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The magic lantern and the illustrated book constitute two of the most important visual means of mass communication in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. In this paper, I propose to explore the representation of the magic lantern, and the intermedial uses to which it is put, in two of Carlo Collodi’s illustrated books for adolescents, Giannettino (1876) and La lanterna magica di Giannettino (1890). Furthermore, in the later text, Carlo Collodi’s narrative of approximately two hundred pages is accompanied by thirty-four illustrations by Enrico Mazzanti, one of the most important illustrators of the period whose success was due in part to his friendship and long-term professional collaboration with Collodi. Adding a third element of visual illustration, and a further element of intermediality, the text also includes the reproduction of a program for an amateur theatrical production as performed by Giannettino and his friends in “un teatro politeama.” 

While I propose to examine this text under the rubric of “intermediality,” and to relate it to the beginnings of the culture industry and the early cinema in Italy, La lanterna magica di Giannettino could also be analyzed fruitfully under a number of the themes mentioned in the call for papers, i.e. as an example of “word and image,” as a test case illustrating the expansion of the print media and its interaction with forms of visual technology, and/or as an example of scholastic publishing, to name only a few.

I intend to argue the following four points. First of all, La lanterna magica di Giannettino, which saw some four editions between 1890 and 1900, reveals a number of the basic principles underlying the culture industry as it develops in Italy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. These principles include the use of repetition and seriality (Casetti), a close collaboration between the author and the publisher in developing a literary “product” in relation to a “market” (Ragone), and an explicitly didactic function, a common feature of the Italian culture industry as a whole (Colombo, Forgacs). Second, La lanterna magica di Giannettino merits critical attention because it helps us understand more fully the pedagogical and political project of Carlo Collodi, who in recent decades has begun to receive long overdue recognition as one of Italy’s major figures of the nineteenth century. Third, with its emphasis on illustrious Italians, with its patriotic enthusiasm for king and country, and with its didactic instructions aimed at promoting correct Tuscan linguistic usage throughout the peninsula, La lanterna magica di Giannettino sheds light on the historical need to “make Italians” within this time period. Fourth, and last but not least, by combining education and entertainment this book reflects -- and indeed “performs” -- the widespread use of the magic lantern for precisely these purposes at the end of the nineteenth century.


In sum, while situating my analysis within the broader context of the beginnings of the culture industry in the late nineteenth century, my paper will focus on the intermediality of Collodi’s texts in their combination of the magic lantern and the illustrated book to give visual and verbal embodiment to a discourse of “making Italians.” 
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