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Note on the Author
“Elena Ferrante” is not the author’s actual name-- My Brilliant Friend being one of nine novels published under
that pseudonym since the early 1990s. In a letter to her publisher from more than two decades ago, Ferrante
writes, “I believe that books, once they are written, have no need of their authors. If they have something to say,
they will sooner or later find readers; if not, they won’t” (qtd. in Wood).
Though the author does not reveal her true identity, she has granted several print interviews. What she has
revealed about herself is that she is a woman, that she has children, and that she was born in Naples. Based on
similarities in many of her female protagonists, it is a reasonable inference that Ferrante is an academic or, at
the very least, is intimately acquainted with academia. It is widely assumed that the Neapolitan Novels (of which
My Brilliant Friend is the first) have autobiographical elements, though, of course, this is pure speculation.
In 2016, Claudio Gatti, an Italian investigative reporter, tracked down a number a financial and real estate
records on behalf of the Italian newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore, concluding that Elena Ferrante is actually Romebased translator Anita Raja. The case for Raja as Ferrante hinges on a strong correlation between the
increasing success of Elena Ferrante the novelist and Raja’s personal finances (which have undergone an
otherwise marked increase in prosperity). By most accounts, Gatti’s case is very convincing-- though Ferrante
has neither confirmed, nor denied her identity as Raja. Other evidence that points to Raja is her work as a
translator into Italian of the German author Christa Wolf, who many had already identified as an obvious
influence on Ferrante. Significantly, Raja did this translation work for the same publishing house as Ferrante.
Additionally, Raja’s husband is Italian novelist Domenico Starnone, and many have noted stylistic similarities
between his work and Ferrante’s, perhaps reflecting either influence or even some level of collaboration. If Gatti
is correct, Ferrante as Raja would upend a number of assumptions that people have made about Ferrante. Most
notably, Raja was born in Naples to an immigrant Polish/German Jewish family, but she has spent the majority
of her life in Rome, not Naples (Gatti).
Gatti maintains that Ferrante, by virtue of her public persona and willingness to engage in print interviews, has
forfeited the right to anonymity. Many disagree, and there was a strong backlash in many quarters for not having
respected Ferrante’s privacy (with most conceding that Gatti probably got it correct). Whatever the truth of
Ferrante’s identity, this debate is largely irrelevant to our purposes here. I will simply refer to the author as
Ferrante throughout and take at face value statements that she has made over the years in print interviews.
THE LORD: Therein thou’rt free, according to thy merits;
The like of thee have never moved My hate.
Of all the bold, denying Spirits,
The waggish knave least trouble doth create.
Man’s active nature, flagging, seeks too soon the level;
Unqualified repose he learns to crave;
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Whence, willingly, the comrade him I gave,
Who works, excites, and must create, as Devil.
J. W. GOETHE, Faust,
translation by Bayard Taylor
The epigraph suggests the personalities of the two main characters in the novel. Elena is thoughtful and
cautious, whereas Lila embodies the demonic spirit of passionate invention. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
(1749-1832) was a German writer and statesman, enjoying a posthumous prestige in German literature similar
to that of William Shakespeare in English literature.
Faust, Goethe’s most well-known work outside of Germany, is a tragic play written in verse that dramatizes the
legend of the medieval Faust, who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for knowledge. To speak, then, of a
Faustian bargain is to describe a bargain in which one gains something of great value, but only at the expense
of losing something at least equally precious (usually one’s moral integrity). While it would be reading entirely
too much into the quotation to suggest that the relationship between Elena and Lila is a Faustian one, the
allusion does, nonetheless, suggest some of the ambivalence that lies at the heart of the friendship.

PROLOGUE: Eliminating All the Traces
This is the frame story, set in about 2010
when the narrator Elena Greco is in her
sixties. My Brilliant Friend is the first in a
series of four books (the others being The
Story of a New Name, Those Who Leave and
Those Who Stay, and The Story of the Lost
Child), though My Brilliant Friend can be read
as a standalone novel. The partial exception
to this is the Prologue, since the conflict that
is introduced here will not be resolved in the
first novel. However, the Prologue does
introduce important themes, and it also
provides a motivation for why the narrator
re-tells the story of her childhood and
adolescence (the narration that will comprise
the bulk of the novel).

Chapter 2
And since I know her well, or at
least I think I know her, I take
it for granted that she has found
a way to disappear, to leave not so much as a hair anywhere in this world (21).
In response to the observation that female self-cancellation or disappearance is a recurring element in her work,
Ferrante observed, “It’s a feeling I know well. I think all women know it. Whenever a part of you emerges that’s
not consistent with some feminine ideal, it makes everyone nervous, and you’re supposed to get rid of it in a
hurry. Or if you have a combative nature, like Amalia [in the novel Troubled Love], like Lila, if you refuse to be
subjugated, violence enters in. Violence has, at least in Italian, a meaningful language of its own-- smash your
face, bash your face in. You see? These are expressions that refer to the forced manipulation of identity, to its
cancellation. Either you’ll be the way I say, or I’ll change you by beating you till I kill you. [...] There are many
reasons to disappear. The disappearance of Amalia, of Lila-- yes, maybe it’s a surrender. But it’s also, I think, a
sign of their irreducibility” (Ferri).
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Chapter 3
We’ll see who wins this time, I said to myself. I turned on the computer and began
to write-- all the details of our story, everything that still remained in my
memory (23).
In an interview with Vanity Fair, Ferrante writes, “Lena is a complex character, obscure to herself. She takes on
the task of keeping Lila in the net of the story even against her friend’s will. These actions seem to be motivated
by love, but are they really?” (Schappell). As you read the book, it is worth remembering that Elena’s recounting
of her relationship with Lila is a passive-aggressive act to counter Lila’s attempt to erase herself from memory.
Elena is not, in other words, a completely reliable narrator. She has an agenda.

CHILDHOOD: The Story of Don Achille
The main characters Elena and Lila were
both born in August 1944, so the main plot
of the novel begins in about 1950 in a poor
neighborhood in Naples.
The prototype for this neighborhood is most
probably Rione Luzzatti, in eastern Naples
(about five miles from the city’s core). Even
today it is an area plagued by poverty and
crime (Mah).

