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Cover photo: Actor Pierfrancesco Favino and 
crew filming “Riva in the Movie” [see p.4]
© Ferretti group

Richard Northern, BIS Chair

31 2021 British-Italian Society Prizes
The British-Italian Society and the 
Society for Italian Studies have 
announced the latest winners of the 
biennial BIS Prizes

Review of the year
Richard Northern looks back on the year

As 2021 at last drew to an end, we were 
at last able to arrange events at live 

venues again (albeit with restrictions). 
We met in October to hear Susan Kikoler 
and Caroline Moorehead in conversation 
about Caroline’s recent novel set among 
women partisans in Northern Italy. Many 
of us stayed on to dine together – for the 
first time in more than 18 months. This 
was followed by another outstanding 
Leconfield Lecture in November. Sir 
Christopher Grayling spoke about the 
making of the great Spaghetti Western 
films. Before that, we were fortunate to 
be able to host a series of stimulating 
and expert speakers on Zoom for our 
programme of virtual lectures. Themes 
ranged from Riva in the Movie, a delightful 
piece of cultural history and fantasia, to 
a first hand account of life in Bergamo 
at the height of pandemic and the way 
in which a local museum radio station 
reacted. More conventionally, we covered 
Donizetti and Bel Canto opera, the Italian 
language, a history of Freemasonry in 
Italy and political tensions and family life 
in the Italian community between the 
wars. Talks on cultural hubs in Italy and on 
the Pompeii@Madre exhibition showed 
lively developments in contemporary 
art in Italy building on cultural history. 
Carla Gambescia opened our autumn 
programme with a virtual quiz, which 
was great fun and full of unusual and 
entertaining facts about life in Italy through 
the ages. 

We plan to record our lectures from now 
on, and to make the recordings available 
to members who are not able to join us at 
events in London. We will also continue to 
o�er lectures on zoom from time to time. 

The Society made a number of grants 
during the year to support worthy artistic, 
academic and other projects in line with its 
aims. These included:

• a donation of £500 to the Literary & 
Philosophical Society of Newcastle 
for a series of celebrations of Dante 
in December 2021. 

• a contribution of £500 to the Keats 
Shelley Memorial Association in part 
sponsorship of the Keats Shelley 
Young Romantics Prizes in 2021.

• a donation of £500 to i Musicanti as 
a contribution towards the costs of 

recording Giovanni Bottesini’s four 
quartets to mark the composer’s 
bicentenary in 2021.

• a donation of £300 to the Italian 
School in London, partly in payment 
for their housing of the BIS Archives. 

The Society again sponsored two 
national student prizes for translation from 
Italian in October 2020. The competition 
was organised by Warwick University. 
The winners were Ellie Tippett-Wilson of 
Durham University (first prize) and Ruby 
Kelman of Edinburgh University (second 
prize). The scheme was a great success, 
and the standard of entries high. 
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Enchanted Venice 
But, above all, the film is a tribute to the 
beauty of Venice itself. The city appears 
enchanted. When the film was made at 
the end of the first period of lockdown in 
Italy, Venice was almost deserted, without 
tourists or commercial activity. As Ra�aele 
explained, normal life appeared to have 
been suspended; silence reigned; and 
the low evening light gave the city a so� 
atmosphere of mystery and magic. A perfect 
setting for evoking dreams and wonder. 

Michele explained how he and his 
colleagues came up with the ideas for 
the project, how they brought all the 
elements together, and how they achieved 
the overall impact. His presentation 
included an informative series of recorded 
explanations from key members of 
the team, including the film’s Director, 
Federico Brugia and its protagonist, one 
of Italy’s leading and most recognisable 
actors, Pierfrancesco Favino. 

KEEP DREAMING: 
Riva in the Movie 

Richard Northern on a fascinating talk

What could be a better antidote 
to a winter evening of enforced 

confinement at home during the pandemic 
than to be transported to Venice for a 
celebration of Italian creativity, beauty and 
‘imagination without limits’?

Michele Mariani, Executive Creative 
Director at the Armando Testa Group, and 
his colleague Ra�aele Reineiro, brought 
us a very professional and inspiring 
presentation over the internet from their 
homes in Turin. They began, and ended, 
by presenting an award-winning short film, 
first shown at the Venice Film Festival in 
September 2020. The film, Keep Dreaming: 
Riva in the Movie, is a tribute to cinema, 
the Seventh Art, and its power to shape 
our dreams. It evokes memorable scenes, 
characters and soundtracks from classic 
Italian post-war films, especially those of 
Federico Fellini. The child who appears at 
the climax of the film, which was released 
in the year of the centenary of Fellini’s 

birth, is even dressed to resemble pictures 
of the celebrated director as a child. 

