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Abstract 

 
 

This work endeavors to show a critical peek into Italian history through a feminist 

lens placed over literature and film from the 1970s that examines the artistic ways in 

which women crafted their narratives, exposed trauma, and allowed spaces for healing. 

Though important to the overall development of Dacia Maraini and Ettore Scola’s work, 

their creative voices, and ultimately their success, Donna in guerra and Una giornata 

particolare were created early in their careers, and therefore warranted an examination 

for not only their impact during the time of their release, but for their continued relevance 

through the years. Scola went on to direct some forty films in just as many years, and 

Maraini continues to write incisive and political stories to this day that still enrich 

political and social discourse.  

As representative artifacts of feminist literature and film respectively, Dacia 

Maraini’s Donna in guerra and Ettore Scola’s Una gionata particolare trace efforts 

within the arts to shed light on and ultimately stop the policing of women’s bodies and 

voices. Using both works as models, this project highlights the cues in narrative structure 

and imagery, employ familiar elements, whether food or quotidian objects to recreate and 

shape the ethos in which the stories are placed, and to incite understanding and a desire to 

change the status quo in the audience. Focus is placed specifically on leitmotifs in the 

everyday, specifically food, fishing, and cooking; the ways in which the past is reframed 

and staged in both the text and film by rearranging memory to expose trauma through the 

vehicle of storytelling itself; and the specific modes of storytelling, vis-à-vis intimate and 
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epistolary narratives. Due to the accessibility of popular media, this mode of introducing 

political consciousness has been highlighted as a democratizing learning tool not only by 

providing the outlets themselves and fostering community between artists, but because 

they allow audiences the benefit of understanding and a sense of urgency. Maraini and 

Scola purposefully subvert the media of literature and film to allow audiences a clear 

delineation between what has been the norm and what needs to change. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

 

Looking to the arts, especially to film and literature, allows audiences a chance to 

glimpse into the social and political ethos that made a work groundbreaking, irreverent, 

or topical. The politicized climate of the 1970s in Italy saw a tug-of-war between an 

international embrace of the more traditional nuclear family and an appeal by women to 

pursue non-domestic ambitions. A desire to be autonomous over their bodies, both 

sexually and physically, forced open a dialogue on non-traditional conceptions of gender 

and sexuality, including women’s rights and sexual violence against women. This caused 

women to search for an outlet to voice their concerns and connect with others who felt 

similarly. These discussions on gender and sexuality have often been represented in the 

arts - music, film, painting, and literature – and due to their accessibility have become 

democratizing learning tools not only by providing said outlets and fostering community 

between artists, but because they allow audiences great insight. As representative artifacts 

of feminist literature and film respectively, Dacia Maraini’s Donna in guerra and Ettore 

Scola’s Una gionata particolare trace efforts to stop the policing of women’s bodies and 

voices. Using Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare as models, this paper hopes 

to examine the artistic ways in which women crafted their narratives, exposed trauma, 

and allowed spaces for healing. 
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The novel, Donna in guerra (Woman at War, 1975), and film, Una giornata 

particolare (A Special Day, 1977) both include female protagonists who are portrayed 

along a strident classification - good versus bad, traditional versus transgressive, mother 

versus whore - and both women protest against their given roles in different ways, to 

varying degrees, and with opposite levels of success. The text, Donna in guerra by Dacia 

Maraini, and film, Una giornata particolare by Ettore Scola, are positioned within the 

feminist movement in the 1970s in Italy, and are thusly used to unpack the social and 

aesthetic choices that defined an era and propelled a movement. By focusing on creative 

work, specifically prose and film, this paper will endeavor to explore how Maraini and 

Scola subvert societal and gender norms, sexuality, and their intersection with politics 

and roles in the home to discuss, what Giancarlo Lombardi calls, “prisons we choose to 

live in” (Rooms with a View, 98). Just as the storytelling employs a gendered form, both 

works likewise utilize gendered work in the home (eg. cooking, and food preparation) 

and descriptions as metaphors for sexuality and womanhood. Similar to the “begin again” 

leitmotif Tommasina Gabriele maps throughout Maraini’s work, Donna in guerra and 

Una giornata particolare employ food leitmotifs. By unpacking these largely private and 

intimate narratives, a woman’s diary and a film that places two characters in isolation, we 

are able to examine how Maraini and Scola have politicized predominantly gendered 

forms (the diary, epistolary novel) and spaces (home, school, politics) to make the 

personal political.  

Key sources touch on feminist film theory and Italian film in and post the age of 

fascism, the importance of diary fiction in examining women-lead narratives, an 

overview of the political and legal context that spurred these works, and the 
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reconstruction of narrative and memory to create art that transcends time. These key 

sources include “The ‘Average Housewife’ in Post-World War II Italy”, Rooms with a 

View: Feminist Diary Fiction, 1952-1999, Dacia Maraini’s Narratives of Survival: 

(Re)Constructed, Women, The Pleasure of Writing: Critical Essays on Dacia Maraini, 

Desire, and Power in Italian Cinema, Fascism in Italian Cinema since 1945: The Politics 

and Aesthetics of Memory.  

Tommasina Gabriele, a scholar who has written extensively on Maraini and her 

work assert and validates Maraini’s importance in the ongoing discourses on gender 

identity and sexuality (“From Prostitution to Transsexuality” 2015; Dacia Maraini’s 

Narratives of Survival, 2016). Her latest work, Narratives of Survival, examines specific 

narratives of women’s survival and the concept of motherhood. Gabriele proposes a 

paradigm shift in her analysis of Maraini’s work; it is through reconstruction (or 

[re]construction, as it is written in the title) of personal memory, and personal, political, 

and social histories of “motherhood and maternal discourse, of crime stories, of 

postmodern fragmentation, and even of the process of erasure itself” that allows the 

reader a more complete understanding of the prose (xix): 

This overarching framework allows us to approach Maraini’s fictions by 
transcending genre, gender and feminist theory, three of the overriding 
critical directions of scholarly criticism on Maraini’s work, while at the 
same time pulling them together (xxii). 
 

 This reconstruction that broadens the locus of study is intended to offer up examples of 

the struggle for survival, and as a leitmotif often found in Maraini’s fiction, this ”begin 

again” theme is usually found at the end of her novels.  

When trying to find resources by and about women and their experiences during 

this time, then, one must look to what they had access and opportunity to do. In looking 
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predominantly at narratives by and about women, it’s valuable to unpack intimate, 

personal narratives that allow us, the audience, time alone with these women as they 

interact with and shape the world around them. Donna in guerra is written in diary form 

and Una giornata particolare intimately follows two characters throughout a single day. 

In both cases, the audience is made to feel like a confidant or at times a voyeur who is 

eavesdropping on moments when these women are at their most vulnerable and open. In 

Rooms with a View: Feminist Diary Fiction, 1952-1999, Giancarlo Lombardi devotes an 

analysis of fictional journals by post-World War II women writers, including Dacia 

Maraini, Alba de Céspedes, Margaret Atwood, and Simone de Beauvoir that examines 

how these women use this medium to explore the coexistence of the external and internal 

worlds, and the intersection between emotion, home, and politics. In fact, it is “the ideal 

coexistence of the internal and external world, that of the emotions and that of politics, 

[that] lies at the core of most feminist fictional diaries” (16).  

Looking to diaries allows the authors and their characters an outlet where they can 

bear witness to their private and unacknowledged struggles while commenting on the 

external world. Lombardi observes that “constantly excluded from history, women have 

been forced to act as mere spectators to events which have nevertheless shaped their 

subjugated condition” (15). Though certainly in concert with other studies of diary 

fiction, Lombardi employs predominantly gender criticism as he provides textual analysis 

that discusses patriarchal ideology (27). I align my own examination with the methods 

employed by Lombardi, and similarly argue the importance of diary fiction in its ability 

to critically render the feminist experience in recent history. In fact, this is one of the few 
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monographs that devotes its entirety to analyzing feminist diary fiction though there are 

resources on the individual works discussed.  

Lombardi lays out the geographical trajectory of feminist ideology and writings in 

the United States and Europe while offering the political and social context that inspired 

such fervent writing. When examining the 1970’s, Lombardi focuses exclusively on 

Donna in guerra because of its likely status as the most important work of fiction in Italy 

at the time (22). Focusing on elevating textual passages that reveal a struggle within the 

psyche of the diarist and between the diarist and the “phallogocentric society that opposes 

her access to writing,” Lombardi lays the two different planes side by side to investigate 

how the author and her writing change (16). Though Vannina’s diary writing isn’t 

curtailed or looked down upon (an assumption since Maraini doesn’t have Vannina/the 

diarist writing about those types of incidences), she does use this private prose to 

examine events and conversations, grapple with decisions she or others have to make, 

and include a perspective that only she can offer. Written in a decade that saw some of 

the first and most energetic fights for the emancipation of women, Donna in guerra 

depicts a protagonist who teeters back and forth between spaces where she buys into the 

patriarchal vision of vulnerability and subservience, and places where she sees and 

actualizes her self-worth. 

Lombardi uses “diary fiction” to categorize Donna in guerra, and Gabriele uses 

the term “epistolary novel” (Gabriele xxviii). Aside from semantic nuance, both authors 

focus on the text as a reconstruction and reinterpretation that hinges on the past and 

informs the present (Gabriele 3). Both Gabriele and Lombardi similarly tune into the use 

of fishing/hunting metaphors and food as components that represent sexuality, sexual 
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desire, and control. Gabriele, however, focuses on the ingestion, digestion, nourishment, 

and expulsion of food (5). 

