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Abstract
Questo saggio analizza la complessa posizione di Umberto Saba tra Modernismo e 
Antimodernismo nella sua scrittura autobiografica in versi. Saba, infatti, è spesso 
considerato un poeta conservatore, profondamente radicato nella tradizione letteraria 
italiana, che predilige forme poetiche classiche come il sonetto e un linguaggio 
semplice e narrativo. Questa posizione lo distingue da altri poeti del XX secolo come 
Ungaretti e Montale, noti per le loro innovazioni moderniste. Tuttavia, in questa 
occasione si prova a dimostrare come il Canzoniere sabiano sia stato influenzato 
dalla psicoanalisi freudiana e abbia esplorato temi moderni attraverso una lente 
personale e psicologica. Nonostante la sua apparente distanza dal modernismo, 
alcune delle sue poesie mostrano caratteristiche vicine all’ermetismo e alla poesia 
modernista. La critica ha spesso sottovalutato o frainteso Saba, ma recenti ricerche, 
a partire dalle letture di Lavagetto, Pasolini e Luperini, hanno rivalutato la sua 
opera, riconoscendovi tracce di modernità e innovazione.

This essay analyses Umberto Saba’s complex position between modernism and 
anti-modernism in his autobiographical verse writing. Saba is often considered a 
conservative poet, deeply rooted in the Italian literary tradition, preferring classical 
poetic forms such as the sonnet and a simple, narrative language. This position 
distinguishes him from other 20th century poets such as Giuseppe Ungaretti and 
Eugenio Montale, known for their modernist innovations. However, the essay also 
highlights how Saba’s work was influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis, leading him 
to explore modern themes through a personal and psychological lens. Despite his 
apparent distance from modernism, some of his poems display characteristics close to 
hermeticism and modernist poetry. Critics have often underestimated or misunderstood 
Saba, but recent research, starting with readings by Lavagetto, Pasolini and Luperini, 
has re-evaluated his work, recognising traces of modernity and innovation in his work.

Chi conosce il Canzoniere, e le vicende che nel tempo coinvolgono in una 
selva di varianti le Poesie dell’adolescenza e giovanili, alla ricerca di una 
impossibile “forma originale”, sa quanto quel pedaggio, quel ritardo siano 
avvertibili nelle primissime prove di Saba, dove una voce — a posteriori 
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inconfondibile — si fa strada in una faticosa e personale rivisitazione 
di forme collaudate, e per il momento, inflessibili (Lavagetto 1998,  
i-lxxxii, xiv).

A not exactly slight backwardness has commonly been attributed 
to Umberto Saba, a writer born on the margins of a post-unification Italy to 
which Trieste belonged in geographical terms but not politically. Brought 
up in a Central European city, a melting pot of races and cultures, Saba 
never stopped seeing Trieste as that literary Italy which had, in the field 
of lyrical poetry, outlined a precise canon and constructed a central axis; 
that of a twentieth-century movement towards which the poet considers 
himself in line.1 Giuseppe De Robertis, indeed, openly claims that Saba had 
consulted the classics (De Robertis 1934, 18) here and there and had read 
the pages of Petrarca, Dante, Parini, Leopardi but also Carducci, Pascoli 
and d’Annunzio, despite claiming to have done it alone. These are just some 
of the names of authors the poet referred to while he was working on his first 
poetic attempts, poems which, while not lacking a constant (labor limae) 
fine tuning, at the beginning of the last century were not considered “new”.

Si tratta del poeta meno, formalmente, rivoluzionario che si sia. C’era 
nella sua natura profonda qualcosa che aveva bisogno di appoggiarsi 
sempre al più solido, al più sicuro, a quello che aveva fatto le sue prove 
in un lungo, nel più lungo possibile, passato, per poi partire da quello 
alla conquista di sé stesso. È il così detto “conservatorismo di Saba” 
(SABA 2001 [1948], 118).

It is, indeed, Saba himself, using the pseudonym Piero Caramandrei — 
in that work which was considered unique in twentieth-century literature, 
namely the auto comment to the “Canzoniere” — which highlights how his 
poetry is the least “revolutionary” because it leans upon a long past to then 
conquer itself. From here derives Saba’s awareness, expressed in “Storia e 
Cronistoria del Canzoniere” of being a conservative poet who, compared 
to the main Italian poets of that time, represented mainly by Ungaretti and 
Montale, stays a step behind, because he is connected to that golden thread 
of tradition from which he takes, above all, the formal features. Indeed, if 
Ungaretti and Montale, as Marco Antonio Bazzocchi claims, “represented 
opposite sides of twentieth-century Italian poetry (. . .) Saba was the 

	 1.	 “Nascere a Trieste nel 1883 era come nascere altrove nel 1850” in Saba, 1988, 115.
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representative of an alternative twentieth century” (Bazocchi 2021, 128; 
my translation). Such an evident alternative that many critics thought the 
same. Alfonso Berardinelli, for example, affirmed that:

Saba è il meno innovatore dei nuovi poeti. Non vuole rivoluzionare 
niente. Preferisce scrivere come un poeta dell’Ottocento, a endecasillabi, 
settenari, ottonari e strofe rimate. È il grande antagonista di Ungaretti, di 
Montale e dell’ermetismo. È l’alternativa all’oscurità e verticalità lirica 
degli ultimi epigoni del simbolismo. Invece che partire da Baudelaire, 
Rimbaud e Mallarmé, impara da un romantico come Heinrich Heine e 
resta un devoto allievo della tradizione italiana [. . .] Saba è più narrativo 
che metaforico. Non procede per illuminazioni irrelate e misteriosamente 
visionarie. Spesso pazientemente descrive, poi commenta e si confessa. 
La sua poesia nasce ignorando il problema della modernità. Saba è il 
più antinovecentista dei nostri poeti del Novecento. Un vero oltranzista 
nella sua passione di farsi leggere, nella sua vocazione ad allargare e 
intensificare la comunicazione usando i più tradizionali strumenti poetici 
[. . .] [La sua] è prosa messa in versi. Poesia che vede cose che solo la 
prosa sa vedere (Berardinelli 2016, 1). 

