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INTRODUCTION 

GILLIAN ANIA  
AND ANN HALLAMORE CAESAR 

 
 
 
Over the last twenty or so years, contemporary Italian narrative has seen 
the emergence of a variety of new genres. The early 1980s, point of 
departure for this collection of essays, is associated with the publication of 
two novels: Italo Calvino’s Se una notte d’inverno un viaggiatore (If on a 
Winter’s Night a Traveller) in 1979 and Umberto Eco’s Il nome della rosa 
(The Name of the Rose) in 1980. Best-sellers in Italy and, particularly in 
Eco’s case, abroad, both are characterized by a postmodern attentiveness 
to genre. Where Eco adopts the classic English detective story as frame for 
his postmodern metafiction, Calvino turns the frame into the story, with 
each new chapter a deviation into a different narrative genre. In his intro-
duction to the excellent, author-based collection of essays on the novel of 
the ’80s—The New Italian Novel (1993)—Lino Pertile explained that the 
intention was to celebrate the revival of modern Italian fiction which, 
helped by Eco and Calvino, was attracting critical attention and popularity 
in other parts of Europe, most notably France and Germany, but less so in 
the UK. Attitudes have changed since then here, as can be seen from the 
public and critical interest shown in Primo Levi’s writings, and by the 
paperback translations into English of canonical writers such as Leonardo 
Sciascia or Antonio Tabucchi, and newer writers including Andrea Camil-
leri, Carlo Lucarelli and Niccolò Ammaniti. 

But it was not only readerships outside Italy that contributed to the 
growing market for the Italian novel. By the ’80s the ‘language question’, 
which had continued to haunt Italian writers for many decades after the 
country had achieved political unification in 1861, was at last put to rest. 
School and university reforms that came in the wake of the 1968 protests 
helped create a substantial middle-class readership, while the rise of mass 
media and the increase in a newspaper-reading public all contributed to a 
more equal relationship between reader and writer. Now the question was 
no longer dialect versus language but one of register versus language: do 
modern writers corrupt language by adopting current registers? Can they, 
















