Chapter 1
Don Achille was the ogre of
fairy tales (27)
Though the narrator is obviously
metaphorically comparing Don Achille to an
ogre, see the story of Corvetto in the
supplemental resources of my web page if
you wish to read an Italian fairy story about
an ogre.
The way my father talked about
him, I imagined a huge man,
covered with purple boils,
violent in spite of the “don,”
which to me suggested a calm
authority (28).
“Don” is an honorific title, originally used in
Romance languages to refer to those with
noble blood. Here it is used because Don
Achille is the local camorra chief-- the
camorra being the Neapolitan equivalent to
the Sicilian mafia. Ferrante does not say
this directly at this point (though she will
later in the novel), but she doesn’t have to

poor neighborhood in Naples (1947)
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for an Italian reader, who would immediately understand what Don Achille represents. Later Don Achille will be
described as being involved with illegal gambling, the sale of black market goods, the buying and selling of
votes for political bosses, and loansharking. Along with prostitution, these were the chief sources of revenue for
the camorra in the 1950s and 1960s (Allum 40).
When I finally made up my mind, I saw nothing at first, there was only an odor of
old junk and DDT (28).
an insecticide that was once widely used throughout the world in the 1940s and 1950s, but has since fallen out
of favor (it has been linked to cancer in humans and ecological damage to wildlife and wildlife habitats)
Maria, Don Achille’s wife, would put me in the pan of boiling oil, the children
would eat me, he would suck my head the way my father did with mullets (28).
family of oily fish common in the Mediterranean, similar in taste and texture to a mackerel

Chapter 2
If she took a bottle top and put it on her doll’s head, like a hat, I said to
mine, in dialect, Tina, put on your queen’s crown or you’ll catch cold (30).
When Ferrante speaks of characters using dialect, she is referring to the Neapolitan language-- not (as many
English speakers might assume) a regional accent or the use of a set of idiomatic vocabulary. As a language,
Neapolitan is only partially comprehensible to speakers of standard Italian, since it not only has its own
pronunciation and accent, but its own vocabulary and grammatical rules. Thus, if a Neapolitan speaker is not
blending the language with standard Italian (which occurs commonly in daily life), someone who speaks only
Italian would be able to understand about as much Neapolitan as if speaker were expressing themselves in
another Romance language altogether (such as Spanish or Portuguese).
Neapolitan is not the only regional language in Italy (there are dozens), though it is one of most widely spoken
one, and though they are usually called “dialects” in English, most are fully autonomous languages. What nonItalian speakers call “Italian” is, for all intents and purposes, the Tuscan dialect-- standardized first as literary
language in the Middle Ages (Haller 12-13) and only later as the standard dialect taught in Italian schools
(especially following unification in 1871) (Colombo and Kinder 110). In fact, at unification, it is estimated that
only 2.5% of the population were fluent in Italian (Tuscan), essentially the portion of the population that lived in
Rome and Tuscany itself (Repetti 509). Even today, the number of Italians who exclusively speak standard
Italian is only slightly more than a third of the population, with the vast majority being bilingual (to one degree or
another) in both standard Italian and the dialect native to their region (Haller 14).
Reading My Brilliant Friend might give the impression that only the working and lower classes speak Neapolitan
and that it is a low prestige language. This is, in many respects, misleading. While it is true that fluency in
standard Italian does confer greater prestige than a similar fluency in a dialect, this is only because speaking
Italian well is a marker of education, since only being able to speak a dialect would imply almost no formal
schooling. Neapolitan itself, however, has a highly sophisticated and distinguished history, and at one time, was
a serious contender with Tuscan for becoming the standard dialect for all of Italy. Compared to most Italian
dialects, for example, its literary tradition is unusually well developed-- primarily in theater, but also in poetry,
prose, and popular song (Haller 256-258).
In the original Italian, My Brilliant Friend contains almost no actual dialect, nor is there any attempt to suggest
the speech patterns of Neapolitan (as sometimes occurs in Italian literature). Thus, the translation here is literal
(where Ferrante will just note at various points when a speaker uses dialect or Italian, exactly as it is in the
English translation). The author herself is almost certainly familiar with Neapolitan (one of the few biographical
details that the pseudonymous author Elena Ferrante has revealed is that she was born in Naples), but the
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character Elena is narrating this story in her own voice, speaking from the point of a very highly educated
woman in her sixties (this is how old she is in the frame story), so the choice not to use actual dialect is
consistent with how Elena’s character arc develops over the course of the four novels.

Chapter 3
Lila appeared in my life in first grade (31)
Kindergarten did not exist in Italy until 1968, so this was the first year of primary school (scuola elementare).
Once she tore up some blotting paper into little pieces (32)
Blotting paper is absorbent paper
used for soaking up excess ink
when writing with a fountain pen
(here, the old-fashioned kind
which one has to fill from ink
from an inkwell).
Giannino, who was in
fourth grade when we
were in first, had died
one day because he had
come across a bomb and
touched it (33).
During World War II, Naples was
the most bombed city in Italy, so
unexploded ordnance was a
large problem after the war
(Lancaster 225-226).
Our world was like that,
full of words that
killed: croup, tetanus,
typhus, gas, war, lathe,
rubble, work,
bombardment, bomb,
poor neighborhood in Naples (1950s)
tuberculosis, infection.
With these words and those years I bring back the many fears that accompanied me
all my life (33).
If the narrator’s description of Naples in the 1950s sounds like a description of a Third World country, in many
ways it was. During World War II, the Allies bombed Naples over one hundred times, and prior to their
evacuation of the city, the fleeing Nazis (who had occupied the city in 1943 to take over its defense) further
destroyed infrastructure in the city to make it more difficult for the Allies to use Naples as a staging base for
deeper incursions into Italy. The gas, electricity, and water systems were all destroyed and had to be completely
rebuilt, as were the transportation systems within the city. In many ways, after liberation Naples was in a similar
position as Berlin in 1945. Rebuilding was a slow and expensive process and by no means complete in the
1950s (Begley).
When we left school a gang of boys from the countryside, led by a kid called Enzo
or Enzuccio, who was one of the children of Assunta the fruit and vegetable
seller, began to throw rocks at us (33).