The film is also a tribute to the 
flair, elegance and excellence of Riva 
powerboats. The reputation and appeal 
of Riva vessels, especially the Aquarama 
(1962), have given the brand mythical 

status in Italy and beyond. Riva’s appeal, 
like that of Italian cinema, reached a peak 
in the 1960’s, during the period of the 
economic miracle and la dolce vita. Any 
film made in Italy at the time containing 
scenes shot on the coast or lakes or on 
the canals of Venice inevitably featured 
celebrities in a Riva speedboat. 

the flair, elegance and 
excellence of Riva powerboats
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Ra�aele introduced a short account of 
the history of the Riva company, from the 
early days of repairing fishermen’s boats 
on Lake Iseo in 1842 to a description by 
the late Carlo Riva, great grandson of the 
founder, of how he moved the company 
upmarket in the 1950s and 1960s to 
produce luxury wooden yachts designed to 
outclass American competitors in design, 
elegance and quality. The Aquarama was 
the result. Its success was founded on 
high quality materials, artisan skills and 
attention to detail, but also on imaginative 
design and a commitment to excellence. 

Riva the Movie
The storyline of the film develops 
around a book, Riva the Book, a genuine 
publication, which is now on sale. It 
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not want his daughters to grow up in a 
run-down unloved shanty town dominated 
by the mafia. He dreamt of transforming 
the town into a visitor attraction second 
only to the tourist attraction of the Valley 
of the Temples nearby. Fantasies are 
made of this. Andrea set about buying 
up unwanted properties in town, which 
included seven courtyards. Inspired by the 
experience of the rust-belt city of Detroit 
and Moroccan Kasbahs he invited local 
unknown artists to treat the facades of 
houses as blank canvases to make them 
attractive to people who would never go 
to an art gallery. He encouraged street 
markets and events. The elderly of the 
town became his fans, but it was when 
he set up a school of architecture called 
the Sou School of Architecture to teach 
children how to use public spaces that 
the movement began to accelerate. The 
children would go home and ask their 
parents to support change in the town. 
The mafia-controlled city hall tried to kill 
the initiative to create a cultural park but 

The greater the challenge the greater the 
need for vision, creativity and determination 
to reverse this trend.

In his fascinating talk on 8 February, 
Professor Sacco gave us three examples 
of how di�erent adversities have a�ected 
three towns in Italy and how cultural 
initiatives, sometimes against great 
opposition, have been instrumental in 
revitalising them. The towns he chose 
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L’Aquila’s new quality of life after 
the 2009 earthquake 
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James VI and I of Scotland and England. 
Christopher Wren was an early mason. In 
1717 a Grand Lodge was founded in Britain 
and a rule book established. That was the 
springboard for freemasonry’s expansion 
through Europe, North America and many 
parts of Asia. Its morality and goals during 
this early age of the Enlightenment could 

be defined as brotherhood, equality (at 
least formally), charity, mutual assistance, 
religious tolerance (at times bordering 
on a vague deism) and the century’s 
growing belief in the power of reason and 
innovation. Many were the lodges but 
there was never a single organisation, 
nor a single leader. Rituals and layered 

A certain aura of mystery 
surrounds Italian freemasonry
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John Dickie, professor of Italian studies 
at UCL London, has just published 

a book (The Craft) on freemasonry’s 
contribution to the modern world. He 
treated the British Italian Society to a talk 
on the distinctive Italian version. When 
I think of modern British freemasonry, 
the images I have, maybe inaccurately, 
are of solid businessmen meeting and 
dining in clubs, making new contacts, 
helping each other and giving generously 
to charity. As Dickie said towards the end 
of his talk, “a lot of Italian freemasons are 
thoroughly decent people”. I’m sure that 
my main masonic acquaintance in Italy, 
a lawyer from Taranto, was not about to 
plot the overthrow of the Italian Republic. 
Yet by some accounts, and however 
amateurishly, Licio Gelli and his P2 were 
fluttering around that flame in the 1980s.

Dickie sketched the history of masonry, 
which he traced back to the reign of 

oaths of secrecy were central to masonic 
practice, and they have come to dominate 
outsiders’ perceptions. 

