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metaphysical categories of subject and object. As the futurists sought to 
³REOLWHUDWH� WUDGLWLRQDO� GLVWLQFWLRQV� EHWZHHQ� WKH� RUJDQLF� and the inorganic, 
EHWZHHQ� VHQWLHQW� EHLQJV� DQG� WKH� SK\VLFDO� DQG� PHFKDQLFDO� ZRUOG´� �Poggi 20), 
their feverish embrace of the products of industrialization and apparent 
abnegation of the self in the name of progress raised broad questions about the 
reification of the individual.3 These questions took on new meaning in the face 
of :RUOG� :DU� 2QH¶V Materialschlacht ² a strategy that converted the 
individual into an object to be used like any other (canons, ammunition) for the 
sake of war, and that effectively overturned Kantian notions of man as an end in 
himself.4  

An important aesthetic device employed by the aforementioned figures is 
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In this article I explore the way in which several of Ungaretti¶V wartime 
works utilize a negative poetics characterized by spectral beings and corpses to 
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through its policy of welcoming numerous contributions from outsiders, 
including Apollinaire and Picasso, as well as other Parisian figures like the poet 
Max Jacob and the cubist sculptor Alexander Archipenko. Also included were 
regular contributions from such figures as Aldo Palazzeschi, a gifted and 
iconoclastic poet involved both with Futurism and the Florentine avant-garde. It 
was Palazzeschi who, along with Lacerba¶V� FR-founders Ardengo Soffici and 
Giovanni Papini, encouraged Ungaretti to publish his early work in the journal 
(Adamson 172).  

8QJDUHWWL¶V� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� LQ� WKH� H[SHULPHQWDO� OLWHUDU\� XQGHUWDNLQJV� RI� WKH�
Florentine avant-garde contrasts with his post-World War I exploration of the 
relationship between classic and contemporary Italian poetry. This investigation 
would cause him eventually to look to the work of figures like Petrarch and 
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IULHQG�0RDPPHG�6FHDE��$�FKLOGKRRG�FRPSDQLRQ�RI�8QJDUHWWL¶V�LQ�(J\SW��6FHDE�
moved to Paris with the poet in 1912, where the two lived in the same apartment 
building. The suicide, which Ungaretti DWWULEXWHG�WR�6FHDE¶V�LQFUHDVLQJ�VHQVH�RI�
geographical and psychological dislocation, was eventually to become the 
FHQWUDO�WKHPH�RI�D�VHFRQG�SRHP�RI�8QJDUHWWL¶V�RI������² discussed later in this 
essay ² HQWLWOHG� ³,Q� PHPRULD�´� Considered together and within the broader 
context of Allegria di naufragi��8QJDUHWWL¶V������FROOHFWLRQ�RI�wartime poems, 
³&KLDURVFXUR´� DQG� ³,Q� PHPRULD´� function as essential interpretive keys to the 
SRHW¶V� WUHDWPHQW� RI� WKH� FRQIOLFW� DQG� LWV seemingly simultaneous dissolution of 
civilization, culture, and the self.  

,Q� ³&KLDURVFXUR�´� 6FHDE� UHWXUQV� ILJXUDWLYHO\� IURP� WKH� GHDG� DQG� KLV�
apparition becomes an occasion for the poet to consider the tenebrous 
relationship between life and death. Reference to an unnamed apparition is made 
as the SRHP¶V�VSHDNHU�FRQWHPSODWHV�D�FHPHWHU\�� WKH� WRPEV�RI�ZKLFK�IDGH�IURP�
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suicide or how it has affected him personally. As a consequence, the reader 
UHPDLQV� VXVSHQGHG� LQ� WKH� DPELJXLW\� HVWDEOLVKHG� VR� HIIHFWLYHO\� E\� WKH� SRHP¶V�
dark imagery. In contrast, in the originaO�YHUVLRQ�RI�³&KLDURVFXUR´��WKH�RQH�WKDW�
appeared in Lacerba
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Riposa  
QHO�FDPSRVDQWR�G¶,YU\ 
sobborgo che pare  
sempre 
in una giornata  
di una 
decomposta fiera 
 
