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Introduction

Ecocriticism and Italy

What you see on the cover of this book is the Cretto di Gibellina by Alberto 
Burri. Visible from satellites and extended over a surface of nearly ten hectares, 
this is one of the world’s biggest works of land art. But the Cretto—literally a 
“cracked surface”—is also something else. It is the material narrative about 
an event—an earthquake—that affected western Sicily, one of Italy’s poorest 
areas, in 1968. The story embedded in this work is powerful. Not only does 
the Cretto tell us about a physical breach in time, one rippling in a sequence of 
fissures and losses, but it also tells us about the dynamics of society and nature, 
of environment and politics, and about how the creative responses to these 
dynamics have become a part of Italy’s bodily narratives. A similar combi-
nation of elements and signs emerge from the porous landscapes and bodies 
of Naples, from the amphibious beauty and contradictory fate of Venice, from 
the slow, enduring struggles of Piedmont’s vineyards and asbestos factories. 
All these landscapes and more-than-human collectives are texts bearing 
material stories—stories of resistance and creativity that transcend their local 
reality, demanding to be read and thus liberated from their silence.

Ecocriticism and Italy will do exactly this: it will show and finally give a 
voice, via four exemplary cases, to the forces, signs, wounds, and messages of 
creativity dispersed on Italy’s body, always keeping in mind the link between 
the ecology, both cultural and physical, of this country and the world’s larger 
ecology of ideas and matter. Even though the narratives included here develop 
principally from this country, in fact, Ecocriticism and Italy is not simply a 
book about Italy. If a lesson has to be drawn from the environmental human-
ities debate of the last decade, then it is about how difficult it is to “locate” 
environmental phenomena. Notions like “ecoglobalization” and “ecocos-
mopolitanism,” and even more like “trans-locality” and “trans-corporeality,” 
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generate in our perception a sense of dissemination and continuity, of 
perviousness and transition, pointing at links and bonds that are as arduous 
to trace as they are impossible to delimit. In a sense, we are in a place, but 
the flows of energy, foods, money, pollutants, and other relevant matter and 
ideas mean that our being is the outcome of much more widespread and 
physically diffused systems. To put it in other terms, we are at once here 
and elsewhere; vice versa, what affects the life of other places and beings has 
unsuspected reverberations in space and time, eventually touching our bodies 
and backyards, too. This is the framework within which the explorations 
of Ecocriticism and Italy are conducted, and this is also the reason why an 
essential part of the title of our volume, along with “Italy” and “ecocriticism,” 
is the “and” connecting these two terms.

As environmental humanities scholars, we are trained to think that places 
should not be taken literally as they appear on maps: maps themselves are 
never neutral or innocent, being always the result of ideologically constructed 
topographies of power. At the same time, there are places that can gather 
experiences, dynamics, and symbols as to also enlighten the life of other 
places, of other collectives: places that, like Jorge Luis Borges’s Aleph, are 
“points in the space that contain all points” (Borges 2000: 126). These places 
are at once territory and map, individual sites and cognitive instruments. And 
this is what “our” Italy will be for ecocriticism. A combination of a critique 
and a country, Ecocriticism and Italy attempts to develop theoretical keys 
that transcend the untimely parochialism of fixed borders and immutable 
identities. Our world is pervious and fluid, and so must be the notions that 
help us to read and to describe its ecologies of ideas and bodies.

This is a perspective that has constantly oriented my research. By writing 
about the Po Valley as a “necroregion,” about Naples’s “waste land” and 
its narrative democracy, about Seveso’s “posthuman” dioxin, or about the 
Mediterranean as a site of elemental and biopolitical encounters, I have tried 
to draw attention to the fact that places, in all their complexity, can be assumed 
as generative of categories, and that these categories enrich and engage our 
disciplinary debate as a whole. Following these lines, the intention animating 
this book is not simply to offer ecocritical interpretations of Italian authors 
or sceneries, but rather to conceptually frame Italy and ecocriticism together, 
expounding notions that could be used on broader latitudes. Ecocriticism and 
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way from the one in which it is more frequently deployed. Cognitive justice 
in my discourse does not refer to the recognition of subaltern paradigms of 
science or the counter-hegemonic plurality of knowledge forms, as theorized 
by important postcolonial studies scholars, such as Shiv Visvanathan (1997), 
or Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2007). I argue here for a more radical form of 
justice based on the right to know, and to choose accordingly. Like in many 
other countries, layers of missed cognitive justice in Italy involve the health of 
the land, as well as that of working places (Chapters 2 and 4). They entail lack 
of information about the levels of risk to which citizens are subjected in their 
living, the state of apprehension in which people find themselves not only in 
catastrophic and unpredictable situations such as earthquakes or landslides, 
but also in cases of food, water, and air contamination.

Reading the bodies of people, substances, and lands in their material 
connections as part of a collective narrative can provide evidence useful 
to confront this lack of cognitive justice, also enabling us to protect the 
nonhuman others involved in these dynamics. And reading all these bodies 
together with artistic and literary responses is a way to give our understanding 
a dimension of universality that enlightens and transcends the experience’s 
situatedness. All this constitutes an interpretive and material practice of 
resistance and liberation.

In order to accomplish this task, taking Italy as a starting point, however, 
ecocriticism must clear up post-Arcadian stereotypes—whether positive or 
negative—about this country: journalistic platitudes such as “Italy breaks your 
heart” (Bruni 2013), gloomy litanies tied to the idea of Italy as the “mafia land,” 
or romantic clichés modeled on Grand Tour experiences, à la “Do you know 
the land, where the lemon-trees grow,” sung by Mignon in Goethe’s Wilhelm 
Meister. Italy does break your heart, but it can also restore the material imagi-
nation of its places by way of creative responses and cognitive strategies. In 
this land, lemons grow from a ground contaminated by mafia and bad politics, 
but mafia and bad politics are not all and cannot be all.