5

Though Ferrante doesn’t use the term, what she is describing are scugnizzi (street urchins), who were mostly
either orphaned boys or boys turned out of their homes due to poverty. These homeless or semi-homeless boys
were a persistent feature of 1950s Naples, spending their days begging or involved in petty crime (Lancaster
236). Enzo, though he is described as their leader, is not really one of them, since his circumstances are not
nearly so dire (this becomes clearer as his character is developed further in the novel).

Chapter 4
The sworn enemy of Don Achille, however, was not my father but Signor Peluso, a
very good carpenter who was always broke, because he gambled away everything he
earned in the back room of the Bar Solara (35-36).
Needless to say, this gambling is illegal. This is also the first suggestion that the Solara family is involved with
the camorra, an important thing to remember as Marcello and Michele Solara will later become important
characters in the novel.
Peluso was the father of our classmate Carmela, of Pasquale, who was older, and of
two others, children poorer than us, with whom Lila and I sometimes played, and
who in school and outside always tried to steal our things, a pen, an eraser, the
cotognata, so that they went home covered with bruises because we’d hit them (36).
a quince jam
For years I saw his body-- a coarse body, heavy with a mixture of materials-emitting in a swarm salami, provolone, mortadella, lard, and prosciutto (36).
Salami is a cured sausage. Provolone is a cheese. Mortadella is a large sausage or cold cut made of finely
ground meat and lard. Prosciutto is an Italian dry-cured ham that is usually thinly sliced and served uncooked.

Chapter 5
I feel no nostalgia for our childhood: it was full of violence. [...] They were more
severely infected than the men, because while men were always getting furious,
they calmed down in the end; women, who appeared to be silent, acquiescent, when
they were angry flew into a rage that had no end (37-38).
In an interview with Nicola Lagioia in the Italian newspaper La Repubblica, Ferrante expresses how nostalgia for
the past only obscures the sufferings of the individuals who lived and struggled through it. Instead, in writing
about the past, Ferrante chooses to investigate and interrogate it (rather than idealizing it). Such an approach is,
in her view, more truthful, as it engages a reality as it was instead of the reality that one might prefer to see.
Lidia made noise during the day walking above her, with her unruly children, and
she banged the floor mop against the ceiling all night (39).
In the same 2016 interview in La Repubblica, Ferrante recalls early memories of Naples and the way that the
crowded conditions of urban poverty meant continually bumping up against other people’s lives. As in the
fictional account here, one became privy to others’ business whether one wanted to or not.
Much of this is endemic to Naples itself. Development in the city has been very haphazard, and a large portion
of the city is devoted to densely populated apartments in various states of disrepair, criss-crossed by narrow
streets and alleyways that unsuitable for much vehicular traffic-- yet are nonetheless sites of much commercial
activity (street vending, small shops on lower floors of apartment blocks, and petty crime) (Spooner 14).
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The woman was walking slowly from one side of the stradone, the wide avenue that
ran through the neighborhood (40)
stradone (Italian): main road; it is most probably Via Taddeo da Sessa. The translator Goldstein has spoken in
many interviews about her decision to leave this word untranslated. Most obviously, there is no good English
equivalent that would convey the significance of the stradone in the novel (becoming an important symbol). To
say “avenue” or something of that sort would connote something very ordinary in English, whereas stradone has
layers of meaning for the characters in the book, possessing many of the same overtones as the English
neighborhood.
One with Melina, who was holding in her palm the dark soft soap she had just
bought in Don Carlo’s cellar (41)
The soap is being sold in a cellar because it is a black market good. Like Don Achille, Don Carlo is almost
certainly a local cammorista. Dealing in stolen and other illicit goods remains an important source of revenue for
the cammora in Naples even to this day (though it is more likely to be cigarettes and drugs in modern Naples).

Chapter 6
I won the tricolor cockades that the teacher sewed (42).
ribbons with the three colors of the Italian flag
But then she must have guessed that Nunzia didn’t know how to read, or, anyway,
that she wasn’t sure the word “sun” really was written on the blackboard, and she
frowned (42).
In the mid-20th century, Italian literacy rates exceeded 50% as a whole, but they were much lower in southern
Italy (UNESCO 191).

Chapter 7
When he was scarcely ten his
father, Fernando, had begun to
take him every day to his tiny
shoemaker’s shop, in a narrow
side street that ran off the
stradone, to teach him the craft
of resoling shoes (44).
Even though Naples is the largest city in the
South,until very recently its rate of
industrialization has been relatively low. As a
result, historically the city has had very few
industry and manufacturing jobs, and instead
its economy has been dominated by
what economists call the tertiary sector (the
service industry).

children helping to prepare cardboard for the soles of recycled
shoes that will be sold as new (Naples 1947)