The chapter where Donna in guerra figures most prominently compares how this 

along with other texts present “arrested maternity,” specifically truncated pregnancy and 

therefore motherhood (Gabriele 31). Explaining further, Gabriele writes that the women 

in Maraini’s novels are problematic figures of motherhood who reflect the real life 

ambivalence felt by contemporary Italian women: 

Perhaps the strongest evidence of such ambivalence is the fact that Italy, a 
Catholic country in which the cult of the Madonna has long fueled the cult 
of motherhood, continues to have what some consider a problematically 
low birth rate. This is at least in part due to the complex sociocultural 
attitudes and to the political and religious policies that have attempted to 
regular motherhood in the twentieth century…For example, ideals of 
maternal behavior, based on the religious, social and political intersection 
of the notions of self-sacrifice, have contributed at once to the glorification 
of the mother in Italian culture and to the sometimes painful refusal and 
condemnation of motherhood on the part of women who seek some 
measure of autonomy (32-33). 
 

The feminists of the 1970s, both in the US and Italy, felt that motherhood was at odds 

with their mission. This reluctant and arrested maternity also came as a way to reclaim 

and appropriate the maternal body that had been usurped by Italian society.  

In the edited volume, Pleasure of Writing, Giovanna Bellesia’s chapter delineates 

how Maraini’s literature presents and critiques trends in Italian society, specifically 

commenting on how and why society acknowledges acts of violence against women. In 

“Variations on a Theme: Violence against Women in the Writing of Dacia Maraini”, 

Bellesia, like many writers who frame Maraini’s oeuvre as art with a sense of political 

responsibility, highlights not only the physical toll but emotional and psychological cost 
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of not being allowed control over your own body and not being allowed to believe the 

validity of their own experiences. 

Marga Cottino-Jones examines women’s role in Italian cinema, emphasizing their 

importance to the overall narrative development separate from their relationships with the 

male protagonists. Women, Desire and Power in Italian Cinema analyzes the recurrence 

of gender issues within Italian cinema by framing women and their relationships with 

men through different genres at difference times. Cottino-Jones acknowledges the 

incompleteness of Women, Desire, and Power in Italian Cinema’s bibliography, and 

though she doesn’t excuse it she does qualify that her work is “pioneering” in that there is 

a scarcity of sources about women in Italian cinema (8). Devoting an entire chapter to 

films of the 1970s, “The Sexual Power Game and Its Impact on Women and Men in the 

Films of the 1970s,” Cottino-Jones makes sense of a complicated political climate and 

unpacks the circumstances where women and their stories become placed in the 

foreground and are propelled by her “resistance to the social clichés of the traditional 

society” (10). 

Italian cinema has shown concerns for social and economic issues pertaining to 

Italian quotidian life, portraying aspects of the reality and harshness of everyday life (eg. 

The Bicycle Thieves and Mama Roma). Similarly, because these are fictional depictions, 

each film is a reinvention of a reality. These reinventions are then borne from choices 

based on “aesthetic, ethical, or sociological preferences of their directors” (Cottino-Jones 

13). Italian films are certainly known for their beauty – sweeping cinematography, lush 

film scores, poetic narratives, and seductive but ultimately powerless women. The film 

discourse has similarly limited how we discuss and look at women’s roles and bodies 
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within film: how are they perceived by their male counterparts and how they then become 

idolized as fascinating and desirable beings?  

This “intertwining of sexuality, gender, inequality and power”, as labeled by 

Nancy Chodorov, complicates the portrayal of these women and forces audiences to 

confront the layers they have or have not been assigned within the film, the film industry, 

and society (Cottino-Hones 1). Cottino-Jones begins to shed light on this by discussing 

the topic of divismo or what she calls “star idolatry:” 

Woman as diva and as spectacle – that is, pleasurable, sexy object of male 
desire – became one of the most prevalent, iconic images of women in 
Italian cinema since its origins. [Among these is Sofia Loren]…Italian 
cinema seems indeed to accept in its stardom catalogue different icons of 
femininity, which reflect the ethnic variety of the Italian social and 
cultural tradition (1). 
 

Emphasizing the importance of female and male stars (diva/dive and divo/divi, 

respectively), Cottina-Jones studies how the use of these female and male stars within 

Italian cinema are exploited as “ideal vehicles of the concepts of femininity and 

masculinity” and then perpetuated in Italian cinema. Sofia Loren and Marcello 

Mastroiani are without doubt two of the most iconic actors and romantic pairings in 

Italian cinema: sex symbols in their own right, Loren and Mastroiani were often paired 

together to maximize their status as divi (eg. Ieri, Oggi e Domani/Yesterday, Today and 

Tomorrow, Sunflower, Marriage Italian Style, etc.). Acknowledging these assumptions, 

however, Ettore Scola used these two actors in his film to place these notions on their 

head and to destroy what they had come to symbolize: desirable, sensuality, and 

explosive lovers.  

Confined to spaces where the family is centered, women’s roles are further 

codified in accordance with traditionally acceptable places and titles. Vis-à-vis a male 
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point of view, “good,” traditional femininity” is a balance between opposing roles that 

exert “virginity and sexual control” and “submissiveness and passivity” (3). These 

essential qualifications become commodified in Italian film, where women expected to 

fluidly pass between the two states: 

Completely submitted in their early life to the authority of their fathers in 
their role as obedient daughters and are expected to ignore their sexual 
drives; later on, they submit to the authority of their husbands in their role 
as submissive and faithful wives and devoted mothers (3). 
 

Contrasts between women who fall into these categories with those who show strong 

self-individuation are stark: the “good” women are submissive, suggestible, and self-

sacrificing; “bad” women are strong, uncontrollable women who acknowledge their 

sexual desires. While Italy was under fascism, though certainly not unique to Italy, 

women were predominantly placed into one of two categories: mother or prostitute, roles 

undoubtedly derived from their views on sexuality. Fascism did allocate political 

significance to each role, however (Cottino-Jones 53). The women in the latter category 

are seen as dangerous to men, and when realized in film, are often met with quick 

elimination or punishment handed down by society, including death, disappearance, 

social dismissal, social isolation, or public humiliation.  

With similar bibliographic concerns as Cottino-Jones, Giacomo Lichtner has 

dedicated an entire chapter to Scola’s Una giornata particolare as an attempt to rectify its 

lack of scholarly attention and includes a critical analysis of the film and offers a 

contextualization of its place within and depiction of the Fascist period, and class 

divisions. Fascism in Italian Cinema Since 19451, then, addresses political responsibility 

																																																								
1 Lichtner, Giacomo. Fascism in Italian Cinema Since 1945: The Politics and Aesthetics 
of Memory. Palgrave Macmillan: New York, 2013. 
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of artists and filmmakers, and the ways in which these storytellers create, distort, and 

implant memories. Italian post-war cinema has been consistently informed by what 

surrounded them, and one such method of actualizing this relationship is to interject 

actual documentary or newsreel footage into narratives (Lichtner 18). Lichtner similarly 

found that “European memories of World War II since 1945 prove that remembrance, in 

both its private and public forms, constitutes a powerful historical force in its own right, 

able to shape opinions, actions and events”; people remain haunted by their memories, 

and the saturated black and white footage of these events of death and destruction make 

us even more acutely aware of the ghosts that will follow and jolt our psyches (3).   

By analyzing “broad trends” and “individual case studies,” Lichtner investigates 

and exploits the dual role which governs the intricate relationships between film, history 

and memory, where cinema works as both mirror and catalyst of popular perceptions of 

the past.” (17) This analogy of film as a mirror is also discussed by Lombardi and 

Gabriele as they examine diary fiction specifically; historically based art, regardless of 

medium, has a duty to reflect true and intimate stories to their audiences. Historical films, 

in turn, have an innate ability to actively engage with both past and present worlds, which 

then offers audiences a look at historical memory as conjured by the images on the 

screen. Created memory, therefore, can dredge up  “the memory of traumatic historical 

events” (Lichtner 3). Used politically, historical memory becomes weaved into the 

communal psyche that determines  

the moral and political identity of a nation – or of groups within a nation – 
and that, when that happens, it develops an inter-generational significant, a 
life of its own, severed from the original events. In the second instance, it 
lays bear that memory is not primarily about the historical analysis of the 
past, but rather about the political interpretation of the present (Lichtner 
3). 
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Especially after the war, new identities were formed fostering camaraderie – comrades, 

survivors, witnesses - and governments and cultural institutions in their retelling have 

adapted these memories for those later generations who have no memories of their own 

of the war:  

In its infinite incarnations, through its long lulls and sudden bursts onto 
European political and cultural agendas, remembrance has engendered 
countless narratives of the past and have shown remarkable ability in 
adjusting to local contexts (Lichtner 3). 
 

When considering other storytellers who use true events, even raw documentary 

footage, as place markers that immediately secure the film’s and audience’s footing, like 

Ryszard Kapuscinski’s Shah of Shahs and The Emperor or Alain Resnais and Marguerite 

Duras’s Hiroshima mon amour, the political and the artistic become blurred. Memory 

becomes staged, and these recreations of actual events begin to obscure, reshape, even 

enlighten events of history. Taylor Plimpton posits this very question – what is the 

responsibility of the artist – in his essay bearing the same name, and offers: 

On the one hand: it is everything. Artists are the stewards of our species, the  
ones whose job it is to shed a little light in the darkness. On the other hand, their 
responsibility is simply to make art. And perhaps there’s not such a difference 
between the two. (“What Is the Political Responsibility of the Artist?”, The Paris 
Review, Nov 21, 2017).  
 

