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Intersemiotic Uses of Dante during the Anni di Piombo

GIULIO GENOVESE

Introduction

In his seminal Opera aperta, Umberto Eco stated that “un’opera d’arte
[...] ¢ altresi aperta, possibilita di essere interpretata in mille modi
diversi senza che la sua irriproducibile singolarita ne risulti alterata™.
Arguing against the usual attempts of reducing every work of art into
some fixed interpretation or meaning, Eco paved the way for an un-
derstanding of the opera darte as opera in movimento®, impossible to
reduce to a single point of view and open to a kaleidoscope of read-
ings. If we look at the canon of texts belonging to the Italian literary
tradition, surely Dante’s Commedia shows itself to be the epitome of
Eco’s assumptions. As a matter of fact, the tradition of Dante’s recep-
tion is filled with adaptations and re-interpretations that trascend any
medium; the visual arts offer a rich pool of materials (from Botticelli,
to Blake, to Doré’, to contemporary Dantean comics books?), but it is
also possible to find Dante’s pervasive presence in films, television and
theatre®. There is no need to mention the array of studies that have
covered such a widespread Dantean presence in our contemporary
culture; this contribution, however, seeks to navigate Dante’s uses in
a particularly dense decade of the Italian 20th century, that is the so-
called anni di piombo (years of lead)®. The period, that conventionally
begins on December 12th 1969 with the Piazza Fontana bombing
and ends with the Bologna station terrorist attack on August 2nd
19807, casts a dark light on Italy’s dopoguerra: after a relatively pros-
perous period of time, accompanied by impressive economic growth,
the 70s were marked by increasing social and political discontent and
an alarming amount of terrorist attacks — caused both by extreme left
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and extreme right movements — which contributed to create the so
called strategy of tension®, opening a continuing fracture between the
State and the many extra-parliamentary groups’. As Falciola points
out, over the course of the decade several contingences contributed to
an economic and social crisis, such as the 1973 oil shortage, inflation
and growing unemployment'. It is no place here to delve into the
historical and political complexities of such a period; it suffices to
say that the profound impact of this decade continues to be a signif-
icant source of inspiration in contemporary Italian literature, films
and Tv shows''. Given the previous overview it should not come as
a surprise that a vast array of authors, filmmakers, playwrights and
intellectuals at large used Dante and his authority as a tool to express
their own particular view of the circumstances surrounding the anni
di piombo". The focus here will be on Leonardo Sciascia’s novel Zodo
modo, published in 1974, and its cinematic adaptation by Elio Petri,
which came out two years later. Although Dante’s presence in both
works may seem circumstantial at a first glance (neither of them is a
traditional adaptation of the Commedia), it will be shown how both
Sciascia and Petri used the authority of the sommo poeta to enhance
the political themes and commentary in the aforementioned novel
and film. Drawing from Jakobson’s notion of intersemiotic transla-
tion, the current analysis will shed light not only on the novel and the
film as separate entities, but also on the way in which the movie ad-
aptation of Zodo modo is tangled with the novel as far as the Dantean
references and uses are concerned'.

Leonardo Sciascia’s “Todo modo”