In Italy where, both before and a�er 
the French Revolution and Napoleon 
autocratic Catholic states largely ruled, 
masonry’s distinctive elements were 
a hatred of the Roman Church and an 
intense and secretive opposition to the 
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Sutherland and Montserrat Caballé. Once 
overshadowed by his rival Bellini, Donizetti 
today is once again a staple of the opera 
house repertoire worldwide.

Gaetano Donizetti was born into great 
poverty in Bergamo in northern Italy in 
1797 but had the good fortune to study as 
a pupil in the charity school for poor boys 
set up by Simone Mayr, an internationally 
famous Bavarian opera composer who 

recognised Donizetti’s musical talent even 
in his early compositions. Mayr decided 
his protégé should continue his studies in 
Bologna where Donizetti composed a one-
act opera Il Pigmalione. This in turn led 
him to be invited to the Teatro Goldoni in 

Jonathan Keates’ forthcoming biography 
of Gaetano Donizetti will be the first full-

length biography of the composer in fi�y 
years. It springs from a boyhood discovery 
of Donizetti through the opera Linda di 
Chamounix and the realisation thatan1 (une t)Naples,l23.ity y of tusicmce 
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Gaetano Donizetti’s output was huge 
and varied. He produced nearly seventy 
operas of varying lengths, both comic 
and tragic, Church music, symphonies, 
numerous string quartets, songs, sonatas 
and chamber music and according to the 
conductor, Mark Elder, was an excellent 
orchestrator.

Perhaps Felix Mendelssohn should have 
the last word. When hearing Jenny Lind 
perform in Donizetti’s popular La Fille du 
Régiment Mendelssohn hailed the opera as 
a work of genius and said he only wished 
he could have written it himself. 

Susan Kikoler

Susan Kikoler is a cultural historian with a 
focus on Sicily. She is Honorary Director of the 
British Italian Society 

TALKS

Above: Bergamo, where Donizetti was born in 
1979. He was buried in Bergamo’s Basilica of 
Santa Maria Maggiore (right) in 1848
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Exploring a romantic and tragic 
style of opera
In composing Anna Bolena Donizetti then 
explored a more Romantic and tragic style 
of opera creating roles that challenged 
both the dramatic as well as vocal talents 
of the acclaimed soprano Giuditta Pasta 
in the title role and leading tenor Giovanni 
Battista Rubini as Percy. However this kind 
of Romantic opera with its tragic story of 
forbidden love was also the forte of the 
Sicilian, Vincenzo Bellini, who became 
bitterly jealous of his rival. Despite this 
Donizetti himself remained generously 
disposed towards Bellini and even wrote a 
requiem to commemorate his death.

This was a triumphant time for Donizetti 
with L’elisir d’amore and Lucrezia Borgia 
produced in Milan and La Parisina a 
triumph in Florence. However Donizetti 
could occasionally fall foul of local censors 
especially a�er Queen Maria Christina of 
Naples was scandalised by the colourful 
epithets hurled in the confrontation scene 
of Maria Stuarda!

Rossini was a great admirer of Donizetti’s 
work and in 1835 invited the composer 
to Paris. (Donizetti conducted the first 
performance of Rossini’s Stabat Mater.) 
Although not achieving success in his first 
opera there, Donizetti was influenced by 
the French music scene, becoming a friend 
of Adolph Adam who, in turn, writing his 
ballet music for Giselle, may have been 
influenced by the mad scene in s death.
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‘Once Upon a Time in the West:
Shooting a Masterpiece’

Professor Sir Christopher Frayling delivered the 65th Leconfield Lecture

Dr Jonathan Punt

RIVISTA_2021.indd   14RIVISTA_2021.indd   14 03/02/2022   15:4203/02/2022   15:42
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Main photo opposite: Original Italian film 
poster; top right: Almeria in Spain – the 
iconic location used in many Westerns; 
Clint Eastwood on set; composer Ennio 
Morricone in 1975

LECONFIELD LECTURE

Dr Katia Pizzi (Director, Italian Cultural 
Institute) warmly welcomed a live 
audience, and emphasised the shared 
mission of the Institute and the Society 
in maintaining and strengthening 
mutual cultural objectives.

Introducing Sir Christopher Frayling, 
Richard Northern (Chairman, British Italian 
Society) thanked the Society’s patron, His 
Excellency Ra�aele Trombetta, (Italian 
Ambassador to the UK) for his support. 

