
.\ WOMAN'S ,]OURNH INWARDS IN 
'A' DOVE TI PORTA IL CVORE 

Veronica Sallilero-~Vard 

/-'(J'dOI'l' Ii jwrw if CIIore by Susanna Tamaro has sold over two 
million copies in Italy alone and <lround five million worldwide, It has 
been tram;latcd into at least thirty languages, and the title. Fo//oH'your 
hearl, has become a coined phrase. The book '5 markcl success contrasted 
wirh the Italian intclligcllLisia's acrimonious and even visceral reaction 
against it. Italian literary critics perceived it as consuillerist litcmlurc, 
reaction;]ry. und plagued with commonplaces. According to one, it 
fullmvs thL' best and worst recipe for market success: "adoltarc Lilla 

politic;] tanto vuga da nOll ullontanan: lH:SSlillO ma imanto, con tutti i 
11107i possibilL rcndcrc il fcuilleton Ietterario tanto alLraenle da allirare 

:ltlllti" (Petronio cited by Scnardi LX VII) (to adopt an ambiguulls policy 
that \\'ill pu~h 110 one away, und ut the ~alTlc time, with every possible 
means, n:nJcr the literary je/lilll!fo/l so very appealing as to seduce 
CVL'r)'l\Il":: 1. Irnot a cynical altemplto makc money, it has been considered 
s..::ntimcntal, superficial and na"lve. 1 Tamaro's critics went uS fur as 
publishing a book entitled Port!ogr(4ia del C/lore: Le rommcesche 
Cl.1:'Zl.1lL' seril!e da .\'II.I'llf/lJ(/ Tumaro (Pomography or the heart: The sappy 
drivel wrillcn by' Susanna Tamaro), a scathing reuding of Tamura's 
works. Disapprnval ot'hcr lack of political alignmentC seelllS tu h<lvC 
earned her nothing but :-ieom li'Oll1 Italian intellectuals. 

Ilu\\'cvcr, from a feminist perspectivc, this deccptivcly silllple text 
is a woman's call to anns. The o\llobiographicul mode in which the 
~tory is told cl icits the emergence or a lrUl'l' It:minin.;: sel fd.;:void of pre­
conceived constants about herself ~lIld anllut hi-or inrcradiull v,'ith .1 

patriurchul society. This original self has lhl' pl)ssibilily uf re-writing 



62 

its destiny. According to Nancy Stanaford Friedman, "Alienation from 
the historica lIy imposed image unhe se I( is what moti vates the \'irit ing, 

the creation or an altern'l!e scii' in the autohiograrhieal act. Writing 
shatters the culluml hall oj" mirrors and hreaks the silL~nee imrosed hy 
male sreeeh" (Smith and Watson 76). lamaro's pro]1llsaL decried fiJI' 
gfllss sentimentality, is ol1e founded on sriritllality. 

l·u 'dove ti porta if cuure is the story of an octogenarian. Olga. who 
sees de<lth aprrmu:hing and w,lllls to leave a Illellloir Ill!" her estranged 
gr:lI1ddalighter \vhol1l she raised nner her daughter's death. Now <llone 
in a big house, Olga writes :1 diDr)' in the form of letlers addressed to 
her granddaughter, horing she l,I,'ill re:H.llhem upon her death. In The 

letters, OlgLl teJJs the story or tllllr generations of wOlllen ngainst the 
bLlekground ofhistoric,J1 events that took place illihe 1900's. Hy"hilring 
the history ofrbe wOlllen in her j~lI11i1y, Olga rrovides her gmJ1([(bug-hter 
with a weLllth of feminine experiences geared to strengthen the girl's 
sense 0 I' iden ti ty. The memories eonst i tll te [I spi ri tll;lljourney that t[l kes 

the rrotLlgonist to the core of the sell': thl' he'lrl. TalI1aro's deliberate 
elJoiee of this \',.'ord subverts its mo~{ COlTllllOn eonnorarions 
(emotionalisrll, sentimenlillilY, c1ichL' ideas of love), ,",vhieh provoke 

negative resronses from most pellrl\: and especially tj'om literary critics; 
Tall1<1ro calls for its der"mjli,lrintion: 

La rarola "cuon:' nel Ilostro linguaggin e eon:-'lderata una 
parol;l frustra, vilipesn. da eanzonelk, da b[lei perugina, 

sdoicin<lta e melen.sa. Sapevo di fare COSH estrem,1mente grave 
4uando ho seeltn 4uesto tennine reI' il titoltl. UnLl 
provoeazlofle Insomma, ho aeecso 1111 fiammifero e rho 
buttato nel rngliaio, .. F il pagliLlio ha rreso suhito funen 
(Gaglione 14-15). 
[n our l~lI1gllLlge, the \Hlfli 'hc::lrt' is ennsid\:red out-dated, 
contemptul1llS, a wurd that hCltHlgs in corny songs, Hershey 
kisses; it is dopey and mmvkish, [kncw I was doing something 
cxtn.:nw)y dangerous \vhen I chose this term for the tit/..:. [t 

W'l.~ a provocmiun, basically. [lit a Ilwteh and I thr.:\v it to the 
haystaek ... i\nd the haystack enught fire il11lllediately. 
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By strirring thl.: word ofrorulareonnc)t;:nion~,Tallwro invalidates the 
equation l1c<ln=scntimcnt(ality), or the belief th<.tt the heart is the 
counterpart to n~ason, Rather, Ihe heart nccol1les Ihe rerository of the 
essl'lltial naturl' of a heing, the sririt. Olga told hDlb daughter aud 
granddaughkr: --n Cl\ore c il centro dello sririto" (72) ("Tile heart is 
the eenler Dr the spirit": Cullen 29). 

