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Abstract:

The mother’s death — be it metaphorical or autobiographically inspired — is one of the
key triggers of the female protagonists’ troubled and disjointed journey back to memories
of the spaces and the language of childhood in both Goliarda Sapienza’s Lettera aperta
(1967) and 1/ filo di mezzogiorno (1969), as well as Elena Ferrante’s L amore molesto (1992). In
both authors’ writings, the central characters are in their late thirties to mid-forties as
they start exploring the various stages of identification with and rejection of the maternal
figure, in a confrontation that preserves many of the ambiguities first experienced in
childhood.

With a specific focus on the recuperation of infantile memories, this paper sets
out to explore the conflicts and tensions arising from the unique positioning of the
mother and the mother-tongue in the works of Sapienza and Ferrante. While on the one
hand the origins of dialect (Sicilian and Neapolitan, respectively) in the oral sphere invite
associations with corporeality and the maternal as privileged by French feminist thought,
on the other the mother-tongue is firmly rooted in and identified with precisely those
patriarchal structures and spaces that the authors set out to subvert and evade.
Investigating the complexities of what constitutes the ‘maternal’ function in both
authors’ texts, this essay examines how the genetrix assumes a central role both in the
narrator-protagonists’ act of self-analysis and the subversion of culturally constructed
stereotypes of motherhood and feminine identity.
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