The Leconfield Lecture was inaugurated 
in 1963 by the then Chairman, Sir 
Ashley Clarke (former United Kingdom 
Ambassador to Italy and Chairman 
of Venice In Peril) in memory of Hugh 
Wyndham, later Lord Leconfield, the first 
Chairman of the Society. 

Sir Christopher Frayling’s wide-ranging 
achievements in the fields of contemporary 
and modern art, design, film, and 
the history of ideas include extensive 
publications and commentaries on 
‘Spaghetti Westerns’: his analysis of Sergio 
Leone and his capolavoro ‘C’era una Volta 
il West [Once Upon a Time in the West]’ 
(1967), are amongst the most authoritative 
and definitive studies in the field.

Sir Christopher delivered gems at a 
rate equivalent to the fastest of Leone’s 
gunslingers, enhancing the audience’s 
knowledge to a level equal to the body 
counts in any of Leone’s five Spaghetti 
Westerns! The first meeting (1964) between 
a cigar-smoking Leone and Clint Eastwood 
provoked analogies of Michelangelo and 
blocks of marble respectively in the two 
men’s minds, signalling a spectacular 
showdown on the silver screen. What was 
unpredictable was the pronounced change 
in opinion over the next 30 years as to the 
merits and status of these productions as 
serious cultural references to be regarded 
as ‘author’ films rather than ‘genre’ films: 
in particular the Italian elements being 
more interesting than the American, to 
the point that Italian Westerns are more 

fashionable than the American item. By 
transmuting American myth through 
the genius of Italian imagination, Leone 
created a cultural hybrid that has had 
more influence on World Cinema than that 
of any other Italian film director.

The ‘Western all’italiana’
The term ‘Spaghetti Western’, coined in 
1967 as a shorthand descriptor drawn 
from the names given to cheap, cheerful, 
inauthentic eating houses outside Italy, 
was anathema for many years in Italy. 
Ennio Morricone so vilified the appellation 
that he would threaten to disengage 
from interviews if it were uttered. Leone 
could not understand what the term was 
intended to convey, even questioning 
whether a parallel between a piece of 
spaghetti and a lasso was intended. 
‘Western all’italiana’ is the preferred 
nomenclature.

In the 1960s Westerns were declining in 
popularity and production in the USA, but 
were popular in Italy where they were seen 
mainly at cinemas, television not being 
widely available, especially in the South. 
Part of the brilliance was the production 
of films at very low cost: for example, 
$200,000 for ‘Per un Pugno di Dollari [A 
Fistful of Dollars]’ (1964). Italian finance, 
interiors shot in Rome (‘Hollywood on 
the Tiber’), and exteriors shot in Almeria, 
Spain, were part of the magic formula. 

Sir Christopher cited Umberto Eco in 
Reflections on the Name of the Rose (1994) 
as characterising the post-Modern attitude 

Sir Christopher delivered 
gems at a rate equivalent 

to the fastest of Leone’s 
gunslingers, enhancing the 

audience’s knowledge to a level 
equal to the body counts in 

any of Leone’s five Spaghe�i 
Westerns!
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also an architect and a costume designer. 
The reference to archive photographs in 
the design of the railway station in the 
opening sequence with the use of railway 
sleepers; the deployment of a Spanish 
locomotive; the detail of the interior of the 
ornate railway carriage used by the dying 
Morton (the businessman who fancied 
himself as a gunfighter); the long leather 
coats of Cheyenne (the romantic bandit) 
and his men; all these features resulted in 
indelible images.

As with his ‘Dollars Trilogy’, Leone’s 
creativity benefitted from Morricone’s 
atmospheric composition. Crucially, 
the score was composed before the film 
was shot and laid on a�er, but a guide 
track was played during the shooting, no 
doubt adding to the balletic e�ects as 
seen in earlier Leone Westerns, notably 
the denouement in ‘Il Buono, il Brutto, 
il Cattivo’ (illustrated in the lecture). 
Morricone, unsatisfied by his composition 
for the opening scene of ‘C’era una Volta 
il West’, drew upon an item heard at a 
concert of avant-garde music to create 
an accompaniment of amplified other 
sounds. Sir Christopher included a 
unique filmed record of this component 
of the production taken from a German 
documentary ‘Leone in Rom’ (1967, 
Bayerischer Rundfunk). 