Ecocriticism and Italy will try to see things, give them names, and trace 
their stories. If narratives are a form of resistance, to understand these inter-
connected stories is a possible path to liberation.
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A map, postcards, and a compass

If the map of Italy’s “storied matter” sketched in this book is one among the 
innumerable possible ones, the episodes you will find here cannot be more 
than fragments of this big narrative corpus. In my choice—which, like all 
responsible choices, is necessarily subjective, biased, and limited—I have tried 
to privilege stories that connect with each other, creating a sort of plot in the 
“mind” of this place. This produces a certain density in the fabric of this book. 
Therefore, instead of offering conventional summaries, I have decided to use 
this last paragraph for my final “credits.” In mapping the places and voices that 
allowed me to narrate these stories, I provide you with some postcards and a 
compass.

The first postcard comes from Naples. It marks a beginning, because the 
places I see are the ones of my roots: Naples’s porous ground, its ancient streets 
and walls, Mount Vesuvius and the volcanic landscape of Pompeii and Torre 
Annunziata. The stories I interpret here come from the city’s natures and 
matters and from the lava upsurge of ad 79; they come from absent bodies that 
become eloquent over time; from the thick trans-corporeal entanglements of 
the present, overshadowed by ecomafia’s threat. The voices that speak together 
with mine are those of Goethe, Lucretius, Curzio Malaparte, visual artists and 
visionary photographers, brave historians, and environmental activists. You 
can also sense here veiled presences of theorists such as Stacy Alaimo, Jeffrey 
Cohen, Nancy Tuana, Karen Barad, David Abram, Cate Sandilands, Bruno 
Latour, Donna Haraway, Jane Bennett, Elena Past, Serpil Oppermann, and the 
many others that influence my way of seeing things. Your compass points at 
a keyword: porosity.

In the second postcard, you will recognize the Venetian Lagoon, and here 
you spot both Venice and Marghera, its eerie industrial alter ego. At a first 
glance, the picture may appear circumscribed, but the setting is larger, as you 
will see. The stories you find here come from the “geological unconscious” of 
this hubristic and delicate place, from the betrayed textuality of its amphibious 
natures, from its suffering elemental balances, and from the cells of the petro-
chemical workers. The voices that speak are those of Calvino, Goethe, Borges, 
Felice Casson, Thomas Mann, Andrea Zanzotto, Marco Paolini, and the 
innumerable invisible (and impersonal) presences that are in and around us, 
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whenever we wear, say, PVC boots. Here, too, you sense discreet companions 
that join the company—Wendy Wheeler and Heather Sullivan, for example—
and also, silently present, Rob Nixon and Ursula Heise. The compass indicates 
two coordinates: cognitive justice and material textuality.

The third postcard displays the rubble of three earthquakes. The setting is 
multiple: we see Irpinia (in internal Campania), Belice (in northwestern Sicily), 
and L’Aquila (in Abruzzo). The temporality is multiple, too. Geological time 
intersects here with the punctuality of the events, respectively taking place in 
1980, 1968, and 2009. But the longue durée of the consequences of these seismic 
events opens another window on the manifold time (and violence) of environ-
mental emergences. The voices that speak in this story are debris, abandoned 
places, the victims seen and unseen, old houses, age-old places, dispersed 
communities, new houses, new places, and brand-new biopolitically induced 
isolations. There are philosophers under and around the ruins: Benedetto Croce 
and Ernesto De Martino. There are economists: Manlio Rossi Doria. There are 
writers, but not that many. There are, instead, many artists, too many to be listed 
here. There is even a “placeologist”: Franco Arminio. There is a filmmaker: 
Sabina Guzzanti. There is a Neapolitan photographer: Mario Amura. There is 
an Australian who dances with disasters: Kate Rigby. And there I am, too, as you 
see, in very good company. The compass indicates here a keyword, apocalypse, 
and an artwork’s title: Show Your Wound, by Joseph Beuys.

The fourth postcard is gorgeous, because it comes from the spectacular 
vineyards of my Piedmont. The things it tells you, however, are not all happy. 
These grapes and this agricultural landscape speak indeed stories of violence, 
of war, of blood, of women, of defeated things and beings. The postcard also 
tells you of the factories that poisoned ecosystems and people, and of the 
time it takes for asbestos to settle in one’s lungs. But it also introduces to you 
someone who decided to give voice to this “defeated world”: Nuto Revelli. 
Through his “collective” work, you are able to see the way narrative resistance 
transforms into potential forms of creative liberation, coming from “slow 
violence” to Slow Food. You will meet Carlo Petrini, Rob Nixon (this time less 
silent), Priscilla Wald, Hubert Zapf, and the spirit of food and environmental 
justice advocates, Joni Adamson for example. While the compass points at the 
title, we will consider together the developments of Italian environmental laws 
over a glass of Nebbiolo wine.
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The postcards are over. And at this point, for a moment, the scattered 
fragments of this big bodily narrative appear together, as if they were the 
restored tiles of a picture that might now be seen, the chapters of a story 
that might now be read. If interpretation is a way to do justice to reality, our 
exploration of Italy’s text is intended to partake in a temporary restoration 
of meaning, and this restoration is itself a strategy of resistance and liber-
ation. Ecocriticism is this, too: a dream of narrative justice, which advocates 
for the political dimension of the personal as well as the impersonal, so as 
to give reality the chance to resonate in all its chords, from all its angles.

Notes

1 On the topic of Italian hybrid landscapes, see Seger 2015. Although Seger’s book 
came out too late for me to include it in this discussion, it certainly constitutes a 
valid interlocutor for Ecocriticism and Italy.

2 Scott Slovic is the most prominent exponent of this lineage. See, among 
his many works, Going Away to Think: Engagement, Retreat, and Ecocritical 
Responsibility. Joni Adamson’s American Indian Literature, Environmental 
Justice, and Ecocriticism: The Middle Place and John Elder’s Pilgrimage to 
Vallombrosa: From Vermont to Italy in the Footsteps of George Perkins Marsh also 
deserve an important mention. For a connection between material ecocriticism 
and narrative scholarship, see Iovino and Oppermann 2014a: 9.

3 Essential partners in this conversation have been Jeffrey Cohen and Lowell 
Duckert, who developed a model confluent with material ecocriticism in their 
works on ecomaterialism, “elemental ecocriticism,” and “prismatic ecology.” See 
Cohen 2013a and 2015a, and Cohen and Duckert 2015.

4 On this point, see in particular Iovino 2012a: 61–6. About the theoretical 
foundations and features of material ecocriticism, see Iovino and Oppermann 
2012, 2014a, and 2014b.