The artist’s or rather the film’s gaps or flaws could be shaped into something much more 

valuable; while historical films fall short on accuracy, they offer demonstrations on how a 

particular country views themselves, their cultural moral code, and how countries have 

reconciled their past. Using cinema to do just this, Robert Rosenstone along with 

Lichtner believe that studying cinema’s challenges with representing memory proves that 

they are just as relevant to the present as the past.  
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The arts then, especially with respect to Italian film and literature during this time 

period, broaden, challenge, and contextualize their respective political, religious, 

psychological, and sociological climates. Each of these sources aim to equip their readers 

with a better understanding of the full complexity of Italian womanhood and to realize 

like Maraini, Scola, and the women who lived/are living in a post-WWII world that “the 

personal is political” (Gabriele 9). Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare were 

created near the beginning of Maraini’s and Scola’s careers, and have been placed on the 

sidelines in favor of the author’s and filmmaker’s newer and often less controversial 

works. These pieces have not previously been investigated or allowed to inform the other, 

and though are different mediums, both offer strong representation of women-led stories 

that reflect the same historical period in feminism, politicize and exploit social mores, 

and form an indictment of the roles within society the characters/women are permitted to 

occupy.  Una giornata particolare is certainly known and has been included on syllabi of 

various Italian Studies courses; however, it still greatly lacks the amount of critical study 

this film warrants. Paying attention to current events has taught us that there is still much 

to glean from the past, and these works prove that change starts when we listen to 

women’s voices and stories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter II.  

Background 

  

 

This thesis investigates and discusses the modes in which diary fiction and film 

have impacted the way women’s stories are told, and how these stories comment on the 

social, historical, and political structures in post-World War II Italy. Dacia Maraini’s 

Donna in guerra and Ettore Scola’s Una giornata particolare are used as principle 

examples of first-person narrative fiction and film, respectively. Dacia Maraini is a 

founding figure in Italian feminism, and Ettore Scola was a director and screenwriter 

whose films focused on gritty and honest relationships.  Both works are indicative of the 

ideology and burgeoning artistic style of 1970s feminism, and address the changing 

mores in post-World War II home economics and gender roles. While certainly products 

of a specific time and place, Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare similarly 

represent an important marker when comparing gender politics of both the past and 

present.  

In order to understand the political and social context on which these two works 

rely, it is also important to understand how both legal and political imperatives regulated 

and categorized the roles of women in Italy during WWII and in the decades post-WWII. 

“The ‘Average Housewife’ in Post-World War II Italy” examines the figure of the 

housewife and the domestic work that was expected of her. Luisa Tasca outlines how a 

number of ‘how-to’ guides and monetary incentives were used expressly to shape and 
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condition women’s behavior. During WWII, Fascism promoted two images of the 

housewife: one inspired by the American concept of home economics for predominantly 

middle-class families, and the other based on the more traditional “rural farmwife”. Tasca 

then proposes that these two images represent both “continuity and disjuncture” (92). 

Socially and economically, this Italy favored a unilateral spread of the image of the full-

time housewife. The two predominant parties even enacted policies that further 

encouraged the diffusion of the homemaker, and instruction manuals saturated the 

market. These manuals, by which women were carefully measured and judged, were 

mostly popular in the 1950s and 1960s both in Italy and the United States. Now, they 

offer a different tone when trying to answer: 

How was the role of the woman in the home defined? What was her 
relationship with the world beyond the family? How was she supposed to 
perform her work? (93) 
 

The division of labor, family model, socioeconomic development, and correlation 

between work in the home versus work outside the home was decided only by one’s sex: 

men were providers, and women were homemakers (93). Relying heavily on these home 

economics manuals, Tasca believes these were among the principal factors in 

conditioning, diffusing, and legitimizing these behaviors and gendered ideologies. By 

fully immersing themselves into these missives and their dictates, Tasca concludes that 

women became excluded “from any large-scale participation and activity in the life of the 

nation” so that men continued to create and uphold legislation on behalf of their 

constituents and families (92).  

 Public policy further supported this trend of divided labor. By the beginning of 

the 1940s, women were not allowed to exceed more than 10% of the staff of medium and 
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large-scale companies. In companies with fewer than 10 workers, women were excluded 

completely. These policies saw a drastic decrease of women who held jobs outside the 

home, whereby “there had been 5 million women employed outside the home and 9.3 

million housewives in 1921; by 1931, these numbers grew to 3.9 million employed in 

extra-domestic labor and 11.3 million housewives” (94). Aside from policy that curtailed 

a female workforce, Fascism further valorized domestic labor. For the middle-class 

family, the ideal housewife in Italy embraced the gendered home life romanticized by the 

“American Dream” and popularized by Ladies Home Journal, The New Housekeeping 

(1913), and Household Engineering (1920) (94). The New Housekeeping was translated 

into Italian in 1928, and Household Engineering in 1930.  

The lower class housewife was similarly expected to follow the same code.  To 

assume the mantle of a rural farmwife, however, her roles had both practical and 

symbolic significance: as a mother, and dedicated domestic worker, the rural farmwife 

similarly denoted the authenticity, wholesomeness, and virtue of rural life. Both models, 

then, the middle-class housewife and rural farmwife, reflected identical taxonomies: the 

distribution of domestic duties stemmed from natural proclivities towards wife and 

mother. “If extra-domestic labor lead to the masculinization of the woman, produced 

sterility, menaced the political demography of the regime, provoked male unemployment, 

and corrupted social customs,” Tasca declares that it was then domesticity that 

“constituted the natural relationship of the Fascist woman” (96). Looking to Catholicism, 

the recognized religion of Italy, for further guidance, one immediately understood their 

sole function was to provide basic physiological needs required for survival vis-a-vis 

being custodian over family and home.  
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Domestic policies after the war were even more stringent. Despite the push by 

political incentives to reward families who had a certain number of children, a large 

faction of anti-Fascist women delayed domestic life and partnership to work for the 

Resistance. After the war and the dissolution of the Resistance fighters’ work, the 

government needed to find more enticing ways to unite, reconstruct, and normalize the 

new lives of the Italian people. The single solution proposed was to return women to the 

home. Their return to wife, mother, and specifically housewife signaled the peace and 

stability the government wanted to restore after the destruction of war.  

 The 1950s saw a change in phraseology. From ‘rural farmwives’ and 

‘housewives’ to ‘homemakers,’ the importance of women’s sacrifice and dedication to 

one’s husband and family was again reinforced by rhetoric: the “cult of domesticity” 

made the mother the leader of the home, and the home the beacon of morality (100). 

Families were moving into cities, and the practical chores of rural living became 

obsolete. Women no longer had to farm the land, tend to the animals, milk the cows, 

make the cheese, etc. Their roles had shifted towards the betterment of one’s life within 

the home. Again, manuals instructed one’s role within the nuclear family, which further 

isolated women by closing them off from their peers and forging a sense of identity based 

on complete dependence on their chores and family. Closer to the polished and 

saccharine poster of domesticity associated with American 1950’s housewives, post-war 

Italy saw a similar interest in regimented schedules of home management, which 

included an endless cycle of cleaning, washing, and food preparation. Starched collars 

and complex meal preparation were now valorized. By 1967, Italy was the third largest 
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producer of refrigerators in the world, trailing Japan and the US, and the birthrate in the 

1950s and 60s was one of the highest in the industrialized world (107, 108). 

Though the 1960s also saw an increase of resources for mothers to lessen the 

burden of domesticity, including daycare centers, public cafeterias, and elementary 

schools, the traditional division of labor within the family was rarely at the center of 

political debate. In fact, two Catholic associations supported by the Christian Democratic 

Party - Centro Italiano Femminile (Italian Feminine Center, CIF) and the Associazioni 

Cristiane Lavoratori Italiani (Italian Christian Workers’ Association, ACLI) - came out 

against company cafeterias: 

The same cafeterias that take women away from the chore of preparing 
lunch take them from the very same joy of being the queen who attends, 
indeed with sacrifice, to her dear ones. In such a way, the family is 
destroyed. Likewise, these associations accused nurseries of breaking the 
bond between mother and child, the basis of the Christian family (98). 
 

Regardless of political urgings, the economic crisis of 1963-1964 marked the end of the 

economic boom and lead to the loss of millions of jobs, especially within the textile 

industry. The women who had escaped full-time domestic work were then thrust back 

into the home to become homemakers once more. The feminist movements of the 1970s, 

both in Italy and the US, similarly provided a poignant turning point in acknowledging 

and debating the toll of relegating women to a livelihood of “exploitation and 

dependence” (93).  

At the beginning of Una giornata particolare, Sofia Loren’s character buys into 

this role-oriented stratification and seems to willingly embrace her husband’s (and by 

extension Mussolini’s) authority and expectations even though it may be in fact harmful 

to her and her family. Donna in guerra’s Vannina, however, immediately expresses 
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unhappiness in her marriage dynamic and pushes against the pressure to become a 

mother, though she does normalize inappropriate and violent behavior throughout the 

book. On the whole, Vannina offers an overtly transgressive image of motherhood and 

through her diary entries highlights the problems of family and political life. 

Additionally, the importance of examining these texts is that as they are specifically 

targeting a progressive 1970s audience, they remain close to the societal ideals exploited 

and exacerbated during and immediately after World War II. When World War II ended, 

most European countries began a long and arduous journey of rebuilding, “a journey 

which eventually led to the economic boom of the sixties, soon followed by the 

widespread rebellion of 1968 and by a decade that witnessed significant advancement in 

civil rights” (Lombardi 16).  

Even today, there is a continued shortage of gender studies within the Italian 

studies curriculum, as Veronica Pravadelli notes in “Women and gender studies, Italian 

style” (European Journal of Women’s Studies, 2010). Women and gender studies remain 

on the sidelines of traditional Italian scholarship, yet they have become intrinsically 

linked on American syllabi for courses on Italian culture, history, literature, film, etc. 

