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'UN VECCHIO AMAVA lrN RAGAZZO,: HOMOEROTTCISM IN
UMBERTO SABA'S LATÈ pOETRy (re35_48)*
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I. INTRODÙCIION

The pervasive presence of sarae-ser doire in thc work of Umb€lto Saba is, to date, a
cortentious issue. As Massimiliam J4toni has rece l-f poi4llted, o$ in Tbe ltaliaflist:
'Dell'oraosessualità di Saba si è detto poco e quel poco è staro slrcsso solam€ntc
alluso. Cercando nella cri.ica di m€zzo secolo. non troviamo che bievi annotazioni
a margine, scrittc con Ia fretta dowta ad una sospetta reticenza e ad un cvidentc
imbarazo.' Altf,ough Saba's bisexual§ is nominally acknowledged by scholars, the
memor.ble po€ms he \À.rote for his wiIe, togedrcr wirt tbe widespread homophobia of
the ltaliar academic worl4 have conspired to obscurc the faa thar his poeti'c produc-
don, c.[ectiv€ly known as rhe Conzonid? lt!e-t4), is t[e firsr work of modcm
Italian litemturc which srriv€s !o afticular€ a s€lf-aware hodocloric subiecL A diff€r-
ent reception has t€enaccorded to Errresto, the auaobiographical and overtly homo-
sexual. rcvcl wrinar by Saba in r95+ 5y and publìshed posrlurnously in 1975.
Probably d-ue to an expticiorcs.s which makes it àLnost impossible rq ovcrlook'thc
presence of sex and desir€ b€twe€n men is this text, E rasà has b€€o the obi€c of
solte gay-affirmativ€ readinSs boù in ltal,, ard abroad3 yet, as far as tlrc poetry is
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LUCA B-ALDONI

concemed, rhe only othcr scholar bdore Jattoni ro have lifted the vcit on this issue is
Rositx Tordi, in a scudy dating back to 1984.3

My broad aim in this anicle is to start ro frll this scholady laoma. Homoercric
desire, with gready varying forms of exprcssion and self-awareness, in fact traverses
Saba's Caeozierz ftom the very b€ginning with the Poesie dell'adobscen a e giovaniti
Ggoo-o@ t6'ough to rh€ lare colleclion, EpisTafe (r94r48). Tt€ amount of marerial
ard its critical sdect is such that no one could hope to give a satisfactory analysis of
it in thc space of a single article.I have therefore decid€d to concentrere herc on Saba's
late po€ùy, and in panicùlar on th€ colleclions Urrtle .,lse lr%5-4ù, Mediunanee
1r945-4Q, nd Epigafe (1947-481. Through an analysis of dris secrion of the
ealanieft, I aim to cont ibute to thé rc€ognition ol Sùa q"a poet as a l€ding
presencc in the gay male twentieth-century canon-

Ther€ is an importart r€ason for singling out thcse thrcc colledions as a paiicular
obicct of study- Notwitfistanding tÀe penasivancss of homoeroticism throughout the
Canzorriarc,Saba's derilr for other men remains, up to his old age, mainly a $restior
of intemal yeamhg rather than of fully-fledpd reletionship§. His adolescent po€try
does reveal particularly strong attachments to his male Èi€nds, an experienc€ which
recrùs ir subs€quent colleaions and also in the final episode of E rrerro. In rnarked
contrast to the po€tly of Penna, Pasolini, or Cavafy, hou,ever, th€ lrumelous ffieixrli
dotrilrg rh. Cdnaniere 

^re 
observed, revered, aad cetair y desir€d, but wirhout the

reader gednA the impression that the poet is necessarily ogaging in any so* of real
contact with theE-

This state of afÉairs changes dramatically in the colleaioas we will be examining,
where, for the first time since his adolescence, Saba dramatiza a real relationship with
a (much younger) tnan. Saba met Fed€rico Almansi (b. rrzd when the latter was a
boy in the early r93os in Padua in the course of the poer's fteqùent visits to Federico's
fa.her, Emanuele, e Jewish antiquarian booL{ealer with whom he bad both profes-
sional and fiiendship ties. The relationfip betwcen Saba and the Alrnansi family
appears to have tetn particularly close and supportive for many years. In dre eady
r94os (wlich frll within rhe chronotogicrl span of UIrtue .are), and egain b€tween
1946 and 1947 (a period ad&ed1n Meditetaiee), Saba lived at the Almansi,s home
in Milan for prolonged periods of time in the hope oI finding work in the publishing
industry there Both he aod Fderico werc thus Iiving under the same roof wLile
Saba's wife, Lina, remained ilr Triest€. Thcir relarionship flourisàed until r94t-49 (the
period covered W EpigÌdfel, wher it imploded due to a hixruÌ€ of intemel ard

From drc 19306 onv{ards, Federico gadually became the almost exclusive fefe.ent
of Saba's poetry, his presence coming to de§ne the Canzoderé,s third volume (IÀ,hich
cov€§ Saba's old ege) in a way thet can only b€ compar€d to his wife Lina's (admit-
tedly Eor€ intermittent) role in rlre first. Almansi indecd figures more prominenttv
than she does, to the onenl lhat in rhese y€ars rhe odrer figures rhat had or€viouslv
populatcd Saba's world (his wife, his mother, his father. and his wct-nurie) recedi
into the background, meliag only sporadic appcarances. ln this sense, Sabe,s passion

I Rcia Tor.li, Itrlilllm "^.@, *elb,, À I pntb * Sabt. Aui .Ll .ow4tu i"Etuziwb,.Iilat ,at-27 wao sU $riee tiizimi Li!r, r98j), pp. ,62?+
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for Fedcrico should be established as one of the crucial cpisodcs of dre Cazzoziere, to
bc rankcd alongside the bctte! known on€s such as thos€ involving his rclationships
§,ith his wifc and his parcnts.

Despite bcing in narrativc tcrms a rclatively sclf-sufGciexrt Aisod€, thc po€Éy writ-
tcn by Saba fot AlEensi 6lso rcvcals profound links with thc Carozriara's prwious
homocrotic narative. ln this resp€cl lhe same-sex landscape that will emcrge &om my
analysis shares a numbc. of f.atur.s that Tordi and Janoni have alrcady notcd in
reletion both ao other parts of tle book and to E r.sro. Th€§e pertain primarily to rhc
faa rhat desirc for other ncn appcats to b€ intcrtwin€d with tlrc figrr€ of Saba's
run.vray fathcr and the poct's identification wirh him. Both dcsires (for thc father and
for othcr men) converge on a forbiddcn nexus thet Saba srives unsucce$firlly to
tacklc in Lis youth, after irhich timc it starts to bccome orc of the central motifs of his
poctry. Tordi has denonsuatcd that this constellation alreedy lies bchind the uncol-
lectcd early pocm, 'A ùna stella' {r9or), where Saba uses a hacrosexual rclationship as
a scAermo hiding his desirc for his fathcr and for his friend Mario Chi€sa.' Jaconi's
afticlc, which concefirat6 on po€o3 from l-a serev disperuzìonc ltgtr-ti to Csot
noit.ro ltgzt-rol, a: wcll as on Erzcao, lilcwise forcgound§ 'come pilastri
ponanti dell'intera narr.zion€ la marcanza dclla figura patcma e I'aar:zionc pcr
coctanei belli c svagati'.r

h is thus not casy to find e fitting *ord to do iustice to the complexity and multi-
fanousness which draectcrize the sphcrc of desirc bctwc.n mco in saba. tu Jattoni's
words rnakc clear, samc-s€x longing Eanif€sts itself in the early pans of thc
Cawpniere 
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desire for 'coetanei'. These r€lationships rcspond both to same-sex

desirc itself, and to a morc ganeral necd on Saba's pan to idcntify witl male peers and
to tcst his shalry s€[se of rnes.l inity .gainst thcirs. Sub6€quddy, Saba adds ro ùis set
of cxperiences the rcvelation of a deep longing for his fathcr, a Ggurc who sharcs a
numb€r of tràits with tbe young mcn hc c€l€bratcs. Through this association, rhe !.le-
donship b€twccn father and son is tinged nith .rotic rones, rvhile d€silc fo. other mcn
is elso dealt with in .€rms of patemal guidancc ard protecrion. In thc pcdod w€ will
bc addressing, same-sex d6ire is insc.ibcd within a p€derasric paft€m, which is not,
however, conccptuelly and cmotionally separatd from past cxperienccs, since Saba
m.nages to makc his reletionship with Fedelico lcsonate with a number of concems
characterizing his pr.vious conlronutions with this sphere.

