ABSTRACT

De Roberto’s L’illusione and the paradox of novelistic illusion.

The figure of the female reader imposed itself as a topos in the literature and iconography of  the second half of the nineteenth century (Finocchi 1992, Chemello 1997 and 2001). On the one hand, this mirrors an aspect of the intense process of transformation that Italy was undergoing after the Unification, namely the growth and diversification of the reading public, where the most conspicuous novelty was the emergence of the new constituency of the female readers. On the other hand, the topos of the female readers calls into question a specific literary genre, the novel, and reiterates the phenomenon of bovarysm, as had been famously exposed by Flaubert’s Madame Bovary. 


This paper analyses a special case of bovarysm, represented by L’illusione (1891), the first and least famous part of the trilogy of the Uzeda family  written by the Sicilian critic and novelist Federico De Roberto (1861 – 1927). De Roberto was traditionally associated with Verismo, but recent criticism emphasised his undogmatic, when not problematic, interpretation of Verga’s thesis (Di Grado 1998, Ganeri 2005).

L’illusione contains many allusions to reading practices, depictions of contemporary taste in literature, reflections on the function of literature, and a protagonist who is an updated and Sicilian version of Madame Bovary. By dwelling and comparing the ‘illusione amorosa’ with the ‘illusione romanzesca’ De Roberto wanted to criticise bovarysm as the romantic illusion which makes us lose the perception of reality. And yet here the cliché of the female romantic reader is transformed into an investigation of the fictional status of the novelistic genre. L’illusione, I will argue, is a very modern text, which could be read as a passionate exposition of the paradoxical nature of the novel (Gallagher 2001): a genre that fabricates the illusion and at the same time provides us with the tools to unveil the illusion.
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