Showing critical insight into the political climate and social structures that the works 

portray and inhibit, film and fiction have come to be viewed as invaluable educational 

tools. In “New Directions in Teaching Film in Italian Studies Programs,” Peter 

Bondanella proposes linking Cinecittá, the home of Italian cinema, to Hollywood, and 

asserts that one of the most important additions to Italian studies curricula is the general 

acceptance of Italian cinema as “a vital part of any forward-looking program in Italian 

language, literature, and culture” (8). In “Un’ora e mezzo particolare: Teaching Fascism 
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with Ettore Scola” (2006), Millicent Marcus urges institutions to teach Italian film as an 

interdisciplinary field (eg. “Italian Cinema and_____”), and highlights Scola’s Una 

giornata particolare for its ability to recreate true events and simultaneously alter them to 

generate social and political commentary. This notion of looking to another culture’s past 

to help deal with and inform the present state of politics and gender studies is invaluable 

in providing understanding of one’s past and lived history. 

The intertwining of the Catholic Church, its teachings, and doctrines with the 

political policies, and cultural and familial incentives in Italy also bear mentioning. 

Saying little about the fact that historically, both political and religious groups are lead by 

men, they have in turn molded the behavioral code everyone, but especially women in 

this context, had and continue to follow in order to be viewed as a “good 

[wife/mother/daughter/woman].” Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare hold out 

a mirror to the women whose sexuality is negated in favor of rewarding procreation, and 

whose general sense of agency was denied in favor of encouraging complete acceptance 

and obedience of the men in their lives.  

By unpacking Italian film and literature, we are acknowledging the complex and 

often contradictory state of Italian civilization that has been so deeply embedded in 

tradition while simultaneously yearning for “defiance, transgression, and change” 

(Cottino-Jones 7). In looking to historically “gendered” media, in this case the diary, 

women were allowed to raise their voices, connect with other women’s experiences, and 

inspire political and social change. By employing these works, twenty-first century 

readers and art consumers will also be cautioned to be “more aware than their 

predecessors were of how [literature and] cinema as an art form solicits their participation 
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in recognizing the need for change, and even for subversion and reinvention, of the social 

and cultural conditions affecting gender relationship in society” today (Cottino-Jones 7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter III.  

Definition of Terms 

 

 

Diary Fiction: specifically found in women’s literature, this type of fiction traditionally 

depicts the women protagonists alone, often isolated from the outside world either 

physically or psychologically. Historically excluded and expected to act as spectators to 

events that impact their condition, diary fiction places women’s reality in the fore. Within 

the confines and privacy of their room or thoughts, these women are sheltered from the 

outside world, specifically from the male gaze, which in turn allows them the freedom to 

offer their own perspective on the world around them. Comprised of serialized and dated 

entries, these diaries weave the authors’ internal turmoil with their reflections of the 

outside world (Lombardi 15).  Also referred to as epistolary novel, intimate narrative, and 

journal.  

 

Epistolary Novel: Fiction that includes letters, series of letters, correspondences, and 

dated entries. Donna in guerra weaves letters in with diary entries. Also referred to as 

diary fiction, intimate narrative, and journal.  

 

Feminism: Political, economic, and social movement that seeks to provide equal 

opportunities and rights to women, as well as highlight areas of discrimination based on 

sex. Though directly influenced by efforts in the United States, for this paper, focus is 
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placed only on the Italian feminist movement from the 1970s. Dacia Maraini is 

considered the most famous writer in Italian feminism. 

 

Historical film: a film grounded in a specific time and place, but includes an overarching 

narrative that is fictionalized. These films may include actual footage from specific 

events portrayed (as in Una giornata particolare), but it isn’t necessary to the overall 

fulfillment of the genre. 

 

Intimate Narrative: Fiction comprised of first person narratives that privileges personal 

reflection and thoughts over descriptions of the world around the protagonist. Also 

referred to as diary fiction, epistolary novel, and journal. 

 

Leitmotif: Traditionally a musical term, leitmotif (from the German “Leitmotiv” meaning 

leading motive), refers to recurrent musical themes that are linked with specific 

characters, places, overarching themes, etc. Within this literary context, focus will be 

placed on food leitmotifs, specifically on how women, sexuality, and food preparation are 

described by the characters and narrator.   

 

Male gaze: a term coined within feminist theory to refer to how women are presented in 

art and literature via a solely male, heteronormative perspective. This view often removes 

women’s subjectivity, and instead presents them as objects for the benefit of men. 
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Performativity: the process and language that affects social action and change whereby 

the subject becomes that which it is describing. Judith Butler has written at length about 

specifically gender and sexual performativity, and these are the two main types that will 

be discussed.  

 

Star Idolatry: term used to describe fans’ and institutions’ devotion to celebrities (eg. 

artists, actors, musicians) whose image or form is idolized and worshiped. Sophia Loren 

and Marcello Mastroiani are examples of this type of reverential treatment, and Una 

giornata particolare exploits and turns this concept on its head by removing the sheen of 

beautiful and sexualized bodies and clothing popularized by Cinecittà, and instead makes 

them appear dowdy and ordinary. Also referred to a cult image.  
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Chapter IV. 

Food, Fishing, and Cooking: Leitmotifs in the Everyday 

 

 

Whether intrinsically or socially primed, food is charged with a great deal of 

cultural meaning, and personal and emotional weight. Creating and consuming stories, 

then, that entwine food and elements that sustain us within a narrative become even more 

affirming of personal and localized experiences. Dacia Maraini and Ettore Scola are 

storytellers who treat the things that nourish their protagonists with such care, attention, 

and insight that each allusion becomes at once a comfort and an assault to not only the 

fictional characters but the reader’s identity and personal experiences vis-a-vis the 

significance to the individual and the object itself. Throughout Una gionata particolare 

and Donna in guerra, the frequency and the amount of consideration given to the food, 

and to the actions and objects relating to food preparation and consumption become 

“leitmotifs”2 that bring out, with each iteration, salient issues of the time regarding 

sexuality, the performativity of gender, roles in the home, and abortion.  

 “Giacinto has gone fishing.”3 From the first sentence, though simple and 

straightforward, Maraini primes the audience to be cognizant of who is doing the fishing, 

who is absent, and of the significance fishing plays throughout the narrative. This 

																																																								
2 Tommasina Gabriele discussed “leitmotifs” of arrested maternity and “begin again” 
themes in Maraini’s work in Dacia Maraini’s Narratives of Survival: (Re)Constructed 
(2016) and “The Pregnant Nun: Suor Attanasia and the Metaphor of Arrested Maternity 
in Dacia Maraini” (2004). 
3 Translated by Mara Benetti and Elspeth Spottiswood. The original reads, “Giacinto è 
andato a pescare.” (1) 
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sentence immediately lets the audience know the author’s intentions: the way the 

characters talk about food, and acts of securing and preparing food are important markers 

in the development of the entire cast, and in the propulsion of events.  

Most of Donna in guerra takes place in Sicily, an area traditionally characterized 

by its beautiful beaches and an economy greatly reliant upon the fishing industry and 

agrotourism. Though Viannina is a school teacher, her husband, Giacinto, is a fisherman. 

He has an apprentice-cum-assistant, Santino, whom he takes with him on all his fishing 

ventures, teaches him the trade, and welcomes him to his table to enjoy the spoils of their 

hard day’s work. Santino’s brothers are also fishermen, or rather, they have a boat and 

sometimes they use it for fishing. Viannina cooks all the meals, and she’s left with 

preparing whatever fish or seafood Giacinto brings home. Their diets consist of 

Mediterranian staples - snails, fresh fish and octopus, oysters, sea urchins, eel, sea 

anemone, eggplants, tomatoes, olive oil, etc. All facets of their lives - whether directly or 

indirectly correlated to their livelihood - revolve around this food culture, and Viannina 

has come to rely on Giacinto for sustenance.  

Viannina later recounts in her diary the events of Giacinto’s fishing expedition 

when he returns home with his spoils from the day:  

Giacinto came back at three o’clock with grey mullet dangling from his 
waist, strung to a metal line through its gills. The fish’s blood dripped on 
his legs. He told me in an excited voice how he had stalked the beast and 
followed it for hours through the rocks and sea-weed. He had waited for it, 
tricked it with false movements and finally routed it out, cornered it and 
then killed it with a harpoon shot through its back. When he talks about 
fishing he becomes handsome, his eyes, normally dull, become brighter, 
his lips gain colour and his pale cheeks become flushed. We ate the fish 
and afterwards we made love. (10-11)  
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The actions themselves sound well within the realm of fishing. In fact, this is probably an 

effective way to catch a fish; however, the way in which Viannina describes the scene 

gives the reader the sense that Giacinto has done this before, but with women. He sounds 

aggressive and predatory, and then becomes aroused when he discusses it. Violence is 

coded as displays of affection, and Giacinto often displays this when he tries to convince 

Viannina of her matrimonial duty to him. This whole scene is unsettling, and 

purposefully so, to highlight the cavalier way in which aggression, hunger, and 

sustenance are blurred between food and sex.  