Dcsire, admira.ion, and Iongirg for idcftification with othcr malcs thus form for
Saba . deep emotional and crotic pool, wlìos€ cner6/ inf,ects to vaÌying degrees his
reletionships with individuals of his own sex. This universc is markedly diffcrent from
Èh. sex-ddverì s€rls€ of horDoscxual id.ndry which wc 6nd in otò€r Italian po€ts such
as Penna, Pasolini, or Bcllczza. Vith Saba, rxual dcsirc is lcss dominant and always
appcars within a broader Éamework of affectiviry, companionship, and mutual mir-
roring between two malca. It is wirhin such a continuum rhat his relarionships wirh
other merL whcthcI they bc with a pccr, widr ! much youngr man, or ccntred on the
rolc of fatherhood, are ioscribcd.

I Tordi, p.7+ Mrio Chiq i!.n iopor. ptu ir S.ba'i dÒl.3ec .nd yontà. H. vitt b. th.
mod.l fo.Ilio, dÉ 6oy eith whÒo s.t6/El!rée fin. in lov. in tlE ld cl'rprq ò{ E;,ro.



All thesc clcmants havc led me to avoid using tfie words .homosexuality, and
'homoserual' in .his anide as much as possible. The concept of homosexualir,.,
bEsid€s implyitrg, in corumon parlance, an éxcl$i9ity oI saxual orienation rlat do;
not apply to Saba, y,ould rot encompass rle variety of €roricizEd relarionships
bmveen mdes emerging ftom his poetry. 'Hodoeroticisd', \,ith its dighù looset
connotations, s€ems a lrrorc apr term to Erasp thc multifarious and fluid nature of
Saba's maÈ attachEents. Since we wiù be dealing specifically with thc lat€, ped€restic
phase of his poetry, however, I have also used the term 'pederasty' whea referring ro
dynamics that appear to be specific to a relationship betwccn an adult man and a boy
mther than berw€tll two adult mal6. In general termq however, 'homo€.oticism'
remains my preferred lexical choice when addrersiry Saba's same-s€x ùnivùse in its
entircty.

F€d€rico Almansi makes his firsr app€srarce in Urrirr€ cose in the poee 'Amico'.
Virhin the Canzonieft's wider plot, tlis text is calld upon to fÉlonu a sucial rwo-
fold fùnction. On dre onc haod, it aims .o do iustic. to Fderico's nov€l app€alance in
Saba's world, and as slc[ it oust lay eophasis on the uniquenÉss and momentousncss
of th€k encounter. On the other hand, the arrival of Federico is also the fulilnent
of a distant loaging for a male companion which dates back to thc .arliest phas€ of
Saba's poctry. Acordiigly, in tÀe 6rst two stanzas the poet embeds tÀe blossoming o(
his new passion wit[in the continuing narrariv€ of hono€lotic d€sire rhar rravers€s tlie

Trcv.r.,
ql6do ls vit è al suo délilo, il Éssio
cle prino la bcòi ù .mio. É il b€nè
ch. ni tu d.to.
Simile a tu e disiEilc, ribcllc
e d@ilé. Lo sùardo
a @ vkioo cpirare drne
u 6glio fuor d'ogni sFreM ùro
ten@ madrc.6

Federico's appearance is r€presented as th€ point of arrival of a history oI longing and
dèsite shich reaches ba& to th€ po€tic subiecl,s adol*ccncq .il raggio I che primo la
beò: uu amico.' The linÌs between the poem and the Carzoziereì wider Lo;osoric
plot arè pr€cis€, ,nd they lead us b.ck specificaly ro rhe year r92+ a crucial one in
connection with Saba's confroftation of his homoerotic feeliogs.

Thc .itle 'Amico' is in fafr the sarrè as that of rhe ninth sonnet (.L,amico') fiom rhè
coltection I pr4rbri this poem \ras dedicat€d ro rhe character of $ades and fonaed
a pair with the immcdietÈly prcceding one {'L'erce') sbout Or€stes. In thès€ §ro
sonnets, and in a relatcd uncollecred poem caltd ,Orcste (which very likely also datcs
back to r9z4),? Saba uses the story ot thc Oestea as a fourdation "f ti" poeti"
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n ythowtuplrf R rlùich he casts hims€lf as Or.sr€s, Àis falhcr es Agamchnon, and
his moths as ClyteEn6tn.r Funhcrmore, he focrs€s on the homocrotic Èiendship
bctwcen Orétcs rnd Pyl.d6 to .nicllate Lis dcsirc for other mcn. This m,.rtical con-
stcllation brings to thc surface a number of eleocnts which will havc a far-teaching
impàct on Seba's und.rstanding and conceptualizetion of homocroaic d€sire, pa.rticu-
larly in relation to thc continu§ bctwcen his lon$ry for his distaot fathcr and for a
faithftl Inalc companion.'

Tlte first and second stanzas of 'Amico' look back at this previous period of
homoerotic breakhrough: Almansi and saba form a pair in which €ach parmer, like
Orcstes and Pylades, is both similar and dissimilar, the o,rymoronic charlcterization
of F€dcrico as 'rib€lle. docite' echoing ùat of Pyled.s as'cauto € au&cc' (p. z8r). Buc
in relation lo the id€a of fatherhood, Saba's rolc i6 reftr§€d: in lis €arliù poetry h€

had portraycd himself as a fatherlcs6 §on, herc insteed Almansi is rcferrcd to as '6glio'
(his happcns also in thc slighdy later 'Avcvo' from thc collection, rg#). Saba
cxpresscs his rolc as that of a 'tenera madre', whil e tn Meditdraiae he elill cxplore his
rclationship witfi F€dcrico through thc prism of thc UlrsseJT€lcmachus pa( castirg
him.elf this tim€ in thc Ìolc of fathcr.

After having acknowledeed the link witi thc past, the third ard fourth stanzas
of 'Arùico' move oa to addrÉ.s th. imm€diatc implicatio$ of th€ consideleblc egc
gap kw€en tie two patmers. Thc love object is a 6rlly scparate pcrson with an
in:crutablc dcrtiny ahcad of hin:

In bre panj.à. pcr Ia uua via
.nùà, dubbi. ! difficilc. Àll. arsB.!
d.i dici atuli iD dis(§ lae...a
€li l. eltà dol@a di u h.cio.

Mr, e il tdDpo sli onori .uo' p@plta,
. ffi. létizi. ofsi si è rclta
pcr lùi la m.n.. hia. {p. 47o)

The poet fotcsees for himsclf: limitcd:olc in Fcdcrico's yormg li(e, a prcrcnce similer
ro that of a parcnt, who wetches ovcr hiJLc! child until th€ latt r is r€ady !o l€.ye end
facc the world. lt is a specific emotiond constcllation which from thc stan gives an
often resigned tone to Saba's rappon with Fcderico, r€curring also in 'In treno', for
insaance ('M. tu muti conformc la tua lcge, I c il mio limpianto è veno', p.4r).
Vhile praising drc miracllous efiects of this beletcd passion, Saba rcoails all too
eware of th. pragmatic limitations to $hich it is, and will bc, subiccred. As will
cmerge in the rest of tlds anicle, 'Amico' is alrcady an indicdior of thc Èaiecrory of
Saba's lovc for Federico in tf,e ycars betveen Ultirnc cosè 

^nd 
E?igaf.: on th€ onc

hand, we will wimcss lyricdly exalt€d toncs, counteòalanctl, on thc otlrcr, by
eleoents of frustr.tion and by a gro*,ing problcmatization of the pdcrestic pattcrn.

I For tIE d.6ritioD of th. C.,r@iz §. '6ircbiosÉ5.'I .m ird.tr.<l to Fuio Bdsolo, .Il Clmi.G
.li Ubtfr 5.b. , i" r-&',ra,' i'tDN- 12 oce, ùt6l, br Arhdo 
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whcn crr !trl! tÒ thè r.§r of this collection, wc notic€ tÀat Fed€rico,s 6r$ chaÌa.1€r-
ization in temrs of light imagery ('il raggio ì che priho la b€ò,) gains in strength
thanks to thc gen€rel sens€ Òf d.rlinass and erhaustién $rroùndin; his .ppeara;cc."lhlnvdrcvt Uhirne cose. Saba exploirs rhe conùast benveen ùe desolation ài his orm
Ufe ir these years and Fcdlrico'§ growing luninosiry in orde! ro crete pow€Érl
thizn*tn ell*<.