Berardinelli’s description of Saba completely separates him from 
hermeticism / twentieth-centuryism. He sits amongst the new poets who 
are the furthest from modernity, because he ignores it entirely. He is not 
a follower of Baudelaire, of Rimbaud, of Mallarmè, but an antagonist of 
their heirs, because his poetry — being connected to the golden thread 
of tradition, comments, describes and avoids not only darkness, but also 
“irrelevant enlightenments and mysterious visionaries of the hermetics” 
(my translation). These considerations, which will be taken and discussed 
throughout this analysis, seem to find their maximum expression in the 
poem “Amai”, considered by most as a true poetic declaration:

Amai trite parole che non uno
osava. M’incantò la rima fiore
amore,
la più antica, difficile del mondo.

Amai la verità che giace al fondo,
quasi un sogno obliato, che il dolore
riscopre amica. Con paura il cuore
le si accosta, che più non l’abbandona.
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Amo te che mi ascolti e la mia buona
carta lasciata alla fine del mio gioco (Saba 2019 [1948], 558).

The poem “Amai”, the title of which is placed at the beginning of each 
verse, as an anaphora to which the verb “amare” conjugated in the past 
tense, underlines the desire to write a poem with simple vocabulary, with 
common words, interwoven in ancient rhyme (like “fiore” and “amore”), 
used to catch the truth which lies at the base of everything, the only possible 
legacy for his readers, the only possible reason for his poetry at all:

Ai poeti della generazione presente resta da fare quello che dovrebbero 
fare i figlioli, i cui genitori furono malamente prodighi di averi e di 
salute: una vita di riparazione e di penitenza, senza la preoccupazione 
di essere essi i posteri a cogliere il frutto dell’attività riparatrice. Essi 
si possono anche confrontare a dei malati, lontani dalla loro patria, 
la cui ultima speranza di guarigione è l’aria natia. Così resta ad essi, 
per condurre un’esistenza utile e generare figli sani, un ritorno alle 
origini: con un’opera forse più di selezione e di rifacimento che di 
novissima creazione: resta ad essi quello che finora fu solo raramente e 
parzialmente compiuto, la poesia onesta (Saba 2001 [1948], 674. 

This passage, taken from the celebrated article “Quello che resta 
da fare ai poeti”, appeared for the first time in 1911 in the Florentine 
magazine “La Voce”, accusing the “word jugglers”, the poets who 
construct brilliant verses (such as d’Annunzio) but who lack truth. 
Who writes poetry, according to Saba, should be an honest man, loyal 
to himself and to his interior world, removed from a versification that 
“exaggerates or (. . .) makes up passions which have never existed” (Saba 
2001 [1948], 674; my translation). For these reasons his autobiography 
in verse, il “Canzoniere”, should have initially been called “Chiarezza”, 
dedicated to verses which are not obscure, definable as nineteenth century 
poetry; realistic, discursive, clear, readable and “childish” or perhaps 
even “regressive” (Bazzochi 2021, 128). So much so that Franco Fortini 
speaks of a “resistance (. . .) to the acceptance of avant-garde ideologies” 
(Fortini 2017 [1977], 75; my translation). In this way Saba ends up 
representing, in the first half of the twentieth century, an alternative 
poetry so evident that he becomes the father of that movement defined 
by Pier Paolo Pasolini as “anti-twentieth century” (Pasolini 2009, 
[1954], 419; my translation), which should not be taken as a synonym 
of simplicity or marginality. It is actually Pasolini, in an essay entitled 



128  |  Textual Cultures 18.2 (2025)

“Saba: per i suoi settant’anni” who defends this poetry, which is, in its 
own way original:

Saba è il più difficile dei poeti contemporanei: anche se in un volume 
di divulgazione la voce “Saba” risulterebbe caratterizzata da una sorta 
di facilità di lettura, nei confronti dell’oscurità ermetica, che per un 
trentennio lo ha isolato, umiliandolo, ai suoi margini, di cui potrebbe 
essere geograficamente simbolo quell’area marginale della letteratura 
italiana che è la civiltà letteraria triestina. Marginale, ma niente affatto 
arretrata [. . .] [questa letteratura è] il segno di un’originalità profonda 
che, appunto, non ha bisogno di essere alla moda per essere attuale. 

Così Saba ha patito per anni l’ingiustizia di essere considerato da 
molti dei suoi coetanei e da molti giovani delle generazioni seguenti, 
formatisi in città più centrali, dove l’ultima poetica era necessaria e 
naturale, come un poeta anacronistico, in certi suoi aspetti addirittura 
intollerabilmente remoto [. . .]

In realtà questa sua facilità, urtante per chi avesse formato il proprio 
gusto durante il primodopoguerra, era solo apparente [. . .]. (Pasolini 
2009 [1954], 420).

From Pasolini’s definition, Saba emerges as an “anachronistic poet”, 
whose ease of reading is only an illusion and definitely influenced by the 
geographical marginality, as previously mentioned. It deals with writing 
which is far from the hermetic style of his time and which, in more recent 
years, critics have classed in the macro-category of Antimodernism, an 
artistic-literary movement which opposes the better known Modernism:

Va escluso dal novero dei modernisti il padre vero degli antinovecentisti, 
e quindi tutta la linea che a lui viene ricondotta: Umberto Saba, che pure 
esordisce ufficialmente nel 1911 con Poesie. Il poeta che orgogliosamente 
dichiara di aver amato “trite parole che non uno/osava”, di aver subito 
l’incanto della “rima fiore/amore, la più antica difficile del mondo”, di 
aver inteso dialogare amorosamente con il proprio pubblico [. . .] prende 
posizione tanto contro l’iconoclastia futurista e l’oscurità simbolista, 
quanto contro la difficoltà dei modernisti (Donnarumma 2012, 32).