Western culture, fur Tamaro, n:lil'., solely on reason to rel;lk to the 
world around, Howevcr. jf re<lson is u eonstruel or langl1ill;'c, ilnd 
language rotelltially elurifies but .1lso obfuseares the experience of 
knowledge, it can rroduce ,] limi [cd interpretation of reality, Olga says: 

Sueeede un ro'lil stessu eosu con Ie radioline dll' mwi in 
ol11<lggio nei dctersivi: sehhene suI qu;]drnntc :-;iuno disegnate 
tutte k 'ita/.ioni, in rea Ita muovendo il sintl1ninatore riesei a 
nccvcrm: 11011 pill di unu 0 due, tutle Ie altre continuano a 
rllnzarc ndl ''-tria. 110 I'impressione che I'uso eeecssivo della 
mente produca piu ° meno 10 stcsso ctT~t1o: di tutta la realt,] 
ehe ci cirumdu si riesee a eoglierc soltanto una parte ristrettn. 
E in questa parte spes~o impl:ra la eOl1fusione pen::he etutt,] 
riena di parole, e Ie pi1role. il pill delle volte, inveee di 
condun:i in qualche luogo pill ,unpin ci fanno soltanto t:1rc 
un girotondo, (Tanwro n-74) 
r thought that reople arc n~collling more lind more like mdios 
tlwt can tune in to only one station. rather like what happells 
with the mini-radios you get as prizes in nllxc~ of sllap 
powder: although the whole range offrequeneii?s is m~rkeJ 

on the diaL you won't he able to rick ur more tlwn nne or 
two stations: all the others will just keep huzzing ;mnmd in 
the air. \Vdl. I've gDt the impression that excessive usc of 
the mind pmduces Ihe same effect: we :-:uccccd in picking up 
only a limited portion of all the reality that surrounds us. 
Confusion oftcn reigns in this small portion heeause it's 
CrallllTled full ofwords. and words usually make liS go round 
in circle... instead ofleading us to Slll11e hIgher ground. (Cullen 

nl 
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The heart, for Tamaro, represent." [I human heing"s 1110St rrofound 
essence, where reason and emotion COllle tngcth\:r harmoniously and 
hecome sOincthing gn:~ltcr. 

Excessive cmph[lsis on reaSOll causes indifference towards 

spirituality. Tanmw's I1h.'~sagc thell -- to gel in tOllch with oneself hy 

rC[ldling inwards, to the (,XC of one's sell' - nwy' [wi he heard. 

Furthermore, the hanit ot' cmhracing dilTcrcnl Ideologies is hard to 
overcollle. Women have at their disrosal a myriild ofsclf-sl.:Hrch hooks 
and 'ielf-helr guides whose rurpnse is 10 tell a \VOlllClIl what to do. how 
to behave, what to feel and \vl1,\1 III think. The message may he to pull 
away from a patriurchal frtlmework. hut it is slill trying to shape 
someone's c()t1sciousness. Even t\:-lTIinislll can become a llU1lllrulJtivc 
lorce for n WOJ1l;l1l ifshe is not secure in her identity before she emh;lrks 
on a feminist joumey. Olga's daughter, i., child or the sixties. hOlllH.:eS 
from dogma ttl dogma, falls rrey to a rSl.:udo-therapisl, ~lIld t'irwlly, 
utterly unharpy, causes her own death. 

Tamaro resorts to traditional feminine torms ofdiscourse to achicve 
her goal and rlunges into the feminine domain of domestic life. Olga"s 
analogical language fl:eds from ordinary everyday occurenccs to 
communicaTe with her grJnddaughter and, consequently, the reader. 
Although women writers no longer have limitations us to what genre 
thcv choose, Susan I\[) Tamaro utll izes the f'ictional Hutohingmrh ical !i.H'lH 

and the epistl11ary suhgcnrc to convey her mcssage. Ir the rllrpo~e of n 
fietiollill auwbiography is to share the most intimate pcrsonal 
ex periL-flces as an instrument ofsci f-a nalysis and .'Ie If-aea Iion. T,lmaro 's 
voice is intermingled \,vith her protugllnist in J.el 'dovc Ii !UJFla if C/lO!'C. 