5 In The Uses of Literature, Italo Calvino writes that literature “gives a voice to 
whatever is without a voice, […] especially to what the language of politics 
excludes or attempts to exclude” (Calvino 1986: 98). On the “power of legitimate 
naming,” see Bourdieu 1989.

6 For the application of environmental justice categories to the Italian context, 
see Armiero 2014a; Armiero and D’Alisa 2012; S. Barca 2012; Iovino 2009 
and 2013.
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7 I refer here to some of the classics of environmental justice: Joan Martinez 
Alier’s The Environmentalism of the Poor (2003), Robert Bullard’s Unequal 
Protection (1990), and Nixon’s Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of 
the Poor (2011). The application of the environmental justice paradigm 
to ecocriticism has been pioneered by Joni Adamson (see Adamson 2001; 
Adamson et al. 2002). Implicit in the approach of this book, Adamson’s studies 
have been a major source of inspiration for my own work.
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beings, living and nonliving matter, thus participating in the world’s “geocho-
reographies” (Cohen 2015a: 188). A convincing model for this porous 
geochoreography is provided by Manuel De Landa, who writes: “From the 
point of view of energetic and catalytic flows, human societies are very much 
like lava flows; and human-made structures (mineralized cities and institu-
tions) are very much like mountains and rocks: accumulations of materials 
hardened and shaped by historical processes” (De Landa 1997: 55). There 
is a substantial—ontological and historical—continuity in the formation of 
cities and volcanic rocks. The rhythms of “mineralization” and “catalysis” of 
cities might differ from those of geological structures, but they are part of 
the unceasing morphing process that involves organisms, structures, genes, 
languages, or ideas: “Living creatures and their inorganic counterparts share a 
crucial dependence on intense flows of energy and materials. [...] Our organic 
bodies are, in this sense, nothing but temporary coagulations in these flows” 
(De Landa 1997: 104). Seen in this light, porosity is not only the basis of 
change, growth, and decay both on a geological and a human level, but the 
very condition of history: of a history that is not a linear succession of events, 

Città vegetale (2012). Courtesy of Christian Arpaia.
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but rather a path emerging from the fluxes of matter and energy in which our 
organic bodies are “nothing but temporary coagulations,” as De Landa says.

In the vast landscape of porosity, cognition occupies an important part, 
too. As Varela, Thompson, and Rosch explain, cognition “depends on the 
kind of experience that comes from having a body with various sensorimotor 
capacities”—capacities that “are themselves embedded in a more encom-
passing biological, psychological, and cultural context” (Varela et al. 1993: 
p. 173). As a set of embodied practices, knowledge consists “in the interface 
between mind, society, and culture, rather than in one or even in all of them” 
(Varela et al. 1993: 179). Knowledge—human and nonhuman informational 
interchange with the world—is a form of porosity; it is the way the world 
enters and conditions habits of living, thus determining the way living beings 
in-habit the world. To say that knowledge is “embodied” means that the world 
acts together with bodies, becoming sedimented in and filtered through 
cognitive practices. This is what N. Katherine Hayles, in How We Became 
Posthuman, describes as a process of cognitive “embodiment.” Every cognitive 
experience, whether an “incorporated practice” (“an action that is encoded 
into bodily memory by repeated performances until it becomes habitual”; 
Hayles 1999: 199) or the enactive processes of “embodied knowledge,” is 
rooted in the mutual porosity of bodies and world. Embodied knowledge, 
in particular, is a process and a flux, “a mode of learning which is […] 
different from that deriving from cogitation alone” (Hayles 1999: 201), and 
therefore “contextual, enmeshed with the specifics of place, time, physiology, 
and culture” (Hayles 1999: 196). In other words, knowledge comes from 
the give-and-take between bodies and the world. It materializes the porous 
exchange of inside and outside, the progressive becoming-together of bodies 
and the world.

This discloses another important dimension of this permeability, which is 
also discursive and semiotic: the flow of information and discursive practices 
through bodies. Phenomena such as gender, sexuality, class, social practices, 
and their narratives are filtered through this porosity as forms of an “emergent 
interplay” of natural-cultural factors. This is the key of Alaimo’s trans-corpo-
reality and of what Nancy Tuana, following Alfred North Whitehead, calls 
an “interactionist ontology”: an ontology in which the social is considered 
in its materiality, in strict combination with the agency of the natural, thus 
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challenging essentialist visions and their normative constructions (see Tuana 
2008: 188). “Porosity” means here the permeability not only “between our 
flesh and the flesh of the world we are of and in” (Tuana 2008: 198), but also 
between bodies and the discursive worlds in which they are located: bodies 
“produc[e] culture at the same time that culture produces [...] bod[ies]” 
(Hayles 1999: 200). This “emergent interplay,” or, in Barad’s compelling term, 
intra-action of matter, discourses, and cognitions, shows that there are no 
clear-cut boundaries separating “the natural from the human-constructed, the 
biological from the cultural, genes from their environments, the material from 
the semiotic” (Tuana 2008: 198), but that every body is a crossing of flesh and 
meanings, a unique node in the stories of matter.5

The landscape of Naples and its region is not only materially and histori-
cally porous, alternating hollows and density in “a mosaic of ecological and 
semiotic processes” (Farina 2006: 64), but also, with its co-emerging bodies, 
epitomizes such a vision. Being themselves players in the making of the world, 
all of these bodies are in fact enactive and cognitive filters for agencies, which 
are natural and social, human and nonhuman, visible or invisible, foreseen 
or unpredictable. Their narrative porosity becomes therefore both the point 
where the world enters bodies and the point from which bodies deliver their 
stories to the world. It is this very junction, made of material, social, and 
cognitive mergings, that we are now heeding.

Tableau i: (Absent) bodies

An interesting chapter in this story of bodies and porosity is to be found 
a few miles south of Naples, displayed in the dusty showcases of Pompeii’s 
antiquarium. It tells us about the eruption that in ad 79 affected a vast territory at 
the foothills of Mount Vesuvius comprising the cities of Herculaneum, Pompeii, 
and Oplontis, and modifying the life and landscape of the Neapolitan area.