If, indeed, one means Modernism as the literary phenomenon which 
covers more or less fourty years (the period between declining symbolism 
and neorealism) and which proposes, according to Massimiliano Tortora, 
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to deeply renovate literature through the rise in new culture influenced by 
the philosophy of Nietzsche, Bergson and Freud, refusing the traditional 
archetypal “prophetic poet”, typical of the so-called fin de siécle (end of 
the century) poets. And again, if the modernist poets are those who do 
not express the meaning of a concept (if not by epiphanic and allegorical 
processes like Montale or symbolically like Ungaretti), from the 
knowledge of oneself (like Rebora and Palazzeschi), from the exclusion 
from society and of nature, choosing atony, indifference and sleepwalking 
(as in Crespuscolari, Sbarbaro and the first Montale [Donnarumma 2018, 
50), then Saba seems to exclude himself from this category and consider 
himself part of the opposite category: of Antimodernism. The features 
of this movement, which also seems to include Sandro Penna, Giorgio 
Caproni and Mario Luzi, as can be noted in Saba’s “Amai”, oppose 
innovation, experimentalism and cosmopolitanism, favouring measure, 
decorum, elegance and the typical features of traditional classicism. Often, 
these verses (mainly contained in sonnets and folk songs), depict realism 
and popular topics which serve as narrations and which need a specific 
meaning. Saba’s “Canzoniere”, indeed, which is essentially a story of an 
“I”, presents a linear “narration”, coherent and solid and it is the result of 
a writing which was born under the gaze of a man who looks at modernity 
“from afar, or from above, or perhaps from one side” (Donnarumma 
2012, 32; my translation). However, this position took its toll on the poet, 
because most of the critics of that time did not appreciate it; actually 
they were often hard and contemptuous towards him, so much so that he 
was led to defend himself in his self-commentary “Storia e Cronostoria 
del Canzoniere” (Kanduth 1982, 70). Indeed, following chronological 
order, Saba’s “Canzoniere” not only recalls dates, letters, reports, events, 
occasions which have inspired his poetry, calling into question the models, 
but he also answers one by one, the critics’ attacks, to the point of arguing 
with them at a distance. Probably little “understood” and little “heard” by 
his contemporaries, his poetry was often juxtaposed (Chiodo 2012, 2) with 
strange ideas or forced affinities, like for example when “a young person 
who read, with careful attention, the Canzoniere, jumped up to say he had 
finally found the key. The key was another affinity, between Saba (. . .) 
and the Lombardian dishevelment, between Saba and Boito (. . .)” (Saba 
2001 [1948], 128). It regards just one of the many criticisms which the poet 
felt were accusations, often cruel and unfair. On the contrary, instead, the 
interpretative readings of Giacomo Debenedetti demonstrate significant 
support for Saba’s poetry, from which the poet himself manages to obtain 
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some new insights. Indeed, in the “Preface” to the 1941 Einaudi edition of 
the “Canzoniere” one reads:

La lezione sua [. . .] è una lezione di coerenza. Questo poeta si sarà quanto 
si vuole perfezionato: ma è rimasto dagli esordi a oggi, limpidamente, 
inesorabilmente, con una specie di ferma dolcezza, fedele a sè stesso. 
La forza di Saba — quella cioè della sua poesia – è di non avere ceduto 
a nessuna delle diverse poetiche che, nella travagliata Europa, molti 
contemporanei si sono inoculati con l’indiscriminata violenza con cui 
l’arrogante medicina moderna inocula i sieri (Saba 2001 [1948], 282). 

Saba’s strength, according to Debenedetti, is that of remaining loyal to 
himself throughout his life and therefore both in his poetic career and his 
transcription of verses. Even though he passed through the world wars, 
totalitarian regimes, racial laws, which changed the face of the entire 
twentieth century both historically but also in literary terms, Saba conserved 
his idea of poetry. He did not give in, as Debenedetti metaphorically claimed, 
to the vaccine of violence, from which many of his contemporaries allowed 
themselves to be inoculated. Not by chance, Quarantotto Gambini claims 
that the belief that Saba’s poetry was easy is false and this is demonstrated 
by the unusual amount of curiosity shown by critics every time one of Saba’s 
new books appeared (Quarantotti Gambini 1946, 375). 

Regarding this very active criticism, which, over time — it must be 
mentioned — has also awarded Saba’s work, it seems interested in retracing 
Saba’s literary production to try to demonstrate, following requests from 
some recent academics, how on one hand the limitation of the macro-
categories mentioned is fleeting and on the other hand how his poetry has 
also been part of them for his whole life (Morante 1987, 33–9). How 
this, in turn, can reveal something new which even transforms his own 
characteristics over time. It regards two questions which, little by little, 
will be revealed in the following pages.

However, first and foremost, it must be highlighted that, citing Valentino 
Baldi, “Modernism is a flexible category, but not infinitely extendible: 
open, but not arbitrary” and that this “often does not apply to the whole 
production of an author, but only to some works (or even, for the forces 
that pass through some works)” (Baldi 2011, 81; my translation), indeed:

Può accadere che l’italiano monotono e grigio di Svevo sia modernista 
esattamente come il vertiginoso incipit dell’Incendio di via Keplero. Che 
le emersioni epifaniche provocate da un treno che fischia in un racconto 
di Pirandello siano accostate alle occasioni montaliane. Può accadere, 
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poi, che uno stesso scrittore stia dentro e fuori questa categoria. I vecchi e 
i giovani, benché cronologicamente successivo agli esordi modernisti di 
Pirandello, non è un romanzo modernista. I casi sono molti e andrebbero 
discussi singolarmente. È certo, però, che il Novecento italiano, come ha 
notato giustamente Castellana, “ha un doppio cominciamento”: quello 
avanguardista e quello modernista. L’ambiguità del modernismo sta nel 
superare la barriera del naturalismo (esattamente come l’avanguardia) 
senza, però, infrangere questa stessa barriera (Baldi 2011, 81).

Here are many attempts to define Modernism and many reflections on 
Antimodernism: they are categories which, a bit like the literary genres 
defined by Walter Benjamin, are often destined to overlap, to brush against 
each other, and to change form. One could perhaps define it as magmatic 
matter and for this reason iridescent. The recent curation by Massimiliano 
Tortora and the research done by Baldi reveal, in this sense, a compass: 
the features of Modernism cannot involve the entire literary production 
of an author and not even necessarily one whole literary work. Regarding 
this, a recent International Convention, organised in September 2023 by 
Ghent University, gathered together scholars from all over the world to 
rediscuss this theme. It was entitled “Uses of Modernism”, to highlight 
the ductility of these categories. In this way, Saba’s literary production can 
be reconsidered, in light of this research which highlights not features of 
backwardness, but of innovation, and above all of modernity. In this way, 
even in Saba, traces of modernity can be found even though by most it had 
been considered distant from.