As the narmlor in the first rerson, she Ins all ambiguous identity that is 
at once contingent and rrivileged. She hrings the text into exisll:l1ce 
though she yet !l<lS no existenCe outsidc the text. As a narrator p1' <I 
l'ictional aUlOhiogmphy. the narrator's identity hecomes evell mnn: 
amhiguous. So, what i~ the relationship between the author <Inti h"r 
protagonist? Ta III ,1 ro 's <Iva idanee ofan ohv inus identi t'ication with ()19a 
(Tam<lro \..... a::; thirty-fin; at the time she wrote II) i:-- ,j lwofold intention, 
By creating a protagonist so much older tllnll sill.:. Tamara distances 
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her~elr rrom her prutagolli~t; Olga stands alone in her confessional 
self. Also, Olga'~ age mak.:s it possihlc to open up a whole century or 
\\'0111en's e.xperienccs. Through her, the reader is inlonned not only of 
Olg,l's experiences, hut [lIsa tl1 l1se llfher mother, her dallght<.:r and lin 
gfilnudaughler. The reader, as well il~ the addressee. he<':ol11c~ <\ wltn<.:ss 
to IHI\\-' the past shilpes the present. 

"I'hc eSSi,;nee of th is ehilracter inescapnbly Ifil11SCCnUs i 1H: IiIII i ts ofa 
fictional work imd perme8tes the re<llily ofTamaro as well. As SllSUIl 
Friedm~m writes, "lhe l'onnni characteristics of lhc lllltllbjngraphic,d 
texts are inscparable from the concept of tbe ~elr held by thi,; writer, 
And these are in turn determined by the cir<':lllTIstanccs of Wl)JllCIl \; 

I... jlives" (72). By bringing to life an autobiography of il \\'01118n on 
tbe threshold of death, Tamam elucidates the experiencl?s 0[' other 
women tlmt helped shape Olga's life. lind \\'omcn reaucrs Ciln see their 
lives retlccted in hers. By creating a commonality among wotllen within 
tll<.: pages of the autobiography, T8maro dicits the se..,sions of 
L:ollsciullsness-raising so important during lbe feminist movement. 1 

The ob,iectives arc to <.:onsolidale a woman's iuenlity and to create a 
place where \Vlllllen <.:i1n coexist, nor,iust subsist. According to Friedman: 
"v,"'omen\ <llltubiographies come alive as a literary lr<ldition of self­
crc<llion when we appro8eh these lexts from il persre<.:tive basl'd on tbe 
live~ or women" (174). 

The canon fix 8utobiographil's is intimately L:onnc:ctc:u tll gender. 
Leigh (iilmore suggests: 

The ncar absence ofwol11en 's sel rrepresenlatinni.ll texts froll) 
thl? critical histories that authorize <lulobiogmpby indicates 
the extent to which the genre that fllnclinns i.lS the closest 
textual version orthe political ideo!llgy nfindividurdisrll is 
gendered 8S 'male.' The di llering codes nfmascul inity woven 
through the discursive bouy l)f i.lu[obiography·s 
'representative man' in his roles 8S poet, scholar, citizen, 
pol itieian, and hero can be described as an autohiographieal 
em,c{. (Gilmore I) 
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Women's sc1t:'rel'crcntial texts_ then, arc read uguinsL a l11ale~gclldercd 

context. The gendcred vision of the llutobiogmpho:r affects the 
produdion and reception ofrl1esc texts. Tamnro's I assumes nllthority 
in a subversive way, Her subject. an older v.oman, a hOllSC\vife who 
never went Lo uni\~rsity, w)wse discourse is deliven:d in hOll1e <.Inti 
garden metnphors, ddies the uUlobiogruphic:.J1 effect, It constructs u 
drastically different referential code th,)! requires. by force. ;1 new 
context against which it C,111 be read, The unilllpon'1I11 elderly woman 
becomes as impor!;mt as other subjects or <luttlbiographics. 

Tamura's dlOICC or the epistle fUrlhLTS her intent. The epistolary 
sUhgenrc- serves the purpose Pi' the autobiography eXlrcmcly well. 
Histurieally, thl~ cristle was associated with \vomcn's writing bccause 

it was the most vinhlc medium 10 communi..,;ate "domcstic." nnn­

transcendental inJorln<ltion. Until the 1960's, v.iomen wrote in a 110::.til.: 

environment.l\llrimchuJ ideology m,lrg:inalized women, l1lunling their 

voice and impeding incursions into nl'\\' forms or Vo.-riting. Although 

\\':OlTlen now exrerimcllt with every genre. the epistle, utili7.ed in a 

subversi\'e munner, ctln be a powerful tool for disseminatmg a message. 
As <J missive, it cslubllshes all emiss<lI')' ,1I1d a rcciri<..:nl who ucfines the 

implied re':lder or the k:xl more srecifically than any other form of 

writing: the lettcr is addressed to an identified <lddressce, the fictional 

reader. The granddaughter, \.\'ho curiously remains lInn':lIned, shures a 
commonality with the J of thc letters; both arc \.... Olllcn. Gi lmore notes 

that an autobiograrhy (a lllale 's) is rend agu inst ,I eorrus of cxpcctat ions 

that echoes the author's; 

Interpretative frames that make autobiogr:lphy knlJwabl~ as 

<l truth script for tbe representlltive man ineorroratl' critical 
ideologies that take the suhjed and object of autobiograrhy 

studies to h~ a man regarded by <lnother In<ln rcgarding 

himseJ/(When:: hillls<-'!t"is the :ihared referent of critic and 

al1{obiogmrhcr) (2). 