A myth about a myth
The Hollywood Western was born 
from a myth: the Italian Western was 
a myth about that myth, in which the 
guile, ingenuity and street-wisdom 
of misanthropic protagonists were 
contrasted against the heroic qualities 
and epic tones portrayed in US Westerns. 
The message of ‘



17

TALKS



18

RIVISTA

The exhibition: re-interpreting
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London’s Serpentine Gallery, a shared 
understanding of the interweaving 
between nature and culture. Artists 
from the Serpentine’s General Ecology 
Programme have contributed to the 
Commitment’s portal.

The Commitment project is mainly 
funded by the Pompeii Archaeological Park 
(ie, the State), with some private funding. 
Major sponsors are appreciated partners, 
visionaries who can challenge the 
management with their own views. At the 
end of this year, the Pompeii Commitment 
will publish all contributions. Although it is 

not yet clear where the project will lead in 
2022, the portal will remain open. 

Andrea Vilani reminded us of the national 
and international relevance of Pompeii@
MADRE and the Pompeii Commitment. 
Nationally, it o�ers Italians the opportunity 
to re-visit and reflect on their cultural 
heritage. This heritage, economically, 
politically and culturally vital, has little value 
if it is not shared, viewed, discussed and 
constantly updated. MADRE has brought 
artists, intellectuals, professionals, and 
other viewers together to this task. In an 
international context, it has considered 

what cultural heritage can mean to us 
today, and presented contemporary art as a 
key contributor. The Pompeii Commitment 
has formalised this approach with immense 
boldness and success.

Marilyn Clark

Marilyn Clark lives in London, Luxembourg 
and Italy. She and her husband David bought 
an old olive mill in the foothills of the Monti 
Sibillini (Marche) decades ago. 

RIVISTA_2021.indd   19RIVISTA_2021.indd   19 03/02/2022   15:4203/02/2022   15:42
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under Fascism. Caroline explained: when 
Mussolini arrived in 1922, women did 
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An exciting, but brutal time 

Above: Staffette relaxing together; right: Ada 
Gobetti practising firing a gun

Main photo: the iconic image used on the book 
coverPu
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A house in the 
mountains: the 
women who liberated 
Italy. Part of the 
Resistance Quartet 
Series, London, 
Chatto and Windus, 
2019.

They all wore red. Moves toward Liberation 
were in the air. 

The women of the book – Ada, Bianca, 
Silvia, Frida – had their own stories. Ada, 
small, feisty, the widow of Piero Gobetti, 
had kept a diary since 1941. She emerged 
as a leader. Bianca, about 24/25, was a law 
student and the girlfriend of Primo Levi. 
Silvia was a young doctor. She lived with 
some of her medical colleagues, and had 
a young son. Frida, the fourth portrait, was 
interested in local government and saw 
the role of these Resistance women as 
women concerned about the future.

The ‘staffe�e’ – fearless, 
courageous women
The wonder was that these fearless, 
courageous women, who were risking 
their lives, also had young children to look 
a�er. Their support for the Resistance was 
very o�en as staffette – the runners who 
carried messages on bikes from location to 
location. But they began to see they could 
do more. One was Lisetta, seven months 
pregnant when she was picked up by a 
band of young fascists whose leader had 
a torture centre in Milan. Extraordinarily, 
she was rescued by distracting the guards 
and escaping (her daughter is the eminent 
historian, Anna Foa). Many of the staffette 
took first aid courses and the partisan men 
were very reliant on these women, who 
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Even in modern times, there is perhaps 
a perception that however brilliant 

Italians may be at music, food and fashion, 
they are not very brave. 

Those of us who have studied the 
Partisan War between September 1943 
and early May 1945 know this is not true. 
My father, who as an escaped prisoner of 
war in Italy led a partisan band for eighteen 
months, had a deep appreciation of the 
courage of the Italians who served with him, 
and I am glad to say that he passed on that 
appreciation to me. It was with enormous 
pleasure, therefore, that I made a discovery 
in 2014 in the US National Archives, 
Washington, of documents recording very 
many thousands of acts of courage by 
the non-Fascist Italians who helped Allied 
escapers between 1943 and 1945.

Since 2000, I had known that there were 
files in the Washington Archives which 
recorded help that had been given. In 
2001, I had the pleasure of presenting 
one of my father’s greatest friends and 
fellow combatants, Dany Bucchioni, 
with a King’s Medal for Courage that 
Buckingham Palace [to whom he had 
written] had confirmed that he had 

won. He was later created an O�icer of 
the British Empire for his heroism and 
support of the Allies. My discovery in the 
Archives led to two more visits in 2015, 
further research in London, and the 
writing of a book.