If we are to search particular authors that have associated themselves
with Dante and his oexvre, Leonardo Sciascia would not necessarily
be one of them'd. Politician as well as renowned writer (he served
as both member of the Italian and the European Parliament from
1979 to 1984), Sciascia often imbued his literary works with political
themes and commentary, and the Italian 1970s proved to be fertile
ground®: as it happens, one of his most famous works, Laffaire Moro,
was published in 1978 right after the infamous kidnapping and mur-
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der of the pc (Democrazia Cristiana) party president Aldo Moro by
the terrorist group “Brigate Rosse”*¢. Such a political undertone is to
be found in 7odo modo as well; published a few years before the Moro
crime, it tells the story of one unnamed painter'” who finds himself
in serendipitous fashion at the threshold of a hermitage, now con-
verted in a hotel run by an ambiguous character, Don Gaetano. The
painter soon finds out that the hermitage is often used for spiritual
retreats by renowned politicians, economists, and, in general, by the
current ruling class; after a sudden murder during one of the spiritual
exercises, the novel turns into crime fiction with the arrival of the
prosecutor Scalambri, who investigates the first murder and the ones
that follow. The ending does not provide a clear resolution to the
story; Sciascia creates a microcosm that mirrors the political situation
of the time in which high functionaries are tangled with criminal
endeavours, whose fogginess enhances the tense climate felt in the
hermitage (and in Italian society as a whole). Given these premises,
where does Dante fit in such a charged, contemporary narrative? Is it
mere citationism or something more? Citations from canonic literary
and philosophical authorities play a huge part in the novel, starting
from the title: 7odo modo is taken from the beginning of Ignatius of
Loyola’s saying Todo modo para buscar la voluntad divina (“Every way
to look for divine will”). The presence of Jesuit tradition in the novel
is accompanied by a myriad of literary and philosophical references
(from Kant to Pirandello, to Voltaire), so that Dario Stazzone refers to
Todo modo’s writing as palimpsestic and filled with a continuous cita-
tion game'®. (He also points out that the complexity of citazionism in
this novel covers the visual arts as well, in particular when the reader
is presented with a painting by Rutilio Manetti — SantAntonio tentato
— that functions as a striking connection between the subject of the
painting and Don Gaetano)". The fundamental role of citazionismo
in Zodo Modo is also highlighted by Ricciarda Ricorda: the scholar
sheds light on the use of high-brow citations that serve the allegorical
nature of the novel®. 7odo modo — she argues — functions as an alle-
gorical tale that, on the surface, deals with the mystery and the crime
investigation in the Italian 70s, but that, through the elaborate series
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of citations, shows a second level of meaning that deals with universal
themes of corruption and the eschatological destiny of humankind®'.
Since Dante has often been put to political use?, it is no surprise that
Sciascia should include the sommo poeta in his citation game; howev-
er, one could argue that Dante’s presence in the novel is much more
pervasive and organic than that of the other authors, philosophers and
artists gathered in its pages. Pier Paolo Pasolini himself acknowledged
Dante’s presence in his review of Sciascia’s novel: “In Zodo modo que-
sta concezione quasi dantesca del mondo ritorna a riproporre la sua
forma, la piramide del potere, monolitica all’esterno, estremamente
complicata, labirintica, mostruosa all'interno”?. Pasolini rightfully
underlines the physical and metaphysical spaces of the novel: just like
in the Dantean Inferno, the spaces of Zodo modo (namely the hermit-
age Zafer and its many ramifications) are extremely well-constructed
and thought-out. Each guest is strictly confined to one room; meals
are consumed communally at the same hour in the refectory; each
spiritual exercise is to be made in a specific area of the building, with
specific instructions and precise positions. Such attentive division of
physical spaces in the Commedia (as in the rigorous explication that
Virgil gives Dante in Inferno x1)** mirrors the eschatological destiny
of the damned souls; in a similar fashion, in Sciascia’s novel the at-
tention paid to a choreographed spatiality (enhanced by the rituals
of the spiritual exercises and, later on, by the murder investigation’s
proceedings) creates a seemingly organized reality which in fact is in-
habited by a variety of modern-day sinners. In this regard, the scene
in which the protagonist observes the first spiritual exercise appears
to be quite telling. All the guests of the hermitage are reunited in the
courtyard to continue their exercises. The protagonist, who does not
participate in them, observes the scene from afar and notes that “tutti
andavano raccogliendosi intorno a don Gaetano: non casualmente,
ma come per un’adunata stabilita, prescritta”. The ritual character of
the scene is further revealed when the narrator notes how organized
their movements are, and how they place themselves in geometric
figures throughout the excercise while continuously chanting (first,
they form a circle, then a square). The choreographed nature of the
operation slowly transforms them and their reality in the eyes of the
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protagonist, so much so that the chanted expressions “si intridevano
di un senso tutto fisico, non pilt metafore ma eventi che stavano re-
alizzandosi, che si realizzavano, in quel posto al confine del mondo,
al confine dell'inferno, che era I'hotel di Zafer”*. Such a radical and
spiritual transformation is further made explicit at the end of the se-
quence:

E in quel momento anche chi, come me ¢ il cuoco, li vedeva nell’a-
bietta mistificazione e nel grottesco, scopriva che c’era qualcosa di
vero, vera paura, vera pena, in quel loro andare nel buio dicendo
preghiere: qualcosa che veramente attingeva all’esercizio spirituale:
quasi che fossero e si sentissero disperati, nella confusione di una
bolgia, sul punto della metamorfosi. E veniva facile pensare alla dan-
tesca bolgia dei ladri?.

