1991).

% This question was first posed with regard to the neo-avant-garde members by Re. Although she

does not consider the specific case of Manganelli, she makes the general argument that the
neo-avant-garde missed the opportunity to extend its ideological critique of the bourgeois and
neo-capitalist discourses to the question of gender: they ‘seemed to want to rethink and
undermine all traditional polarities except that of gender’. See her ‘Language, Gender and

Sexuality’, p. 154.
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a tortuous tactic to reaffirm male power. However, it also argues that we can
still appreciate moments when texts by Manganelli deform and exceed gendered

binaries.

In the first part of the thesis, | focus on two works by Manganelli - Un libro
(1953-1955) and Dall’inferno (1985) - chosen as these help single out two
different forms in which the male victim logic is implemented in Manganelli’s
texts: the ‘sacrificial’ paradigm and the structure of the masochistic ‘total
subject’. In the first model the feeling of a threatened masculine identity
triggers rejection and abjection of what is perceived as other (woman). In the
second model, in line with the theories of Nick Mansfield (1997), the male victim
subscribes to the seemingly opposite logic of identification and incorporation of

all its others within the self.

In the second part of the thesis, | analyse Manganelli’s treatment of
sadomasochism as a means of relating to the reader, who is engaged in
sexual/textual sado-masochistic games organised around power and desire. |
argue that Manganelli shaped artistically his anxieties regarding changes in
author-reader power relations in the world of mass culture and of the culture
industry. Now subjected to the law of supply and demand, the author is no
longer ‘autonomous’ nor the ‘creator’ of the meaning of the text, but assumes
the new function of establishing and enacting a sadomasochistic relationship
with the reader. One of the objectives is to evaluate if the sado-masochistic
models of relationality that Manganelli establishes with the reader can
illuminate new ways in which sado-masochistic fantasies or practices can
operate in a critical fashion and unsettle the kinds of exclusionary forms on

which patriarchy rests.

Chapter 4 investigates the hermeneutic ‘training’ which led Manganelli to
develop his model of author-reader sado-masochistic relationship, by evaluating
the impact on Manganelli of Vladimir Nabokov, one of the authors who is most
frequently associated with sadism and a point of reference for literary games
based on the acting-out of power structures. In Chapter 5, | show that in Nuovo
commento, the author rejects being the master of his speech and assumes the

humiliated, subordinated position that Nabokov designs for his readers, wearing
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the mask of the ‘perverse reader’ lost in an interpretative paranoia. Based on
Susan Suleiman’s work (1990), | show that Manganelli’s renunciation of authorial
mastery does not mean a renunciation of violence against the reader and
woman. In Chapter 6, building on the idea of sado-masochistic role play;, |
analyse Pinocchio: un libro parallelo, a text that dialogues with Carlo Collodi’s
children’s literature classic. | argue that in this text Manganelli tried - in part
successfully - to find a way out of the solipsistic, closed horizon that the male

victim logic so often entails.






25

Chapter 1 Manganelli and Theories of Male
Masochism

In Dall’inferno (1985), an otherwise unspecified but identifiably male ‘I’ realises
that he is probably dead and possibly in hell.” The peculiarity of his infernal

condition is that he is pregnant with a female doll:

Avverto nel mio addome la bambola che si accomoda [...]. Apro gli
occhi, la bambola & sempre nel mio corpo. Ridendo mi sussurro: sono
gravido. (INF, 23)

This bambola is characterised as a cannibalistic intruder who, feeding on the
male character’s entrails and then defecating them, transforms his abdomen into
her ‘cibo e latrina’ (INF, 23). Despite the tortures inflicted by the doll, the
narrator ultimately acknowledges his attachment to her tyranny: ‘tirannia che
non oserei contrastare, che anzi mi e cara’ (INF, 110). Indeed, he realises: ‘il
supplizio che mi infliggono i suoi denti [...] ora [€] la forma della mia vita’ (INF,
103). He would not tolerate being deprived of the shape and order this supplizio
provides, to the point that he starts to wonder if he is in love with her (‘forse

’amo’) and ponders the feasibility of marrying her (INF, 103).