I stumbled upon an approved register 
of medals to be awarded to Italians, 
together with a register of Italians proved 
to have given their lives for the Allied 
escapers. Following this up, my later 
research revealed that 62,000 awards 
were made a�er the war by the Allied 
Screening Commission to Italians who 
had helped Allied escapers and evaders. 
These were mostly financial awards in 
compensation for what it had cost them 
to shelter, feed and o�en clothe the 
escapers, accompanied by what became 
known as Alexander Certificates of thanks. 

However, o�icial Commendations were 
made to many, which were similar to a 
British ‘Mention in Despatches’, and at 
least 149 medals were awarded for cases 
of “outstanding, magnificent, superb and 
indomitable courage” – words taken from 
the citations dra�ed by senior British 
o�icers which speak of the courage of 
Italian men and women. 

An escaper who was re-captured would 
usually be returned to a prison camp. For 
an Italian helper who was caught, the 
penalty was normally death, destruction 
of the family house, and seizure of the 
family’s goods. There was a penalty worse 
than execution – that was to be sent 
to Mauthausen concentration camp in 
Austria, to be worked, starved and beaten 
to death over weeks or months in the most 
appalling of conditions.

Heroism confirmed and endorsed
Disgracefully, because of a political 
decision taken by the British Government 
which was finally confirmed in 1947, 
no British medals were allowed to be 
presented to Italian nationals. As a result, 
many of the intended recipients, and their 

Italy’s outstanding courage:

Il magnifico coraggio degli italiani
The story of a secret civilian army in World War Two

… ‘outstanding, magnificent, 
superb and indomitable 

courage’
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George Medal, but because of the political 
embargo in 1947, he never received it.

Guiglemina Petrelli was a nineteen year-
old girl living in Mogliano, Macerata. She 
and her family had been helping escaped 
prisoners of war in her village. Two of the 
prisoners were Sergeant Jack Ford and 
Gunner T. Webster. One day, Fascist militia 
came to the village hunting for escapers. 
Two armed militiamen confronted Ford 
and Webster, and threatened them with 
pistols. Seeing what was happening, 
Guiglemina Petrelli rushed forward 
to distract the two militiamen. The 
militiamen opened fire, shooting Sergeant 
Ford dead. Guiglemina threw herself 
in front of Webster, and took the bullet 
intended for him, enabling him to escape. 
She was grievously injured, but survived 
a�er many weeks in hospital. Her act of 
totally unselfish heroism saved Webster’s 
life. She was awarded a King’s Medal for 
Courage, but like Azzari and the others, 
never received it.

There are many moving testaments to the 
courage of the Italian helpers. An example 
is from New Zealander Arch Scott, who had 
been looked a�er by the Franzin family in 
San Stino di Livenza, Venice. Luigi Franzin 
was caught, arrested, and died in a Nazi 
concentration camp. Scott wrote: “[A�er 
his capture] Franzin knew where we all 
were, and didn’t hand us over. Even a�er 
he was imprisoned he could have obtained 
his freedom by saying where we were and 
thus return to his wife and kiddies. Who 
can understand the spirit that urges these 
northern Italians to protect their “enemies”, 
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Caught between two worlds
 The Italian community in London between the two World Wars

Andrea Del Cornò

characters were vividly brought to life 
and, for a moment, the past was nearer 
than the present.

The book – also a historical novel – 
narrates the story of a young girl, Juanita, 
growing up in London in the ‘30’s to the 
outbreak of the Second World War. Juanita 
has a di�icult childhood, blighted by poverty, 
a violent stepfather, and feeling an outcast. 

A large, lovable, noisy Italian family
Central to the narrative is Juanita’s 
enduring friendship with Yolanda. Yolanda 
is from a large, loveable, noisy Italian 
family, the Barroni, who live in Camden 
Town and own a food business in Soho. 
Mama Barroni warms to the young, 
neglected Juanita, and Papa Barroni 
helps Juanita find a job in the catering 
business, thus earning enough to support 
her mother. It is through the free-spirited 
Yolanda that Juanita is introduced to the 

At certain times in history, events occur 
of such magnitude that they turn 

individual lives upside down and scar 
entire communities for generations. The 
British Italian Society’s online event Caught 
between two worlds: the Italian community 
in London between the two World Wars, 
introduced by Richard Northern, its 
Chairman, brought together author and 
script-writer *Melanie Hughes and actress 
Nadia Ostacchini for a memorable and 
engaging evening. Part book presentation, 
part discussion on the Italian community 
in London during the two World Wars, the 
talk drew on dramatic historical events.