There is perhaps no place more gruesome than the seventh bolgia of the
eight circle of Hell in Dante’s Inferno: the sinners destined to be there
were thieves, and their punishment consists in being continuously
transformed into reptiles, and viceversa. Dante pushes the boundaries
of the vernacular language in order to go into battle with the Latin
poet Ovid (author of the Metamorphoses) and create a chilling scene
of complete dehumanisation®. Sciascia’s specific reference to that mo-
ment in the /nferno is by no means arbitrary: just as the sinners in the
seventh bolgia, once criminals, are so detached from their own essence
as human beings that they perpetually become something inhuman,
so the participants of the spiritual exercises, respected members of
civic and political society, once in the hermitage begin their process of
transformation. The hermitage functions as an infernal place in which
its occupants reveal their fraudulent selves; the subsequent murders
further enhance such infernal spiralling. Sciascia’s intent in leaning
into the specific Dantean imaginery of the bolge is furthermore re-
vealed in the last section of the novel, when the protagonist is about
to leave the premises of the hermitage. He arrives in the courtyard
with his luggage; upon seeing him, Scalambri and the police commis-
sioner exchange the following dialogue:
“Hai fatto presto” — constatd Scalambri guardandomi le valige.

"Non vede l'ora, ¢ naturale, di lasciare questa bolgia” disse il com-
missario”?.
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The murders have not been resolved, and order has not been restored:
the climate of uncertainty and fear which ruled over the hermitage
mirrors the political situation of the world outside. By linking the
Dantean imaginary of the seventh bolgia with the process of meta-
morphosis the guests undergo, Sciascia seems to treat his characters
like the damned souls in the Inferno: as Auerbach pointed out, in
the Commedia the human being appears to be in life a mere figura
of his final and complete destiny in the afterlife®. In Zodo modo, the
contained spatiality of the hermitage slowly reveals the true nature
of its occupants; respected figures in life, criminals in this physical
metaphor of afterlife. The murders remain unsolved precisely because
Sciascia does not want to blame a specific member of the community:
all of them, in some way, contribute to the fraudulent and criminal
proceedings both of the situation in the hermitage and of the country
as a whole®. Scuderi underlines how the assassination of the ruling
power in the novel makes Sciascia a symbolic avenger of the entire
social order of the 70s — an order which was severely delegitimized®.
At the beginning of the novel, Sciascia uses the word “sdoppiamento”
to refer to Don Gaetano’s demeanour®, highlighting the double na-
ture of the priest® that will be a trait of all the people involved in the
murders: the physical ambivalence of the sinners of the seventh bolgia
becomes, in Sciascia, a moral one.

