Author’s comments 

How did I get the idea of writing a novel? I had already written on cinema and visual culture as a university professor when I discovered my vocation for writing fiction. In my latest book on Russian cinema of the 1990s, I had included some fiction, and used first-person narration, which is considered rather unorthodox in the academic community. Therefore, I was afraid this would have negative consequences. Instead, the book was awarded the prize CHOICE of the American Library Association for Outstanding Academic Title of the year. 

And so I started Family Album. The readers often ask me this question: “Is this a memoir? Are you writing about your family, about the Cortanze Castle?” And I have to disappoint them, I say: “No, dear readers, this is not a memoir, this is fiction. True, the Cortanze Castle belonged to my family for more than half a century. My great-grandfather bought it at the end of the nineteenth century at an auction. My grandmother, and later my mother, spent all their summers here… But this is a novel. I invented the setting, the characters, even the voice of the narrator who herself is a character.” 

However, I want to make it clear that literary fiction is not born out of nothing. It is based on facts that have been internalized, and in this sense it’s always true, provided that the writing is honest. It may not be a factual truth, but it’s certainly a spiritual truth.

Many writers said that practically the novel writes itself, and I realized it myself in the process. It sounds like a paradox, but basically it’s true. It is extraordinary how the characters themselves suggest the dialogues, actions, situations… all you have to do is follow them and listen to their voices. In fact, instead of dedicating the novel to my grandfather or to my grandmother, as it may be customary, I dedicated it to “the characters of this novel that chose me as the author.” Obviously, I’m not saying anything new because this idea comes from Pirandello, nevertheless it’s still absolutely true.

As I said, the substance of the novel was internalized in the course of a lifetime. The people that I had known in real life entered my psychological database. But not only real people, also literary characters, or film characters. Here things merge and become a bit confused, because when you want to create the characters for your novel, real people must put on fictional masks to enter the fiction. And in the end they would be more similar to characters from another novel or film than to people who really existed.

Therefore, while the basic idea comes from the castle and my family, inspiration comes also from fictional worlds, and in my novel there are numerous references to other texts. You’ll find there bits and pieces of everything: Pavese and Morante, Chekhov and DeFilippo, Bertolucci’s The Conformist and 1900, and more…Gone with the Wind, The Bethroted…everything. And then there are songs, either explicit or implicit, like for example Piero’s War by Fabrizio De André that serves as subtext to the partisan struggle episode, with the red poppies and so on…

This is not to say that it was easy. It’s difficult to hold the threads of a novel; it’s complicated to make those threads intersect in exactly the right way, so that they would not become entangled. But I had a lot of fun writing it, because the narrative was driving me. I myself was surprised by the turns an episode would take, and caught myself thinking: Ah, that’s how it goes! As if I didn’t know, as if I was telling those stories to myself. 

I also discovered the pleasure of using the language. That’s why I used several dialects besides Italian in order to enrich the linguistic material. In the process, I discovered certain things that I had studied as theory. For example, that the language is not the medium, the medium used to be the pen and is now the computer. The language is the creative material; the writer uses the language to create. And I realized that before the language there is nothing, not even thought, because language and thought are identical; it’s the entity that we call logos, the creative principle.

A few words about the subtitle, “Visual novel.” Many people associate the adjective “visual” with “visual poetry,” i.e. avant-garde writing—which, by the way, I know rather well because I wrote my doctoral dissertation on Futurism and the first avant-garde movements that elaborated those writing techniques. 
But the novel has nothing to do with those experiments. Rather, it refers to photos, like you would find in family albums, as well as other visual elements like cinema, painting and theater. It also refers to style, because the narrative is similar to a film script, without long monologues, philosophical disquisitions, and psychological analyses. Rather, it’s based on action and dialogue—and details of the mise en scenejust like in a movie script.