~IJ 'dow' Ii porIa il CllOf"<-' identifies its uddressee as allmher woman: 

thus tbe subject and agent are feminine. the reader and critic are also 

feminine. and {he authority or the narrator is esL:lblishcd, The link 
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crcated between bOlh women is everyday n:L1Jity, The b:lckground 
against which this reality should be read dol's 1101 bclollg to a rna le­

defined construct. but to a world traditionally inh,lbited by women. 
Tamara's epistolary fictional <lutobiography sabotages the 

autobiographical canon in form as well ;IS in content. Confessional 
"Tiling in an epistolary form creates the intimacy necessary to dr<lw 
the reader closer to the narrator. as i r she/'he was a confidant, often 
creating <l C0l111110n ground on which the critic identifies with the 
amobiobrrapher. FUlthcnnorc. we have established thal having a \-voman 
receptor J1Jows lor dilferenl l.:xpl.:ctatit1llS. those that rise from women'5 

experiences Jnd not I'rom a ITlak-fmmulntcd reality. Thus, this 

amobiogr;Jphy n:qu ires (\ rC<lder to rejecl pnx:oncepl ions formed outside 
a ,voman's \,>'()rld. Defjllill~ (\ world shared by many, Olga says: 

L'inIl:JiciT;'l ;lbitlWll11ellte ...eglle IJ linea femJ11inile. Come 

certc ;JnoJTIalie ~el1etiche, passa di maJr..: in figlia. Pa ...sando, 
invect' di ... nlllrz;H ... i, divienc vin Vi'l pill intcnsa_ pill 
inestirpahi k (' profnnJfI. Per gl i UOlll i11 i que lla \'01 La era mollo 
diverse). <J\evano li.l professione_la politica, la guerra; la lora 

energiJ pateva andare fuori, espandersi. "loi no. Not per 
gencnlzioni e genemzioni, abbiamo frequentato so]l;mtp la 
... tann da Iclto. la CUCill<l, il bagno; abbiamo cOlllpiutD 
migliJ.ia di passi, di ge... ti rortandoei dieLro 10 sle~so nlllcore, 
l:l st ..:~sa insodisfazione. (Tnmaro 39) 

Unhappiness is generally transmitted through the female lim:. 
passing from mother to daughter the \vay some genetic 
abnormalilies do. And instead of diminishing as it passes, il 
steaJi Iy grows more intense_ more ineradicable and profounJ. 
ThJ[ era was very different for lllen; they had lllt'if 
pl'llfessions, their politics, their wards, lhey had outlets for 
their ..:rll:rgy. Not us. For countless generations we've been 
conlineJ Lo the bedroom, the kilchell, and the bathroum; 
wc've taken JTlillions of sleps, made millions of gestures. 

eacb one enl.'umbered by thc same rancor and the SJl11e 
Jissatisl~tl.'tion. (Cullen 49-50) 
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T~m<Iro rl'lcrs to n world confined to the private, lhe lInilnport~lnL 

where women ]l<lve 110 cb811ce to develop th ...m:--elves, intellectually or 

otherwise. They <lrc limited to the private "'pacL' ()fthe hpme \vhich is 
culturally construCTed, Ilot a magical pl8cc exempt frpm the valUl:s and 
demands of the public space. [\ is. in rC<llily, all extension of these 
values alld demands in somewhat ditlcrcnr form. Pow\:rk:ss 10 ddille 
the space they inhabit. Tami.\ro's womCll l1arblH bitterness and 
dissatishlction. The inlL'llsitv. of Tamaro's statement is fl'inforccd bv, 
l:omparison [0 a genetic ,lnl1lll,l!y beyond human control. This <lI1Ol11a[y 

is conditioned hy a palrinrch'll i(kol(lgy lhal, as Adrienne Rich points 
out, "drenches us in it~ assumptiol1s 10 the point where \ve cnnnot scc 
our prejudices - we underst:lnd them, as I have said, as natur;lI" (qtd. 
in Bayuk Rosenman 40). The cllcci or this analogy goes furthL'r; 
according to Tamara, it is the mother, not the t~lther that pnsscs on to 
the daughter the unhappiness of being :1 woman: IH)/}/IIfI, in Ihis (,:l~(" 

refer:-- to the g;cnder construct. It is then by examplL' that a girl becomes 
;1 woman and not merely by being born fcl1ldlc. This corresponds with 
the psyl'llOanalytieal theory that Nnncy ('hodorov,.. dev.:lops. According 
!L) her, the mother-daughter relationship is ess('lllial h) the process of 
femnle identity development: 