As stated, the spatialized references to the Inferno allow Sciascia to
compare Dantean use of morality and the lack of it in 1970s Italian
political structure®: however, dispersed throughout the book there
are linguistic references to the Paradiso as well that appear to serve an-
other purpose. If; in fact, the Dantean echoes of the /nferno function
both as evocative representations and charged metaphors of a perva-
sive criminality, the use of few, selected expressions linked with the
third cantica allow Sciascia to touch upon the themes of the ineffable
and the mysterious. It is worth remembering that when Sciascia was
writing the novel, terrorist attacks and unsolved murders were spik-
ing throughout the entire country, and their entanglement with the
government and the ruling class was starting to infect the psyche of
the general public®®. Two of the main characteristics of Dante’s Para-
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diso are the growing impossibility of putting into words the ineffable
experience of the viator, and heartfelt expectation of the final mystery
of the visio dei: both these themes are aptly repurposed by Sciascia
by the use of a calculated lexicon. A few pages into Zodo modo, when
the protagonist reaches the hermitage for the first time, he states that,
while walking, he felt he experienced a “lago di sole” (a lake of sun),
a synaesthesia that it is similarly used by Dante in Paradiso I when he
is about to begin his final journey to experience the mystery of God*:.
Don Gaetano also uses the word “transumanita”, which appears in
the very same first canto of the Paradiso, when Dante is ascending
toward God with Beatrice®. Furthermore, the changing geometrical
forms assumed by the partecipants in undertaking the spiritual ex-
cercises (first they form a circle, then a square) remind us of the con-
stant changes of position of the blessed souls that Dante encounters in
each celestial cielo, and the metaphor of the “quadratura del cerchio”,
which indicates the impossibility of finding a solution to a problem,
is used by both Sciascia®! and Dante*. Also, when the protagonist is
speaking with Don Gaetano about the murder that has just occured,
the priest states: “Eppure non abbiamo che parole... bisognerebbe
entrare nell’inesprimibile senza la necessita di esprimerlo”. Instead
of relying on its physical reality, like he did for the /nferno, Sciascia
employs the linguistic resources of the Paradiso to enhance the aura
of mystery and the limitations of language. In the Paradiso, a stre-
nous battle with language finally leads Dante not only to reveal the
ultimate mystery of the trinity — just for one, single moment — but
also to reveal the journey to his readers. In Sciascia, the dispersed, lin-
guistic reminders of these two aspects of the third cantica underline,
by contrast, that the mystery of the murders must necessarily remain
unsolved, and that not even language — of any kind — can bring us to
a clarity of vision and understanding in the Italian anni di piombo.

Elio Petris “Todo modo”

Distributed in 1976, only two years after the publication of its paper
counterpart, Elio Petri’s 7odo modo quickly became one of the most
debated — and censured — films of postwar Italy, so that its reception

SI



led to a filmic damnatio memoriae**. The reasons for such ostracism lie
in Petri’s unflinching depiction of the entire political class of the time,
and particularly of the protagonist, who appears to be a fictionalized
version of the politician Aldo Moro (referenced in the film as M, the
President), played by Gian Maria Volonté. Petri in fact shifts the nar-
rative point of view, from the character of the painter (an outsider) in
the novel, to the alleged Aldo Moro himself, who becomes one of the
participants of the spiritual exercises. Since Moro was assassinated by
the terrorist group Brigate Rosse in 1978, the general sentiment to-
ward a film that made him a corrupt, volatile and morally questiona-
ble figure was not by any means positive. As a matter of fact, not only
did the Christian Democratic Party try to block the film’s release and
postpone it after the 1976 summer election®, but also, as Larry Portis
points out, after the Moro attack Petri “was immediately accused in
the press as having encouraged the kidnapping and murder with his
film Zodo modo™. Naturally, the attention of critics and the press
mainly focused, at the time, on the political themes of the film rather
than its execution and its ties with Sciascia’s novel. Since our interest
here lies in tracing the Dantean references that have informed the
novel as well, and especially how Petri has handled the Dantean vibe
in the film, the theoretical framework of adaptation studies will nec-
essarily need to be pushed further: Petri’s 7odo modo is, on a primary
level, a ‘showing’ adaptation (in Hutcheon’s aforementioned words),
but it is also a second-hand adaptation of already adapted intersemi-
otic elements (the Dantean themes and references which are present
in the novel). Therefore, since 7odo modo — the film — functions as an
adaptation mise en abyme (given the double, hierarical layer of inter-
semiotic adaptation — from poem to novel, and from novel to a film
that adapts elements both from the poem and the novel), it will be
necessary to assess in which cases both these adaptation layers inter-
twine in the film and when, instead, the Dantean visual and thematic
references are employed without any direct ties with Sciascia’s novel.