Q@ndo il pdsieo di rc m' .@mpastu
nel buio. dove, voh. dagli omri
mi rifuEio del siomo, pcr dot@
imobile Ei ti@ @mc sr.te.
Poi mi ldo, .ipcdo L Iu vtr.-
Tutto è lont .o d. ec, siovea,
glo.iaì .lnE cua drgli altri mi srtu..
!,h qud pstoim di l., chc o vivi,
ni consìa di $.ro. Oh t€ne@
imtm.., qBi dis@al (p. aD)

Federìco manages to transforru the baren immobility of Saba's life, pelonning a
numbét of'p&digi' whi€h in the old Fo€És eyes ar€ 6tst end f€lemost rhe niilecl€s of
,.outll. This thcm€ appeers in'I moni amici'which op€ns with the follo{,ing quatrah:

I norti aDici riviv@o ir re,
e l. mnc aÉgioùi. Cfi. ru éiita
è un prcdisio, @ u alrro lo sryes:
ch. in r. rirrcvi E mio t€bpo chc tu. (p. J7t)

ln a sirEilar veir\ 'Dall'efta' prasefts a &visitrng, in the coÉpany of Federico, of
typical p3rrs of Tri€ster spaces arc at once real and seen by th€ boy for rhe firsa tim€,
and also poetic and h6rc. alrc"dy kno{,! to htE through his mentor's poetry. Thanks
m- th€ intensity and intiaacy of their conn€ction, Saba 6nds ir wonh ùar g a wo d
which otlerwise would appear dexd to hiù .Tutto ua mondo che arnavo, al quale
m'em I dam, che pcr te solo oggi .ivive' (p.47ri. In these lines Federico is ele;tcd
to the role_of exdusive interlocltor of the poet,s late r€aw.kenhg. He besins to be
reprcscnred as the rcferent of an inrimare, amorous discourx whiih exends beyond
Ubine cose to Meditenarrce ani E?igrafe, and consritut€s rhc cerùel d.amalic
episode of the t[ird volume of ùte Cananier-
. Tb€ atmospl€r€ of ioy and new beghniog brought ahout by Federico is rhmwn
inm sharp rclid by tlr overall setting of rhe coll€.tiotr. Ulri,'re .ose is in fact distin-
guished by a pendular movemerìt bctw€err tle lovc objec and surrounding factors
which is reuiriscent of Tdeste e *u ilotma ar,d i* double focrx on nani:ee" drd the
city.ln Uhirnc cos. rte backgrourd is Eore abstract, its barrarnas synbatizing rhe
onset of old age. Numerous poems restify to a s€ns€ of endinc and ancuislL anid ro
a po6ic voice which alaost miractlously finds tìe strenxth ro sDea-k- out &om a
pcrspective on rhe verge of oblivion and annihiladon;

Da q@do l, mi. bcs è qusi mùla
am le vite chc q@i non pirtdo.
(Da q@do', p.484
Ora è É!di. si sposliao lc @s€,
e rc t(,@ lo s.[cldn-
(,Spctr.@lo', p. a9O
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Allora,
@mc ùa lav d.ia ù p.mo, rcR
la nuov. rqosia il mio .uorc. Vorci
gridare, me mn poo. Ie torruo,
ch. si.of&e ùE volre, sÉo ftuto.
Ahi, qello .lc ho Deduto $ io slo.
('Uoa rotte', p. to2)

The serne of endirìC li"k€d to old age overlaps with, and is eventually or-ersLad-
owed by, the histori€l ev€nts of the years spann€d by Ubime éoso lr%5-$), wh;d\
were particularly dramatic for Saba. ln tÀe su6mer of 1938 he realizrd that tirne *,as
running out in haly for a helf-J€wish citi2sn and Le madc a trip to Paris in en unsuc-
ccssfùl attcmpt to 6nd refuge there with his family. Once ba& in Tricsre, and with the
bggi razziali ìn place,trc toyed with tùe idea of €xploiring his sazgyd ,risro status i.
order ao be beptiz€d, a st€p he erentually reiected on mor:l grounds. Hc was therefore
forced to Land over tle ownership of his antiquarian boolshop and to take up iregu-
lar ernployment in Milaa while Line erd his daughrer, Linuccia, ledaincd in Trieste
(ttroughout this p€riod he was staying at the Almansi family home). Fmm S Septem-
ber 1941, Saba and his family wcre in dango of being deponed by rlle occupying
Gennans; rhey fld and §,efit to Flolcnc€, where they surviv€d by .ating refuge in
various fricnds' houses until the city {,es liberated in r94+

lI we looL ba€k at rhe passages iusr quoted we can sff rhrl ùe ghosù landEcap€
Iinked to old age iocrersingly assumes the appearance of an apoc{hpric dcs€n itr
which thc pressure of outside cvcnts is dearly {elt Images oI sLdetal b:rrenness
('Lavoro','§pettacolo'), toltule ('Una notre'), cataclFm ('Amicoi:'se il tempo gh
onori suoi pr€cipite', p. ,+7o), and dark foreboding ('Anche ùn {ieto di vento,, .Il v€tro
rotto'), coal€sce inro a g.ih and desolate tenair which, panictlady in inagery and
lexis, app€.$ close to Montalé's cortemporary wasteland, h I2 occdsiorr; (t919) ani
Iirirrérre (r94r). Fultù€fiEote, as in Montele tlis carastrophic landscape is travcned
by the prcsence of the beloved Clizia, so iÀ Srha it is contlasted with ùe new life
broug[t about by Federico. Yet the figure of Clizia, because of the idealistic and
Mcsianic rEsponsibiliri€s wich which she is ciarged. appeats as rn increasingly Iragile
and interBittent pr€seÈc€ who must arentually ,entrar oa Uuio', of *e apocdypse of
history.

-C,onvcrrr.I? 
, i Ukine cose w€ cr-n nac€ a prog€ssive hiatus bcrween Èhe backdrop

of tte wasteland and the €xhilaradon assocjated with Fed€rico. This is apparent in rh;
fiiral erclaoation of lQuanò il pensiero',

Ma qu.l pcGido di re. chc tu vih,
mi on.ola di tulto. Ot renclEa
nntme, quari dùullt.m! (p. arD)

as well as in iines such as 'se il tempo gli orrori suoi precipita,l a s€rena lctizia oggi si
è Jolta I pcr lui h mente mia' (p.41o), or again in the dosiag tament of .h T;no'
('Straziato è il mio clorc come sentc lchc più aon vive nel tuo peao. Tace I ogni alua

trEE@ò M(el€, 'ri ùnf.E,, in thn. b ?Éi.,.À. by ciorgio Z.hpa (Mnù: M6dr<ldi, rr9d,
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angGcia per questa', p.499). t! other words, Saba's distance from th€ dominaring
id€alism of the [talian lyric tràdition is Eanslet€d into the refusal to tum the object ol
his loic into rhe MessiariLic lover whiò still preocclpies Montale. Federico,s 2rodrgr
are all played within Saba's pcrsonal sphere, wirhour any il,usion rhar the bot migtrt
affcct an extelnal histori(.l rca1ity. Yet ir is rhan*s ro his encounter with Federico riar
Saba reach€s an explicitn€ss in rhe expr€ssion of same-sex parsion which does not find
any mat h in his prEcèding poetry. It is wonh renìnding oursèlves rhat di.ect €r(pres-
sions of sucfi a passion as rhe ones I haee just qùoted were erremely rare in the r 9los.
tf we look beyond haly at contemporary Eutopcan experieoces, ihe only'points of
compa.ison are Cavafy's poenrs and Lorca's Sonetos del dmor os<ttto. SignlÈcantly,
Cevah's poetry could only bc circulatcd privaùely during his lifetime, whil€ l-orca's
homoerotic East€rpiec€, though wrinen in 1935, had to wait until 1983 for
publication.

3. 
^ 

LOMOEROTTC TtraDmON

The passion for Fed€rico Almansi continues to hold sway in Saba's poetic world in
Méditendnee (a945-461. The cootext and tcxrure of the collection differ considerably
kom Ubime cose, andFederico is accordingly the object of a different kind oI rewor!-
ing. The climate of the Érst hall of the eolletion rlerives from th€ po€t's $ay in Rome
for most of 1945. k was a period of great happiness ,s d€monstrat€d both by his
lettcrs and the poem, 'Gletitudire', \,ritterì in 1946 when he had moved beck to the
Almansi fanily home in Milan: 'Un anno, e in qucsta stagione €ro a Roma. I Avevo
Roma e la fclicità' (p. ta6). Retuming to Milan, Saba sew Feierico again for the first
rime sinc€ r94r, whan he had been forced to go iato hiding The boy he had lnown
beforc the war was now a grown man, and indeed thc latcr poems itr the collcction are
Ìess serene and reflect an amrosphere of growing fiicdon b€twe€n rhe two.