One evening, Viannina and Giacinto go to a dinner at Santino’s home with his 

siblings and parents. As almost mirrored depictions, Santino's brothers, Orio and Gigi, 

begin describing their rape of a young girl on their boat. They come across an 18-year-old 

girl swimming. She’s wearing only the bottom half of a swimsuit, and they immediately 

label her a “whore.” (33) They offer her a ride on their boat, but after she denies their 

offer, they make the joint decision to go after her. Using the shared language of fishing 

that Giacinto had just used in describing his method of fishing, the two boys discuss their 

assault: “she swims, and swims and tosses about, then when she’s really tired we hoist 

her body into the boat.” (32) Gigi then says, [we’ll] [w]ait just a little longer, till the 

peach is fully ripe, then we’ll pull it on board and I’ll eat it up. When I see that she really 

can’t cope any longer, I heave her up into the boat, dry her and screw her…Well, it was 

the same as screwing a dead fish.” (33) The sexualization of predators and their prey 

ventures into bestiality terrain and reveals an undercurrent of gender inequality that seeps 

into all facets of their lives. Surprisingly, the characters themselves are unaware of the 

overlap and most brush it off as acceptable behavior for boys and men. 
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Placing the characters’ actions aside for the moment, the way adjectives such as 

‘bitter tasting’ and ‘(sickly) sweet’ and other words that are traditionally most closely 

associated with describing how foods taste or are enjoyed, are at once indistinguishable, 

and obfuscate when characters are talking about food versus sex: Viannina calls the 

reassuring blood from her period “sweet” (1), and when she visits her friends in their 

launderette shop, she calls their actions full of “bitter sensuality” (14). Similarly, an 

increase in man’s appetite and greediness in how much is consumed is how the men show 

how much they’ve enjoyed a meal, and how they express affection. Viannina watches 

Santino eat, and writes that he does so greedily, with delicate movements, lost in thought.  

The men are not alone in their characterization of food and sex, however. Viannina 

doesn’t shy away from her sexuality and arousal, and similarly combines intimacy with 

food and food reparation. After she made love to Giacinto, she went back into the kitchen 

to straighten-up, and the smell of onion and anchovies excited her so that she called the 

sensation a “sweet feeling of warmth” almost as a comforting ritual she has performed 

before. (11)  

Similarly, coffee plays a major role in Una gionata particolare. When we are 

introduced to Loren’s character, Antonietta, she is preparing coffee for her husband - 

pouring it into a demitasse cup, adding sugar, tasting it. It’s these moments and rituals 

surrounding the actual consumption of food that are windows that allow the characters to 

reveal unconsciously or through conscious introspection their long-held beliefs and 

intentions. Food and its vocabulary provide “tells” by which their usage acts as a way to 

break down social barriers. These social barriers may preclude people from broaching 

certain topics, such as openly discussing happiness or satisfaction in one’s marriage, and 
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those social niceties of coming together for a meal or offering a guest a cup of coffee. For 

both Viannina and Antonietta, these niceties mix together and blur what is said with what 

is meant.  

When Antonietta invites Gabriele to come inside for a cup of coffee, a benign 

gesture in itself, it isn’t until we overhear Antonietta talking to the housekeeper and insist 

that Gabriele is there to fix the light fixture in the kitchen that the audience and Gabriele 

become aware that her intentions veer past simple “social niceties.” When Antonietta 

rejoins Gabriele, she finds him in the kitchen adjusting the light just so Antonietta can 

stay true to her word.  

Antonietta first visits Gabriele to retrieve her wayward pet bird, Rosmunda. 

Gabriele, realizing he’ll be alone again when Antonietta goes back home, calls out to her 

before she leaves: “Wait! Can I offer you something? A cordial? I could make you a 

coffee…”4 She’s surprised yet considers his offer, albeit briefly. It’s almost as if she’s 

never been on the receiving end of someone’s hospitality, which is entirely plausible. 

Gabriele is gentle, considerate, helpful, and it seems to confuse Antonietta. His warmth is 

a departure from what she has known to expect from “ideal” Fascist men.  

She denies his offer, but shortly after she leaves, he knocks at her door to drop off 

a book they had just discussed. Again, before leaving, he interjects, “Listen. Will you 

offer me a coffee?” Still, caught off guard, Antonietta deliberates in real time, and finally 

agrees to make a coffee “A coffee? Well…of course! In fact, sorry… I’ll make it right 

																																																								
4 I provided the translation above. The original script reads: “Aspettate! Posso offrirle, 
offrirvi qualcosa?... Un cordiale… Portrei farvi un caffè…” 
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away.”5 Earlier, we had observed as Antonietta prepares the coffee for her family, and 

only after they leave for the parade and she’s alone again in the kitchen, she combines 

their leftover coffee dregs into one cup for herself to drink, un caffe stretto. This time, 

this coffee is made especially for her by Gabriele: 

Atonietta: The kitchen is no place for a man. 
Gabriele: Well, I’m really used to it… I’m a bachelor.  
Antonietta: Oh. Bachelor. So you pay the bachelor tax.  
Gabriele:.Well, yes. You’d think loneliness was some kind of luxury.6  

 

After some convincing, Gabriele helps Antonietta grind the coffee. He sits in the living 

room, and the broadcast from the parade can still be heard wafting through the 

apartments. One of the canons explodes. Gabriele is startled, and drops some of the 

coffee beans onto the floor. He then hurriedly scoops them up and hides some in his 

jacket pocket and some under the rug.  

When the coffee is ready, they sit in the dining room and it’s over coffee that 

Antonietta allows her guard down a bit. Gabriele finds her album with clippings of 

Mussolini, his horses, and Alpine soldiers. She tells him of a time when she saw 

Mussolini face-to-face four years earlier. He was riding a horse, and she fainted because 

she was excited and aroused by that encounter. It also happened to be the same day she 

found out she was pregnant with her youngest son. This occurrence is especially notable 

because it is one of the few instances that combine female arousal with political 

sentiment and pregnancy. Because politics were an area women were not allowed to 

																																																								
5 Gabriele: “Senta… me l’offrirebbe un caffè?/ Antonietta: “Un caffè? Ma… certo! Anzi, 
scusate… lo faciamo subito!”		
6	“La cucina non è posto per uomini/ Be`, io veramente ci sono abituato… sono scapolo./ 
Ah. Scapolo. Allora pagate la tassa sul celibate./ Eh Sì.. come se la solitudine fosse una 
ricchezza” 
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occupy or influence, their home life became politicized: earlier when Antonietta hinted 

that if she has one more child, that will make seven and therefore the family is entitled to 

a bonus from the government for having a large Fascist family.  

The melding of food vocabulary with the characters’ interactions with others or 

their observations and descriptions in Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare 

creates an immediate intimacy and familiarity with the subject, and heightens the 

vulgarity of the given context. Sea urchins, oysters, octopus, scaly fish are sweet, bitter, 

cool, tender, difficult to find and even harder to extricate. Grinding and serving coffee are 

activities done in the kitchen, and that’s where women are allowed most control. Its these 

leitmotifs that become linked to everyday life, making a given subject more sexualized. 

Because they are familiar with those terms and due to the accessibility of the given food 

or drink in Sicily and Rome, the characters are allowed an easy way to tackle discussing 

the whole spectrum of sexuality with a hunger.  
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Chapter IV 

Re-arranging Memory: Exposing Trauma in Storytelling 

 

 

As works written and directed with the benefit of time and perspective, both 

Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare offer recreations of the past that mimic 

and expose holes in a collective memory and consciousness by making their protagonists 

relive the past for the audience’s benefit. The memory of the actions and role of Italy in 

social and political arenas bookending World War II are often partially retold. Selective 

and “historical amnesia” by way of creating triumphant narratives of the Resistance, 

highlighting the role Germany had over Italy, or embracing a new post-Fascist Italian 

identity founded in duty towards family and religion, as examples, have been ways to 

assuage the country’s guilt and keep alive a certain and incomplete memory by creating 

and disseminating these narratives of wish fulfillment (eg. this is what we wish was the 

whole story). Maraini and Scola tackle large political and social events, and movements 

from the past incisively and critically in their works that have directly benefited from 

years of perspective.  

Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare are incredibly intimate stories that 

force readers and viewers alike to confront difficult times in their nation’s history 

regarding normalized violence against women and those who were different from what 

was deemed “normal.” In the 1970s, “there was much debate in…Italy over the history of 

the war and the management of its legacy.” (Lichtner 6) As omniscient auteurs, Maraini 
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and Scola took it upon themselves to recalibrate national consciousness by activating 

what Pierre Nora calls “lieux de mémoire” or memory sites. (Regna, 462) These sites are 

linked to moments of trauma, such as the actual parade or the radio broadcast of the 

parade filling the apartments with sound that help conflate “testimony with fantasy.” 

(Regna 463)  

At a time when countries were still uncomfortable answering the questions, ‘how 

did Fascism reign in these countries for so long,’ ‘why did it flourish in these particular 

regions and not others,’ or ‘how could these nations keep their crimes from these people 

for so long,’ they relied on cultural amnesia to forge a new Italian memory of what 

happened during the war. In fact, Germany and Italy thrived after the war, forming new 

identities from a mixture of “denial, selective remembering and invention, of a carefully 

managed historical legacy. Both countries embraced consumerism, capitalism and 

economic reconstruction, and both countries rescued aspects of the past, elements of 

national identity that preceded Fascism, such as Christianity and regional traditions.” 

(Lichtner 11)  In an attempt to reorient these memories, this novel and film focus on the 

role of art in the evolution and the transmission of Italy’s less discussed memories by 

other victims of the war and fascism that continued in the decades post World War II. In 

fact, Lichtner asserts that 

…even when alternative memories were not manifest, suppressed by 
decree or by choice, by political or psychological opportunity, they 
persisted, almost as an act of resistance at times. Indeed, they often 
thrived, passed down the generations, benefiting from the political yet 
quintessentially personal nature of memory, which makes it hard to 
control, and by the very emphasis that authorities all over Europe put on 
World War Two as a watershed of national and international histories, 
which made it impossible to forget. (7) 
 



	 	 	

	

33		
	 	 	

	
	

	

	

An example of memories that persisted as acts of resistance were the crimes committed 

against those who did not life a hetero-normative lifestyle. The only acceptable 

expression of love was between a man and a woman, and anything that veered from that 

was deemed unpatriotic and anti-Fascist.  