Pier Antonio Quarantotto Gambini was the first to have seen in Saba 
all of the torment of modern man and to have hypothesized that with him 
a significant page in modernity (Quarantotti Gambini 1933, 6) was 
opened. Also, in light of the fact that, as Pier Paolo Pasolini claimed, “In 
the simplest linguistic analysis, there isn’t a word of Saba — the most 
common (. . .) which is not intimately attacked (. .) battered and ripped 
from its usual meaning, its usual semantic tone” (Pasolini 2009 [1954], 
420; my translation). Saba’s poetry, furthermore, was also underrated and 
considered backward, above all by those who had not found in it what 
Romano Luperini called “new material” (my translation), a content heavily 
influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis which in the eyes of the critics 
makes him on par with other modern writers:

Come altri autori modernisti (da Joyce ai surrealisti) Saba introduce 
nella letteratura un nuovo repertorio e un nuovo modo di significare, 
ma senza rinunciare a un sogno di identità (si ricordi ciò che dice del 
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cuore scisso: “Quante pene durai per uno farne!”) e di integrazione [. . .]  
Risiedere a Trieste, città periferica, ma di cultura mitteleuropea, gli 
concedeva la possibilità di vivere il nuovo e di conservare l’antico. 
Difficile dire se da un punto di vista artistico, sia stato un vantaggio 
o uno svantaggio. Ma certo si tratta di un compromesso, anche negli 
esiti formali, in cui esprime una precisa visione dell’arte fortemente 
influenzata dal pensiero di Freud e dalla influenza diretta di Weiss 
(Luperini 2018, 66). 

Advantage or disadvantage, it remains true that Saba hides 
psychoanalytical and Freudian content behind the apparent simplicity 
of his words, at times giving an “obscure” interpretation, to use a term 
dear to hermeticism and therefore to modernism. It is in this direction 
that the well-known essay by Mario Lavagetto “La gallina di Saba” 
from 1974 goes. Lavagetto, the best-known critic of Saba, analyses the 
relationship between psychoanalysis and Saba’s poetry, highlighting its 
modernity in terms of content and form. In the first case, Lavagetto takes 
the provocative affirmation made by Gianfranco Contini, who says “Saba 
became a psychoanalyst before psychoanalysis existed” (Contini 1942, 
34; my translation): he analyses the Freudian processes which are at the 
basis of his texts, retracing Modernism using two procedures: with the 
interpretation of the figure of the hen, a symbolic animal, dear to Saba, 
and with the scrutiny of the rewriting of the “Poesie dell’adolescenza e 
giovanili” for the 1921 edition of the “Canzoniere”.

Upon reading the poem “A mia moglie”, the tale “La Gallina”, one of 
the texts from “Ricordi-Racconti” (1953) and lastly “Terze Scorciatoie: 
Il poeta, il cane e la gallina”, the scholar claims that the hen is a sacred 
animal in Saba’s writing, because its role in the poetry is that of a symbol 
of vitality, as part of the natural cycle of life, from which the poet seems 
excluded. This animal, leader of this poetic and emotional universe, 
appears, for example, in the autobiographical story of the young Odone, 
owner of a hen which one day gets killed, cooked and served to the young 
man by his own mother: interpreting the story through the Freudian “Totem 
e Tabù”, the death of the hen seems to have an ambiguous symbolic value. 
On one hand, it is a ritual act, as already seen in the use of birds instead 
of bulls and rams in the sacrifices in the “Levitico”; on the other hand it 
is sacrilegious, because it highlights the totemism of Odone’s childhood 
and the obligation to become an adult, without the support of his mother 
or father. In this way, the hen represents both of his parents, intended 
as guiding figures in the period from childhood to puberty. Therefore, 
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according to Lavagetto, the killing of the hen would remove the long-
standing and desperately preserved mask from his mother’s face. The poet, 
now a man, gets taken back to find the boy he was and then sacrifices him 
in the name of adulthood and maturity.

Once again, according to Lavagetto, Saba has consciously used 
psychoanalytical discoveries as the basis for the “plot” of his work. 
Psychoanalysis gives him the possibility for rebirth, “clarifies his 
world” (my translation) to the point of making him redesign the “Poesie 
dell’adolescenza e giovanili” for the 1921 edition of the “Canzoniere”. 
Regarding this, indeed, his reconstructed memory which he implies 
in “Storia e Cronistoria del Canzoniere”, as in the case of the poem “A 
mamma” is not based on truth. Although he claims that:

Infinite sono le varianti che di questa poesia egli ci offerse. Per venti, 
per trenta, per più anni, essa fu come una sua fissazione. Saba sentiva di 
aver detto qualcosa di fondamentale, qualcosa che, da lui, non poteva non 
essere detta, ma di averla detta, almeno in parte, male. Quindi i continui 
ritocchi. Ma i ritocchi — le varianti — non sono mai un buon segno: 
non si ritorna su quello che si sente perfettamente riuscito. Comunque, 
se è ancora possibile correggere fino che dura lo stato d’animo — la 
costellazione — sotto la quale una poesia è nata, come farlo, quando 
tutto, in noi e fuori di noi, è mutato? (Forse una parola, un termine, ma 
non al di là.) Saba ebbe torto ad ostinarsi, sia a proposito di questa che 
di qualche altra sua poesia; ebbe ragione invece a ridarcela qui nella sua 
forma originale (Saba 1948, 129).

Lavagetto’s meticulous study shows how Saba proceeded following 
criteria which were the opposite to what he claimed. His poetry was not 
returned to its original form, but it was retouched following a decidedly 
psychoanalytical view, which influenced not only the preceding production, 
but also the present one and the future version from the twentieth year of 
the 900’s:

A Saba la psicanalisi offre il referente per interpretare la sua storia, per 
costruire Il Canzoniere: è l’episodio centrale che orienta tutti gli altri e 
li fa convergere su di sé, li spinge in un fascio dove ognuno, illuminato 
dagli altri, acquista la sua pienezza di senso. Una serie di segni sparsi 
e discontinui si articola in un sistema di cui la psicanalisi ha fissato il 
contratto, divenendo come la vita - di cui libera i crittogrammi - oggetto 
di poesia (Lavagetto 1974, 149).
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Therefore, it is the influence of the psychoanalysis which points in 
multiple directions (past, present, future) and pushes Lavagetto to divide 
the “Canzoniere” into two macro-sequences, each made up of three phases: 
Therapy, Temporary healing and Crisis. It is sociality which generates the 
first macrosequence, while it is his famous encounter with psychoanalysis 
and Doctor Weiss in 1920 which generates the second macrosequence. 
If the benefits of sociality are visible in the collections “Versi militari” 
(1908, therapy) “Casa e Campagna” (1909–1910, temporary healing), 
“Trieste e una donna” (1910–1912, crisis), those of the psychoanalytical 
treatment are visible in the collections “Il piccolo Berto” (1929–193, 
therapy), “Parole” (1933–1934, temporary healing), and “Ultime cose” 
(1935–1943, crisis).