This is comprised of two big categories. The first is a massive public sector, where people work in places like
schools, hospitals, banks, utilities, or transportation (like Elena’s father’s job as a porter or Donato Sarratore’s as
a railway conductor). These jobs are highly coveted because they have steady pay and high job security, and
getting them usually depends on political patronage. The second category is working in trades like small
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shopkeepers (such as Fernando Cerullo’s shoemaking business), street venders (as with Enzo Scanno’s family,
who sell fruits and vegetables from mobile carts), and a variety of irregular work such as construction, which is
dominated by a number of small family firms (Pasquale Peluso’s family works for one). The work in all these
sectors is much less stable than government work, and profits can vary greatly from week to week.
The lack of any real industry or manufacturing jobs means that very high unemployment or underemployment
rates have been a persistent historical feature of the Neapolitan economy, estimated in the late 50s and early
60s to be close to 20% (Allum 40). This, then, is the single biggest factor in the high poverty rates that have
plagued (and continue to plague) the city, as there simply aren’t enough jobs to go around. It also helps to
explain why education is such a low priority in the novel, as even to this day the need for any additional income
in a family is often acute (Pacione 441).
In in the late 50s and early 60s, this was complicated even more with a demographic that skewed very young
(over 40% of the population was under the age of 21), translating into even greater need for employment (to
support large families) and even greater competition for work (as young people came of age and tried to
establish independent households) (Allum 17).
The other form of economic activity in Naples, the black market and various levels of illegal activity, helps to fill
the void left by the dearth of legitimate means of earning a living (Pacione 441). This is represented in the novel
by Don Achille Carracci and the Solara brothers.
But since my father never raised his voice, even when he lost patience, I always
took his part against her, even though he sometimes beat her and could be
threatening to me (45).
This casual reference to what (today) would be regarded as domestic violence was simply another feature of
society in 1950s Naples. Far from condemning male violence against women and children, the culture actively
encouraged it (Begley). That was simply how men were expected to behave in a time and place where
manhood was defined by hyper-masculine ideals. Thus, domestic violence became a means by which males
corrected “bad behavior” in order to “educate” women and children in what was “correct” (Plesset 16). Male
violence within the family, in other words, was an accepted part of the male’s role as unquestioned head (Allum
57).
This cultural paradigm was not only a matter of traditional socialization-- it was actually codified into law. Until
1975, wives in Italy basically had the same legal rights as children. For example, the 1942 Civil Code explicitly
stated, “The husband is the head of the family. The wife follows his civil status, takes his surname and is obliged
to accompany him wherever he chooses to establish his residence.” From a legal standpoint, both wives and
children were a species of property, explicitly belonging to the male head of the family. Divorce was illegal, and
male legal domination extended even after the death of head of the family, as the rights of widows to inherit
marital property were severely limited (Plesset 140).

Chapter 11
And in fact he, Donato Sarratore, Nino himself, and Lidia, too, began to carry
things downstairs, all sorts of odds and ends, mattresses, furniture, and piled it
on the cart (59).
Though the Sarratore family has an obvious motive to leave the old neighborhood, this sort of intra-city
migration was becoming increasingly typical in the late 1950s, as families moved out the older, overpopulated
city center for less crowded neighborhoods closer to newer, more industrial areas (Allum 28).
It seemed that Donato had got a new house directly from the state railroad, in the
neighborhood of a square called Piazza Nazionale (59).
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In terms of actual distance, Piazza Nazionale is not actually very far from Elena and Lila’s neighborhood, as
both are in the Quarta Municipalità (the Fourth Municipality of Naples). As such, the move is less than four miles
away.

Chapter 12
Some time after he had cut her head with the rock and before, it seems to me, he
was rejected by Gigliola Spagnuolo, he ran into us on the stradone and, before my
incredulous eyes, held out to Lila a garland of sorb apples (61-62).
the fruit of Sorbus aucuparia, which is berry-like and grows in clusters; it is usually made into jellies or jams

Chapter 13
He got up very early
to go with his
father to the fruitand-vegetable market
or to drive the cart
through the
neighborhood,
selling produce from
the countryside, and
so he soon quit
school (63).
In the 1950s and 1960s,
retail trade was dominated
by such street vendors
(Allum 38).
We, instead, toward
the end of fifth
a man sells cherries from a market stall in Naples (ca. 1952)
grade, were told
that it would be suitable for us to continue in school. The teacher summoned in
turn my parents and those of Gigliola and Lila to tell them that we absolutely had
to take not only the test for the elementary school diploma but also the one for
admission to middle school (65).
What the teacher is proposing is that Elena and Lila take the test to apply to a ginnasio, a five year middle
school that prepared one for an additional three years at a classical high school (liceo classico). This, in turn,
prepared students for attendance at a university. In a ginnasio one would study classical languages, history,
theology, and other academic subjects. Attendance in these college track schools was not cheap, but at the
time, education afforded one of the few avenues for social mobility for working class students who aspired to a
middle class lifestyle. There was no guarantee of success, however, as these academic schools were extremely
rigorous and designed to promote only the best students. The potential payoff, for most students, was to secure
a skilled civil service job, as government work presented one of the few opportunities for steady employment in
Naples (Allum 54).
In the 1950s, school was compulsory until age 14, but few actually made it that far. Only two in ten actually
made it to middle school, and it was much more common for boys to continue in their studies than girls (Caseli).
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Lila’s parents on the other hand said no. Nunzia Cerullo made a few somewhat
hesitant attempts, but her father wouldn’t even talk about it, and in fact hit
Rino when he told him that he was wrong. Her parents were inclined not to go and
see the teacher, but Maestra Oliviero had the principal summon them, and then
Nunzia had to go. Faced with the timid but flat refusal of that frightened woman,
Maestra Oliviero, stern but calm, displayed Lila’s marvelous compositions, the
brilliant solutions to difficult problems, and even the beautifully colored
drawings that in class, when she applied herself, enchanted us all, because,
pilfering Giotto’s pastels, she portrayed in a realistic style princesses with
hairdos, jewels, clothes, shoes that had never been seen in any book or even at
the parish cinema. When the refusal persisted, the teacher lost her composure and
dragged Lila’s mother to the principal as if she were a student to be disciplined.
But Nunzia couldn’t yield, she didn’t have permission from her husband. As a
result she kept saying no until she, the teacher, and the principal were overcome
by exhaustion (63-64).
Even before the war, Naples had been a poor city. Like the rest of the South, little had been invested there, and
it was seen as a backwater in places like Rome and Milan. This poverty became especially acute after World
War II, when much of the city’s infrastructure had been completely razed to the ground. As a result, education
was very much a luxury for most of the families living in the city, as children had to drop out at an early age to
help contribute to the family incomes.
Though the Cerullo household is obviously less financially secure off than the Greco one, even Lila’s upbringing
cannot be called impoverished by the standards of the time. Shoemaking was a respectable job with a steady
source of income. True poverty in Naples in the 1950s meant things like a family of seven occupying a single
room, not having enough money for shoes, or frequently having to go hungry because there was not enough
food (Begley).
She seemed the strongest of us girls, stronger than Enzo, than Alfonso, than
Stefano, stronger than her brother Rino, stronger than our parents, stronger than
all the adults including the teacher and the carabinieri, who could put you in
jail (64).
The carabinieri are the national gendarmerie of Italy, policing both military and civilian populations.