Forgotten for many centuries, the site of ancient Pompeii had been 
rediscovered (and severely plundered) by the Bourbons, Naples’s Spanish 
sovereigns, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, and finally identified 
in 1763. Over time, many bodies have emerged from the excavations. These 
were bodies that, covered with volcanic debris, had left their imprints in 
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part of you. You, too, are permeable to its elements, chemicals, and narratives. 
Because there is no “outside” the landscape of porosity, in the map of reality. 
Because we—all—are part of the story.

Notes

1 See the website of the City of Naples, http://www.comune.napoli.it/flex/cm/
pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/7 (accessed November 28, 2014).

2 See Benjamin and Lacis 2000: 33–9. See also Velardi 1992.
3 The term “ignimbrite” was coined by New Zealand geologist Patrick Marshall 

(1869–1950). See Marshall 1935: 1.
4 For the notion of “trans-corporeality” see Alaimo 2008 and 2010. For a 

discussion, Iovino 2012c.
5 A key tenet of Karen Barad’s theory of agential realism is that phenomena 

result from the intra-actions of material and discursive practices and agencies, 
which co-emerge at once and via each other (hence intra and not interaction), 
thus constituting the world “in its ongoing becoming.” Matter and meaning, 
Barad states, are “inextricably fused together, and no event, no matter how 
energetic, can tear them asunder […]. Mattering is simultaneously a matter of 
substance and significance” (Barad 2007: 3). A theoretical physicist and feminist 
philosopher, Barad draws this notion from quantum physics and from the 
experimental practice of mutual determination between observer and observed. 
For an application of this notion to ecocriticism, see Iovino and Oppermann 
2014, in particular 1–17.

6 As Abram poetically put it: “Is consciousness really the special possession of 
our species? Or is it, rather, a property of the breathing biosphere—a quality in 
which we, along with the woodpeckers and the spreading weeds, all participate? 
Perhaps the apparent ‘interiority’ we ascribe to the mind has less to do with 
a separate consciousness located somewhere inside me and another entirely 
separate and distinct consciousness that sits inside you, and more to do with 
the intuition that we are both situated within it—a recognition that we are 
carnally immersed in an awareness that is not, properly speaking, ours, but is 
rather the earth’s” (Abram 2014: 303). See also Abram 2010. For a bioregionalist 
application of this idea to the crisis of the Italian landscape, and of the Po Valley 
in particular, see Iovino 2012b.

7 As the English historian Paul Ginsborg notes, “In the South the British 
and Americans were greeted as liberators (as indeed they were), but all the 

http://www.comune.napoli.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/7
http://www.comune.napoli.it/flex/cm/pages/ServeBLOB.php/L/IT/IDPagina/7
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ambiguities of this liberation were soon revealed, and not only to the Italians. 
Harold Macmillan […] Allied High Commissioner in southern Italy in 1944, 
wrote later that the Italians had had ‘the dual experience of being occupied by 
the Germans and liberated by the Allies … It was difficult to say which of the 
two processes was more painful or upsetting’” (Ginsborg 2003: 38). See also 
Norman Lewis’s memoir Naples ’44.

8 On this point, see also Iovino 2009, in particular the discourse of “thwarted 
citizenship.”

9 In Italian “Rito uraniano.” The author is here referring to the Platonic myth of 
the Aphrodite Urania, or Heavenly Aphrodite, who presided over “celestial” love 
(Symposium 187 d–e), and therefore over homosexual love, considered purer 
because not aimed at reproduction. As we will see, this last reference in The Skin 
is intended to be ironic, having this ritual a clearly performed “reproductive” 
aspect. For the definition of gay people as “Uranists” under the Fascist regime, 
see Benadusi 2005: 7–8.

10 In the Neapolitan language the word “figliata” refers primarily to nonhuman 
animals, notably mammals that reproduce in large numbers. It can be also taken 
to indicate a large human family, or the act of delivering a child. In this latter 
sense, however, it may have a class connotation, in that it is mostly used for the 
poorer strata of the population.

11 For a reading of this scene in relation to the ancient gnostic cults once widespread 
in the region (Mithra, Zoroaster), see Albrile 2010: 17–18. Benadusi notes that 
these “Uranian rituals” (also performed as “queer weddings”) were widespread 
throughout Italy. However, while they were severely condemned in the northern 
areas of Italy, they were informally tolerated in the South. This difference of 
treatment signaled the bond, reinforced under the Fascism, of queerness and 
“race.” Southern Italians were in fact considered as “anthropologically” different 
from and “racially” inferior to northerners, and therefore more “corrupted” and 
prone to act “against nature” (see Benadusi 2005: 100).

12 Malaparte’s comment about his having seen a “cooked girl” for “the first time” 
is also noteworthy, implying that the serving up of the bodies of Naples will be 
repeated in future banquets. I thank Elena Past for drawing my attention to this 
element.

13 Pictures of these artworks are available online on Pignon-Ernest’s website: 
http://pignon-ernest.com/ (accessed March 17, 2015). See also Pignon-Ernest 
2010; Velter 2014.

14 See Amura’s website: http://mario-amura.com/?page_id=117 (accessed February 
19, 2015). StopEmotion© is a project of live-set performance in which music 

http://pignon-ernest.com/
http://mario-amura.com/?page_id=117
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and hundreds of pictures are “played together,” generating each time a unique 
rhythm of motion.

15 A really illuminating account about fireworks from the point of view of 
ecocriticism and feminist environmental ethics has been given by Greta Gaard, 
who writes: “A feminist ecocritical perspective traces the branches of firearms 
and fireworks down to their shared root: down to the environmental injustices 
of the death-dealing slow violence inherent in child slavery, workplace injuries, 
and economic injustice; down through the material facts of environmental 
toxins, through the human-animal studies’ recognition of multiple species’ 
injuries and deaths, down to the root of multiple and linked toxic narratives 
celebrating hyperseparation and dominance” (Gaard 2013: 272–3). Even though 
her essay is specifically focused on the U.S. “fireworks culture,” Gaard adopts a 
larger socio-historical perspective, also taking into consideration Naples (272) 
and Vesuvius (260).