B€sides tLe sen6c of rElief alte! having cscaped GoE tumoil atrd pe$€c.ution, Saba,s
stay in Rome seems to havc had a deci§ve impacr on his imegination and cultu.al
awaftnés. Mèditeffaiae is in facr a c€lebration of classical topoi and oI the cultural
spacc of rhe Mediterarein, wÀich Saba sccs in the poem, .Ebbri canti', as the crucible
ftom which the classica! Christian, and J€wish hcritage llavc erncBed.ll The role of
Rotuc as a-catalyst for thc rediscovery of tLis ancim! hcrirage wes som€thing that
Ungaretti .lso experienced forming one of the sources of inspiration of his colliction
Seitimen o dcl tenpo (rgrrrJ). In Ungaretti's case, the episode essentially repre-
sented a delared ercounter with the roots of his national culture on the pan oi an
Italian who had gown up in Egypt and spent his formative years in paiis. Saba,s
outsider position as a Triestire po€t, bom and rais€d when Tricste was not yet par of
Italy, is nor dissimilar.

Yet tle reappropriation of the classical heritege also senes a specifically homo-
eroti{ purpose for Saba, providing him, in partictlar, with matiri:l fro; cr€€k
myhology whiò he could use to reples€nt his r€lationship wirh ALDan§. Th€ 6rst

'ì Ebbn ffi si lerlm. bèretrhi.lmU.Mi, sborb.tu. eui pùE I - p.@ - è M.dirltrùa En
o psÈi@ | :ll'eÙrc Ji*òb.i, dr qu.l mm ll Maled etm imprdbil. è Roma. S.iDrnrm la

GG'a ,x. $€ sronl. | @m. u:dolé@. Osm mndo I .,o @ov. c,u.L.. Ne .lùo |. mYec$o $Eidc aoho ù elc- lp. qr).
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pocor_of th€_collection conc€midg F€derico (.ll ratto di crnimede,) is a reworkhg of
a \À,e[+st blished classical homoerotic topos - one of the most enduring onÀ in'westem G1iture.u This seid, Éy réading of ir will focus on the way in which thc Z.eus-
Garym€d€ .elationship is also a means for Saba to articulate the.elationship berw€qì
fathct and son, as tegards both his parantal role vis-à-vis Fcdcrico and his reiationship
with his own farher. By so doing, Saba manages to cncapsulate in the same nryth twà
sets of concems, his longing for his father and his desire for other men, in an even
more compressed way t[an is the cax vcith lris earlier handlihg of thc story of qresres.

Th€ poet tlus briùiandy exploits for dre purpose of his own mythobiosapfiy an
enduring ambiguiry in the traditional inr€ryretarion of the Ganynede srory. As Saslow
has demonstrated, thb mlrh *,as aìready thc object of contrasting readings in drc
Greel world starting with Pleto. Thc Phaedi.s a*nowledges Xeaophon's account oI
the myth as an dlegpry of thc raprumus asceat of tàe soul rowads the divine (Dante's
reworking of the rape oI G!ÙryEr€jde m PugatoÌio x. r1z4 derives Iiom thìs line of
exegesis). In the Irrrs, hon€ver, Plato wams thet the eprisode was conceived by the
Cretans in order to iustit their cult of pederasty. Already in classical times, therefore,
therc ecisted a level of unease surrounding the myth's blatent homo€rotic meanidg,
which often resulted in anempts to reutmlize it lhrough . spiritual iuterpr€ration.a
The sub'requent use of the myth as an cpisode oI spiri:ual rapture often degended on
a coonadon of Zeu§'s rol€ as father of the gods and rnankind with the Christian
Godhead. The axis Ganymdd us is comparable to jesuslGod the Fath€r, rhe vetti-
c-al nature ol their mutual positioning {icorogaphic but also syabolic), signalling a
reclainiag of the son by tfic father into a ceiestial dimension where the relationship
with drc mother and tàe eardrly elemert is rnarginalized. Images of Gaq,mede's rap
and of Christ's as€ènt were ofren interchangeable

WitÀ aI this h mind, let us approach Saba,s poem in ftrtl:
Era un giofro f.r i giofti. Era s.mo
I'ldei l. oprc bl1Ev.6o itr pc,
dzrc in guardia a pastorc ..iolsntc.
Solo il cùc qù. è là Egava iIquiso.
Sul ,olto del fà'ciùtlo omb& paeveo.
For* tloppo 

'cv€ro 
il re sùo p.dre

Fre ù.Lva .i coDpaAnr

- $ltlla
aam molri dclle stqs cd,

.D 
Al$o( uffi i. É. tr( rlEr.:@idiis ro S,bdr om .Mt. Fcd6ico ws $mh@ {rfurl irth. wririra ol the pcr rP.d@ h. hvao fE l. su vshi. on , t rtò@, di @ DGi. .À. di .w;lpdih da Tri@ E6 prqrio ùn abbrm. M, mj tu ,cm dr. in oxlIrhto; aa;;;;;qu.l@r e ho eeao inr'ni E .t lle ni. po6i. dù "b€lÈ.. L r*d* à.tl ,h;" *i-"à;;i;quqo m _n@+o pi'i s di À€dbÉndr Ò di Rubo+ Ò roN di ù,rh, I.] qu.L d,.d. cùi;.d. hoibdd rqù chq d:[o .p{qro pbhq f. pipl. 54 UEb.m S.ha, Atne ,ae ch. M. t atd fadiAi,àr9,rr-rgtj. c{ br Gi,É.rc. t:% ùd RÉM s@"i {Mrt a Boùi&i. ,"s,ì. " .a '"--

. 
u se J.m ÀL s.Jo§, cdDd.d. q rh. Rwjse: Eùe-ua.ry i ea',,,iiiffi nn* n "-."ahtur Y.r. u vca pr6$ 1936), pp. r-i.

.:lor adr m4!m FdJi, €EDplé, s cÉsory v@d," 
^rriar,r 

Ftz.h: Md. Hm@ùà,r datModd fe.n (No H.E ùd l,nrld: ysle Ud6r9 pE* ,r37)t p. ls.
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che rurd deI. §rss g{È anlanti,
pa il b..io di u serto, violdri
si abbmei.ydo a ù coto d'.lre eida. -Bidch. in cielo @tg.oo L mbi.
§dpre il de e giù Éur.va all'ora,
cd il grcgg. più uito ir sé strinsqdi.
Ai presagi itrssibilc, il p$torc,
oblio§d al suo conpito, §ognava.

FùlFi@v. dal cicìo aquila fo6è
si 6bartavaro se8si, si sgol.va
il..n€.
Già d.ll'@Eo n frnsiùIo
bàgdar. ù.'ùltima tolta l. teÉ (p. rlr)

The sourcc mertioned by Saba in relation to this poern is Rembnndfs painting Tla
Rape of Garymede (rq5, now in Dresden) ftom which he tales ttre clo§ns i6aae
of the boy wctting himself while he is being carried upwards, a detail absent from
clasrical literary accounts ard which, to my knowlcdgc, appcars onìy in this work
Rcrnbrandt's canvas completes the process of infantili"ation and dè-(horno)scxuali-
zation to which rcpresentations of Gan,'mede were sùbiected in the post-Renaissance
period, panicd.dy in Nonhem Eulope.r The mo3t b€autilul man on e3rth is here
reducrd to a fat, screeming child whose physical r€actior is appropriare in tlrc face
of a maicsaic and aggressive display of authority. The rape therelore appea$ as an
episode of punishhent rather ùan one of erotic aMuaion.

Cle-arly this is not tihe context in which Saba is opelatitrg. The resder of the
Czrrzorrrre is at tlis stag€ familiar with his relationship with Federico and wit[ the
ecstatic pmnoùncerneats which characteriz! Urrirre .osz. Seba'§ canymede is tror a
little boy, but a 'pastore adolcsoente who relishes agal€s§ive 6ght5 and games with his
friends. Urination tÀere{ore los€s th€ infantil€ .onnotetions it has in Rembrandt and is
instead l'lore sugg€stive of orgasm.