Chapter 15
Right after Easter, Gigliola Spagnuolo and I started going to the teacher’s house
to prepare for the admissions test. The teacher lived right next to the parish
church of the Holy Family (67),
Parrocchia Sacra Famiglia; this is a real church in Rione Luzzatti-- one of the many references in the novel that
makes it the most likely prototype for Elena and Lila’s neighborhood

The teacher, at the end of the lesson, offered us little heart-shaped
cookies and a soft drink (67).
(dolcetti secchi) a light, dry biscuit or cookie with no filling of frosting and a low fat content; Oro Saiwa is popular
Italian brand for cookies of this type
Meanwhile, however, with the money from Don Achille, she bought a book: Little
Women (68).
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This is an 1868 novel by the American author Louisa May Alcott (obviously the girls are reading it in translation).
It is based (in part) on Alcott’s childhood and the way that her family dealt with poverty. The book features
strong, self-possessed female characters who strongly bond with one another (it was originally written for girls),
pursuing happiness through domesticity, work, and true love. The novel has some loose parallels (as well as
some ironic contrasts) with some conflicts and events that later develop in My Brilliant Friend. Some of the
stronger parallels, though, are with the character of Jo in Volume II of Little Women and Elena as she later
develops in the other Neapolitan novels (which is obviously outside the scope of these notes and, in any case,
difficult to write about without spoiling later plot points).
Lila had received Little Women, along with the following comment: “This is for
older girls, but it will be good for you,” and I got the book Heart, by Edmondo De
Amicis, with not a word of explanation (68).
Heart is an 1886 patriotic (celebrating Italian unification) and moralistic novel for children. It is a much more
straightforward text than Little Women, consisting of episodic stories, each teaching different lessons. Unlike
Little Women, it is not thematically important to My Brilliant Friend and will never be mentioned again.
“Do you know what the plebs are, Greco?”
“Yes, the people, the tribunes of the plebs are the Gracchi” (71).
In ancient Rome, the plebeians were the commoners.
The Gracchi were the Gracchus brothers, Tiberius and
Gaius, who both served as tribunes in the late 2nd
century BCE. They were from a plebeian branch of an
old Roman family. They attempted to pass land reform
legislation that would have redistributed aristocratic
holdings, but were later assassinated by enemies of
these reforms.
Maestra Oliviero never said anything
about The Blue Fairy. Lila asked about it a
couple of times, then she let it go. She
said grimly:
“As soon as I have time I’ll write
another, that one wasn’t good.”
“It was wonderful.”
“It was terrible” (72).
Though it is really outside the scope of these notes, this
little book that Lila wrote will take on great significance in
later books in the series.

Chapter 16
To the left was a tunnel with three
entrances, but if you climbed up to the
railroad tracks, on clear days you could
young mothers at the steps of the church of San
see, beyond some low houses and walls of
Francesco di Paola; unemployed boys play cards in
tufa and patches of thick vegetation, a
background (Naples 1947)
blue mountain with one low peak and one a
little higher, which was called Vesuvius and was a volcano (74).
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Vesuvius is most famous for the burying and destruction of the ancient Roman cities of Pompeii and
Herculaneum in 79 CE. It lies about five miles outside of Naples proper and is still active (though it hasn’t
erupted in the last one hundred years).
Once Nino Sarratore and his sister Marisa
had talked about it, in the tone of those who found it normal to go every so often
to eat taralli and seafood (74).
Italian snack foods, common across the southern half of Italy, traditionally formed into small ovals or rings and
similar in texture to a soft pretzel with a crispy outside; they can be either sweet or savory
I got up early, I did everything as if I were going to school-- my bread and milk,
my schoolbag, my smock. I waited for Lila as usual in front of the gate, only
instead of going to the right we crossed the stradone and turned left, toward the
tunnel (74).
The tunnel is almost certainly the underpass of Via Emanuele Gianturco, a major thoroughfare.

Chapter 17
He looked like an actor named Randolph Scott, but unrefined (81).
Randolph Scott (1898-1987): an American film actor whose career spanned from 1928 to 1962; he usually
played the leading man and is most remembered today for his Western pictures

Chapter 18
Men returned home embittered by their losses, by alcohol, by debts, by deadlines,
by beatings, and at the first inopportune word they beat their families, a chain
of wrongs that generated wrongs (83).
The gambling and loans at Bar Solara are not legitimate enterprises. The Solara household has camorra
connections.
In that period we often went to the Pelusos’ house to play checkers and three-ofa-kind (84),
For some reason, Ann Goldstein translates this literally (tris) instead of using the common English name, tic-tactoe.

ADOLESCENCE: The Story of the Shoes
Chapter 2
He had a black band sewn on his jacket (92)
to mourn his father, Don Achille
I felt a double humiliation: I was ashamed because I hadn’t done as well as I had
in elementary school, and I was ashamed of the difference between the harmonious,
modestly dressed figure of the teacher, between her Italian that slightly
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resembled that of the Iliad, and the misshapen figure of my mother, her old shoes,
her dull hair, the dialect bent into an ungrammatical Italian (92-93).
The Iliad is an ancient Greek epic poem in dactylic hexameter, traditionally attributed to Homer. In other words,
her Italian is very formal and elegant.

Chapter 4
She used all those words of the trade as if they were magic and her father had
learned them in an enchanted world-- Casoria, the factory-- from which he had
returned like a satisfied explorer, so satisfied that now he preferred the family
shop, the quiet bench, the hammer, the iron foot, the good smell of glue mixed
with that of old shoes (98).
a municipality about six miles northeast of Naples
One Sunday I was surprised to find myself talking passionately about shoes with
Carmela Peluso. She would buy the magazine Sogno and devour the photo novels (99).
Sogno is a weekly magazine (founded in 1947)
with features about the entertainment industry,
serialized novels, and comic serials. The title
means “dream.”