E forse io solo  
so ancora 
che visse  

(Vita d’un uomo: tutte le poesie 21) 
 
7KH�FRQIURQWDWLRQ�LQ�³&KLDURVFXUR´�EHWZHHQ�GHDWK�DQG�PHPRU\�EHFRPHV�LQ�

³,Q�PHPRULD´�D�FRQIOLFW�EHWZHHQ�FXOWXUDO�RU�SV\FKRORJLFDO�DOLHQDWLRQ�² closely 
linked to death, yet distinct in its implication of a sort of living death ² and 
SRHWU\�� :H� VHH� WKLV� VKLIW� LQ� WKH� SRHW¶V� REVHUYDWLRQ� WKDW� 6FHDE� ³QRQ� VDSHYD� ��
VFLRJOLHUH� �� LO�FDQWR� ��GHO�VXR�DEEDQGRQR�´�ZKLFK�VXJJHVWV�8QJDUHWWL¶V�EHOLHI� LQ�
the power of poetry (canto VLJQLI\LQJ�HLWKHU�³VRQJ´�RU�³SRHP´��WR�HDVH�JULHI�DQG�
isolation. The verses imply that, by arbitrating anguish, poetry gives voice to 
that which would otherwise disappear into the void ² those murky depths that 
LQ�³&KLDURVFXUR´�VZDOORZ�XS�WKH�FHPHWHU\¶V�WRPEV��7KH�HOHJLDF�IXQFWLRQ�RI�³,Q�
PHPRULD´�SUHYHQWV�6FHDE�IURP�GLVDSSHDULQJ�HQWLUHO\�LQWR�WKH�JUDYH\DUG�DW�,YU\��
7KH�SRHP¶V�ILQDO�YHUVHV��³(�IRUVH�LR�VROR���VR�DQFRUD���FKH�YLVVH´��D�UHZRUNLQJ�RI�
WKH� YHUVH� ³H� QH� SRUWR� O¶RPEUD´� IURP� WKH� RULJLQDO� YHUVLRQ� RI� ³&KLDURVFXUR´���
OLNHZLVH� DVVHUW� 6FHDE¶V� H[LVWHQFH�� DQG� WKHUHIRUH� WKZDUW� WKH� YHU\� REVFXULW\�
(nothingness) that they lament.  

8QJDUHWWL¶V� LQFOXVLRQ� RI� ³,Q� PHPRULD´� LQ� Il porto sepolto ² for the most 
part a volume of wartime poetry ² might appear to be an anachronistic choice. 
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,Q� 8QJDUHWWL¶V� ZDUWLPH� SRHWU\�� WKH� PRWLI� RI� WKH� FRUSVH�� OLNH� WKDW� RI� WKH�
specter in ³&KLDURVFXUR´ DQG� ³,Q� PHPRULD�´ serves to mourn even as it 
paradoxically reaffirms life. 
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ZKLFK�XWLOL]HV�GLVDQLPDWLRQ�WR�GHVFULEH�WKH�ZDU¶V�GHKXPDQL]LQJ�HIIHFWV�DQG�WKH�
near inability of language to communicate such effects. Composed in the midst 
of the battle between Italian and Austro-Hungarian forces for Monte San 
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A richly ambiguous device, disanimation is uniquely suited to the complex 
mental and aesthetic exigencies of a generation of Italian authors and artists. 
Their firsthand experiences during the Great War led them to devise new literary 
and visual languages capable of expressing a sensibility radically different from 
those associated with the prewar avant-garde movements. It is with this in mind, 
perhaps, that scholars of early twentieth-century Italian culture ought to evaluate 
the works of the postwar ritorno all’ordine, often associated with a 
revalorization of traditional aesthetic values and, in particular, with the return of 
the individual DV� DUW� DQG� OLWHUDWXUH¶V� SULPDU\� VXEMHFW�� The return of the 
individual, yes, but to echo Benjamin, one that now stands alone in a world 
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