Srbr's dcpanurc ftom tus pai*erly modcl is in pan accountable by the hct rhat
in r 946 Federico was alreedy a grown man. Ve also lrcw, however, rhrr, particulady
in its early yea:s, their relationship induded a powerfrrl master/pupil component, in
which the poet had a senior rolc vis-à-vis tÀe young boy. A letter from Saba m his
daughtcr, Linuccia, miaen flom th€ Alnansi's home in Milan in 1946, gives us an
intihate picture of tÀe growing fddions cau§€d by Federico'§ att€mpts ro asser hi§
indepeadencc from Saba's initialy undisputed guiding role:

tFedencol !.dc o .hc ho emprc rasione, mi sr. odiando. Da qu,lchc tcmpo (.n lÈ que.ro è
sbria ùùaL ddl'uomo) es[ è pl@ d. u 6ddio dBid.rio di indip6d;a. Ho e;cato di
krsli qpiÉ cte nù c @ nul. di @al€ Él fatto c[è, qualdo awa $dici ami, abbi. *suirc
le olrc di ù m..so.ù

Lae'r { in Ubbne cose Saba males his acceptance of Federico,s independent destiay a
central feature of t[eir relationship, tle story of Canymde can bescen as allowing

. 
r Umbsto Srb,. L s?a.h d'MoÉ lrd« scdt. reoL-Ìgt?, ed. by Atd,o Mamvdlio (Mitan:

Mood.don, r98r), pp. 6È6r.
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fum to rlprcsÉ_nr a sirùarion in whi.h he pors€rses his panftr in e mor€ cohplel€ way
than was probably the case in rcaliry.

A gearer fluidity of rolcs surfaces whcn addressing the fatlrer tunction within the
colstelletion rcpr€sentd by the poem. The verb used to denote the rap€ is .firlminare,,
which plays both with the suddenness and violcnc€ of thc action and with thc rhun-
derbolt (tulmine) as tte prime syobol of Jupite/s patemal majesty. Writing to his
frien4 Ciordma, about his own father's epiphanic appearancc to him in tLc Friod of
the composition of.Arrtobiogafu lr9z4), Sab^ says:

M^ Pirludio e cd.oÉttc,. tùtto quello ch. ho ffiitto pri@, Don è .h. u pdlido rif,cs
vicino ai quin&ci enc.ti di A,nobìoszfa. Un 6rlgoÉ mi sÒp%wmn. dru'àlro (non uDrci
6primÉ qu.llo cte 6i .ccadde dttilMri) e r l@ ,t to deùo chc Ei hr t.;.ro
r@.larissiho, in@milciai e tefldrai il heonto. rèdtuiN d.lla mii vita.,,

The image of a 'tulgore' overwhelming thc poct {rom abovc is analogoB io drc
'hrlmine' to B,hich Ganymed€ is Fey. Ind€cd, Al,robnagrafi netaphorically repr€-
sent3 the €levation of Saba's world into drat of his father, a fundamental step mw.rds
adultÀood which also trostered the poet's acccptance of his homoelotic dcsires. From
rhis perspective, Saba's late identGcarion witl Ganymede is a poignant rc.Àpirrl{tion
of rhc nostalgia for a powerirl father figure which traver*s his eadier writing The
po€t's multilaycred us€ o{ the myth resuhs in a flexibility in terms of his ideotification
with both Zeus and canymede he is son ro his powefil father, but he is also father
to Fed€rico.

The nythological ftamework ol Meditenanee ziso mak€s its€lf felt in tLrEe po€ns
for Federico groupd under the heading 'Tre poesie a Telemaco'. These, hovever,
differ from 'Il rano di Ganimede' in thet rhey refleca mole directly on very intiaate
moment§ of the Saba/Almansi lebtionship. One has rh€ impression ir more ways than
onc that they were meaa. m be read priEarily by Fderico and, given the lact that he
and Sab, we!€ living under the same roof at the rimc, he might have b€en rhe fi$t
peron to see them. Fedelico's role as tieir primary addressee makes this poetic inter-
cotrse betwcn the older poet and the young Ean a crucìal featurc of thet relation-
ihip. In a po€m from Episafe (a9az-a8l S^b^ §ilt remind Federico of the gift of ùe
'Tre poei€ a Telemaco', as part of a plea for a benevolent acceptance of the poet,s
latest 'dono' (p. t53). Th€ poem's very tide, 'Lettere', brings home the point thei texts
on Federico Dot only speak about the relationship Saba enioyed witir him, but a.e
themselves pan of the dialogue between rhe two.

_ 
This said. ùe actual emotions portrayed in .Tre poesie a TelÉn aco' poiDr rowards

eìemerrs of crisis in the pederastic panem, or ar l€rst its growing proÉlematizarion.
Not all the disturbing elements oliginate from within the rclatio;ship, however. Th€
first poem, for example, revolves amund Saba's patcmal anxiety caused by Fcdcrico,s
restless sleqr:

Odo, s vcslio la Dott , I.ftnti
d.l resrzo ocl $moi odo 

'ct 
$mo

susuhj d,an@ i! p6.- E at .ilEstio
osD eolro s'osm. (p. t,+7)

o Sat,, b sì..la d adot., p. ar.
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Thc imegc of rhé po€t's wakéfirlness will r€tùft in rhe larer Docm .Vecchio e siovùe.
(Ep,graÉ), wit[ an ideDdcal association with tlre youngmants anxiery. Ir is imlossibte
to say execdy shat Saba is alluding tÒ hete, and whether tliese episodes of noctumal
fears are meant to be morc than cirornstantial. Ve ò know, however, that from
r9a9 onwards Fcderico fell prey to an 'iffev€dbile malatria m€ftal€ che lo encéllò
progr€ssivamente da{r vita'.r 'Quasi una favola, and .Vecchio e giovane, may
thercfore represent Saba's firsr inklings of Fedelicoì mentally disturbed state.

In the second poerE, 'Metamofosi', the elemerr of crisis is, instcad, intemal to thc
relationship and involves F€derico's need for indQetdcncc and: scnsc of adulthood,
a topic abo addressed by Saba in the leaer to Linuccia whicL I have alrea§ quoted:

Eeo il sùo volto al mio sil@zio f.rsi
*yqo, sli chi . u odio sinrilaffi.
Non flB chè pierà rispeno e@gli. .
dei più ve.òi di lui, di lui g.tuti,
!u mé si gÉtÈ.ebbc, io pdr&, one
ropÉ un Émio. (p. ra8)

The pocrn's title makes clear how the transition towards a relationship in wkch
Fcderico could accommodatc liis sense of eduldrcod $as certain]y very ftaught, caus-
ing both parmers a sense of estrangernent. Biographical elements clearly contribute to
the creation of this Dcw picnrre. The carlier poems ol Meditenaaee sere wrlttfll, whtle
Saba was in Rome, probably without having s€€n Federico shce r94, wherì the po€t
had been forced to go inm hiding They therefore still rdlect thù pre-war relation-
ship wher F€dÉrico was e curious and eager boy. But vrhen Saba merFed€rico ain in
Milan in r9a6 ùe boy had grown into a young oran whose sense of self must elso havc
been alrered by his panicipation iD thc Resisrance- h is tfiis temporal gp. in which
Fededco had grorirr without the presence of his rna"srro, which ;ery lilày accounts
for the armosphere of frictioa pcrceptible in this case.

The third poc_m presents us 'À,ith . far hore indguirg situation than the previous
two. h is called 'Appeira una cirazione, because it includes lines ftom a poem by
!4-er!co_ !a co!€cdon of his worh was publishcd in re47 with a preface by Sabaj,
followed by Saba's comments on the issu€ thar the quotation addr€;s€§:

Dici che lci !i l.sci.E, càc $lo
poni la pcra d'cq nato. Urlrrr'd
ines@ a lurgo ?q uie @Litatis,
4 ù bd'l4e di h,re dà f.n^ti,
?q r.n$re .hiua w a nia,a.tui^
Poso che i ydi s'o b.Ui. E fors.,
l'ombE in*sùodo, rrcvfri u corpo.