Mothers tend It) exrericllI.:e their daughtcrs as more like, and 
continuoll" wilh Ihemselves, Correspondingly, girls lend 10 
remain p,lrt of the dY<ldie primary mother-child rchltil)!lshir 
itself. This mean", that a girl continues to experience herself 
as involved in i':lSLlL's of merging and separation, ,md ill an 
ntlnchlllcnt cJwr,Kterized by prim..,ry identification and (hl: 
fusion of identi fication and ohjecl choice, (Clwdor~lw 16fl1 

Thu"" hy perpetuating gender rolL's, WOll1l'll hllve hl:l:n rl:sponsible for 
shaping thl:ir daughters' lives and prlssing nil unhappinl:ss. Thi'i may 
set woml:n apart, as is the case \vilh Olgil and hl:r mothl:r, [laria <lnd her 
mocher. and the granddaughter and grandmother. Instl:ad of 
acknowledging the hid that their <l1lL:L'storS have been victims of 
oppression, thaI they liwd under conditions that generated thcir 
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sllhrnission. WOllk'fl lurn aguinst their ll\'m. This ide<l will be revisited 
bIer on. 

Olga wrile~ to her grandd:..lughtcr in the hope that she will not repeat 
h... r mislilkcs. Her conkssilln i~ a way' to vindicate herself in her own 
eyes. Il) giv"'llle:.ming ILl hL:r own lit~. Olgu shares \vilh her granddaughtcr 
Ihe s...crds that ruillL:d hL:r OW1l lik, ruined her daughter's life. and could 
rww H\in the life of the young 1A0lnan. rklfn into a cold. aristoeri:ltic Jewish 
filmily thut conwrted 10 Christianity [<Jr pruL:lieul reasons. Olga's mother 
grows up with the certainty th,\{ she is a mere shadow of her hrother who 
died whGn she WilS born. Shc is drl'ssl'd in mourning throughout her 
ehildhond, and :1 hig pllrlr:.Jit or her dece;J~ed hrother presides over her 

heLl. When her time comes [0 rnilrry....,IlL: L:hooscs status over love. Raised 
\vithoul <lflection in a spi.lce popul:.Jtcd by' silences, Olga's self is m<limed 

by social appearances and hy a religillu~ institution thal insrills guilt and 
fear. She grows up into a solitary woman who finds solacc in hooks though 
she is tlxbidden to attend university. Her suilors vanish \-vhen she expresses 
herself intelligently; 

A dirc il vero. verso i diciotto-vent'anni. dalo che lTO carina e 
anchc piutloslo henestante, avevo nugoli di sp:lsimanli illtorno 

a me. Appena dimostri:lvo di sapere paJ'lare pl'n\. :.JppCfla aprivo 
loro il cuorc con i pcnsieri che vi si agitav:mo dentm, intorno 
a me si fornl<lva il vuoto. Volevo Un'<ll11iL'iLi;1 :m10rosa e ill 
queslo ero motto virile, virile nel senso antiL'(l. Era il rapporto 
parilario. credo, che incutcva tenure ai miei ~Prt('ggial{)ri. (l.J4­
96) 
To tell the truth. hetween the ages or cighl("("n and twenly 
seeing Lhat I was prelly and rrom a f~lirly \..'ell tll un f:lmily-I 
was surrounded hy hordes of suitors. But a~ Sl)On as I sh()\\ed 
I knew how to speak. as soon a::. I opened my he:lr! and t:llkeu 
ahout what was on my mind. I found myselrsurmunueu hy 
empty space. I wanted a loving frienlbhip with a m:ln, the 
kind of rei alionship hehveen equals that Jll~n often havc \\'ith 
one another, It was th is maseu line attitude. I be Iievc, Ihal struck 
terror into my suitors' hearts. (Cullen 117-119) 



7() 

If intuitively ~hc yearns j(l[ an egalitarian n:latiol1ship. her [colil)' 
denies her lhat right. "Ai miei tempi. I'intclligcnza per lInll donna em 
tll1<:l dote assai ncgativa ai fini del ]TIi:ltrimonio; per i costumi dcll\:poc(J 
Illl<:l lnuglie IlUIl Joveva csscrc altro che una t~lttrice sLaLica e adllr;lJ1H;'" 