Chapter 6
The schoolbooks had already cost a
lot. The Latin dictionary, the
Campanini and Carboni, even though
it was bought used, had been a big
expense (104).
the standard Latin to Italian dictionary, first
published in 1911, by Latin scholars Giuseppe
Campanini and Giuseppe Carboni

Chapter 7
The two sons of Silvio Solara,
Marcello, who was around twenty,
and Michele, just a little younger,
bought a blue-and-white Fiat 1100
and on Sundays paraded around the
streets of the neighborhood (107).
a small family car produced by the Italian
carmaker Fiat from 1953 to 1969
Initiatives flourished in the whole
Naples as seen from above (1960)
neighborhood. A young dressmaker
became a partner in the dry goods store, where Carmela Peluso had just started
working as a clerk, and the store expanded, aspiring to become a ladies’ clothing
shop. The auto-repair shop where Melina’s son, Antonio, worked was trying, thanks
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to the son of the old owner, Gentile Gorresio, to get into motorcycles. In other
words everything was quivering, arching upward as if to change its
characteristics, not to be known by the accumulated hatreds, tensions, ugliness
but, rather, to show a new face. While Lila and I studied Latin in the public
gardens, even the pure and simple space around us, the fountain, the shrubbery, a
pothole on one side of the street, changed. There was a constant smell of pitch,
the steamroller sputtered, advancing slowly over the steamy asphalt, as barechested or T-shirted workers paved the streets and the stradone. Even the colors
changed. Pasquale, Carmela’s older brother, was hired to cut down the brush near
the railroad tracks. How much he cut-- we heard the sound of annihilation for
days: the trees groaned, they gave off a scent of fresh green wood, they cleaved
the air, they struck the ground after a long rustling that seemed a sigh, and he
and others sawed them, split them, pulled up roots that exhaled an odor of
underground. The green brush vanished and in its place appeared an area of flat
yellow ground. Pasquale had found that job through a stroke of luck. Sometime
earlier a friend had told him that people had come to the Bar Solara looking for
young men to do night work cutting down trees in a piazza in the center of Naples.
He-- even though he didn’t like Silvio Solara and his sons, he was in that bar
because his father was ruined-- had to support the family and had gone. He had
returned, exhausted, at dawn, his nostrils filled with the odor of living wood, of
mangled leaves, and of the sea. Then one thing led to another, and he had been
summoned again for that kind of work. And now he was on the construction site near
the railroad and we sometimes saw him climbing up the scaffolding of the new
buildings that were rising floor by floor, or in a hat made of newspaper, in the
sun, eating bread with sausage and greens during his lunch break (108-110).
What the neighborhood is experiencing are the beginnings of il miracolo economico (“the economic miracle”), a
time of sustained growth in Italy in the mid 1950s and the early 1960s when the country rapidly modernized from
a poor, rural nation into a major industrial power. Most of these gains, though, were felt in the north of Italy.
Though conditions in places like Naples somewhat improved, the biggest improvements in standards of living
were in places like Rome, Milan, and Turin (Duggan 262).
Lila got mad if I looked at Pasquale and was distracted. It was soon obvious, to
my great amazement, that she already knew a lot of Latin. She knew the
declensions, for example, and also the verbs (110).
(in Latin and Greek grammar) the variation of the form of a noun, pronoun, or adjective, by which its
grammatical case, number, and gender are identified

Chapter 8
Marcello, the older, was at the wheel, Michele, the younger, was sitting next to
him (112)
The names are pronounced mar-CHEH-loh and mee-KEH-leh.
But of the two I liked Marcello better; he resembled Hector as he was depicted in
the school copy of the Iliad (112).
In Greek mythology, Hector was a Trojan prince and the greatest fighter for Troy in the Trojan War.

14

Chapter 9
In my spare time I didn’t go out, I sat and read novels I got from the library:
Grazia Deledda, Pirandello, Chekhov, Gogol, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky (120).
Grazia Deledda (1871-1936): an Italian writer who received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1926; Luigi
Pirandello (1867-1936): Italian dramatist who received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1934; Anton Chekhov
(1860-1904): Russian playwright and short story writer generally considered to be among the greatest writers of
short fiction in history; Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852): Russian dramatist, novelist and short story writer; Leo Tolstoy
(1828-1910): Russian writer who is generally regarded as one of the greatest authors of all time; Fyodor
Dostoyevsky (1821-1881): Russian novelist and short story writer, also generally regarded as one of the
greatest authors of all time. All of these writers (with the possible exception of Deledda, whose star has faded
quite a bit outside of Italy) all are major figures in world literature.
Praising me generously, Ferraro gave me Three Men in a Boat, by Jerome K. Jerome
(122).
This is an 1889 humorous account of a twoweek boating holiday on the Thames from
Kingston upon Thames to Oxford and back
to Kingston. Though the book is still read
today (mainly because it remains very fresh
and funny), this seems an odd choice for a
prize.

Then he asked me what the
prize for his former
schoolmate was.
“Bruges-la-Morte” (122).
a short novel by the Belgian author Georges
Rodenbach, first published in 1892. It later
became known as the archetypical novel of
the continental Symbolist literary movement,
Again, this is an odd choice, as if the books
were being chosen at random.
“Are you always going to
be a construction worker? I
asked, even though I already
knew that he was.
“Yes” (125).
Naples had been the most bombed city in
all of Italy during World War II, and so there
was ample opportunity for small
construction firms to help rebuild the
damaged infrastructure. By the late 1950s,
Naples in the 1950s
though, these possibilities were exhausting
for all but the biggest firms, so construction was chiefly residential, with cheap land being developed as
residential blocks of cheap tenement housing (Allum 36).

15

“And you’re a Communist?”
He looked at me perplexed.
“Yes” (125).
The Partito Comunista Italiano was expelled from the Italian government in 1947 and thereafter became a sort
of permanent opposition party to the center-right Christian Democrats, who would control politics in Italy until the
1990s. This more-or-less permanent exclusion from power was accomplished by painting the communists as an
anti-democratic organization associated with the Soviet Union, atheism, and permanent revolution (Allum 16).
These views softened somewhat in the late 1950s with the growth of trade unionism, and left wing sentiment
became more widespread, though popular support was more for the more moderate Partito Socialista Italiano
(which was eventually coopted into the ruling coalition in order to split the left) than the communists (Allum 17).