 For the first 8:27, the film combines real documentary footage with the story. As a 

way to designate time and place, Scola utilizes real footage from Hitler’s visit to Rome, 

Italy on May, 6 1938.7 That opulent welcome gave the world a visual spectacle depicting 

a major turning point in the alliance between Italy and Germany, though in reality very 

little militarily came of this visit. Over the course of a week, Hitler visited Rome, Naples, 

and Florence. The footage used in Una giornata particolare shows his arrival at the train 

station in Rome. It was a fantastic use of propaganda to increase a national sense of 

loyalty to the party and the alliance between countries, and in the film offers a contrast 

between opulence, grandiosity, exuberance, and spectacle with internal struggles, and 

quiet solitude.   

Una giornata particolare begins with real documentary footage, filmed in black 

and white, that shows Hitler’s arrival via train, with parades in the streets, marching 

soldiers, tanks, cannons, singing, and cheering crowds waving flags and arms in 

adoration of Hitler and Mussolini, and the union between the fascio and the swastika. The 

camera eventually pans back to the crowd, focusing on the movement just above the fray 

																																																								
7	Hitler’s entrance into Rome was compared to the triumphant entrance of the emperor 
Charles V in 1536. The import of the occasion was noted in Galeazzo Ciano’s diary entry 
for 3 May 1938. It stated simply: ‘Arrival of the Fuhrer.’ It was the only entry for the day 
– the only one that mattered.  (LaCapra231) 
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to a tumultuous mix of Nazi and Italian flags. A narrator describes the events, already 

priming the audience for what is to come: 

The Führer’s first day in the Eternal City comes to an end before an 
immense crowd. But the climax of the visit will come tomorrow on the 
Via dei Fori Imperiali, where the full force of the mighty Italian war 
machine will parade before Hitler. No citizen of Rome would miss this 
historic event that will seal the pact of friendship between two peoples 
destined to be allies. (Una giornata particolare, 1977) 

 
The fictionalized story now begins as a single red flag appears on the screen and billows 

in the air. The camera pans up to reveal a swastika in the middle of the flag. The 

caretaker, an older woman, is draping the Nazi flag and then an Italian flag in front of a 

large apartment complex. The camera then, in a long panoramic shot, shows us the 

inhabitants of the apartment complex in the Noentano neighborhood, one of the tenement 

houses built under the Fascist driven expansion of Rome, as they are waking up and 

starting their day. All of this occurs in an almost deafening silence, though our ears still 

ring from jubilant cheers from the footage supposedly from the night before. It’s 

understood this is the day of the parade on Via dei Fori. The camera zooms into a kitchen 

where Antonietta (Loren) is preparing coffee for her husband and ironing her children’s 

clothes.   

The audience is now convinced that both scenes are related, as the fanfare of the 

larger sequence relates to the grand political and ideological spectacle of Fascism, the 

quieter moments in the home reflect the individual differences in a Fascist family - 

between the men and the women. The allusion of a single historical moment is achieved 

by co-mingling fact and fiction as the narrator’s words still ring in our ears: “No citizen 

of Rome would miss this historic event that will seal the pact of friendship between two 

peoples destined to be allies.” This, of course, has a double meaning.  
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The images force the audience to re-imagine and unintentionally mis-remember 

the events given this new emotional weight assigned to actual experiences. The plasticity 

with which the brain is allowed to grow and heal also aids audiences as they tap into 

feelings that may not have been sparked or piece events together in a new way.  In 

“Staging Memory and Trauma in French and Italian Holocaust Film,” LaCapra writes  

[t]he memory lapses of trauma are conjoined with the tendency to 
compulsively repeat, relive, be possessed by, or act out traumatic scenes of 
the past… In this sense, what is denied or repressed in a lapse of memory 
does not disappear; it returns in a transformed, at times disfigured and 
disguised manner.” (10) 
 

Time and perspective have altered the way in which the narratives have been told and 

retold, and now collective and private memory (“memoria collettiva e memoria private”) 

at once co-exist and contradict the other in order to help audiences come to terms with 

their own memoirs. (Lucamente 1)  

The illusion is complete when the camera pans through the city and lands on a 

large apartment complex. The camera zooms in on a staircase to see an older woman 

sweeping. The camera shows more actors in their apartments, and then rests on one – 

Antonietta’s kitchen. The older woman puts on the radio, broadcasting Italian Nation 

Radio’s coverage of the military parade in honor of the Führer. The radio announcer 

describing the “pomp and circumstance” of the events narrate and punctuate the story (eg. 

“We now go to Via dei Trionfi.” Applause roars. The radio broadcast continues, 

Hundreds of thousands of Italians and foreigners have come from all over 
Italy and Europe to witness this historic celebration and have descended 
on a Rome ready to welcome them in her timeless austerity...the full force 
of the mighty Italian war machine will parade before Hitler. No citizen of 
Rome would miss this historic event that will seal the pact of friendship 
between two peoples destined to be allies. (Una giornata particolare) 
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Similarly, Una giornata particolare is largely about two peoples, or individuals, who are 

excluded from the parade and yet are joined by this film and the occasion, destined to be 

allies literally against fascism. Antonietta, a middle class women who does not have 

domestic help, has to remain at home. Gabriele, a gay man, has been fired from his job 

and is waiting to be carted away by the authorities.8  The caretaker of the building is 

aware of Gabriele’s sexual orientation and warns Antonietta when she observes their new 

friendship. She calls Gabriele “an anti-Fascist” and “subversive,” and cautions Antonietta 

to stay away. Antonietta is confused. She argues that he’s a good, decent man because he 

is just that. The caretaker agrees, but says that has nothing to do with it: you just have to 

be faithful to the party. That’s all that matters. Antonietta confronts Gabriele. He doesn’t 

believe he’s anti-fascist. In fact, he believes fascism is anti-him. Though fictionalized, 

this shows the other victims of Fascism whose stories were excluded from the larger 

narrative and in one instant Scola is able to bring this to the fore.  

As Landy discusses, “the media’s representations of the past are a barometer of 

the social and cultural life of the last decades of the twentieth century. Memory becomes 

a bulwark against forgetting or altering the chronicling of events.” (1) Because Scola, 

through Una giornata particolare, was able to depict stories of non-conforming men and 

women, the social and political landscape was ready for change. Landy does warn, 

however, “whose past and what ends are involved in the fetishizing of memory” as the 

																																																								
8  The audience isn’t aware Gabriele is gay until we overhear him on the phone: “Since I 
was young, I’ve been isolated or alone – essentially the same thing… According to them 
we should be ashamed of ourselves.”8 He later calls out to the person on the other line, 
“Marco!” and we realize that Gabriele is gay and he’s being similarly ostracized for his 
lifestyle. (42:15)  
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“monumentalization” of people or events, as what happened during World War II can 

further detract from the general experience in favor of an extraordinary outlier. (3)  

Regardless, this type of critical history allows audiences the ability to “challenge 

prevailing and restrictive assessments of good and evil” and foster “alternative ways of 

thinking about the past.” (Landy 4) Audiences are asked to question the veracity and 

“facticity” of what is been disseminated onto the screen. (Landy 7) There is certainly a 

fascination with the spectacle of historical film, as even those films were staged, and 

yet… “historical films that employ major stars and celebrate significant events, [much 

like this one,] in the forging of a national identity… [provide a] source of collective 

morality and…morale. (Landy 8) 

This film, a part of the New Wave movement in cinema, is “multilayered and 

intertextual, emphasizing the role of looking and hearing instead of action and 

transformation of the social milieu. In this way, the spectator is enlisted to view and to 

rethink the uses of time and the past.” (Rosenstone 54) Una giornata particolate invites 

viewers to compare actual and fabricated events portrayed on screen in relation to the 

moment in history during which the film is being viewed – present day. That is, 

audiences must look to the past, as this film is grounded in an actual event some 30 years 

prior, to better gauge what is happening politically and socially in the present. In this 

way, the film is both imprecise and a recreation –  

it distorts the past, but plays off of the relational vis-à-vis interpersonal 
and social dynamics of the time depicted. Scola creates a film of cinematic 
realism – bits and pieces have been stuck together to create seamless 
sequences accompanied by a soundtrack or dialogue that offers the viewer 
“a sense that nothing (rather than everything) is being manipulated to 
create a world on screen in which we can all feel at home. (Rosenstone 54)  
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The seamless interweaving of past historical and fictional events also presents us 

with the “look” of the past. Though unquestionably fabricated, the piece is a period 

recreation that shows us the apartments, landscape, dress, and artifacts of the past that 

add emotion and help define the characters – we are given insight into their livelihood, 

identity, life, and destiny. (Rosenstone 57) Once more, huge stars are included in this 

“historical drama” (Marcello Mastroiani and Sofia Loren) and yet they don’t depict 

famous or notable figures from the past. They are ordinary.  

Rosenstone argues that “[t]his ‘fiction’ parallels a major convention of written 

history: its documentary of empirical element, which insists on the “reality” of the world 

it creates and analyzes.” (54) The diary or epistolary novel similarly convinces readers 

that the world presented to them on the page is real, and the events are being recounted 

just as they happened in real time. Film and literature “offer us history as the story of a 

closed, completed, and simple past.” Hindsight is a gift in both media. They 

“emotionalize, personalize, and dramatize history” (Rosenstone 56).  