Un dole @rpo ti @mbra. (p. ,4e)
fiis is a funher example of thc crisis of the pederaaic model in that Saba forces
himself to addre*s the qu€stion of F€derico's aduk (Àerero)sexual orienraùon. Ve
know so linle about ALnaosi rhar it is impossiblc to 

"ry 
if 

"t.r,, sraee Le tu v
reciprotated Saba's fediags. Tteir posr-war pubtished correspondence istrce ard

r SaÈd, b spa.lz .l'ùda, p. l.f-
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was wrinen.when F€d€rico was alr€ady menrally ill, whjlc rhe pre-war l€ttcrs have
b€en eirher loEt or destroyed.D.Apperìa una ciunone' and lctr€rs bv Saba Ef.. ro
Federico's hereroscxùal affairs, an el€m.nr o[ disruptior which appears rc have been
acceptd by the poet as a possiblc ourcooc of a p€dirasric reladonjr;o since its inceo_
tion. I an thinking in panicular of lines frcm Urri,r. ros" which we have alreaà,
discuss€d: 'Ma ru rtrUd conforme la tua kgEe, I e it mio nmDianro è vano' (o. aco)-

Tbe poem's mo$ htcr€6ti!8 fearur€ is, bosrevèr. rhe quotarion of fede.ico;s lÉes in
it{]ics. This Eak€s of'Appena una citazione, rhe rocrs r,here the relationstrip between
Saba and_Federico is not only d€§crib€d on th€ page, but is embcddcd il thc very
texture of the poerr k is a unìqu€ €pisode in the C&zozÈre and a proof of love aaà
of rhe sùengrh ofrhis inrimatc dialoguc. wfuch does not abare in spirc of tlre clcments
of crisis Évealcd by individual poems. Iri facr rhe g.neÉt Éaocwork of both
Med.iteftaflez and thc following ollcclion, Epi4rufe, is thc continuing dialogue
between the poet and his lrrale muse. T[c 6rsr poem of thc fonner collcction opens
with tle lines

P.r ùa doma lont na c utr Ésazo
che mi .slr., elet ,
lo s.rinc, io E.hio, qu6.
pcic (p. j29)

while in Episr"fe the poct ass€ns thet he is \À,riring.per gli uc€€Ii e un amico' (p. 5r9).
Tlrcueh Sab.'s laus€ is never exclusive, Federico is thc only suble prescncr of there
y-ears, the only character h the Canzoniere \xho is not only aa objec oI pnctry, but
the int€rlocuor of a dialogue bascd on reciprociry

Thc election of a male musc is after all mnsisrent wirh what se€ms to me ro b€ lhe
llnd:rllnc pmgaqlltrc of MeditenarQe. tt is in rhis collection that Saba exploits ro
the full a teodency which hc had inaugurared h his reworking of thc mlrh ofbrestes,
namrly to ap_propriate classical myths fmm a homoerotic Frspectivc. His handling oi
the Égucs of Orestes, Gaaymde, Ulysses. and Telemachus firncions as a conriou_ous
deconsmrctioq or rather reconsEuction, of rhe classical tradition froo Ée viewpoint
of a homo€roric subjec. gba's culrurat appropriations are stronsly inflected ti ffs
de$re hor other men coming to conniEte a personal tomocrotic canon thmuph
which rhe poet constandy rcwrites the story of lis [fe,

Epìgak $9az-a8) is the only collection of the Canzonizte whtch Saba chos€ nor ro
publisb during his lifetime lir app€arcd posrhunously in ICSS). The only orher ca§€ of
s€lt-censorship on rhis scale in ùe poel's careel coocerns Eri"sro whos€ s€xual and
Iineuistic.cxplicihess made ir unpublishabte in tus Uferimc. rn rpisrale dìe .sc;dalì is
:l a,qrterel *1"": T"r'i"c on rhe panicutarly iorimar€ Datule of the poem,
'Vecchio.e giovanc', which rcprcs€rrs rhe tasr episode in the ongoing dialogue bJt*eer
Saba and Federico. ln view of tbe extensiw ponrayal of Fcde;co in Ul ilmc cose md
Mertitdrance, i is not immediately dear why Saba felt r[aÌ rhis text had to rEmain in
a drawer rmtil after his deat[. To an extenq rhe facr t]rat it opens with a disarminglf

1' Se sab., t' spc.!' tt'Mò/., o. \d.
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sinc€r€ decleretion of lovè ('Un vecchio ahava uÀ rag.zzo'), that the veò .amare, is
also used by the characrer of Federico in relation ro th€ poetr and that the two pan-
acrs are cleady in bed together, might hrve conrributed to Saba,s conc€ms. A; any
mt€, 'Vecchio e giovan€' has become the most frequently $ot€d poea of the
Caronr?re's third volume, and indecd one of the mosr cdtically preis€d of all of
Sabe's output. In his widely infrju€nnzl Poeti itdiat i del Nouecen o, Mr€,tg;àldo closÉ
his §.le.tion 6ora the Carzoriere with it, singling ir out a§ 'uno dci più aÌri che Sabà,
e non lui soltanto nel Novecento, abbia scritto'.a

This me3ns that, conrr.ry to all rhe po€ms on Fcderico we have been analysing up
until now (which have sinply beerl ignored by schola§), this one poss€ss€s a sub,stan-
tial critical history which I must briefly addrEss bcfore offcring my own vìcwpoint.
The nature of the debate su{ounding 'Vecchio e giovane' is, in faca, as symptomatic
of acader c lomophobia as is the crude excision of samès€x desire that has b€cn
routinely practisd on other areas of the Canzoùera Ot tlrE whole, scholars have
att€mpaed to d€ny that this po€llt is releyant as a homoerotic r€xr, {ocusing on it
inste-ad as a dqiclion of Saba's intrapsychic proc€sses, suggcting, in oràer words,
that the boy des.db€d is not really, or not p'incip.lly, the beloved virh whom th€
poet was living at rhe tim€, but a proiection of Saba's child[ood self, a son of equiva-
lert of il piccolo B€fto' (Saba's shadow of hirnself as a child in the homonymous
cnucttion).

TÀis t€nd€lcy *,as iniri.t€d by Debencdctti, who in 196o (one ycar altcr the poeros
vrere made public) arsued that

l" pGir 'vchio c sidane' mnfès, . t tu di notr qscr neir. . .sDir., u Dqi@to$.
flddc mtetivo di @rciso, per il qule S,ba si vd* di @ pemn. ch. di frà8. euet
tdtanrc fallito, @mè DoD riuel. s.riqlo dèi sùoi @li, od;@tuno lo l-ibcò dai rimàrsi
di avqlo inrÈpr@.'

This'tentativo di €sorcismo' is rel.ted by Dcb€nedetti to Saba,s handling oI the 6gure
of Beno, in which the critic lilewise sees the poet's doomed attempt to creatt ar
extemal poetic scapegoat onto which he cosld proicct his uùesolved complcxes. Th€
poem is thus only incid€ntally concemed with Saba's rapport with Federico, its main
stress-lying on Saba's repeatd failure to face up to his inner conf,icts in a frrlly addt

This int€rpr€tetion continues to enioy an ùnqu€§tioned critical approval. Lavagetto
conqts with Dcbenrdeni's use of the concept of e<orCsm and alsoìiates, witt regard
to the address€€ of Saba\ poetry 

',lom 
Ultiire cosé ro E igTdfe, thar .ered€ di ;tte

Ie. lSure ch9 po@laao ll Carr.oniere, il rl è sopramrtto la rcincamazione ddi
adolesceati di Saba e dd loro archctipo, il piccolò B€no,.z An identical cmpha;is
informs the essay on Sab e in ùe Èif.taludi lrtterou.ra ìtatiana lr»t), whfrle RTjglrolo
arSues that

:P:_V. M.y+lo, P-@À i:didd d.t Ntuo tuitù: M@d.òri, rerd, p. re7.q Gi.@m D.ùd€d6i. ln @ (Milù: 0 s:ssiatoe rr7:), p, Bt_ ric, rù iM6q D.b6€d.6t rrqio .h.t -veùio . siow- io .tuB. lit rul rr'tb d, Lci ò
biosrdi. mpì,iq, ùcdò@ ., pd dt diq imhamE di_§ab,, \t ,@:D,i;i-a Mùio l2vg.no,l, s.lli& di S.rc. rcv. edr (Iurin: Ein6ùdi, ,c8c). p. re" {ior thi or.pt of amcml&d p. d9 (ror tne qumdo.).
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il giovdc al di là di quÀlsirsi rifuiMÈo ,trttalhE biosEfi@ (Fcd6@ AlnaBit. o.sievce. ùiri@ ...1 èil Éùtu di u ùsGi@ §doppi""".;* Iat ",*, ri,"*ei-# J
saba baobmo-

'VGhio c gioruC è dùqe I'ultiuo @ttoquio di Sàb. @r $ $ès, @6 ,t DrcD.io .aor
montùo', e hr.e< il sngedo d. ù oFE ché it poet ste ooei staqu de *.t

AI lhef statements qpically try ro limit, minimiz€, or discard outright tlc homo_
e$tic signifcarce of'Vccchio e giovane,, and inded of the whole"of Saba's lare
poetry. Having analysed i! dctail rhe imponance of rie figurc of Federico in the
yea:s from Uhime cose to Meditenake, we have alreadv ;thered suffici€or Dr6f
to dispel the rooon drat he can b€ s€en etclusively oi primarily as a p.oiàon
of Saba's psyche. Inded, scholars would not dare to ptowse srch z'dénaràe iot arrv
ol ùe Canzoniarc'E female 6gu!es, whic[ arc alwàys granted a sreaÈer desee oi
independence fmm, and ineducibiliry to. thc 6gure of Saba as poctic protago;jst.