(l}q) ("Bi.1ck then, intelligence didn't raLe a vcry high position among 
llle <Jllrihutcs ofa marriageable \VOll1an; it was customary ror i.\ wjfe 10 

he 1.Jn inert. tlJoring: broodrnare, nothing more": Cullen 117). At thirty, 

she weds a mllch older man who seems to promise dialogue if 110t 

friendship. Hov,'cver. ol1ce married. he abandons Olga to her solitudl:. 
They move al,vay 10 a hostile region that 'views her <IS an outsider, a 
"Gcnnan." Removed from her familiar \.'nvirOn1ll\.'llt. in a rarallelliCe 
vvith a mnn vvho hi.lrdly 'H:kml\','ledg\.'s h\.'r [1r\.'sem:e. Olg,1 tinds her<;el!' 
again silenced by indiflerenee, It IS 11lI1 cruelty lilal guides her husband's 
actions: "Lui era soltanto mortnlmenle melodico e rn.:vedibile; a parte 
questa, nel profondo era gentile e bu\)np" (\29) (" ... hut he was only 
predictable and sTLlpe(vingly ll1ethodic[lI: [l[Xlrt I'flllll thaI. he was '-II 

bottom a good i.lnd gentle mi.m·': l"ulkn 1(2). The total disrcgi.lfd lor 
her feelings or her emotional and physicid need,; exemplities her objeet­
like condition. After three years pf llllJrringe. she Cflll think only l)fdcath 
( I05). Sean:hing for health ,md sol itude, Olgfljourneys 1o the hOI springs 
or Porretta where she meets Erncsto. the love or her Iile. "l'h.:y liVl' a 
clandestine. intense love story that grows stronger v"ith the letters thl')' 
manage to send each otller when they cannot meet. A daughter is born 
of this relariollship. and Olga Inanages to convince h.:r husband -or so 
she assumes - tlHlt thc child is hi!), and the lies take over. 

When the child is a (l,\dd1cr. her real t[j(her dies in a car accident. 
\Vhen Olga learns of his death. she plunges into a deep depression that 
1,lsls fpr ye'lrs. She dv.'ells in her misery. rejecting h.:r daught.:r and 
ah"lIlJoninl!. her elnl)tionally tl) a father (her husband) who, in turn, hands , . 
her to ,I card'lker. Searching tlll' an inner peace tllat seems to elude her. 
she lurns to rcligion. Her meetings with a priest do not onel' consolation 
bUI disi.lrpointment: "Le sue p<.lI"ole (del eonfeSSOfl:) erano dolciastrc. 
inneggii.lvHno ,111" torza del18 fede come se la ledc I"ossc un gcner.: 
(l!imentare in vendita nel primn t1Ct!0LtO ;-iulla strad,I" (IJ7). 
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("'lie useu <.:Ioying, sugary words to celebrate the power oftllith,:ls it' 
birh \Ven..~ an item you could rick lip in uny grocery :-,Illre"'; Cullen 
171). .Just as when she \-vas ,l child, institutionaliled rL'ligjo(l is incapable 

of giving Ill'l" .-.;pirilll<l1 comfort. J'alllaro suggests that the truest 
consolatioll shllulli ":OIllC from within; spiritual strength is not <l result 
or external fon::cs, whether a lover, a p;lfl~nl. J thcnlpist or an institution. 

Anothl'r pricipk: that Tamaro COllSltkrs essential in the journey III 
"elr-!\lH1\..... lc:ugc is the ,\WalTrlCSS of tll..: historics on olle's feminine 
lineage. Sill: resorts to the IJll~lgeof<l tree, often nn oak tree_ to symn'Jli7c 
the p()\\,cr of sci f-kllow JcJgc and the necessity of ackm1\\'k:dging one's 
origins. A tree stanus firm WIth ils branches spreadlllg wide. aiming to 
the sky. HO\\('\'Cf. <lS it grmvs up, il grows inward: it is deeply rooteu: 

[... ( pl'nsa agli albcrL ricorJ:ni tid lorn modo di crl'scere. 
Ri..:orJJti che un albcrocon 111011;1 dlioma e poche radici vienc 
sradicato <ll priom coJpo ui \"ento, men Ire in un ,1Ibero \.:011 

molt<: rauici c POC~1 chioma la linfa SCOIT<: ,1 slenln. Radll:i e 
chioma devono l:r<:SCere in egual misur<l. devi stare nelk 
cos<: <: stare; sopra. solo cosi potnd o1flre ombra e riparo, 
SOlll COS! all stagiol1e gil\sta p01rai coprirti <Ii (iori e di frutti. 
( I (5) 

Relllel1lber that a tr<:e 'A'lth lots or branches 'llld rew rool.s 
\V111 gd toppled hy the first strong wind. while till' S,lp hardly 
moves ill ,1 tree with mallY roots and Ic\.... bmncllcs. Roots 
anu brnnches JllIl.~t grm·v in equal measure. you hJ\c to stand 
both inside ur things and above 1I11'111. because on[y then 
will you be anle 10 otTcr shaue and shdter, only th<:n will 
you be able to cover yourself with [C,I\'(.;o" and fruit at the 
proper season. (Cullen ~(4) 

COllscil)lIS of her roots_ a woman is hetter <:quipped 10 t:1CC lier <.kstiny. 
Ignoring her past weakens her sense of id<:nlity and makes her 
sLisceptible III ~11lY Irendy iueology_ as happcns with Olga's dJughter. 
l1ari<l. A \VOm,lJl who relives the pJSl dpes not have lhe chance to 
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shape a dc:-tiny ol'herown. Iking in wuch with the deepest and darkest 
secrets oflhc soul, however. requires cour<l£c. Acccpring: rcsponsihi lity 
for one's faulLs is also vcry hard to Jo. In Olga \; words: "qucsto e['unico 
modo per andare HVUllti. Se 1a vitn cun pcn:orsc. l:: lin pen.:osa chc si 
s\'olgc semprr in salita" ( 141) ("And yet. [IS I've said l)l~rorc, this is the 
only way to go forward. If life's a road we travel, it's urhill all the 
\\'ny": Cullen 17g). 