The formation, treatment, and preservation of history inevitably have great impact 

on how history itself is represented. (Landy 3) By means of shifting from film as the 

focus to society, the historical film in particular can be viewed as a central component of 

the historical text, and if properly investigated, can disclose how a society conceives and 

exploits its past to construct its own present and future identities (Wyke 132).  Una 

giornata particolare and to an extent Donna in guerra employ the past as “moral 

example[s], as genesis narrative[s] for national and political identities, as benchmark[s] 

for current affairs, as historical and political outpost[s] to scale or defend” because of the 

successful melding of past and present, non-fiction and fictionalized memory (Lichtner 5) 
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Cinema, in this respect, allows audiences a better understanding of how to reconcile 

“popular representations of the past,” in an effort to showcase “recollecting, rethinking, 

or challenging versions of the…past.” (Landy 1). 
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Chapter V 

Form and Analysis: The Importance of Intimate Narratives and Subversive Media 

 

 

In Una donna (A Woman, 1950), Almerano presents the breakdown of the 

mythology of Italian women in literature, and declares that it’s time for women to insert 

themselves into the narrative by writing characters and forcing a new reality into 

mainstream literature. In both Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare, the 

audience is forced into a voyeuristic role. This is a type of voyeurism, however, where 

the audience sneaks in and feels privy to intimate events in the characters’ everyday lives. 

In Una gionata particolare the cameras remain in the apartments and focus on only two 

characters, so there isn’t always a lot of action. Because of this, we’re given close-ups of 

the actors’ faces, and the camera zooms into the small details of their clothes or their 

apartment. It is the camera that makes us feel like we are observing and digesting. We see 

what the characters are hiding, and what makes them uncomfortable. We look into their 

eyes, and it seems like they recoil from our gaze. The caretaker from the building often 

knocks at the door, and we feel her intrusion. Nothing has happened, and yet we feel 

uncomfortable simply because of the close proximity. In Donna in guerra, Viannina, the 

protagonist, writes all her secrets and intimate moments down as a record for later. 

Donna in guerra as a whole is written through dated diary entries, and though we realize 

this person has already lived these moments we are reading words that were only meant 

for her own eyes. It is, however, in these private spaces that she is allowed to be free with 
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her thoughts. In fact, the intention isn’t that a third person will read them, but that she 

will have these memories saved. In both cases, the moments are saved forever in perfect 

perpetuity, and it’s for audiences to reconcile the dominant narratives from the time with 

what actually happened and decide what it all means at the time the works were created.  

Marcello and Sofia are united in roles that also subvert gender roles, societal 

norms, and sexuality to play with audience expectation through form. In the script, 

Antonietta is depicted as 

…a patient woman: no longer young, her beauty has faded, sacrificed on the altar 
of the family, she is an exemplary wife and mother; therefore, she serves her 
husband and her children…Her face is tired, her hair is messy, she wears an old 
dressing gown and old tights, from one of which, torn at the tip, the big toe sticks 
out9 (Scola 58) 

 
 
This is not how audiences have come accustomed to describing Sofia Loren – her youth 

and beauty both faded, her clothes are tattered and ill-fitting, she’s tired, and her main 

purpose is to serve her children and her husband. She has been stripped of her femininity 

and sex appeal, and all that remains is her role in the home – she’s only a caretaker, cook, 

housekeeper, servant.  She tells Gabriele, “Thank goodness you didn’t go to the parade… 

I would have liked to go, but with a husband and all the children to dress, and get 

ready10…” Their gender and sexual orientation echo similar exclusionary behaviors in 

terms of who’s welcome and served by society, politics, government, and who is 

																																																								
9 I translated the excerpt myself. Original scrips reads: Ma Antonietta è una donna 
paziente: non più giovane, di una bellezza sfiorita, sacrificata sull’altare della famiglia, è 
sposa e madre esemplare; cioè fa la serva a un marito e a sei figli…Il viso stanco, i 
capelli in disordine, indossa una logora vestaglia e vecchie pienelle, da una delle quali, 
sdrucita in punta, si affacia l’alluce. (58) 
10 I provided the translation above. The original script reads: “Meno male che voi non ci 
siete andato, all sfilata…A me mi sarebbe piaciuto andare… ma con un marito e tutti i 
figli da vestire, da preparare…” 
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confined to the home. Antonietta is a housewife so she is left at home and Gabriele, we 

later find out, is a gay man so he is also not welcome at the parade. They are 

marginalized as Suna and Viannina and then Mafalsda to an extent because of their 

gender and/or sexual orientation. Viannina teaches, but she is not allowed a say in the 

home or outside of her teaching plan. It isn’t until she teams up with politically “radical” 

individuals in Rome that they enter a political sphere where they become more active 

(even if those around them still don’t want to hear what they have to say).  Gabriele and 

Antonietta have an exchange addressing this inequality in intellectual ability between 

genders, though Antonietta only echoes Fascist sentiment: 

Gabriele: Genius is incompatible with the physiology and psychology of the 
female and is always strictly masculine. Do you agree? 
Antonietta: Of course I agree. Why? It’s always the men who fill history books,  
no? 
Gabriele: Ah, yes… Maybe too full. That way there’s no room for anyone else. 
Least of all women.11 

 

Enshrouded by hanging laundry, Antonietta accuses Gabriele of being dishonest 

and misrepresenting himself. She wishes he told her sooner what he thought and that she 

shouldn’t have let him into her apartment. “What are you afraid of? You’re so sure of 

your convictions.”12 She held these patriotic, nationalistic beliefs and now that he 

questions them, she becomes conflicted by what she sees is this new light. She also 

accuses him of being too intimate with her, always using the ‘lei’ form instead of ‘voi.’ 

Again, the barriers are being broken down.  Then he said “tu” instead of “lei,” bringing 

																																																								
11 “Inconciliabile con la fisiologia e la psicologia femminile, il Genie è soltanto maschio. 
Lei è d’accordo?/ Certo che sono d’accordo. Perché? Sono sempre gli uomini che 
riempiono i libri di storia, no?/ Ah sì sì… Forse li riempiono troppo. Così non c’è più 
posto per nessuno. Tantomeno per le donne.”	
12	“Ma di che ha paura? Lei è così sicura delle sue idee!”	
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the social niceties and barriers down even further.  She doesn’t get it. She sees a man, and 

whether through personal experience or just expectation, she accuses him of coming onto 

her, saying “You men are all the same.”13 She saw it coming. She was waiting for him to 

act. He’s surprised. “You were expecting it? From me?”14 She misreads his affection, 

gentleness, and understanding for romantic interest instead of honest kinship and 

camaraderie. They are after all two persons destined to be allies. She kisses him. He 

doesn’t move, and remains surprised, confused, and then angry at what’s unfolding.  

The German national anthem punctuates the scenes in Una giornata particolare 

as it can be heard in the background. The radio is a constant reminder of what is going on 

outside of these two individuals, and what has influenced and plagues their lives.  Only 

after her attempt to kiss him Gabriele confides in her is she able to confide in him, and 

allow herself to vocalize her unhappiness in the life the party designated for her.  She 

feels less than zero, like a nobody. Her husband doesn’t talk to her. He orders... during 

the day and during the night…He does his laughing elsewhere now, with other women. 

“Faithful… to the Fatherland.”  

Gabriele comes out to her, and she is still unwilling to believe him. He turns it 

around, and her denial becomes an indictment not only on what is expected of ‘men’ in 

society but of what society has conditioned women to expect from men.  

What were you waiting for? Kisses, bites, teasing, hands underneath your 
dress! This is what I should do, right? When you’re alone with a woman? 
After all, all men are the same.15  

 

																																																								
13		“Voi uomini siete tutti uguali.”	
14	“Te l’aspettavi? Da me?”  	
15 Che t’aspettavi? Baci, mozzichi, testate, mani sotto le veste! Questo si deve fare, no? 
quando si resta soli con una donna. Tanto, gli uomini sono tutti uguali. 
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This calls into question the definition of what a “real man” is and how a “real man” 

should behave. For people like Gabriele, an outed gay man, there is no place in the party 

for them, which is a party of “real men.” Gabriele and Giacinto are polar opposites of 

each other. Gabriele is sensitive, intuitive, and gentle. Giacinto is rough, rugged, and 

brash, but both offer a similar understanding of what is expected of real Italian men.  

In a moment of mutual understanding and loneliness, Antonietta and Gabriele try 

to comfort each other, “I like you Gabriele. I like you just as you are… Those things that 

you said… they don’t matter to me.”16 They have sex, and even that seems to be a 

product of societal and political influences. This is how you show affection, and 

understanding. It’s like she doesn’t understand how a man can be so kind without 

wanting anything from her sexually. And he, in turn, feels similarly about her. Spending 

the day with her has been important to him, and he even kisses her goodbye when she 

leaves his apartment. This act itself is underscored by German marching songs, creating a 

visual and auditory clash of the public and private sector, good fascists versus bad 

fascists, the included and the marginalized.  

“Even though they make love, in a sweet but desperate manner, they are 

asexualized sex symbols: for Gabriele sex is forbidden, a secret, a shame, and for 

Antonietta it is a routine physical act, stripped of pleasure and excitement; domestic 

enslavement for Antonietta and political persecution for Gabriele, sexuality is a jail 

sentence for both.” (Lichtner 158-159). This sexual encounter between these two persons 

have, through their marginalization and convergence into Otherhood, allowed a different 

yet mutual and deep understanding of what the other is going through.  

																																																								
16	The	original	script	reads:	“Mi piaci, Gabriele. Mi piaci così come sei… Quelle cose 
che hai detto.. non me ne importa niente.” Translation is mine.	
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Though initially jarring that Sofia Loren and Marcello Mastroianni are cast in a 

movie where they aren’t destined to be lovers, Giovanni Grazzini believes it “represents a 

disarming reversal of the protagonists…: the curvy Italian diva, melodramatic and 

passionate, becomes a mother and a housewife with no sex appeal; and the Latin lover, 

smooth and sophisticated, now finds women sexually unattractive.” (Litchtner 158-159)  

As much as audiences expect and want Loren and Mastroianni to fall in love and be 

happy, like they have in every other movie in which they’ve starred together, Antonietta 

wishes that Gabriele loved her in that same way that audiences have come to expect when 

they see a Loren and Mastroiani pairing on screen.   