The presentation was based on 
Melanie’s novel War Changes Everything 
(Patrician Press, 2017), whilst Nadia, 
artistic director and producer of the 
Tricolore Theatre Company, read extracts 
from the book which focused on the 
London Italian community. The novel’s 

vibrant and welcoming Italian community 
in London, Little Italy, a ‘fragment of 
the far away Fatherland’ – a close-knit, 
openhearted community where people 
supported and helped each other. 

Italians brought to London a new way 
of life which influenced those around 
it. As Juanita says: “The Barroni family 
taught me something that would define 
my future. That the world was a bigger, 
brighter place than the one I had known, 
full of emotions they were not afraid to feel 
and ideas they were eager to explore.” 

The rise of Fascism in Europe, the Spanish 
Civil War, Oswald Mosley and his Blackshirts 
brought social tensions. In a city sliding 
deeper into war, air raid alarms became 
frequent, and the unreal atmosphere of 
the Phoney War cast a dark cloud on all 
Londoners. Juanita and Yolanda actively 
take part in political activities and debates, 
o�en at the ‘King Bomba’, the Italian 
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and economic life. Perhaps inevitably 
all expatriates and emigrants live 
through an undefined sense of loss for 
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Stefano in the course of the evening gave 
several examples: “This is the language 
of which love makes his boast” (John 
Milton); “There is no doubt that angels in 
the sky speak Italian. It is impossible to 
believe that these blessed creatures use 
a less musical language” (Thomas Mann); 
“Italian is the language of music… it is the 
fittest language in regard of the fluency 
and so�ness of it… you have not a word 
that ends with a consonant except some 
few monosyllables, conjunctions and 
propositions and this renders the speech 
more smooth which made one say that 
when the confusion of tongues happened 
at the building of the Tower of Babel, 
if the Italian had been there Nimrod 
had made him a plasterer” (James 
Howell, “Epistolae of the Elianae”); “It 

The lecture was given by zoom from 
Rome by Dr Stefano Jossa who had 
met Charles on several occasions and 
a�ectionately referred to him as “an 
English aristocrat”. Stefano is currently 
Reader in Italian at Royal Holloway 
College, University of London and he 

has held positions at a number of other 
prestigious international universities. His 
lecture drew upon material from his latest 
published book La Piu Bella Del Mondo.

Down the ages many things have been 
written about the Italian language and 

Charles de Chassiron was a very fine 
man and great friend of Italy. He 

had been the Commercial Attache at 
the British Embassy in Rome and then 
the British Consul General in Milan. In 
both capacities he did a magnificent 
job promoting British interests, always 
greatly supported by his much loved wife, 
Britt-Marie. On returning to the UK at the 
end of a distinguished diplomatic career 
Charles took various appointments, one 
of which was as Chairman of the British 
Italian Society which he held for some 10 
years. He loved Italian opera, literature 
and the Italian language and it was 
entirely appropriate that for this year’s 
Charles de Chassiron Memorial Lecture 
the topic chosen was ‘Italian, the Most 
Beautiful Language in the World’.

 “La Piu Bella Lingua del Mondo”
The Charles de Chassiron Memorial Lecture on 22 June 2021

Michael Nathanson reports on a fascinating talk

…the angels in the sky speak 
Italian… 
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In 1470, Johann Neumeister, a German 
wandertrucke, and Emiliano degli Orfini, 

a goldsmith, established a printing press in 
the small Umbrian town of Foligno. It was 
the sixth such to appear in Italy1. In 1472, 
somewhat surprisingly, the enterprise 
produced the first printed edition of 
Dante’s Divine Comedy to which the Orfini-
Neumeister press owes its lasting fame.

Almost certainly, Johann Neumeister 
had learned his trade in his native Mainz as 
an assistant to Gutenberg. He later spent 
time in Subiaco, where the German proto-
typographers Sweynheym and Pannartz 
had been active since 1464. Johann 
Neumeister’s work is distinguished by the 
high quality of its cra�smanship. 