16 On Vesuvius as “Europe’s ticking time bomb,” see Katherine Barnes’s article 
on Nature, which is preceded by the following editorial caption: ‘Vesuvius 
is one of the most dangerous volcanoes in the world—but scientists and the 
civil authorities can’t agree on how to prepare for a future eruption’ (Barnes 
2011: 140).

17 According to Legambiente, in 2013 the illegal activities related to waste business 
in Naples’s region can be quantified in 4,703 verified violations (over 16 per cent 
of all environmental crimes in Italy), fifty-one arrested persons, 4,072 legally 
suited person, 1,339 sequestrated properties (Legambiente 2014: 19). Of course, 
these data refer to the cases effectively discovered by police forces. See Armiero 
2008; Past 2013.

18 In her article “Trash is Gold” (2013), Elena Past effectively analyzes the tropes of 
periphery and invisibility both in the material reality of Campania’s waste crisis 
and in the filmic representations of this reality.

19 “As a matter of fact, the government granted special powers to the CWE which, 
in the name of the emergency, could violate European, national and regional 
rules and procedures, including environmental impact assessment. Due to the 
combination of extraordinary power and an almost unlimited availability of 
funds, the CWE affected not only the management of waste but also the politics 
and economies of the entire region for about twenty years” (Armiero 2014a: 
170). On Naples’s waste crisis as an eco-social crisis of citizenship, see Iovino 
2009.

20 As elsewhere in this book (see Chapter 2), I have in mind Wendy Wheeler’s 
groundbreaking account of biosemiotics. Here I refer in particular to her 
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analysis of epidemiology as a field of evidence “of the ways in which both 
cultural […] and natural signs […] can be written on bodies in the form of 
natural signs (disease in this case)” (Wheeler 2006: 111). In explaining how 
eco-social balances are “written in our bodies in terms of flourishing or […] 
illness” (Wheeler 2006: 12), she also points out: “liberal ideology […] has had 
the effect of placing responsibility for human flourishing […] upon individuals, 
when, in fact, it is quite clear that flourishing (and its absence) is, at base, 
systemic, not individual. […] [E]pidemiology has some very interesting things 
to teach us, not only about the importance of natural and social environments, 
and of our fundamentally social and collective nature, but also about the power, 
health, and life and death expectations which attach to social hubs” (Wheeler 
2006: 30–1).

21 The political importance of an “ethics of narration” in the context of Naples’s 
waste crisis, seen as a crisis of environmental justice, is the thesis of my essay 
“Naples 2008, or, the Waste Land” (Iovino 2009). On this point, see also 
Armiero 2014a.

22 Let me just mention here Esmeralda Calabria’s Biutiful Cauntri (2007), Ivana 
Corsale’s Campania Infelix/Unhappy Country (2011), and Alessandro Casola’s 
prophetic comedy ’A munnezza (2002). For a recognition and discussion of the 
filmic production about Naples’s waste, see at least Angelone 2011; Johnson 
2008; Past 2013. I have cursorily analyzed some of these literary and filmic 
works in Iovino 2012d: 458–9.

23 In 2014 this project became a book, entitled Teresa e le altre (Teresa and the 
Others). As Armiero writes in the introduction: “Narrating means [here] 
counter-narrating, because environmental injustice is not only imposed by way 
of armored vehicles and truncheons, but also through a narrative which uproots 
any possible alternative, one which imposes an official truth and criminalizes 
whoever is against” (Armiero 2014b: 16). To this project I have also contributed 
a closing chapter (Iovino 2014). I am grateful to Marco and the other authors 
for this shared experience.

24 So Goethe wrote on March 13, 1787: “We met a company of lively Neapolitans, 
who were as natural and lighthearted as could be, and we all ate at the Torre 
dell’Annunziata. Our table was set close to the shore, with a delightful view of 
Castellammare and Sorrento, which seemed very near. One of the Neapolitans 
declared that, without a view of the sea, life would not be worth living” (Goethe 
1970: 204). Scripted on a marble plaque, one can read this quote on a big 
trachyte wall facing the entrance of the ruins of the ancient Oplontis.
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Cognitive Justice and the Truth of Biology

Death (and Life) in Venice

“There is still one of which you never speak.”
Marco Polo bowed his head.
“Venice,” the Kahn said.
Marco smiled. “What else do you believe I have been talking to you about?”

(Calvino 1997: 78)

The first time I visited Venice it was one mid-December. It was lightly rainy, 
not particularly cold. The high tide all over the calli and campi had transmuted 
the city into an evanescent mirror of itself—a doubled reality, fading away 
when you touch it, or step upon it. After a while, however, all this was gone by 
itself: ever since it is there, in that liminal swirl of northeast Italy, the lagoon 
breathes. And it breathes tides.

It was very valuable, in those few days, to experience how demanding it 
is to cohabit with elements that, in spite of all the delusions of modernity, 
you cannot control. Plunged into brackish waters, the city revealed the very 
volatility of this elemental cohabitation—a state of temporary (and perhaps 
occasional) balance, similar to the one that makes life—all life—“a vortex 
of shared precariousness and unchosen proximities,” as Jeffrey Cohen says 
(Cohen 2015b: 107). To make the vortex of life even more precarious, even 
more shared in space and in time, many of these proximities are chosen: in 
Venice, for example, the odd intimacy with one of Europe’s biggest petro-
chemical factories.

I remember entering Piazza San Marco from a side lane one night. The 
lights of the arcades were liquid; echoed in water, they were the square’s 
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Slow

Piedmont’s Stories of Landscapes, Resistance, 
and Liberation

If you travel up and down these hills, in the subtle astronomical zone when 
summer ends and autumn suddenly begins, you can see why fog is something 
you can smell and taste in these grapes. It is not by chance that one of 
Piedmont’s finest wines is called Nebbiolo, a wine coming from a literally 
“foggy” grape. Rising from the ground and flowing over the Tanaro River, 
the fog bends with the water, slowly caressing the marls and their ancestral 
sediment. These chemical encounters will be transferred into the ground of 
the neighboring hills, and then into your glass—a large one, because the wine, 
just like you, must breathe. Like you, it is alive.