Michalczyk recognizes that “Petri designs a symbolic, Dantesque
descent into hell””. Compared to Sciascia’s novel, which spatialized
references to the Inferno by placing the characters into specific situ-
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ations, Petri’s 7odo modo uses the visual potential of film to enhance
the Dantean allegory. The circular descent into hell starts at the very
beginning of the film, with the alledged Moro in the car that is tak-
ing him to the hermitage. The camera work immerses the viewer in
a 360 degrees perspective, moving in circles while the car is cross-
ing a roundabout, already highlithing the circular shape both of the
Dantean underworld and of the film narrative. When the protagonist
arrives at the destination, he enters the hermitage through a circular
elevator that is featured several times in the course of the film; while
Sciascia did not describe in forensic detail the hermitage itself, Petri —
aided by the expertise of production designer Dante Ferretti — crafts
a minimalistic, and yet expressive microcosm whose Dantean ties are
more conceptual than literal. Aside from the already mentioned infer-
nal elevator (a stand-in for the nine circles of hell that brings us to the
underground hermitage in which no natural light is to be found)®,
several choices of interior design and structural planning point to-
ward a Dantean vibe. First of all, the setting is filled with several white
statues, dispersed throughout the hermitage, that appear to be made
of gypsum; one of the first the viewer encounters is placed in the
catacombs (a place not present in Sciascia’s novel) and represents the
shape of a headless man, whose head is being held by the man himself.
In the ninth bolgia of the eight circle (where the sowers of discord are
punished), Dante and Virgil encounter the soul of Bertran de Born,
holding his own head in his hands as conzrappasso for having contrib-
uted to the estrangement between king Henry II of England and his
son Henry the Young King®. The statue is framed in the background
during the first meeting between the President and Don Gaetano, the
representatives of the State and the Church respectively. As the film
makes progressively clear, the way in which both characters interact
with and eventually transform into one another (the President dresses
up as Don Gaetano in the last section of the film)*® problematizes the
relationship between Church and State in the Italian social and polit-
ical situation of the time; by juxtaposing their first interaction with a
Dantean reminder of a distruptor of order and natural equilibrium,
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Petri emphazises the unbalanced and toxic dynamic between the two
institutions®'.

Another structural conceptualization of a Dantean infernal space
comes when the audience follows the President into his ascetic bed-
room: the most curious feature of the otherwise minimal space is a
rounded, open hole in the ceiling (the same feature will be present
in another crucial room of the hermitage, the main refectory). In the
Malebolgie (the eight infernal circle — in which fraudulent sinners are
punished — appears to be, both for Sciascia and Petri, the most evoc-
ative and repurposed of bolgie), Dante and Virgil come across those
who committed the sin of simony, a punishment usually reserved for
the clergy; their eternal destiny is to be stuck upside down in circular
holes spread throughout the bolgia, waiting for the next sinner to
push them further into the ground®. For Petri, the dichotomy be-
tween spirituality and materiality concerns each member of the ruling
class: every single participant in the spiritual exercises finds himself*®
at the bottom of the simoniac bolgia, where — despite the raison détre
of their gathering — greed is favored over spiritual fulfillment. Petri
further mocks their fraudulent attachment to money in a later scene,
when the inconclusive investigation of the murders is still being held
and each participant has to declare his financial, political, and eco-
nomic affiliations. The scene, borderline ridiculous, resolves into a
nonsensical blabblering, accentuating both the corrupt nature of the
participants and the impossibility of uttering a resolution. As stat-
ed, Sciascia employed linguistic references to the Paradiso in order to
stress the out-of-reach ineffability of the solution to the investigation
(and of the country’s omerta as a whole); Petri still uses language to
express the impossibility of expression, but he leans on indeciphera-
ble initials and anagrams that recall the prophetic properties of the
Commedia*. As Rugo points out, “in Todo Modo the director starts
from clarity and slowly proceeds towards the acknowledgement that
it is indeed impossible to overcome the essential ambiguity of the
situation”. Such ambiguity is therefore expressed through language,
characters’ blending (the President becoming Don Gaetano) and the
pervasive presence of props such as the aforementioned statues and
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the overarching cameras that hint at a second level of meaning. How-
ever, what Petri is 7ot ambigous about is the adamant link between
the hermitage and hell.