Foligno, a small bishopric town south-
east of Perugia and close to Assisi, known 
to the Romans as Fulginium, developed 
along the banks of the Topino river. It is 
connected to major arterial routes via 
the Via Flaminia and was not only a vital 
commercial channel, but the pilgrim route 
to destinations such as Rome, in primis, 
Loreto and Assisi. During the early fi�eenth 
century, Foligno – at the time part of the 
Papal States – enjoyed relative peace, and 
under the rule of the Trinci Family became 
a vibrant artistic and cultural centre. The 
patronage of the Trinci attracted men of 
letters, artists and painters. Scholar and 
librarian Monsignor Faloci Pulignani spoke 
convincingly of a Trinci Court, and its 
prestige is celebrated in the Quadriregio, a 
poem by Federico Frezzi, Bishop of Foligno, 
inspired by Dante’s Divine Comedy.

In the area, the hydraulic energy 
provided by the Menotre, a fast-running 
river and tributary to the Topino, was 
exploited from the early thirteenth century. 

1  However, see Piero Scapecchi, ‘Subiaco 1465 oppure 
[Bondeno 1463]? Analisi del frammento Parson-Sc-
heide’, in «La Bibliofilia», Anno CIII (2001), 1-24

On the 1472 Foligno edition 
of Dante’s Divine Comedy 
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last leaf of the Foligno Divine Comedy and 
imagines that all the dignitaries of the town 
had gathered at the Orfini Palace to witness 
the historical moment:

«Penso che tutti tacessero, e che non 
s’udisse quivi se non stridere il legno tra 
mastio e chiocciola, fuori garrire qualche 
balestruccio, e l’infinito anelito della 

and a business associate of the Orfini-
Neumeister press.

Finally, the lack of any reference 
to members of the Orfini Family has 
raised doubts as to whether the Orfini-
Neumeister partnership had already 
ceased to operate. It would have been 
unlikely for it – if still in existence – to have 
remained inactive and silent between the 
printing of the Epistolae ad familiares in 
1471 and the Divine Comedy in 1472. The 
Orfini-Neumeister partnership might have 
already been dissolved. 

In 1474, Emiliano degli Orfini was 
called to Rome to take up service as 
papal mint-master. Neumeister, having 
le� Foligno and following a short stay 
in Perugia, was imprisoned in Rome for 
insolvency. In 1479, he was back in Mainz, 
where he printed a Meditationes Joh. de 
Turrecremata. He then moved to Bâle in 
Switzerland, at the time an important 
centre for book commerce and production. 
His fortunes, however, appear to have 
declined rapidly. Finally, he settled in Lyon 
where he died a pauper around 1522.

The significance of Neumeister’s work 
firmly puts Foligno on the map of the history 
of early printing in Italy. In a short proemio 
the Italian Vate, Gabriele d’Annunzio, 
poetically describes the printing of the very 

primavera a quando a quando. […] Come 
Dante congiunge talora per similitudine 
una visione misteriosa del suo spirito 
all’immagine franca d’un atto corporeo, 
così quell’incognito indistinto si raccoglieva 
nel tremito delle mani occupate a trarre 
pianamente di sotto il torchio il fresco 
foglio che solo mancava alla perfezione 
dell’opera, mentre il socio zecchiere e gli 
astanti si facevano alle spalle curve del 
Mastro per leggere su l’ottima carta di Pale 
i caratteri intagliati coi punzoni alemanni.

L’Amor che muove il Sole e l’altre stelle»

Andrea Del Cornò is the Italian Specialist at 
The London Library

Above: Opening pages and spine of the first 
edition; right: Dante Alighieri by Sandro 
Botticelli, 1495; one of the many watermills of 
Foligno; Andrea Del Cornò (inset)
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A ‘soft’ transition: blending online 
and live events
Since last summer the Institute has been 
presenting events in the building, as a 
‘so� transition’ stage between online 
only, and a combination of online and 
live. ‘In 2020 we hosted 188 events. In 
2021, it was approximately 140, with 
the online/live mix.’ The Institute hosts 
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Finding Renaissance Bronze
Founders & Sculptors in The Veneto

Joseph De Levis and Il Bresciano

a talk by Charles Avery

Monday 21 February 2022

Time: 6:45 pm (A drinks reception will follow the talk)

Burlington House, Society of Antiquaries of, London W1J 0BE

Price member: £20; Price guest: £25

Formerly a Trustee of the British-Italian Society, Charles Avery is a specialist in European, 
particularly Italian, sculpture. A graduate in Classics from Cambridge University, he 
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