The second phase, that of the provisional healing due to psychoanalysis 
interests us, in this case, much more, because although the therapy 
was abruptly interrupted by Doctor Weiss’s sudden move to Rome, 
the psychoanalysis which permeates the “Canzoniere” brushes away 
the idea of Saba as “the simplest of poets” (my translation). Regarding 
content, therefore, as Romano Luperini underlined, Saba inaugurates a 
new subject matter inspired by Freudian lessons, to a new repertory and 
a new way of understanding, well documented by Lavagetto (Luperini 
2018, 66). 

It is that modernity which Luperini foresaw in terms of content, and 
which can already be seen in the collection “I versi militari”, also at a 
stylistic level. If, indeed, Saba’s first collection “Poesie dell’adolescenza 
e giovanili”, is made up of regular sonnets (BELTRAMI 1996, 120–1), 
even the second collection includes “forme vicarie del sonetto” (various 
forms of the sonnet). This has been revitalised compared to its traditional 
form, because important changes characterise it: the compact style of 
the verses, the number and position of rhyme, the rhetorical devices, the 
relationship between syntax and verses, the verb tenses and the refined 
language, ordinary and prose-like, as Antonio Pinchera claims. It is the 
latter who defines Saba’s sonnets as a metric form “broken from the 
inside” (Pinchera 1985, 62), which preserves something ancient but with 
new additions. Following is the poem “In cortile” from which emerge the 
characteristics which breathe new life into Saba’s sonnet:

In cortile quei due stavan soletti.
era l’alba con venti umidi e freschi.
Mi piaceva guardar sui fanciulleschi
volti il cupo turchino dei berretti.
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quando l’uno l’altro, dopo due sgambetti,
fece presentat’arm colla ramazza.
Seguì una lotta ad una corsa pazza,
colle schiene cozzarono e coi petti.

Mi videro, e Dio sa quale capriccio
sospinse a me quei due giovani cani.
Con molti “Te la sgugni” e “Me la spiccio”,

motteggiando, mi presero le mani,
Ed io sorrisi, ché ai piccoli snelli
corpi, agli atti parevano gemelli2 .

One cannot agree, therefore with Sergio Solmi, who affirms that “Saba 
seems to have taken on the closed form (of the sonnet) almost passively, 
to remain loyal to the traditional metres”3, however, only from the lone 
and emblematic reading of this sonnet, it can be noted how: the verses are 
internally cut in half, with a strong closing pause between verses 2–3 and 
6–7; the quatrains are in standard position, but inside them the rhyme is 
altered. There are three rhymes instead of two (ABBA ACCA); there is the 
unusual presence of a rhyming couplet (AA) in the last two verses (in some 
cases, such as “In Cortile,” Saba creates a sort of couplet). Furthermore, 
the sonnet is inserted in a grouping which is organised in a diachronical 
way, creating a strong bond between the single passages. In this context 
the organisation of the sonnet in “corone” (crowns) is inserted which 
highlights the “continuum narrative” (continuous narrative) and forms a 
true and proper plot. It regards, as Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo claimed an 
“initial phase of metric eversion”4 which will develop over time, into that 
which Giovanni Fallani defined as Saba’s last season, when his poetry 

	 2.	 “Nel cortile quei due erano tutti insieme. / Era l’alba con un vento fresco 
e umido./ Mi divertivo a guardare i visi infantili ombreggiati dalle 
berrette turchesi./ quando l’uno verso l’altro, dopo qualche spintone, 
Poi seguì una lotta e una corsa pazza,/ si scontrarono con le spalle e con i petti./ 
Mi videro, e Dio sa per quale capriccio/ spinsero quei due giovani cani verso di 
me./ Con tanti “te la vedrai” e “me la vedrò io”/ prendendomi in giro, mi presero 
per mano,/ e io sorrisi, a quei due piccoli corpi esili/ che sui dischi sembravano 
gemelli” (Saba 2019 [1948], 54).

	 3.	 “Saba sembra aver accettato quasi passivamente le forme chiuse (del sonetto) 
rimanendo fedele ai metri tradizionali” (Solmi 1963, 32).

	 4.	 “Prima fase di eversione metrica” (Mengaldo 1991, 50).
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becomes influenced by the poetry of Eugenio Montale and Giuseppe 
Ungaretti. Meanwhile, on the lexical level, other innovations can be noted, 
which distance it from the anti-twentieth century taste, like the search for 
a lower tone, an “everyday” language, one could say with a certain prosaic 
character. The use of regional Italian is evident in the direct discourse 
(one notes expressive forms which are distant from poetic elegance, 
such as “Te la sgugni” and “Me la spiccio”. If the analogy between the 
morphological changes of poetic works and the Earth’s movement are 
true, as Walter Benjamin claims (Mengaldo 1991, 50), the literary space 
of an era corresponds to the Earth’s surface and to its plates, of whose 
movement give it form, then it is also true that one cannot not take into 
consideration the approach from poetry to prose which defines the poetry 
of the twentieth century and the novelties present in Saba’s work. Indeed, 
it is Cristina Gavagnin, who first noted these new narrative traits in the 
“Versi Militari”, highlighting the already noted peculiarities of the metre, 
vocabulary and syntax which are similar to those of a story (Gavagnin 
1987, 18). These innovations also appear, moreover, in some collections 
subsequent to the “Versi Militari”, in which the sonnet disappears, taken 
over by his underlying memory, substituted by a “vicarious” form in which 
Saba “remakes certain habits and sayings of the sonnet, such as the attack, 
the rhythm, the cadence, the clause, the getting straight to the point and 
even more” (POLATO 1966, 53; my translation) like dividing the poem in 
three parts instead of four. From the collection “Trieste e una donna”, the 
example of the well-known poem “Città Vecchia” is enough, divided in 
prelude, main body and finale (the growth of the city, the similarity with the 
humble of the Earth, the purity of those who are evidently filthy), various 
enjambments (vv.11–12 “il vecchio/che maledice”, 13–14 “al negozio/ della 
friggitrice”, 15–16 “il giovane pazzo/Innamorato”, which transform the 
syntax of the poem, a common, everyday language “osteria”, “bordello”, 
“prostitute”, “battibecco”, “friggitrice”.