Just a few scenes in, Don Gaetano utters to the President that “Lin-
ferno ¢ qui vicino, sotto terra, ci siamo dentro, e io sono qui per
accompagnarvi per mano %, and the priest later dedicates one of his
meditations to the concept of hell, giving a passionate speech about
the importance of remembering its existence and its depiction. Other
infernal hints present themselves throughout the film (such as the
aforementioned elevator, in which the character of the cardinal utters
descendamus ut ascendamus”, in a very Dantean fashion), develop-
ing Petri’s intention to re-create the infernal microcosm (physical and
metaphysical) that Sciascia has already narrated in the novel. Com-
pared to Sciascia, however, Petri in his filmic adaptation renders the
continuity between the infernal figurality of the hermitage and the
infernal reality of the world outside even more apparent, resulting
in the evocative Dantean final sequence. In this regard, an element
which was not present in Sciascia’s novel is the outbreak of a dead-
ly pandemic which is deeply affecting the country. In the very first
scene, the President’s car journey to the hermitage is accompanied by
a radio voice-over which informs its listeners about the latest news
on the new pandemic, its death toll and its growing and alarming
severity. Aside from the almost disturbing ties with our contempora-
neity, Petri’s choice to include an external threat (which is constantly
repeated throughout the film) enhances the dichotomy between the
two infernal worlds, or, in the aforementioned Auerbach’s words, the
figurality between the events in the outside world and the ones hap-
pening in the hermitage®®.

The final sequence aptly portrays such a parallelism. After the murder
investigation has spiralled out of control, without arriving anywhere
near a solution, the President exits the hermitage and finds himself
surrounded by flames, caused by ‘pandemic exterminators’. The shot
of the circular elevator bringing him to the surface anticipates the
reverse infernal logic of the final sequence: instead of finding flames
at the bottom of an allegoric hell, the President — and the viewer —
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experiences the resemblance of actual eternal torments once back in
the real world. The reverse Dantean journey the President experiences
is made further apparent by his entering a wood, a sefva*®, where the
final moments of the film take place. Here, following a path made of
pages and pages of documents, the viewer is presented with a contin-
uous stream of murdered people — the same people who participated
in the spiritual exercises. They are not framed all together, but Petri
shows them as if they belonged to a specific place, just as the damned
souls in Dante’s Inferno belong to a specific ultramundane circle. They
are shown either alone or in groups®; in each shot, Petri enhances a
specific characteristic that somehow reminds us of the condition of
the dannati: the stench, the gore, the nudity. The latter is particularly
associated with the last group of murdered people, piled all together,
showing their bare bottoms to the camera, just like the sodomites in
Inferno xv and xvi®'. The members of the ruling class faced their final
destiny once they exited the hermitage; the presence of their photo-
graphs on each of their murdered backs functions both as irrefutable
recognition and as ultimate figurality. In this regard, it appears that
Petri has chosen to film an infernal journey 4 rebours: his departure
from the novel regarding the film’s last sequence enhances the dichot-
omy between the two infernal settings, resulting in a much more bru-
tal commentary on the country’s political situation in the middle of
one of the most heated decades of post-war Italy.

Conclusion

The canons of Italian literature and films of the second half of the
twentieth century hardly ever include either of the two aforemen-
tioned works; due to unfortunate historical contingences (as stated,
Moro’s assassination occurred shortly after their publication and re-
lease) and a political climate that was not ready for such a politi-
cized literal and filmic discourse, Sciascia’s novel, and especially Petri’s
film, have been sidelined from a very long time. If, on the one hand,
Sciascia’s importance as a novelist and literary figure has been widely
recognized since then, only recently has Petri’s contribution to post-
war [talian filmic tradition started to grow®. Nevertheless, their con-
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nection to Dante’s otherwordly imaginary has never been taken into
serious consideration. Dante, we have noted, has been often used as
a political authority, or as a source for endless political commentary
over the centuries, in Italy and abroad®. Intersemiotic analysis of both
Sciascia’s novel and Petri’s adaptation has shown that Dante’s use as
a political tool did not stop during the anni di piombo, although it is
important to highlight the different choices and approaches in which
each redeploys Dante. The novel 7odo modo employs Dante both in
its language choice and in its spatialized themes, whereas the film
has enhances both the infernal imaginary and the continuity between
the microcosm of the hermitage and the macrocosm of 1970s’ Italy.
Although Dante’s presence can be considered to be of a second-hand
nature in both the novel and the film®, it nevertheless enriches Scias-
cia and Petri’s intentio operis™, offering only a first glimpse of a per-
vasive Dantean presence in the anni di piombo that demands further
investigation.
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