Another ohjcd that becomes I\\eaningful ill the story is a hoking 
mold lhal belonged [() Olga's own grandmother; she leaves it for her 
granddaughter as a reminder of the women of their hlmi!y: 

()ucsto stampo aprarlencva.1 miH fl{ltlrl(1 rioe alia tU<.l trisavnla 
ed e ]'ul1ico oggdto rilll<lsto di luttll b storia femminilc della 

nostra famig.\ia ... Pensa quantc voILe lli.:lla sua csistenza c 
enLratn e u,\ciLO dlll forno. quanti mani divers.: errurc simili 

I'hanno riemrito con \'llllrasto. L'ho rorlalo giu per fJrlo 
vivel"c allcorn. perc he tu 10 w~i e magari. a Lua volta, In lasei 

in uso aile tllC figlie, pen:hc uelb Sll<\ stlll"ia di oggello umilc 

ria,\Slllnil e ricordi In :'\toria delle noslrc gencnlzioni. (159) 

This pan bell1ngcd to my grandmother your grcat-great­

grandmother·- ~lIld it's the only objl.:et \ve have Id't to show 

fl.1f all the fclll,lle side of OUI" 1:1111ily history .... Think hmv 
many times in its existcllcl.: it's gl.)l1e in and Ollt of the oven. 

how Illany ditferent (yet sinlilar) hands have filled it with 

batter. I've brought it down so it can live again, so you call 
use it and maybe le<lve it to your own lbughters when the 

time comes, because thl.:' history of this humble object SUIllS 

Ull and reflects lhe history l.lfour family's generatil)J]s. (Iq~­

199) 

This quote has inspired I.:'l.lmradiding inlerprctations.~ The mold has 

been seell as a symbol of the "Iife or restraint and c;lrtiviry destined to 

lhose women who had willingly elnhraced their subjel?tioll to ratriarehy" 
(l.olllb<lrdi 242). According to this interpretation. by leaving i\ With 
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her granddtlughto:r. Olga SeeIJ1S [0 wish her granddaughter ilild the 
\\"omen that will come aner her the sCJllle di~,rr:llh:hiscll1cIl1 she and her 
<lllces!ors experienced. However, irT':11l1aro's concept ofa rooted life 
is taken into consideration, the opposite meaning is inscrihcd.lhe mold 
h~l[ds no value in [l mall \ world; it is a hnmhlc, fusty haking mold, an 
object thaI ~U111111(lri7(,s tilt: lives ofso In<Jny women "dIll, indeed, were 
subjected lp piJtriarchy. That same objct:l. hmn:ver, could serve as a 
reminder of v.hat once was ami a~ a physi-.:al link connecting women 
of dift\.:n::nt times. It ccrlai nly speak" or Ih.:- upprcss ion Jill! Ii 11l j [,11 ions 
women endured. If Olga lell\cs it for her granddaughter, it is not to 
pcrpclu<Hc in her their slavery hut 10 acknowlcdL~C the vicrillliz:Jtioll or 
her <lllcestors, ch~rish the work th~y pcrformed. and aprrcciatc its 
.'Ii gn iticuncc. Usi ng it wi II bring her cIpscr to theill. Awareness precedes 
knowledge, and knowledge is power. The gr8ndduughter is bertcr 
prepnfcd to fac~ h~r life, though _~(ill detined by a palriarch<ll ideo!L1gy, 
hecause she is eonscinus of her past and of her present; she will he ahle 
to light the pre-conceived gender limitntions. The shupdcss dough that 
goes illto the- mold \villilot r~pr~sent her Iifl-. dS it did fur Olga who 
only followed the road tf8ecd for h~r. \Vh:Jt the granddaughter und h~r 

daughters will hake in it will depend on the circulllstances tllnt tll..:y 
-.:realc for thelOselv~s. In other wurds. the lTlokL charged \vith n..:gativ~ 

connotations, h~coll1es !J positive elnhlcm of ll'lmdc cxperit'llce. It 
reunites the individual experience with the comlnun"l one. 