Spesso, per ritornare alla mia casa
prendo un’oscura via di città vecchia.
Giallo in qualche pozzanghera si specchia
qualche fanale, e affollata è la strada.

Qui tra la gente che viene che va
dall’osteria alla casa o al lupanare,
dove son merci ed uomini il detrito
di un gran porto di mare,



M. Paragliola : Modernism and Antimodernism  |  137

io ritrovo, passando, l’infinito
nell’umiltà.

Qui prostituta e marinaio, il vecchio
che bestemmia, la femmina che bega,
il dragone che siede alla bottega
del friggitore,
la tumultuante giovane impazzita
d’amore,
sono tutte creature della vita
e del dolore;
s’agita in esse, come in me, il Signore.

Qui degli umili sento in compagnia
il mio pensiero farsi
più puro dove più turpe è la via (Saba 2019 [1948], 88–9).

The same division in three parts appears in another poem entitled “Un 
marinaio di noi mi parlava” (the context of the meeting between Saba and 
the sailor, the telling of the sailor’s love story, the direct speech in which 
Lina asks Saba what he and “that man” have in common), an unusual 
syntactical division which organises the verses two by two (/2+2+/2+2/2+2), 
the use of direct speech and a prosaic language:

Pur di noi mi parlava un marinaio,
di noi fra un ritornello di taverna.
Sotto l’azzurra blusa una fraterna
pena a me l’uguagliava.
La sua storia d’amore a me narrando,
sparger lo vidi una lacrima sola.
Ma una lacrima d’uomo, una, una sola,
val tutto il vostro pianto.
«Quell’uomo ed uno come te, ma come
posson sedere assieme all’osteria?»
Ed anche per dir male, Lina mia,
delle povere donne (Saba 2019 [1948], 145).

Meanwhile, however, Saba demonstrates that even some significant 
changes which make him an almost modernist poet, if not entirely 
modernist, in his “later” production. “It’s too late now. Things are stripped 
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away, / one touches the skeleton” (Saba 2019 [1948], 544), he claims on 
the threshold of that season of life which Hannah Arendt would define as 
“never more and not yet” (Arendt 1987, 53). In this phase, Saba dedicates 
himself to the third volume of the “Canzoniere” which goes from “Parole” 
(1933–1934) until “Sei poesie della vecchiaia” (1953–1954). The approach 
towards the “poesia nuova” seems clear, especially if one considers two 
collections from the Third Volume, “Parole” and “Ultime cose”. In that 
sense, perhaps one cannot completely agree with Raffaele Donnarumma, 
who claims that: 

Anche se negli ultimi anni sembra risentire dell’influsso di Montale, 
o in Preludio e Fughe azzarda strutture nuove, ha comunque una 
storia a sé: capace di vero realismo figurativo e linguistico, lo sublima 
sempre in un’idea antica di poesia, legata a un linguaggio che non si 
vergogna della sua inattualità costitutiva (e temperata). Saba guarda alla 
modernità come da lontano, o dall’alto, o dalla periferia (una periferia, 
peraltro, che sa cogliere certe rivoluzioni prima del centro: basti pensare 
alla lezione di Freud); i modernisti guardano alla modernità dal suo 
interno, anche se nel rimpianto o nell’aspirazione a qualcosa che la 
superi (Donnarumma 2017, 68).

And even if to Saba himself “the approach towards Montale seems 
forced, but nonetheless the least bizarre” (Chiodo 2012, 34) it is 
unavoidable to note how in the 172 compositions of the “Third Volume” 
the style becomes drier, the form becomes more guarded, despite not 
eliminating the narrative tendency, which is organised in faster and more 
concise forms. In the final part of his production, he seems to tend towards 
a language which is extremely common and not at all courtly (Gavalotti, 
Girardi 2019, 6). This change, however, does not seem to have an impact 
on the personality of Saba’s poetry; actually it seems to demonstrate the 
effect of the contact with other important twentieth-century authors, 
above all Montale and Ungaretti. It is Jacopo Gavalotti, Antonio Girardi, 
and Arnaldo Soldani who claim definitively that the last poetry of Saba 
is, without doubt, closer to the ways of modern poetry and above all to 
Montale (Afribo, Soldani 2021, 106). In the “Lettera a un’amica”, indeed, 
it is Saba himself who declares that he has told you that no verse in the 
“Canzoniere” is entirely mine: many have really unimaginable deviations. 
All the more reason then, to not consider Montale’s influence on Saba 
in the ’30’s and ’40’s  as a superficial phenomenon, as even Lavagetto 
does, claiming that Saba’s debts “are easily recognisable (. . .), but that 
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they diminish rapidly if we move away from the surface: on one hand 
the ‘evaluation’ of each single word, on the other hand, the prevalence 
of a paratactic structure” (Lavagetto 1989, 182). In a more recent study, 
Alessandro Lise explains the  reasons behind this vision connected to a 
hypothetical superficial influence on Saba by the Italian Modernists:

Questa svalutazione dei rapporti intertestuali tra i maggiori poeti italiani 
del Novecento accade per due ragioni. La prima è di tipo ideologico. 
Ammettere le influenze – soprattutto se da un poeta più giovane a 
uno più vecchio – potrebbe condurre, in qualche modo, a gerarchie 
di valori, limitare la portata di una poesia che si vuole originale, 
sgorgata naturalmente come da sorgente di un fiume. La seconda e 
più importante, è strutturale. A parte qualche caso evidente come Il 
vetro rotto, l’influenza di Montale su Saba, per ragioni e con modi che 
cercheremo di descrivere, c’è o non c’è, si sente e non si vede, si intuisce, 
ma, appena la si cerchi, sembra scomparire. Il sistema sabiano prende 
quel che gli serve da Montale, per poi sovrapporcisi, applicare correttivi, 
contrappesi, compensazioni (LISE 2008, 98). 

Hence, Lise demonstrates how Saba’s poetry is influenced by Montale’s 
on more levels: from that of content to a more formal level (language and 
rhetoric). On the content level, indeed, comparing a well-known poem 
“Ossi di sepia” and a passage from “Parole”, the latter published for the 
first time in 1933 in “Italia Letteraria”:

So l’ora in cui la faccia più impassibile
è traversata da una cruda smorfia;
s’è svelata per poco una pena invisibile.
Ciò non vede la gente nell’affollato corso. 

