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Today I will discuss the intersection between the theme of generation gap and the social science fiction frame in an Italian graphic novel, L’intervista by Manuele Fior, published in 2013 by Coconino Press. More specifically, I will present L’intervista as a case study: I will argue that the graphic novel has become a privileged space in which to discuss the social outcomes of the constant changes caused primarily by technology, whose effects on society are often investigated, by sci-fi comics. I also believe that graphic novels perfectly adapt to the narration of generational gap, which is a frame that addresses a specific readership and that is often concerned with societal problems. In order to analyze the issues raised by a generational gap, which are represented by a type of narration that flourishes in non-institutional, flexible forms of expression, it is necessary to state right away that the graphic novel inherits its status of alternative, non-establishment art, from the tradition of comics. We know that comics have long been considered a light-hearted, entertaining-type of medium, although comics criticism has progressively expanded, establishing a solid scholarly tradition in the field of pop culture.
Today’s Italian graphic novelists, including, among many others, Manuele Fior, openly express their ideas about societal trends and, in fact, they are often public intellectual addressing a broad audience. Therefore, the graphic novel is closely connected to the rise of authorship in comics. It is probably better to mention that in Italy, the idea of the comics auteur was born in the 1960’s around the magazine ‘linus’, which was soon followed by a wave of auteur magazines, such as Sgt. Kirk and Undercomics. Comics auteur grew throughout the 1970’s and ‘80s, espousing first the potential of serial publications, and later the graphic novel genre, which became the interest of new publishing houses as well as established comics houses.
This perspective on nowadays comics as a form of art that has fought and won over a long lasting cultural marginalization can help us understand many trends in the graphic novel, including the generational theme, whose most known voice is without a doubt Zerocalcare (aka Michele Rech), a ‘fumettista-opinionista’ that comments on the latest news from his blog ‘ogni maledetto lunedì su due’, and is variously active on magazines and newspapers, such as Wired and Internazionale. And it is not by chance that the author of Un polpo alla gola, Dimentica il mio nome, Kobane calling, is the flagship author of La rabbia, the anthology of generational graphic novellas published by Einaudi in 2016. One of the most recent and interesting generational voices is Fumettibrutti (nome de plume of Josephine Yole Signorelli), a young and talented artist whose chiastic mixture of lyrical and sordid contents reminds us of one of the founders and initiator of the generational self-portrayal in 1970’s and 1980’s Italian comics, Andrea Pazienza, and of his group of “Cannibali”. But the generational gap takes us back at least to the Sixties, with the girly strip Valentina mela verde by Grazia Nidasio, printed for many years on Corriere dei Piccoli in a period when the journal issued 700.000 copies per month, representing a very large piece of graphic entertainment in Italy, at the time.
A clear generational Avant-guard aesthetics inspired the group Valvoline, active in the Eighties on the magazine ‘alter alter’, a hotbed for experimental comics. This group’s influence on Fior’s art is manifest. Supported in particular by one of the founders of Valvoline, Igort, Fior’s comics present many traits of continuity with another member of the group, Lorenzo Mattotti, especially in regards to the use of color: Mattotti’s volumes, rendered through the juxtaposition of pigments and the gradations from clear lights to shadows, as opposed to the clear-cut contrast between black and white, or his preference for still atmospheres, rather than dynamic frames, are often also present in Fior’s work. Answering the question “Which comic book convinced you to become an illustrator?”, Fior declared in an interview: “Fires by Lorenzo Mattotti made me understand that different forms of comics were possible, and that I could avoid, for example, the usage of the black line, which is so popular and practiced in comics.”
According to Tonio Troiani, Fior is driven by a “poetics of elusion: that way of saying things by leaving them half-way, let the reader fill an empty (white) space, after allusions and silent echoes, with ideas and suggestions: this continuous negotiation between the author and the reader give birth to heterogeneous interpretations, that, like glosses, germinate on the margins of the frames”.
The Graphic novel L’intervista, published in 2013, marks a specific stage in the trajectory of Fior’s art: the elliptical style that characterizes some of his other works, such as Cinquemila chilometri al secondo, La signorina Else, and Le variazioni d’Orsay, is here used to promote a critical meditation about two different, generational ways of conceiving change. In L’intervista, Fior’s, elliptical style, that works particularly well for the treatment of the characters’ interiority, also contributes to framing the future scenario in which the story is set. Through his stylistic editing, Fior is able to isolate details and sequences that serve two main purposes: 1) depicting the generational change through two different, and sometimes opposed, perspectives; 2) facilitating the immersion of the reader into the sci-fi frame.
The key theory that will guide me in unraveling this two points is Daniele Barbieri’s concept of enunciation: according to this principle, comics’ and graphic novels’ stories are built so that, in absence of a verbal narration, the staging relies on strong elements of enunciation, such as the point of view of the characters. The point of view in L’intervista serves both as a way of depicting generation gap, and as a means to construct a plausible description of the future setting.