A masochistic economy of desire characterises this ‘perverso e inverso e
introverso coniugio’ (note that coniugio can also mean ‘marriage’, INF, 25).
Indeed, this fantasy seemingly satisfies the ultimate desire of the masochist,
who, according to Gilles Deleuze, through the contract with a dominant figure

seeks to reproduce the wholeness and plenitude of the relation with the mother

! The narrator uses the masculine endings to refer to himself, like in the example ‘sono gravido'.
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experienced during the oral phase.? On the one hand, in this assemblage, the
fantasy goal of fusion with the mother is accomplished in a literal way. On the
other, while the doll is an internalised representative of the tyrannising oral
mother, Deleuze’s model is complicated as the maternal role is appropriated by
the male character. Thus Manganelli creates an impossible, labyrinthine situation
where the subject is both mother and son. Rather than a symbiosis founded in

any law sanctioned by nature, it is an irrational symbiosis de facto:

cosi la chiamai, simbiosi di fatto, intendendo, con tal formula,
sottolineare come essa fosse priva di basi biologiche, ed anzi
fisiologicamente infondata. (INF, 25)

Their peculiar concubinage infringes the taboo of incest: ‘probabilmente noi
eravamo [...] un incesto, [...] il nostro convivere andava dalla violazione
dell’ordine teologico della natura al deforme vizio’ (INF, 28). ‘Probabilmente’
echoes the idea that the symbiosis is ‘de facto’: Manganelli is flagging up that
the relation is off the cultural map. This fantasy also fulfils the masochistic
desire to be powerless and produce the self as an object: by presiding over his
body, the doll turns the male narrator into a puppet, a ‘burattino manovrato
dall’interno’ (INF, 134).> The desire for submission and obedience is emphasised
throughout the text: ‘Dammi un ordine. [...] Ubbidisco. Da gran tempo

desideravo un ordine; desideravo sperimentare ’ubbidienza’ (INF, 67-68).

A number of elements point strongly to the possibility of interpreting the

exchanges between the two characters as governed by the masochistic contract

> Deleuze argues that ‘the specific element of masochism is the oral mother’. See his Coldness,

p. 55. As Gaylyn Studlar explains in her discussion of Deleuze’s construct of masochism, in
Deleuze’s view, at the oral stage the mother is an ambivalent figure: given the helplessness and
impotence of the child, the mother is not only a source of comfort, but also a tyrannising figure
holding absolute power and authority. Gaylyn Studlar, ‘Masochism and the perverse pleasures
of the cinema’, Quarterly Review of Film & Video, 9.4 (1984), 267-82 (p. 269),
https://doi.org/10.1080/10509208409361219 [last accessed 26 April 2018]. It is possible that in
order to recreate the blissful union with the mother, the masochist recreates the condition of
complete dependence and subjugation in which s/he experienced it.

3 According to Jean-Paul Sartre, the masochist attempts to produce itself as an object: ‘I refuse to

be anything more than an object. | rest upon the Other’. See Being and Nothingness, trans. by
Haxel Barnes (New York: Philosophical Library, 1956), pp. 491-93.
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outlined by Deleuze, which entails not only the victim’s consent to submission
but also the victim’s educative and persuasive function: ‘we are dealing

[...] with a victim in search of a torturer and who needs to educate, persuade,
and conclude an alliance with the torturer’.? The male victim of INF cannot think

about himself outside his victim role:

[La bambola] mi ha totalmente divorato dall’interno. E tuttavia non
neghero che in qualche modo mi riesca difficile pensare a me stesso
senza includere nella definizione di me stesso anche questa tortura.
(INF, 105)

He is willing to confer on her this power over himself and be complicit in his
enslavement: ‘io non solo non mi rifiuto, ma collaboro al mio volto di
vittima’ (INF, 105). The male subject, ruminating on the meaning of his

victimhood, concludes:

Supponiamo che io mi conosca come vittima [...] In tal caso io dovro
andare in cerca del carnefice, e se lo incontrero dovro supplicarlo di
esercitare su di me le sue arti, e gli consigliero di essere non gia
giustiziere, dalla mano rapida e pietosa, ma torturatore, lento,
metodico e paziente. (INF, 104-05)

The subject here is portrayed as the ‘victim in search of a torturer’ who has to
instruct the dominator about the way in which it wants to be tortured. As often
remarked, the paradox of masochism is that, since the victim confers the power
to the master, ultimately it is the victim who holds real power. The master
proves to be a mere facilitator of the victim’s desire for submission and
objectification.® For this reason, Carol Siegel notes that, if read within the
Deleuzian paradigm, the male masochist is in actual fact the ‘puppet master’,
while the powerful female is reduced to a ‘doll-like torturer’ (a simile that

resonates with the imagery in INF).