Voi, mie parole, tradite invano il morso
secreto, il vento che nel cuore soffia. 
La più vera ragione è di chi tace. 
Il canto che singhiozza è un canto di pace (Montale 1984 [1925], 38). 

Eugenio Montale

Confine
Parla a lungo con me la mia compagna 
di cose tristi, gravi, che sul cuore 
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pesano come una pietra; viluppo
di mali inestricabile, che alcuna 
mano, e la mia, non può sciogliere
Un passero
della casa di faccia sulla gronda
posa un attimo, al sol brilla, ritorna
al cielo azzurro che gli è sopra. 
O lui
tra i beati beato! Hai l’ali, ignora
la mia pena secreta, il mio dolore
d’uomo giunto a un confine: alla certezza
di non poter soccorrere chi s’ama (Montale 1925, 438).

Umberto Saba

In the essay “Montalismi in Saba”, Lise retraces the points of contact 
in two poems through Montale’s expressions “una pena invisibile”, “Ciò 
che non vede la gente”, “il morso/ secreto” and Saba’s “ignora/la mia 
pena secreta”. In this way, it seems that Saba takes “ciò che in Montale 
è ‘esistenziale’ in un contesto privato e ben preciso, narrativizzando e 
personalizzando quanto nell’altro suona più generale” (that which in 
Montale is “existential” in a private and well defined context, narrating and 
personalising that which in Montale has a more general feel [LISE 2008, 
102), namely the carelessness of humanity. However, to these connections, 
the scholar adds many others found in the collections “Parole” and “Ultime 
cose”, such as:

1)	 The lexical and syntactical loans which involve two or maximum 
three terms (for example, one reads in Saba’s “Ceneri” “L’angosia /  
insidia il varco, io la disarmo(. . .)” and in “Casa sul mare” by 
Montale; “Penso che per i più non sia salvezza, / ma taluno sovverta 
ogni disegno, / passi il varco, qual volle si ritrovi” and again in “Casa 
dei doganieri” of the latter “Il varco è qui (Ripullula il frangente(. . .)”; 

2)	 The metric memory, the sequence of the verses which in rhythm 
and syntax echo each other, without necessarily having lexical 
overlaps (for example Saba’s “Tappeto” in verse 9, “cui sorride il 
ragazzo che la porta” and Montale’s “Dove se ne vanno le ricciute 
donzelle” in verse 3, “cui adombra una pergola di vigna”; again 
in “Flussi” in verse 9, “cui domina una statua dell’estate”. It is the 
relative pronoun which shows the parallelism between these verses 
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with the anticipation of the verb in the indicative present tense in 
the third person singular of its subject;

3)	 The incipits in which Saba frequently uses Montale’s construction 
“object + argument + relative” (for example in “Alberi” in “Ultime 
cose”, “La banda militare che affollava”).

Lise’s precious analysis which will not be taken in its entirety, but it 
shows in the last part how Saba’s takings from Montale were circumscribed 
in two books ranging from the 1930s. “Parole” contains texts written in the 
two years between 1933 and 1934 and through to the end of the war, perhaps 
due to the friendship which bound the two poets and to the fact that Montale, 
together with Solmi and Debenedetti, was one of the first to consider his 
work in a positive way. But maybe Saba decided to converse with his 
contemporaries, in particular with those whom he felt were more original 
and closer from an “ethical” point of view (that is, those, who regardless of 
the “parole incrociate” seem to write “poesia onesta”, not without critical 
revindication: as though he wanted to show that even a “periferico” and 
“arretrato” man like himself, was able to engage with modernity through 
Montale, if he so desired (LISE 2006, 119). Indeed, he himself declares in 
the final analysis in “Storia e Cronostoria del Canzoniere”:

Nel 1933 Saba aveva cinquant’anni. Se anche si ammette che la vita 
umana si sia, nel secolo funesto che stiamo attraverso, allungata di dieci 
anni, e che la cinquantina di oggi corrisponda alla quarantina di ieri, era 
giunta l’età di «calar le vele e raccoglier le sarte». A giudicare dalle poesie 
di Parole non si direbbe che Saba si sia troppo accorto del passare del 
tempo. Si direbbe anzi che egli abbia, con Parole inaugurata una nuova 
giovinezza, o addirittura la “sua” giovinezza [. . .] È la primavera che 
seguì per Saba, alla crisi del Piccolo Berto; una grande chiarificazione 
interna, alla quale risponde un uguale illimpidimento della forma. Con 
Parole prima, con Ultime cose poi, Saba abbandona del tutto la sua vena 
narrativa, che tanto, e tanto a torto aveva disturbato i suoi critici. Saba 
vecchio avrà meno cose da narrare (almeno in versi), e più da cantare  
[. . .] La novità di Parole (novità rispetto alla precedente poesia di Saba) 
è data, prima di ogni altra cosa, dall’essenza quasi completa di ogni 
elemento narrativo e discorsivo; egli non è mai stato così lirico come in 
questo periodo (Saba 2001 [1948], 225).

The absence  of narrative and discursive elements and an ever purer 
lyrical poetry also emerges from dialogue with another contemporary: 
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Giuseppe Ungaretti. Ungaretti’s influence can already be seen in Saba’s 
“Cuor Morituro” (1930), which precedes by a few years “Parole” (1933–
1934), a change of direction stylistically for Saba, as he affirms himself, 
giving more attention to each single word. His approach to the poetic 
forms of hermetism in “Parole” is very evident in the composition which 
opens and is the title of the collection. It regards a symptomatic example of 
the development of hermetic solutions chosen by Saba in his poetry:

Parole, 
dove il cuore dell’uomo si specchiava 
-nudo e sorpreso- alle origini; un angolo 
cerco nel mondo, l’oasi propizia 
a detergere voi con il mio pianto
dalla menzogna che vi acceca. Insieme 
delle memorie spaventose il cumulo 
si scioglierebbe, come neve al sole (Saba 2009 [1948], 478).

It can be noted how time and space are unspecified and very vague 
and the entire discourse tends towards the abstract. In particular, the 
summoning of the “oasi propizia” (propitious oasis) cannot avoid bringing 
to mind the poem “Tramonto,” which appears in the last edition of 
Ungaretti’s collection “Allegria” (1931):

Il carnato del cielo
sveglia oasi
al nomade d’amore

Versa il 20 maggio 1916 (Ungaretti 2015 [1916], 66).