Chapter 10
Maestra Oliviero, that same afternoon, presented herself at my house without
warning, throwing my father into utter despair and embittering my mother. She made
them both swear that they would enroll me in the nearest classical high school
(125).
see the note about the Italian education system in Chapter 13 of “The Story of Don Achille.”

Chapter 11
And in fact after a while he became evasive, and began to ask me questions about
Lila: how she had been at school, what I thought of her, if we were close friends.
I answered willingly: it was the first time anyone had asked me about our
friendship and I talked about it enthusiastically the whole way. Also for the
first time, I felt how, having to search for words on a subject where I didn’t
have words ready, I tended to reduce the relationship between Lila and me to
extreme declarations that were all exaggeratedly positive (128).
In an interview with Vanity Fair, Ferrante writes, “Friendship is a crucible of positive and negative feelings that
are in a permanent state of ebullition. There’s an expression: with friends God is watching me, with enemies I
watch myself. In the end, an enemy is the fruit of an oversimplification of human complexity: the inimical
relationship is always clear, I know that I have to protect myself, I have to attack. On the other hand, God only
knows what goes on in the mind of a friend. Absolute trust and strong affections harbor rancor, trickery, and
betrayal. Perhaps that’s why, over time, male friendship has developed a rigorous code of conduct. The
piousrespect for its internal laws and the serious consequences that come from violating them have a long
tradition in fiction. Our friendships, on the other hand, are a terra incognita, chiefly to ourselves, a land without
fixed rules. Anything and everything can happen to you, nothing is certain. Its exploration in fiction advances
arduously, it is a gamble, a strenuous undertaking. And at every step there is above all the risk that a story’s
honesty will be clouded by good intentions, hypocritical calculations, or ideologies that exalt sisterhood in ways
that are often nauseating” (Schappell).

Chapter 14
The boundaries of the neighborhood faded in the course of that summer. One morning
my father took me with him. Since I was enrolling in high school, he wanted me to
know what public transportation I would have to take and what route when I went in
October to the new school (136).
Based on descriptions in this chapter and later in the novel, it is almost certainly modeled on the Liceo Classico
Garibaldi.
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It was a beautiful, very clear, windy day. I felt loved, coddled, to my affection
for him was added a crescendo of admiration. He knew the enormous expanse of the
city intimately, he knew where to get the metro or a tram or a bus. Outside he
behaved with a sociability, a relaxed courtesy, that at home he almost never had.
He was friendly toward everyone, on the metro and the buses, in the offices, and
he always managed to let his
interlocutor know that he worked for
the city and that, if he liked, he
could speed up practical matters, open
doors (136).
The model most descriptive of how politics works in
Naples is the political machine run by political bosses.
The political boss organizes the disparate strands
of Neapolitan society through patronage, in which
individuals pledge political loyalty in exchange for
favors. In additional to the obvious power that such
a system confers to the political bosses, it is also a
way of organizing labor-- such that they have a
collective voice (since they are expected to vote in a
bloc) and thus have a greater voice in governance
than they would as individuals (Allum 10).

Liceo Classico Garibaldi

In exchange for votes, political bosses arrange patronage jobs, swelling the ranks of municipal workers. In a
very real sense, all city jobs are political appointments, and government employees are expected to maintain
political loyalties in order to retain employment (Allum 155). These positions are especially coveted because
they are the only real sources of stable employment in Naples, and outside of organized or semi-organized
crime, the only real career path vocations open to the vast majority of the city (Allum 160). This power that
Elena’s father seems to wield, then, is not imagined. His position would have been highly coveted, and he would
have had to have had important contacts to have received it in the first place.
He took me along Corso Garibaldi (137)
a major thoroughfare in Naples
He showed me Piazza Carlo III, the Albergo dei Poveri, the botanical garden, Via
Foria, the museum (137)
Piazza Carlo III: this square is the eastern gate of the historic city center; it is the site of an important railway
junction; Albergo dei Poveri: the Bourbon Hospice for the Poor, it is a five story former hospital and almshouse,
built in the 18th century; it is one of the landmarks of Naples; botanical garden (Orto botanico di Napoli): a
research facility of the University of Naples Federico II, adjacent to Albergo dei Poveri; though not strictly
speaking a public park, it is treated as such by locals; Via Foria: a historical street of Naples that borders the old
center of the city’ the museum: the Naples National Archaeological Museum (Museo Archeologico Nazionale di
Napoli), and 18th century building built at the northwest corner of the original Greek wall of the city of Neapolis
(the ancient Greek city that developed into Naples); it contains a large collection of Roman artifacts, and is one
of the most important archaeological museums in the world
He took me on Via Costantinopoli, to Port’Alba, to Piazza Dante, to Via Toledo
(137).
These are streets and squares in the old city center of Naples. Port’Alba is the remnant of one of the city gates,
built in 1625.
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I was overwhelmed by the names, the noise of the traffic, the voices, the colors,
the festive atmosphere, the effort of keeping everything in mind so that I could
talk about it later with Lila, the ease with which he chatted with the pizza maker
from whom he bought me a pizza melting with ricotta (137)
Pizza was invented in Naples, and in fact, Antica Pizzeria Port’Alba, in the same area where Elena’s father is
taking Elena, is widely believed to be the world’s first pizzeria, established in 1738 as a peddler’s stand and
1830 as a dedicated pizzeria (Schwartz 105). Originally a flatbread with various toppings (most commonly
tomatoes, olive oil, garlic, and oregano), it did not feature cheese until the end of the 19th century. Even today,
compared to the American version Neapolitan pizza has considerably less cheese (not always mozzarella) and
is much more sparing in the application of toppings (Schwartz 106-107). True Neapolitan pizza features a thin
crust and is fired at very high temperatures (up to 900 degrees Fahrenheit) in a wood burning oven (Schwartz
108).
There, too, he said, everything had changed, the trees had been cut down,
everything was broken up: now see all the space, the only old thing left is the
Maschio Angioino, but it’s beautiful, little one, there are two real males in
Naples, your father and that fellow there (137).
Castel Nuovo, a medieval castle located in front of Piazza Municipio and the city hall built in the 13 th century
It was an unforgettable moment. We went toward Via Caracciolo, as the wind grew
stronger, the sun brighter. Vesuvius was a delicate pastel-colored shape, at whose
base the whitish stones of the city were piled up, with the earth-colored slice of
the Castel dell’Ovo, and the sea (138).
a seaside castle located on the former island of Megaride, now a peninsula, on the Gulf of Naples; the nucleus
of fortifications date to the 12th century (and were built on Roman-era structures that were much older)
With her ears certainly she listened to me, but with her eyes, with her mind, she
was solidly anchored to the street, to the few plants in the gardens, to Gigliola,
who was walking with Alfonso and Carmela, to Pasquale, who waved at her from the
scaffolding of the building site, to Melina, who spoke out loud of Donato
Sarratore while Ada tried to drag her into the house, to Stefano, the son of Don
Achille, who had just bought a Giardinetta, and had his mother beside him and in
the backseat his sister Pinuccia, to Marcello and Michele Solara, who passed in
their 1100, with Michele pretending not to see us while Marcello gave us a
friendly glance, and, above all, to the secret work, kept hidden from her father,
that she applied herself to, advancing the project of the shoes (139).
a station wagon (this is a generic term, not a specific brand)
But meanwhile I saw that under War and Peace, and bearing the label of Maestro
Ferraro’s library, a tattered volume was sticking out, entitled Greek Grammar
(141).
a 1869 Russian novel by Leo Tolstoy and one of the central works of world literature