Visiting this area two and a half centuries ago, an illustrious traveler from 
overseas named Thomas Jefferson tasted Nebbiolo and tried to reproduce it 
at Monticello, his Italian corner of another Piedmont, the Virginia region. 
The experiment succeeded a couple of centuries later: chemical encounters, 
indeed, often take time. And it took me long time, too, almost a decade, to 
understand that I had to write about this place, where we moved in 2001 
after years of intellectual and existential pilgrimage. It took me time, because 
meeting the mind of place is a difficult process of becoming-together. And 
this process is slow.

It is a mild January day as I write these pages. While I do so, my thought 
travels back and forth between the places that surround Savigliano, the 
small town where we live. Cuneo, Alba, Bra, Barolo, La Morra, Barbaresco, 
Monforte, Neive, Fossano, Saluzzo—they are the core of my Piedmont. 
Only some fifty or sixty kilometers further north there is Turin, and it is 
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so different from here that you feel as if you are on another planet. Indeed, 
Turin is flat, solid, squared. It is the austere palaces of Italy’s first national 
capital city and Fiat’s historic car factories, now flourishing elsewhere. Turin 
is at once regal, proletarian, and post-industrial. Around Cuneo, the main 
town of my province, you encounter instead agricultural fields, warehouses, 
terracotta arcades, and hills; these hills are musical and muscular, sweet 
and challenging. They are discreet and stubborn, and full of surprises: just 
scratching at the superficial layers, frozen in the clay and sandstone of 
Sant’Agata fossil marl, you discover shells. Some thirty million years ago, in 
fact, these hills were the bed of a huge gulf that would slowly become the 
Mediterranean Sea. And from that gulf, encircled by the young Alps and 
pressured from below by the African plate, the Langhe (from the Latin word 
for “tongues”) emerged in the Pliocene. Their calm wave-like rhythm echoes 
this faraway time, in which other liquid presences were preparing the smells 
now breathing in your glass.1

But the surprises from the underground do not stop at the geo-chemical 
level. Just a few decades ago, digging deep in these unquiet clods, you could 
have found weapons left from the Second World War. Like shells and fossils, 
guns, bullets, and grenades have mingled their radical stories with the roots 
of hazel trees and vines.

All these presences, old as the earth or younger, like the people living and 
fighting on these hills, still voice this eloquent place. So, be prepared, Reader. 
Because theirs are the stories—radical bodily stories of landscape, resistance, 
and liberation—that our final chapter is slowly going to explore.

Slow violence and landscapes of resistance

In 2014 World Heritage acquired its fiftieth site—the “Vineyard Landscape 
of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato.” The reason for this addition, 
as explained on the UNESCO webpage, is the “outstanding universal value” 
of this cultural landscape. Indeed, these vineyards, with their “panoramas 
of carefully cultivated hillsides […], hilltop villages, castles, Romanesque 
churches, farms, […] cellars and storehouses,” reflect “a long and slow” 
co-evolution of soil, plants, art, and productive practices, thus evoking a 
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“profound and ancient expertise in the relationship between man [sic] and his 
environment.”2

To anyone who knows and loves these places, reading this description is 
exceptionally gratifying. One line, however, captures my attention, besides 
the (Freudian?) reference to “man and his environment,” to which we shall 
return. This line is the one about the “long and slow” evolutionary dynamics 
through which this place has become what the UNESCO experts describe 
as a universal treasure. One witnesses here, they write, “a slowly developed 
association” between soils, grape varieties, and winemaking methods. Clearly, 
in this region the “outstanding value” of the landscape is due to the use 
human communities have made of it over the centuries, slowly turning it into 
a new form of natural beauty: a natural-cultural beauty. This glorious alliance 
flourishes in a setting where hills, vineyards, and hazel groves, along with 
“a multitude of harmonious built elements,” are direct expression of work—
farming and agriculture—which is hard, sometimes violent: work, one could 
say without hyperbole, of mutual subjugation of humans and land.

These thoughts insistently return to my mind whenever I observe the 
Langhe’s scenery from the hilltop of La Morra, a small village with 2,700 
residents whose Latin name indicated a sheep enclosure. On this hilltop, 
something in particular stimulates my thinking, inviting me to go “behind the 
landscape,” as Andrea Zanzotto would say. Indeed, on a spectacular terrace 
overlooking the most prestigious production sites of Nebbiolo and Barolo 
wines and visited every year by thousands of tourists, there is a bronze statue 
dedicated To the Vinedresser. The key element about this impressive figure, 
created in 1972 by a sculptor called Antonio Munciguerra, is the complete 
absence of peasant rhetoric. The Vinedresser—a shirtless scrawny man, bent 
on his knees—is not at home in any Arcadia. His head turned to one side, 
the man looks as crooked as the vine on which he leans and on to which he 
seems to be grafted. As for the countless Unknown Soldiers, the Vinedresser’s 
face does not convey distinct signs of personality. Even though the grapes he 
grows might be worth his desperate labor, he seems to be, as an individual, a 
shadow, defeated. But the really stirring part to me is the human ontology of 
this composition: an uncanny pre-social hybrid, this man appears to be half-
beast and half-slave. His quasi-hallucinated gaze expresses pain, alienation, a 
state of war with history and with the land.
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Antonio Munciguerra, Al Vignaiolo. La Morra (2015). Courtesy of Serenella 
Iovino.
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War, history, and the land, like the Vinedresser and the Unknown Soldier, 
are not put together by chance here. In fact, these now calm and placid places 
have repeatedly been sites of struggles, of bloodshed, and of resistance. People 
and territory were conjoined in this warfare. During the Resistance to the 
Nazi-Fascist occupation in 1943–5, this very landscape physically merged 
with war; it “did not just surround partisans but penetrated their bodies, 
leaving profound marks” (Armiero 2011: 162). As Marco Armiero explains in 
his book A Rugged Nation: Mountains and the Making of Modern Italy, “the 
merging between landscape and rebels was a physiological exchange between 
nature and bodies, a sort of spiritual hybridisation,” something that included 
a sense of identity, mutual belonging, and a “practical knowledge of the 
territory” (Armiero 2011: 167).

