Of Fickle Journals, Aesthesiometers, and Other Readers:

The Politics and Poetics of Reading in Post-Unification Italy

In an eerily prophetic fantasy published in 1897, the famed anthropologist Paolo Mantegazza projected onto the year 3000 the invention of a device that would enable theatre goers to heighten the pleasure of a given scene by operating a set of pedals hooked to their brains. Shortly after, the novelist and critic Luigi Capuana located in a fictional contemporary New York the patenting of a new kind of newspaper  that would allow readers to custom-make their own daily

by ordering a day in advance only the sections  that suited their fancy. And with far greater earnestness, the editors of a popular Milanese weekly appealed to their readers not  just to purchase, but to write the magazine, prophesying that the transformation of readers into writers was the publication’s sole hope for success. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, in the face of evidence of the poor literacy levels of the newly made Italians, policymakers began looking at libraries not as inert depositories of books but as a matrices of readers and, therefore,  as a diagnostics of the degree of “doneness” of the Italians and the greatness of the new nation. This paper will focus on the politics and poetics of reading in Italy in the aftermath of  unification by exploring the hopes and anxieties that writers,  publishers and policymakers cast onto a  readership that  was perceived, feared or desired as ever more active – involved in the production as well as the reproduction of the work of art, threatening writers with their imminent obsolescence, redefining the boundaries and the status of literary works, and expected to practically implement  learned lessons on a national scale.
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