These content choices also recall another poet — Salvatore Quasimodo. 
The reference to the gesture of reflecting from the “cuore dell’uomo” 
shares with this Sicilian writer a certain evolution of the verse: after all, 
“Acque e terre” (1930) actually contains a component called “Specchio”. 
Furthermore, although for Saba language does not hide any mysterious 
symbolic truth, as the Hermetics believed, but expresses reality in a loyal 
and truthful way, still a hidden link can be found between Saba’s “Parole” 
and Ungaretti’s “Girovago” which, in the impossibility of finding a piece 
of land to live on and “godere solo un minuto di vita iniziale”, looking 
for “un paese/ innocente” (Ungaretti 2015 [1916], 123). This country, in 
Saba, corresponds to that oasis where lies can be washed away by tears 
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and made clear and true. It regards, therefore, the formal characteristics 
close to those of hermeticism / modernism which can also be traced in 
different points in the collection “Ultime cose”. One should  read as an 
example, the poem “Solo”:

Sono solo. Nessuno ascolta dove
agli amici dispersi ogni richiamo 
è vano. 
Brilla come un ghiacciuolo l’odio, e penso
che vedrò questa sera te che amo

Penso quanto nel sole
che rileva nell’ombra che nasconde, 
ho fatto, errato, a dirmi in pace alcune
parole (Saba 2009 [1948], 516). 

Under the modernist influence, the new additions to Saba’s poetry can 
be understood in more depth, such as: the segmentation of the verses; the 
greater value of the pauses; the speed of the analogies (for example “Brilla 
come un ghiacciuolo l’odio”; the epigrammatical style (for example “Ho 
fatto, errato, a dirmi in pace alcune / parole”, the loss of the connective 
material [Mengaldo 2017, 122]). In these verses most of the formal 
characteristics are concentrated, those which Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo 
retraced in the whole collection of “Parole”, and then in “Ultime cose” and 
“Preludio e Fughe”. From the latter collection “L’Ottava fuga” can be found:

Sono una fogliolina appena nata
e intenerisco ai giovanetti il cuore. 
Sono la fresca vernice d’un vapore
che fischia per salpar la prima volta (Ungaretti 2005 [1916], 75).

In these verses, the image of a new born leaf stands out which brings 
to mind Ungaretti’s “Foglia appena nata” from “Fratelli nell’Allegria”: it is 
not by chance that in the editions of “Porto sepolto” (1916) and “Allegria di 
naufragi” (1919) that verse may be slightly different and even closer to the 
words Saba choses (“come una fogliolina / appena nata”). If the second verse 
is clearly an allusion to Dante, the third moves mid-place between the two: 
indeed, “il vapore/ che fischia per salpar la prima volta” reconciles both 
with a context in Dante, and as a variation of the same image in “Silenzio”, 
always in “Allegria”: “Dal bastimento/ Verniciato di bianco/ ho visto/ la 
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mia città sparire”. In light of this analysis, Montale’s hypothesis seems to 
be confirmed in which Saba is at the head of a line which preserves and 
almost defends classicism, generating a “classicismo sui generis e quasi 
paradossale” (Montale 1996 I., 119). A final observation must be made: 
the definitive abandonment of the narrative in the “stile tardo” (Said 2009, 
iii) in which Saba informs the reader in “Storia e Cronistoria” (Saba 2001 
[1948], 225) is disproved by the very few poems in the collections “1944” 
and “Mediterranee” which go back to that discursive and antimodern style 
which characterises most of his poems. One example cannot be ignored, 
at least from “1944”; it regards the long poem “Avevo” which syntactically 
is almost a memory in prose and with which, however, he starts a new 
line. Not only the syntactical organisation, but also the presence of verbs 
which describe and comment on events, make concepts clear and easily 
understandable:

[. . .]
Avevo il mondo per me; avevo luoghi
del mondo dove mi salvavo. Tanta
luce in quelli ho veduto che, a momenti,
ero una luce io stesso. Ricordi,
tu dei miei giovani amici il più caro,
tu quasi un figlio per me, che non pure
so dove sei, né se più sei, che a volte
prigioniero ti penso nella terra
squallida, in mano al nemico? Vergogna
mi prende allora di quel poco cibo,
dell’ospitale provvisorio tetto.
Tutto mi portò via il fascista abbietto 
ed il tedesco lurco.

Avevo una famiglia, una compagna;
la buona, la meravigliosa Lina. 
È viva ancora, ma al riposo inclina
più che i suoi anni impongano. Ed un’ansia 
pietà mi prende di vederla ancora, 
in non sue case affaccendata, il fuoco 
alimentare a scarse legna. D’altri 
tempi al ricordo doloroso il cuore
si stringe, come ad un rimorso, in petto.
Tutto mi portò via il fascista abbietto 
ed il tedesco lurco.
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Avevo una bambina, oggi una donna.
Di me vedevo in lei la miglior parte.
Tempo funesto anche trovava l’arte
di staccarla da me, che la radice
vede in me dei suoi mali, né più l’occhio
mi volge, azzurro, con l’usato affetto.
Tutto mi portò via il fascista abbietto
ed il tedesco lurco. 

Avevo una città bella tra i monti 
rocciosi e il mare luminoso. Mia
perché vi nacqui, più che d’altri mia
che la scoprivo fanciullo, ed adulto
per sempre a Italia la sposai col canto.
Vivere si doveva. Ed io per tanto
scelsi fra i mali il più degno: fu il piccolo
d’antichi libri raro negozietto. 
Tutto mi portò via il fascista inetto 
ed il tedesco lurco (Montale 1984, 509). 

In conclusion, perhaps it could be claimed that we find ourselves in front 
of yet another “altalenio”, quoting Montale (1996 I., 119), of yet another 
movement between two poles, two souls: If, until now, Saba got us used 
to the swinging of that “piccolo berto” who moves from mother to father, 
natural mother (Rachel Coen) and mother of joy (Peppa Sabaz), between 
Lina and her lovers, between loving female friendships (Chiaretta, Paolina) 
and male friends (Federico Almansi), between high and low Trieste, both 
geographically and socially, between a sentiment of solitude and sociality, 
of sickness and health, now he puts in front of another division / polarity, 
that of a poetry which moves between Modernism and Antimodernism. 

Università degli Studi Suor Orsola Benincasa
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