The neighboring Alps were the partisans’ ideal quarters in those two inter-
minable years. But when cold weather, exposure to the elements and—more 
basically—hunger were too hard to stand, the rebels had no choice but to 
come down to the hills. The Langhe became therefore a ground for both battle 
and survival: as we read in famous Resistance novels, such as Cesare Pavese’s 
La casa in collina (The House on the Hill, 1949), food and shelter were easier 
to find here than in the cities. Life was apparently safer than in Turin, which 
was often a target of the Allies’ bombings and a site of direct conflict with 
Mussolini’s filo-Nazi Republican troops. Still, these countryside territories 
were important cores of rebellion and grassroots agitation. Here, tillage and 
farming went hand in hand with partisan guerrilla strategies. These events 
and elemental bonds are expressed by landscape and people, which still carry 
today the signs of that time.

Literature also contributed significantly to conveying these narratives, 
and the works of Cesare Pavese (1908–50) and Beppe Fenoglio (1922–63), 
both natives of the Langhe, are eminent examples of it. With their famous 
novels, translated into many languages, Pavese and Fenoglio have rendered 
the imagery of these places into an anti-idealistic, often idiosyncratic national 
epopee. Devoid of any populist allusion or complaisance, their Piedmont is a 
corporeal and expressive setting of both Resistance and the peasant world, here 
constantly intermingled with one another. Pavese and Fenoglio’s visions of this 
complex density of elements and events are so powerful that in their stories 
“the meticulously observed realities of the here-and-now” are often elevated 
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“to an absolute and timeless mythic level” (Gatt-Rutter 2007: 540). And still, 
their “myths” are so deeply embedded in these places that the narrative imagi-
nation they convey is also always a concrete, physical, and carnal one.

A particularly relevant example of this is Pavese’s novel La luna e i falò 
(The Moon and the Bonfires, 1950). Depicted against the background of 
partisan rebellion, the idealization of the protagonist’s original homeland 
clashes here more and more patently with the archaic violence of the rural 
dimension, whose embodiments powerfully materialize in abused human 
bodies, nonhuman animals, and land. The novel culminates with the final 
extermination of a peasant family by the father and master. While definitively 
sealing the antipastoral severity of this world, this “mythically” tragic ending 
leaves the cognitive dissonance of nostalgia painfully open.

An even deeper interlacement of the rural setting with the fierceness of 
war and of Nazi-Fascist reprisals can be found in Fenoglio. In his frequently 
autobiographic novels, the Langhe becomes the real material-narrative site 
of partisan struggles, a battlefield where blood flew along with revolu-
tionary discourses and aspirations to freedom.3 Even today, anyone who 
visits Alba and the surrounding villages finds a trace of the events described 
by Fenoglio. They are written not only on memorial plaques, but also on the 
old brick walls, which still carry hints of bullets; or on the hills and tufa caves 
that, disguised among the Barbera and Nebbiolo vineyards, still harbor the 
partisans’ hiding places.

Pavese and Fenoglio’s novels are a necessary point of entry if you want to 
delve into the intimate geography of the civil war that took place in northern 
Italy between Mussolini’s Republican brigades and the antifascist partisans 
after the Armistice.4 But, since the Resistance and Liberation at which we are 
looking in this book are wider ecological, political, and cultural concepts, 
we will take here a lateral path. The violence inscribed in these territories, in 
fact, is not merely the ostentatious historic and “mythic” violence of war, but 
also the mundane and whispered pre-historic violence in which everyday war 
and land are mingled—the slow, vegetal violence of patriarchal hierarchies, 
the violence of destitution and of seclusion from historical processes.5 This 
violence is not only the violence of soldiers, but also that of vinedressers 
and peasants. Because, as La Morra’s Vinedresser statue vibrantly exposes, 
the fierce interpenetration of landscape and bodies was also a “peacetime” 
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phenomenon in the large area surrounding Cuneo, and this was perfectly 
legible on the faces and bodies of the Cuneese peasants, themselves sculpted, 
hardened, and dried up by their radical merging with the land’s hardships 
and with the dynamics of a forced development. This very violence is the 
object of Nuto Revelli’s narrative and documentary work, of his memoirs 
and monumental oral history archive, both entirely concentrated on this 
area and its people. By taking this very area and people as texts, he has 
contributed to revealing the unheeded narrative threads scripted in the flesh 
of their landscapes.

A friend of Primo Levi’s, Nuto Revelli (1919–2004) is one of the most 
rigorous witnesses and powerful writers of post-Second World War Italy. 
As another prominent author and comrade of his, Mario Rigoni Stern, has 
observed, “witnessing was felt by Nuto as a duty […] [His] writing is so clear, 
precise, dramatic, that the only thing it asks you is to be read” (in Raffaeli 
2004: n.p.).6 Indeed, his language is a “naked, essential Italian, suspicious of 
any sophistication, the only one capable of leaving behind a centuries-old 
rhetoric, the jargon of academics and gravestones” (Raffaeli 2004: n.p). Even 
so, his stature has yet to be fully appreciated by the national (and interna-
tional) public. One reason for this might be a reductive interpretation of his 
work, too narrowly circumscribed by the Cuneese “local” dimension. But, far 
from being complacent regarding any form of localism, this local outlook is 
indeed his major strength. Revelli himself is aware of this, when, by intro-
ducing the first volume of his peasant archive, he writes: “The story of the poor 
countryside around Cuneo is not a marginal episode […]. It is the story of 
half-Italy, of the North as well as of the South” (Revelli 1997 [1977]: viii). The 
reason why this is important on a wider scale, he insists, is that “[a] society 
that abandons enclaves of poverty and depression to their fate, that suffocates 
minority groups, is a sick society” (Revelli 1997 [1977]: viii).

The consciousness of being part of the world he attempts to recount and 
to cognize becomes thus an existential and narrative responsibility for him; 
it turns into, Emmanuel Levinas would say, an essential form of “proximity,” 
of “difference which is non-indifference” (Levinas 1981: 139). From this very 
standpoint, the building of an expressive dimension for this “vernacular 
landscape”—a landscape “shaped by the affective, historically textured maps 
that communities have devised over generations, […] maps alive to significant 
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ecological and surface geological features,” which are “integral to the socio-
environmental dynamics of [a] community” (Nixon 2011: 17)—allows him 
to address one of the key questions about all the stories connecting time, 
environment, and violence. Like Rob Nixon, in fact, Revelli also asks who 
really counts as a witness, when experiences are transmitted by people “whose 
witnessing authority is culturally discounted” (Nixon 2011: 16). The way 
Revelli responds to this issue is a strategic one: he speaks in the first person, 
and, with the mediation of an apparatus (a magnetic recorder), the people he 
materially includes in his narrative archives can speak in the first person, too. 
The documentary framework, coupled with a profound moral comprehension 
of the witnesses’ world and with the fact that Revelli himself is a witness, adds 
authority to the whole edifice, thus transcending both the “local” level and the 
individual singularities.