Tal11aro ends Olga's lelters \vith a messagl' llfcolllmon sense: 

Ogni volta in cui, cn:scen(h 8vrai voglia di caillhiarc I..: 
case shagliate in cose giusLe, ricordati che la prima 
rivoluzione d:J j~lre e quclla dentfLl sc stcssi, la prima e !a 
piu importantc. Lot!8re per un'idetl Sl'JlZ<\ avere un'idea di 
se 0 una delle case pill rcricolose che si possa fmc. (165) 

As you grow up, you'll often g~llhc llrge to change things. 
to right \"Tongs, hut every time you do, rClllember Ih<ll (he 
first revllluliolJ, the lirsl and the mosl impor!<JJ1L has 10 take 
place wilhin yourself. Fighting ["or ,Ill id\.'a \vithollt 
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having an idea of youfsdf is one of the lllO::,L dangerous 
things you c;m do. (203-204) 

From a feminist rcr:;pectivc this old lllCSSi.lgC acquires ne"" lJleanmg. 
As beings upon which a sci r llns been instilled by outside forces. 
awareness llf one's essence l1)Jows women to rcjcl:! a sllcial constnll.:t, 
gender. which defines their relationship with themselves :lnd with Ihe 
world. Thorough selr-analysis allows a WOlll:..tll La be in touch with her 
true self, and this ICJds to sclf-lmL'. Denying the self, Tam:ll\l believes, 
leads to self-contempt, and it is a short step from ,..;elf-contempt to anger 
that is usually directed inward. According to Ferguson, a wom:m\ 
ultimate goal should he t(l reject gcnderell rrc-collCcptions that constrJin 
her to be someone else..\chievillg this empov,'ers a W0l11011 to embrace 
her persollnlchoices: 

(]ur ulti1l10te goalmus( be the degenderizing ofevery l.lspecL 
of social Ii reo Only this can cmpower WOnlen to develop nul' 
rotentials a.~ unique individu,J1s not constrained by l.l social 
delinilion \vhieh sees our essentiJI nature 10 be 10 .'('rve men. 
Howl:ver. we cannot ochicvc this gonl without J collective, 
publio..: process which first empowers women by creating a 
higher public value fix feminine skills <lnd interests. 
(Ferguson 71) 

~'ll '£luI'(' r; jJorla i I ('/lore speaks of n spi ritllJ I essence as the source 
of sdf-knowledge, and os a channel for the in{cw('tion with others. 
TamJro sees the henn as thl: core of the sell" where the spirit re.~ides, 

and cancels connotations ofsentimenl<llity or emotional ism. AI another 

level. this text calls for women's solidarity and for the 11l:l:d for a 
feminine historical awareness. It brings forth ,] cenlury's worth of 
women's experiences lhal speak of powerlessness and fruslroli(lil. 
TamiJI"t1 helieves that women should no! perceive themselves as isolated. 
as do the 'A'l,meJ1 in Olga's letters; instead, they constitute il community 
of similar experience and shnl"e;1 pasl r~lpul,-]ted by other women who 
endured even greater lirnir'lfions. If a tree represents il WI.1111an at peace 
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in her self-knowledge. its roots repn.'scnl \\'omanhood. 

/\.'ew l'Wexico Highla"d.\' University 

NOTES 

See Lombardi, Giancarlo. "'Thou Shalt Not Break the Mold: 
Patrian:hnl Dis.course in Vi/'dOl'e Ii porta il (wI!'e, " Romallce Lallg1lages 
Anllual9, 1997,238-43: Di Stct~mo, PallID. "L'ltalia al tempo dclln 
Tamnro: Alie 0 Kitsch?" Corrierc del/a Sert!, 20 scttcmbrc 1994; Fiori_ 
Ci nLia. ""Tamara: '10, vill imJ. di un Iinciaggio", Corriere dclliJ sera, IJ 
diccmbre 1995; Senardi, Fulvio. "Nonne e Giardini: Ll narrntiv<l di 
Susanna Tnlll<lro_ ovvero come si costruisce il successo lcuerario," 
Periodico Qlwdrimcslra!(! cli CullllriJ. 102,1995, IXO-99. 

2 When ;lskcd il'litemturc should be committed, Tam<lra answered: 
"Si, se per impegno si intende cia che di pill 10nt.ll1<l pUt) esservi dulle 
ideologic: 10 scavare doloruso dentro il proprio cume . c quindi dentro 
Llll::l lIniclLa ehe 2' per sc stcssa eversiva - c il sensa di respollsabilita nei 
c()nfronti del lettore_ in parlieohm: <.!L'i deboli e degli opprcssi" 
(Gaglianone j<lcket notes), 

.' As t:itcd by ! [cstcr Eisenstein, Alix K;ltes Shulman describes the 
consciousness-raisillg sessions as "really fact-gathering sessions. 
rcsearch sessions on our Ceelings. We wanted to get at the truth about 
how WOlllen felt. hmv \ve viewed tlllr lives. \Vh'lt wus done to us, and 
how wc fUllctioned in the ""orld. Nut how we were supposed 10 t(:d but 
hmv \.... c really did !(:e1. This kno\\'h::dge. gained through hOllcst 
examination or llur o\..-n personal experience. \\c would pool to help Us 

figure out how to ch..mgc the Situation (IfWOlllCn" (Eisenstein 35). 
"Sec Lombardi. (jiancarlo, "Thou Shalt Not Break the Mold: 

PmriJrchal Discourse in Va 'dol'(' ti WJf'I,r il (,lion'." Romance Languages 
Al1ntllll, 9,1997.238-43. 
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