INF is not the only text by Manganelli where we can find the paradigmatic

narrative of the (willed) subjection of a male protagonist to a female

Deleuze, Coldness, p. 20.
Nick Mansfield, Masochism: The Art of Power (London and Connecticut: Praeger, 1997), p. 17.

Carol Siegel, Male Masochism: Modern Revisions of the Story of Love (Bloomington and

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995), p. 111.
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dominatrix. This can be identified also in the power dynamic between Pinocchio
and the Fairy as it is shaped by Manganelli in Pinocchio: un libro parallelo (1977)
(the similarity between the figures of the doll and the Fairy has also been
highlighted by Graziella Pulce).” While the Fairy is depicted as a ‘madre Strega’
cruelly abusing her educational role on Pinocchio, all the tortures the puppet
endures are ‘sevizie che egli stesso si e propiziato’ (LP, 52). Manganelli’s
Pinocchio fits the model of the victim in search of persecutors, propelled as he is
by his ‘totale vocazione alla sofferenza’ (LP, 52). More in general, in Manganelli,
the feminine and maternal power is often portrayed as a deity to offer oneself
as sacrifice.® For example, in Catatonia notturna, written in 1965, the narrator
is subjected to a process of ‘cottura’: ‘Notte’ is a nocturnal and feminine
divinity who (like the doll in INF) tortures, squashes, burns and dismembers the

passive subject in order to make him ‘mangiabile’.’

Another example can be seen in the short story ‘Il caso del commentatore
fortunato’ in Nuovo commento (1969), where a commentatore orchestrates his
own murder at the hands of the three women he is surrounded by: his wife,
stepdaughter and the sister of his wife’s previous husband. This reading is
supported by the earlier drafts of ‘Il caso del commentatore fortunato’ available
at the ‘Centro Manoscritti’ in Pavia. In the first draft, the wife is characterised

by a ‘violenza predatoria, tenero cannibalismo’ to which the commentator

" Graziella Pulce, ‘Manganelli e i classici: incontro con I'enigma’ in Le foglie messaggere: Scritti in

onore di Giorgio Manganelli, ed. by Viola Papetti (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 2000), pp. 58-71
(pp. 62-63).

® The theme of the mother as Goddess is informed by the archetype of the ‘Great Mediterranean
Mother’ developed by Manganelli’s psychoanalyst Enrst Bernhard, to which | will return later on

in this chapter.

°  Graziella Pulce, ‘Mangiare la Notte’, Alfabeta2 (2015),
https://lwww.alfabeta2.it/2015/05/16/mangiare-la-notte/, [accessed 28 January 2018].

% The commentatore fortunato, intrigued by the three adjectives (‘affranta’, ‘in lacrime’,

‘costernata’) written in the death notice of the deceased sculptor Federico H. by his wife,
stepdaughter and sister, decides to write a commentary about Federico’s death. In his research,
the commentatore goes as far as stealing the identity of Federico by marring his wife and living
with the three women. At the point of death, he realises that what he was writing was actually a

commentary upon his own death.
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happily surrenders. When the commentatore realises that he had been poisoned
by his wife, he is filled with ‘una grande felicita. Ho mangiato come non mai di
buon appetito’. In the third draft, he exchanges with his wife a glance of
complicity (‘credo di aver guardato Anna con allegria, forse maliziosa

complicita’)."

Though less explicitly, various passages of the published version evoke the
original construction of the cruel, controllling, woman: ‘le tre donne insieme
disegnavano una macchinazione minutamente meditata’ consisting in the ‘rituale
che adorna ’abolizione dell’uomo’ (NC, 80 and 89). The male passivity and
impotence still feature prominently in the published version: in his itinerary, the
commentator ‘[n]on sa piu se venga sospinto di spalle, allettato d’innanzi, se la
terra si acceleri sotto i suoi passi’ which correlates with the fact that his
commentary proceeds ‘[c]on autonoma proliferazione’ (NC, 89).'? However,
rather than being under the domination of the three women or of fate, the
commentator is actively seeking his own destruction: as Italo Calvino notes, the
commentator ‘scopre di cercare nie