I will nor d€ny ùat 'vecchio e giovane', from its very r;de, ii inscribed ùthir the
dialogue between sorez nd pter whch is one ol Lhe Cdflaniarc,É ovcrarcf,iag
myahopoeic motift. Bur a .€cognition that th€ ssrer-rnar pair is used by Saba, froÀ
his poems on_ Orestes onwards, to artìculate in the samè breath inuapsycÉ and
lxùapsychic_dynamics,-cannor b€ us€d to argue that tlis poem has only air abstracr
relevaace, which can afford to l€av€ out of rhe picture the f,omoerotic element ioform-
ing it. My reading wil thus assume thc irrcducibiliry of Federiso,s poctic persom, and
will relak the issues rais€d in the t€xr to the dialogu€ between thii peaoìa and 3ata
which we have followd $rcu§rlJbime cose aÀ Mediunarce. '

The poem in tull reads:

Ua vehio uve m ragaa. futi, binbo

- satto in vist §.lyati@ - remda
esdght e o..dri p.Gi.ri. OE du.
@* nèl oorc le*iùo M imprcnr.
dol@: la dotm cf,e esot. it pàs
tegs.rc al uo la priM votr., c it biobo
ch., .l 6E tu to stvi, fidkioso
nctt la su hanida nÉlla tE.
ciovinéflo rinmo, lEhi di chto,
aFni spE ù ebiso, png.v.
tusa .lt aùi@ suo Ia ni!fu lll@a.L dtu 16r. d una stori., qutc
uà ra @mDos eDùida
filùava dì. su irsorj, ,dol@:
alcre bc,le, atrrc Eat.. .Ad@ ba!r. _
diÈm a M Èano; * s,éFimq dotuiamo.,
E si voltaE @ e il ùùo..T'aeo-
dopo qr silozio assiungda - tu buono
s@prc coD tDc, 6l ruo bambim., E subi.o
Arcf9ndiE iò un sn'o inquiao. I eccchio,
.on sli oaLi ap.ni, non domiva più.
Obli@, insaEibfl.. Detaaz
d'ùgelo d66. NetL tu impazida,
mrc, noo «<u*to. pos: É rclor
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he ù @npim dif6ciLi ha la vita
n@ di.:ro, d. di'lfri a é Tu atrr€na,
& p@i, rua Eon . O troD Ftlffi piì. (p. ,60)

Ever by ùe standards of ùe ftaughr siruadon depicred in the .Tre poesie a Telemaco',
tlus text reveals ar ev€n deeprr crisis, which wi[ mark the òs3pp€atallce of Fed€rico
ftom Sab_a's world. From the start, the boy's charaaerization is;iobrrly polarized (he
is a 'bimbo [...] fiducioso' but also a 'siovinefto ùanno,, wirh .occhi di cido' tookine
at 'un abisso'), and rhis larenr conflift is acted our in the microlrama describcd in rhi
s€cond stsnza, ivh€re F€d€rico first hegs Saba Ior a .ninna nania,, only ro refuse it
abrupdy and to turn his back on his parmcr, who is left alone and resdess in the dark.'What exadly is the cooterr of ùis micro-&aEaì It tu, I would argu€, a sp.cifically
emtic content, in th€ sens€ rhat it centrcs on Saba's reicction arz love! btFedelico,
rarhcr than on any defeat of a broader psychological nature. Fedcrico asks Seba for a
'ninna nanna', i.e. hc ftames the relationship betweco himself and the poet as that
betweÉn a òild and, pùena. Th€'ninna nerna' i6 not meant to be the exalted tqlk of
a lovcr, but the soothing lullaby that puts the inlant to sl€ep. Saba, at tcast inirially,
seems !o bc comJonable wiù rhis posirion, sinc. in rhe 6rst stanza he har depicted
hirself in a parentd role ('il bimbo I chc. al fine ru lo salvi. fiducioso I mette ia sua
manina nella tua'). But what slips out of his mouth instead of a simple lullaby is a
whole 'storia' 6ltered by a 'rara commossa eqrcrienza', the talk of a lovcr ratler tlan
that of a caring guardiaa. His intensity ard cmorional investment app€ar dispropor-
donate, or simply on another planc, comparcd wirh whar F€derico had o;Eindly
as[ed for. Hence rhe lattert aggr€ssj"€ r€action, aEd Saba's laconic admission-of rhc
incommensurable sensr of otlerness edsting betwcen their worlds (.altro bene I altro
male').

The pocm thm reveals the fragility of the double role, pamtal and erotic, rhar Saba
had carved out for himself. The two functions had dready appeared ro cause a degree
of conflict in 'Tre po€sie a Telemaco,, but here the abs€nce ;f any fteting of 2 spÈfi-
cally (homo)€roric narure from Federico (as opposed m a more general kind oi 6lial
atrection) is morc painhrlly proninenr. Signficanrly, when the boy rrses rhe verb
'amarc' in rclation to Saba, he does so from the position of son, nor lovcr (.T'aÌno I

[...] tu buono sempre coo me, col ruo bambino). I am rherefore remored ro sueoest
thar the m2in reasotr why Saba d€cided no( to publislr t[is poea ì"". teca, it
fdresf the level of selfJeception he had to sustain in order to leep the iUusion rtat
he had fonnd in Federico both a trcnd and a lovet From the boyà perspecrive this
was very likely a problematic aspect from rhe stan. and .vecchio 

c giovanÉ' meditates
on aad enposes rhe very ambiguity upon which rheir retarionshio was buih.

On tÀe orher hand, it is equally possible to explain rhe disinregration of their rela_
tionship by uking extemal fa«orc iorc acmunt. I have oenioned rhar in 1949
F€derico yeas commined to a mental institution wf,ere Le eventually died in 1979 iii
have suggesred rhar the 6r$ of the .Tre poe-sie a Telemaco. -ieht "*o.o, 

s'"Sili
inklings of the young man's daeriorating menral stare (these aie unambic,roustv
voiced in his leners Èom 

'945 
onward).À There, Saba had wrinen:

_:_s:1. ryI T uM, (M,rù, rr.6..4 dd Linuaia OnM, q.r.17,tÀ b.r..1\ i s,h,, Atfte pG..rr 60, pp..jr 93r ad 16 epqiftty,
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Odo, e veslio la nott , t2mÉfti
dèl Ésuo n l son.oj odo ncl uno
sù*ulti d'ùirc iq p€@. (p. ,47)

In 'Vecchio e giovane' the boy's refusal to listen m Saba's story results in a smilar
estlcss slccp ('E subito lsprofondava in un sonno itrqùieto,). Federico's gesrure crn
thcrcfore be seen, rather tlran as expressing an ,cr of independence and/oi inlormed
rei€ctio& as thc comp{siye withdrawal of an already mentatly ill person. Indcld, his
initial rcqlest for a lullaby is connected with a fear of falling àsleep on his own
('teEÉva I castighi a ocruLi pensicri'), so rhet Saba's overreadion càn be seen as
appropriate, or at least lelated to, Federico's needy meotal condition.

Whatever the exact reasons why Fedcrico òsappeared f:om Sabat life, his depar-
ture represented a blow from which rhe poer never r€covercd: be called it a .coloo
mort le'.À The lasr po€m of the collecrion (orisillauy meant by Sabs to b€ tùe lasr of
the Canzoniere\ is a, eonplet which testifies to a mood of hopdesrness aad isolation
and also, for the first time in tus career, ro a diminished sense o[ t]e wonh of ooetic
activity: 'Parlavo vivo a un popolo di morti. I Morm alloro riliuto c chiedo-obl;o'
(p. j64). Novr that Fderico's ptodigies have come to an erìd, the d€sir€ ro sinl into
oblivion sùrfac€s agai$ ard looms l.rge in Saba's lasr ye.$.