It is 2048, and technology has made possible extraordinary progresses in medicine. A new law has been promulgated, protecting “La nuova convenzione” (The new convention). Under this name falls a community whose aim is to guarantee the emotional and sexual wellness of its member, by promoting promiscuous relationships as an alternative option to the traditional family, which the young generation perceives as an insufficient institution. A 55 year-old psychologist, Raniero, is going through a marriage crisis, his beloved wife being determined to leave him. Heart-broken and hunted by confused visions of flying saucers, Raniero is taking care of his young and libertine patient, Dora, a member of “La nuova convenzione”. The woman, as profound and clever as insolent, is still learning to control a telepathic power, that she senses as deriving from a flying saucer suspended in the sky, that is trying to make contact with those terrestrials who are inclined to listen. Forced to undergo therapy by her parents, who cannot accept her sexuality, Dora is initially reluctant to open up to her psychologist, until she reads in his mind that he has had her same visions. After randomly meeting Raniero in the downtown during a sunny afternoon, Dora introduces him to the fellow members of her community, and the two eventually fall in love. The aliens finally approach the terrestrials, producing an electric blackout, that soon transforms into telepathy: this power, in addition to producing emotional crisis and electric interference, can only work between subjects that are available to telepathically meet the others. This way, Raniero’s wife is reached by his emotions, and the two of them come back together. The end of the relationship with Raniero, as as we learn in the epilogue, set around 90 years later, represents a necessary step in Dora’s Bildung: after this experience, the young woman becomes the founder of a telepathic communication system, that revolutionizes the world.
As much as the sci-fi frame serves ultimately the social commentary and functions more as a homage to the genre, than as a proper “archaeology of future”, toff quote Darko Suvin, L’intervista creates a playful net of connections in a depiction of different generations that breaks the third wall and relates directly our reality. Raniero, who, as we understand from some details in the book, such as his last name’s beginning letter, F., and the fact that his father was an architect, just like Fior himself, belongs to the generation that was born around the 2000s, and could therefore coincide with the generation after Fior’s. Dora’s and her fellows’ generation have imposed their own beliefs such as the benefits of multiple affectivity and sexuality, obtained an institutionalization, and look as the older and monogamous generation as conservative and old-fashioned. In fact, “la nuova convenzione” closely resembles “new age”, that today’s young generation actually perceives as a vintage trend that therefore belongs to a past generation. Finally, at the end, Dora is depicted as a 130 year-old woman hosted as a special guest among youths to give a lecture on telepathy.
Fior’s approach to the depiction of generational gap is to show the new generation through the eyes of the old generation and vice versa. In order to do so, he relies on two main aspects of comics functioning: the editing and the framing, both following the point of view of each protagonist. An example of this mechanism is the sex scene featuring Dora and Raniero, which is repeated twice: first in 2048, when the story takes place; second in the epilogue, when Dora is 130 years old, and she remembers this past experience. When analyzing the way Raniero lives this experience, the readers are in facts brought to confront themselves with four couples of panels featuring completely black frames: the shape and size of these frames is by no means casual, isolating specific moments and rhythms of the intercourse, from which the reader is intentionally excluded. This omission of content, which is deliberately left implicit, produces a sense of mysterious frustration in the reader, mirroring Raniero’s monogamy – that excludes third parties – and his inhibited attitude towards sex. The obscure frames that compose this scene counterbalance the ones in which Raniero meets the young and unrestricted women that are part of Dora’s community, whose sensual shapes are drawn in the sunlight: the bright and accurate way Fior depicts them epitomizes this generation’s sexuality, which is programmatically wide open and free from inhibitions. When the sex scene is repeated in the epilogue, the reader is able to see many more details, the ones that remained fixed in Dora’s own memory, and that she shares with the youths she meets to explain them the failure of the major ideals that, in 2048, drove ‘la nuova convenzione’.
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, L’intervista intertwines a sci-fi frame, expressed through the future scenario and the alien gift of telepathy, with a reflection on generational change, which is carried on by the failed love relationship between the two protagonists: this graphic novel stages an allegorical story, that serves the purpose to show how generational gap and frictions represent a necessary step for the growth of humankind, generation after generation. Through the affair between the two protagonists, each personifying the generations depicted, Fior expresses his hope for reciprocal openness between generations as an ideal of social perfection, knowing that a complete sharing and fulfillment of intentions will never be possible, even if telepathy actually existed. The possibility of a generational continuity is suggested by the symbol of the compass, that we first see in Raniero’s home when Dora goes to his place the night of their intercourse: this object, that Raniero inherited from his father, is unknown to Dora, who was born in a time when compasses have long been replaced by more advanced technologies. Invested of knowledge and materiality that belong to a past era, the compass appears again when the two are making love, and we finally see it worn as a pendant by an elderly Dora, when she meets the generation that comes after hers.