A constant interlacement of voices, including—but not privileging—his 
own, Revelli’s works are a perfect instance, for ecocritics, of what Karen Barad 
advocates as an entanglement of ontology, ethics, and epistemology. As Barad 
says,

We are responsible for the world of which we are part, not because it is an 
arbitrary construction of our choosing, but because reality is sedimented out 
of particular practices that we have a role in shaping and through which we are 
shaped. (Barad 2007: 390)

And so, instead of a cold (and unattainable) objectivity, Revelli’s presence 
responsibly “sediments” together with the world he observes. Their mutual 
congealing, their intra-action, is the transformation of this “local” into a 
site and repository of universal categories. It is via this conceptual transition 
that Revelli is able to see “India” or the “third world” in the Cuneese Alps, 
allowing us to cognize the practices of resistance and liberation transpiring 
from this story.7

But who was Nuto Revelli? Born in Cuneo, where he spent his entire life 
running a hardware store, Revelli fought as an officer in the Second World War. 
He would forever carry the scars of this conflict literally inscribed on his face. 
After the fall of Fascism in the summer of 1943, however, he became a rebel, 
a partisan chief. The experience of war and of surviving the terrifying Russian 
campaign (where some 85,000 Italian soldiers lost their lives) triggered in 
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On the other hand, vegans and “meatless eaters” (such as I am) might be 
not completely happy with the Slow Food omnivorous menu. And I concur 
with Jane Bennett that this discourse of liberation could be fortified if Slow 
Food “broadened its focus beyond the activities of humans,” instead of 
implicitly perpetuating “the idea that nonhuman materiality is essentially 
passive stuff ” (Bennett 2010: 51). The coherent pursuit of this liberation, like 
any other, requires in fact a more-than-human compass. This is yet another 
open front on which we—witnesses ourselves to many defeated worlds—are 
all called to take a stance.

What is however undeniable is that, even if still somehow perfectible, the 
“slow revolution” that timidly started here thanks to Revelli, Petrini, and 
“their” people and communities is not only a claim for “local” rebirth or 
more sustainable forms of jouissance. In unfastening the bonds of patriarchal 
ties and territorial aggression, this “revolution” is also a slow but resolute 
liberation of messages, meanings, and dynamic identities through which 
local landscapes become cosmopolitan territories of resistance. It is in these 
new slow, concrete, and anti-idealistic landscapes that the vinedressers and 
peasants of all the invisible Souths can finally retrieve their names.

A (slow) epilogue

Nebbiolo and its nobler descendants, Barolo and Barbaresco, are austere 
wines. Unadorned, they send you a message of density and slowness. 
A message of severity, of how long it takes for these clayey sods to 
diffract in dozens of fragrances—here sour cherry, there dried plum; again, 
pomegranate, and berries; and then, in sequence, woods, oak and clay, 
chocolate, tobacco, meat, and blood … It takes time to taste these wines, to 
learn them. Most of all, however, it takes them time to become what, by way 
of natural and of cultural processes, they can be. Winemakers know that. 
They know when to harvest the grapes (and Nebbiolo grapes are harvested 
slowly, late in the season); they know how to delicately crush them, how to 
leave them in the maceration process, how to press them, and blend them, 
and let the wine age … Winemakers know that the chemical encounters that 
will happen as soon as the wine starts to breathe in our glasses depend on 
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It was in 1898 that for the first time the scientific community expressed 
concerns about the potential health-impairing effects of asbestos fibers. 
These concerns were confirmed in the 1930s.26 The time of science might be 
slow: scientific discoveries need time to be tested, to be acknowledged, and 
recorded. But the time of industry, commerce, and politics—so fast indeed 
when it comes to produce, consume, and campaign—can be even slower, 
when regulations and restrictions are concerned. Politics, industry, and 
commerce know how to be slow, even motionless, when it comes to restricting 
privileges or banning particularly profitable productions, and Marghera’s 
story is a good example of such sloth. And here is another one: in Italy, in fact, 
the processing and manufacturing of asbestos was prohibited only in 1992, 
but this material is still purchased and variously used. This information takes 
me by surprise in these mild January days of 2015, as a newspaper advises 
me that, as recently as 2012, Italy imported from India about 1,040 tons of 
asbestos.27 Despite 1992’s ban, as Piero Bevilacqua remarked in 2006, “the 
large-scale decontamination operation started years ago is still not completed. 
At least fifty dangerous industrial sites still need to be cleaned up” (Bevilacqua 
2010: 23).28 One of these sites is in Casale Monferrato. It lies near here, at the 
border of the new UNESCO World Heritage Site, whose complete name, we 
want to remember, is Langhe-Roero and Monferrato. Situated not far from the 
Monferrato Barbera winehills, the Eternit factory has disseminated asbestos 
fibers in the environment for decades. In Canale, asbestos was everywhere—
in roofs, houses, storage places, in factories, in the air, and finally in the lungs 
of the population. It has been for many years in Piedmont’s tribunal courts, 
too, as shown by two criminal trials, started in Turin in 1993, and continued 
over the last decade. A sentence pronounced in 2012 recognized the offense 
for 3,000 victims.

But here comes the update. In November 2014, due to the same disastrous 
mix of inertia and legislative deficit that we have witnessed in the Bormida 
Valley, Eternit’s executives, including its owner and CEO, one Swiss philan-
thropist called Stephan Schmidheiny, were acquitted from the accusation 
of environmental disaster. This shocking sentence, which has humiliated an 
entire community and appalled the majority of the people in this country, 
is another emergence of slow violence. Here, too, a still inadequate legal 
framework decreed a statute of limitations for a crime whose perpetrators 
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