Ntet Epigafe he would 'yrite tkee qlorc collections, Uccelti G9481, gfuti t n
lacconto lrgir), end Sei ?oesie dclla yecchidia G953-54), wtrich, however, stand in
relatioD to the overall n^rter,ve of the Canzaniére in a l€ss co[esive $ray than the
pr€vious on6. If we look at th€ir dates, we notice rhar, for rhe firsr dme in th€
Caflapnierc, t\e cljl.onology is not continuous, i.€. thelc arc events in Saba,s lile that
his poetry docs not attempr to cov€r. In tÀis p€rio4 as well as pcdcrico's disapp€ar-
ance, Saba cxperienced Lina's prolonged sickness and cvantual death, continìous
poveny, aad ertrcmely bad health. His letters reveal a proformd sense of deqair, and
ÉÉher,testify to Àe scru€ of dctachment ftom poeay-maliog hinted at in thi last
l,n,t§ of Epigtufe.,

Ir is wirh EpriraÉ ùat I will cloce my analpis, nam€ly rhe lsst collection which is
still an inregral pan of the narrative of the Calzozirr? ,Ed of rhe honloeroti. univers€
we tlave cxploled. Virh Eprgrafe Saba says the last word on a passion which,Iiom aa
initially unorpected miraclq establishcd itsdf in th€ coursc of Éfteeo vea:s as the driv-
ing force of his lare po€rrr- Saba's poeEs for Federico reDres€ll a verv strildnc eh,n-
sion of the Carzo,r,l.rp's alresdy diversc homoerotic dimension. it., 

"aà "i r,i"
nydrcbiography drc exp€riance of a long-standing relarionship with another male,
something that apan &om his adolescent experiences had sujaced only in a sublii
mated ard phantasmatic way in t}te rest of hii life. It is for Federico rha; Saba w.it€s
his most honest, inrimate, and compeUing body of homoerotic ooetrv. rancinp Irom
the elated Éxdamations of love in Ulrrr .os., rhrough rhe dùess;f ùe"m;hical
rc-worJrilrgs ot Mediteftdzze, to the final and sober solew;ry ot Eqigrafe-

'. 
POEIRY AND IIOMOÈROTICI§M IN T\TE TIETIT-CÈNT1'RY rÌAIITN LTTER TORE

I would lilc to conclude wit[ a few obseoations aimcd at broadening the framewo*
of oùt discussion, and suggcstirE some of rh. widcr issues atrecred-by the path we
r sdh^, t4 spd.ld d'a@. » ..a.
'§@ thc ll:@ b NoB Balò (cori.i., ror,j, in S,br, Irrcu W* d,. tu, p. Ls1.
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hava follo*ed. To reao8nizc Saba as a leading homocrotic voic€ lncens morc rhan iust
doing justice to a maior focls of his inspirarion and poetry. lt also implics, in my
vicw, the b€girning o{ 1 sccood staSc in thc mapping of the homoemtic clcmcnt in
Fn€ndc.h{cntury Italian litcraturc. Our crrrcnt undersBnding of rhis nexus is limited
by the fact that scholarship poblishcd in Italy on th€ male samc-sex pres€ncc in th€
Noaacenro has, up to now, focused on prose.z The central daturn cmerghg from thare
studica is that of a historical delay of Italian cllturc in bringing homoeoticism iDto
Iit rary discourse. Franccsco Gncrrc has summed up tlis situation in his poignanrly
tjtled L'eroe ,tegatol

atrchè là ld.q.tuà dE pù.G si €Httcria cooc ffiioE di linsu.i . di Elori @difieti,
@m.p€dMr.zion ò 3itwioni. di Épponi inr.rFM.li .h. vÙo oltÈ la Nom.,.tè
sp.rimcnt I'uropia d.l por.ibik, dln tu frno a&li adrn S.$arù mramcnt ha o§.to Eppc
st rc adori om<,§ùali, . qurndo qùal.[. s.rittoE lo ha f.no La dowtÒ far! i conti con
enormi e spéso iMmontabili probLhi di clnslD o con u indificÈnt
sil.n2io, sp63o più olcÉsaiob dell. .trsa ond.nn -!

cn we tunrto the most recent contribution to tlis debat€, thc collective volume
Qwet lralia, thls ovedl pi€tur€ is indirectly con6rmed by the facr that the anicles
foqrsing on srcnticth-ccntury ltalian fiction ded with works eiahcr wriEcn id the
decade following the war (in which casc they wcr€ incvitebly publishcd yeas laler or
even posthumously), or dating from the r96os onwards.n

CesÈro, in his introduction, righdy rcminds us that 'a ftanl homo€roticism 6nds
cxprcasion in some of ltaly's most celebratd modcm poets, from the unabashcd
Sandro Perna (1906-19T) through Pier Paolo Pasolini (r922-r97j) to Dario Bclcza
1a944-r996)', at tlle samc tim€ stlcssing how 'twentierh-cerrury oarrativ€ and in
particular the bourgeois novel have proveo a more problematic setting for homosocial
desire'.r1 Regrettabh thouSh, no 6s.y in thc collection concems iÈself witÀ poetic
production. It is a pity, sincc I think lhar a rcassessacnt of the rolc playd by poetry
ln twentieah-ccotury ltdy in the aniculation of a homocmtic subjccrivity would tum
wha. app€ars to b€ an ttalian dcbl iIJ[o aa rr.dian arcrnaly. The pioncerina work of
Saba, toacthcr wirh ùat of Pcnna, Pasolini, and BeIeEa, can bc rcad as a conrinuous
tradition of homocrotic writing which can only be comparcd in scopc and chronologi-
cal amplitude !o poetry wÌitten in English both in Britaih aod in Am€rica (ioduding
V. H. Aud€n, Stcpf,€s Spcndcr, Han Crare, Allea Ginsb.rg" Thom cuDn, and crE-
gory .voods). 

Such a strong homocrotic prescnce in tle national poetic landscap,
rernerkable as it is, is not cven limited to lhe four'canonical' writcrs, since their ingu-
encc has continued to makc itselI fch in tlrc Ronan school oI countcrcuhurd queer
p,ocuy of tle rrz6 (l am thinting for insancc of tlc naaes of Massimo Corsoli,

tcnfr..d c.r*rm.
'cnÉr., p-,. M, dlllIia
's.. willirm V.o V.lst Sdrio P'll4, .R.lt@ndr QE: tn Serch of t[. ttÒùx)dic Nmt D

Ts€nridù<gury ltalie Fidioni pp. r7r-36i DftL D!Gn, .S.c !0ounò: Tt. B.dià .f È.rirmir Giorgio arsni r L»tr@ b ,otu , pp, r87-!.6i Mrtu P@:8, .TlÙinE c6dd .rd OUEi
Pcrf.mriviry m ùc NoEù of M.m Mi.li .!d viturio Peren , pp, rrl-rr,
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Rcnr6 Paris, and Antonio Vcncziani),, as vr€ll as in Èhc wor! of two leading gay
voices which havc cmcrgcd sine the :98os, Biagio Arùi and Elio Pecora.s

It is thus po.§iblè to dàirtr that the role pley.i in othff liteEturca by tlle nov€l in
n€gotiating a s€nse of same-scx idcntity, f,as been fuìfilled in ltaly for most of the
iweotieh ccnùrry by porrly. As fot the r.aÈohs drar $ay hevc contributèd rÒ this
anomaty, thc issue is dcarly too complex to be address€d in tf,is artide. It is to be
hope{ howevcr, that besides paviag dre way for the recogrition of rhc CanzÒrira as
a central homoerctic documcnt of the Nor.eerro, this srudy wilt also cotrt but€ to the
.§tabtishmcnt of ltalìan poctry as onc of dre ficlds whcrc thc cxprtssion of lovc and
desire bcween men has fiourishcd.i

British School at Rolne

r Se Lsi:m l,l- C-r-li, Vnu l'@@§abA. È@ie, tdeitu di Eli@ P@,c, *di dnti&ofo',t o.
16 G97q, .td AllMb vl:cnmi, Baw S9A.L Pdù, s.!l'@ìM, d @ notz di Ddì. A.lt a. . tu
poaf.n@ dì Rtu \ei.IRoe Celr*hi, rr8). Pair .nd vaaiui ac .Lo .diò6 of t[. rcluo.,
L'§neiz M,r,ttolnSi. tula pùi.6 a..L itzliw d., xll '@lo. og3t l\,tihÈ C.lmaliùri,
Dlr. §isni6q.dy, .h. r.pc.tn 'sicirii .llro!@' is t t6 fEm . t@i. k br s.bl (SoDd 6
kor A"obioeBfr.. p. ,Éol.r Di.sio Atùi caùd d'@. Pùi. wb. l,e7e-,@) Naie. Fra@r <Ll Lc@, Ér)r Èlio !.oÈ,
ro6n r,rr9J Roc &n iri1 :997).

n For . ediniÉry tur of dE to@ic Erdtim in làli{ p«rr, * LE B.tdo.i 'L,@tlo
.]to &ll llle' spdi, c @po (om)dico ddL pGi. inli@ dJ N(,IEfu', fordrmitr8 ir Tr.