Their sexual encounter does change her for a moment, and Antonietta feels 

courageous. She initially denies her husband sex, then sits in the kitchen and reads. She 

realizes that Gabriele’s apartment is dark, and she watches as Gabriele, with two heavy 

pieces of luggage and flanked by two policemen, walk away and they all disappear into 

the darkness. She finally realizes the gravity of the situation, not just that his lifestyle 

really is incompatible with her desires but that she finally sees clearly how wrong the 

party is, and that she’s again resigned to it. This time, however, with open eyes. This 

story doesn’t have a happy or triumphant ending. These protagonists are resigned to the 

fate the party designated for them.  

Unhappiness in marriage is another element that connects Viannina and 

Antonietta. In both of their marriages, they’re asked if they’re happy or if they love their 

husbands. Even though they say “yes,” their expression of love is only out of duty. Suna 

reprimands Viannina: “You think you love him, because you submit to him. You look 

after him, you take care of him, you put up with him, but that isn’t love.” Viannina then 
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asks, “What is it then?” Suna offers the crux of what holds both women tethered to their 

lives and husbands, “It’s duty, you’re in love with your sense of duty.” (91) Just as 

Antonietta conflates interpersonal and romantic love with loyalty to the fascist party, 

Viannina believes she loves her husband because that is what a wife is supposed to do – 

love and be loyal to your husband.  

Viannina offers a story of hope in Donna in guerra. Her ending is one of renewal 

and new beginnings. She leaves her husband and a deeply unsatisfying life behind to 

venture out on her own. Antonietta, however, isn’t afforded that luxury. The first divorce 

law in Italy was approved by Parliament in 1970, the 12th attempt in 92 years. Only 

acknowledging marriages performed by a catholic ceremony, the church weighed in and 

said “the bill is both morally and legally unacceptable…[Catholic marriages] are 

indissoluble except through annulment by the Sacred Rota.” (NYTimes Dec 1, 1970). 

Later, in 1974, Italy held a referendum on the new divorce law. It was defeated 59.26% 

‘against’ to 40.74% ‘for,’ and the law was allowed to remain in effect. (New York Times, 

Italian Vote, 3-2, Supports Divorce. May 14, 1974).  Surprisingly, it was only in 1981 

that Italy removed another law that awarded men more lenient sentences for murdering 

their partners (wives, girlfriends, etc.) for infidelity. A loophole that allowed husbands to 

remarry, called “dishonor killings,” were cases specifically targeting only the “dishonor” 

the women brought to the family, and offered an empathetic understanding to men who 

were allowed to do so to deal with this humiliation and disappointment.17    

																																																								
17 Though “honor killings” are indeed illegal, there continue to be instances where courts 
communicate lesser sentences for wronged husbands and boyfriends, as recently as 
March 2019 (“Italy accused of restoring honour killings defense after lenient femicide 
rulings.” The Guardian. March 18, 2019. Online)	
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Marcello Mastroianni starred in two films depicting these types of marriage 

loopholes. The first was Divorzio all’italiana (Divorce Italian Style, 1961) by Pietro 

Germi. Ferdinando Cefalù, played by Mastroianni, is married but falls in love with 

another woman. With divorce still illegal at this time, Ferdinando plots to embroil his 

wife in an affair so he can commit a “crime of passion” (eg. an honor killing). In 1964, 

Vittorio De Sica directed Matrimonio all’italianna (Marriage Italian Style), this time 

pairing Mastroianni and Loren as onscreen lovers. Mastroianni plays Domenico Soriano, 

a wealthy businessman who has a decades-long affair with Filumena Marturano, a 

prostitute portrayed by Loren, before they actually do get married.  Utilizing the star 

power and diva/divo status of Marcello Mastroiani and Sofia Loren in Una giornata 

particolare, especially when considering their body of work together, help set the larger 

tone and direction of the piece to question marital and platonic relationships, and how 

society views marriage on the whole. Though it isn’t necessarily the case that audiences 

are unaware of the inequality of what is expected of men versus women both culturally 

and legally, the differences are still much starker when you see actors and films 

subverting well established personas within Hollywood and Cinecittà that make people 

take notice. Violence against women and other marginalized individuals had been legally 

normalized and institutionally accepted, and works such as Donna in guerra and Una 

giornata particolare upset the status quo to provide insight, raise questions, and 

hopefully, inspire action. 
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

 

 

The two couples, Viannina and Giacinto, and Antonietta and Gabriele, while not 

identical per se, do offer the same commentary on accepted gender norms like two sides 

of the same coin. On one side, Viannina and Giacinto’s relationship is built on the notion 

of duty to one’s spouse – to remain faithful, procreate and sexually satisfy the spouse, 

and be unconditionally obedient. While Antonietta and her husband’s relationship is built 

upon a similar notion of duty, their relationship more overtly ties familial duty to party 

politics and loyalty to the Fascist party. Even with this comparison, the relationship that’s 

of most interest is between Antonietta and her neighbor, Gabriele. Antonietta is an 

overworked and underappreciated homemaker. She takes care of her husband, the 

children, and the home, and her “duties” remain inside the walls of her apartment. 

Gabriele lives across the courtyard, and his window looks into her kitchen. He was a 

radio announcer who lost his position because his sexuality was deemed “anti-Fascist.” 

When they meet, there’s an immediate kinship. They immediately recognize something 

in the other – exclusion and by extension, loneliness. This same loneliness is also felt in 

the pages of Viannina’s diary.  

Antonietta and Viannina are taught by example how to navigate a world fraught 

with inequality, and the few spaces they’re allowed to occupy are not theirs alone. The 

spaces that are truly theirs, then, are the quiet moments alone when the family has gone 



	 	 	

	

49		
	 	 	

	
	

	

	

off to work or school, and the writing notated in the precious hours they have to 

themselves. The gendered form and content of diary fiction, food preparation and 

activities surrounding the kitchen, connect with and turn societal norms on their head as 

these women break from routine in order to reconcile the past with what is known at the 

time of their release. For most Italians, the years proceeding World War II exemplified a 

renewed investment in Christianity and family - not as political duty but as a return to the 

religious nuclear family, and capitalism.  

With this reinstitution of core family values that cemented the women’s 

movement outside of the home and inspired the Women’s Movement in the 1970s, it 

again became clear that women were institutionally “destined to suffer” because, unlike 

the men in their lives, they weren’t allowed outlets or spaces to explore ideas, practice a 

trade, excel in the workforce. (Lombardi 158) Striking a resonant chord between the 

importance of using writing to process ideas and emotions with the privacy one is 

afforded in doing so, Susanna Tamaro picks up this same trope of an exploratory 

epistolary novel, and offers a more modern example that still echoes the same refrain: 

“Unhappiness is generally transmitted through the female line, passing from 
mother to daughter the way some genetic abnormalities do. And instead of 
diminishing as it passes, it steadily grows more intense, more ineradicable and 
profound. That era was very different for men; they had their professions, their 
politics, their wars, they had outlets for their energy. Not us. For countless 
generations we’ve been confined to the bedroom, the kitchen, and the bathroom; 
we’ve taken millions of steps, made millions of gestures, each one encumbered by 
the same rancor and the same dissatisfactions. Have I become a feminist? No, 
don’t worry, I’m just trying to see clearly what’s behind all this.” (50-51)18 

																																																								
18 The original Italian reads: “L’infelicità abitualmente segue la linea femminile. Come 
certe anomalie genetiche, passa di madra in figlia. Passndo, invece di smorzarsi, diviene 
via più intense, più inestirpabile e profonda. Per glie uomini quella volta era molta 
diverso, avevano la professione, la politica, la guerra; la loro energia poteva andare fuori, 
espandersi. Noi no. Noi per generazioni e generazioni, abbiamo frequentato soltanto la 
stanza da letto, la cucina, il bagno; abbiamo compuito migliaia e migliaia di passi, di 
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This quote, found in one of the epistles forming Susanna Tamaro’s Va’ dove ti porta il 

cuore (Follow Your Heart, 1994), directly traces the relationship of unhappiness and 

loneliness in one’s life to the fulfillment experienced by the women some 20 years after 

Donna in guerra and Una giornata particolare were released. Women and marginalized 

individuals have indeed made great strides but the same struggles still persist.  

Much like Maraini herself, who asserts that she is not a feminist, only that she 

places women’s stories and voices at the fore in her work, Olga, the fictional diarist, 

similarly negates that title. Even in denying an agenda, however, feminist or otherwise, 

the product and content contain a clear message: look and take stock in how things are, 

and use this information as a call to action. Simple in theory as time has proven political 

and judicial precedents are difficult to initiate and maintain, disseminating knowledge via 

outlets like popular media that reach broad-ranging audiences is still good work towards 

educating others on the inequity experienced by many people.  

While Donna in guerra ends with hope and a newfound sense of determination 

that makes you glad you followed Viannina’s story, Una giornata particolare ends with 

giving you the satisfaction of only a glimpse into the daily lives of those marginalized by 

a society that privileges the group over the individual, and duty over sentimentality. 

Gabriele is carted away to a prison camp, and Antonietta returns to her family. Nothing 

changes, yet the audience is transformed, and we can only hope that the characters 

learned something from their time together.  

 

																																																																																																																																																																					
gesti, portandoci dietro lo stesso rancore, la stessa insoddisfazione. Sono diventata 
femminista? No, non temere, cerco soltanto di guardare con lucidità ciò che sta dietro.” 
(Tamaro, 39) 
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