Chapter 16
That night we went to a pizzeria on the Rettifilo (144).
more properly, Corso Umberto I; a historical street that connects the center of the city to the main station
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One afternoon at the end of August we went as far as the Villa Comunale park (146)
one of the main historic gardens of Naples
Pasquale, acting the grandee, wanted to buy everyone a spumoni (146)
a molded Italian ice cream made with layers
of different colors and flavors, usually
containing candied fruits and nuts
“You are fortunate: you have here
a girl who will become more
beautiful than a Botticelli Venus.
I beg your pardon, but I said it
to my wife and sons, and I felt
the need to tell you as well”
(146).
a reference to The Birth of Venus, painted by
Sandro Botticelli in the 1480s, one of the most
famous paintings in the world
Since her husband was the baker at
the Solara pastry shop, things
were done on a grand scale: there
was an abundance of cream puffs,
pastries with cassata filling,
sfogliatelle, almond pastries,
liqueurs, soft drinks, and dance
records, from the most ordinary to
the latest fashion (147).
Cassata consists of round sponge cake
moistened with fruit juices or liqueur and
layered with ricotta cheese, candied peel, and
a chocolate or vanilla filling similar to cannoli
cream.
Sfogliatelle is a shell-shaped filled Neapolitan
pastry that is filled with such things as orangeflavored ricotta, almond paste and candied
peel of citron.

water fountain in slum neighborhood in Naples (1947)

He said that the Bar Solara had always been a place for loan sharks from the
Camorra, that it was the base for smuggling and for collecting votes for the
monarchists (152).
Naples, like much of the South, had voted against the forming of the Republic in 1946, preferring instead a
restoration of the monarchy. The right wing monarchist party, then, became a powerful force in local politics,
especially under the leadership of Achille Lauro, who would later become mayor and represent the city in the
Chamber of Deputies. Lauro used the camorra extensively in rounding up votes, employing schemes like
distributing free shoes in exchange for votes (one shoe before the poll, the second after the vote) (Dickie 316317). See the note for Chapter 24 of “The Story of the Shoes”
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He said that Don Achille had been a spy for the Nazi Fascists, he said that the
money Stefano was using to expand the grocery store his father had made on the
black market (152).
During this time, the Neapolitan camorra primarily made money by controlling the local trade (local vendors
must pay for the privilege to operate), organizing votes on behalf of political bosses (sold to the highest bidder),
and distributing black market goods for below market prices (Allum 62).

Chapter 18
The autumn flew by. One morning I was questioned on the Aeneid: it was the first
time I had been called to the front of the room (158).
The Aeneid is a Latin epic poem, written by the Roman poet Virgil between 29 and 19 BCE, that tells the
legendary story of Aeneas, a Trojan who travelled to Italy after the fall of Troy, where he became the ancestor of
the Romans.
She talked in great detail about Dido, a figure I knew nothing about, I heard that
name for the first time not at school but from her (160).
In Greek mythology, Dido was the founder and queen of Carthage, a city on the northern coast of Africa. Dido is
best known for her love affair with the Trojan hero Aeneas, recounted in Book IV of the Aeneid.
In Virgil’s account, the Trojan leader Aeneas was shipwrecked on the shore near Carthage at the time when
Dido was building the new city. After welcoming Aeneas and his men, the queen fell deeply in love with him. In
time, the two lived together as wife and husband, and Aeneas began to act as though he were king of Carthage.
Then Jupiter sent a messenger to tell Aeneas that he could not remain in Carthage. Rather, his destiny was to
found a new city for the Trojans in Italy.
Dido was devastated when she heard that Aeneas planned to leave. She had believed that the two of them
would eventually marry. Aeneas insisted that he had no choice but to obey the gods, and shortly afterward, he
and his men set sail for Italy. When Dido saw the ships sail out to sea, she ordered a funeral pyre to be built.
She climbed onto to it, cursed Aeneas, and using a sword he had given her, stabbed herself to death.
This story is important to the novel, and allusions to it will recur at several points in the book.

Chapter 19
But the pair of men’s shoes they showed me seemed truly unusual; they were size
43, the size of Rino and Fernando, brown, and just as I remembered them in one of
Lila’s drawings (164).
In American shoes sizes, this would be a 9 ½.

Chapter 20
Now, though, he posed as what he was not. He felt he was close to wealth. A boss
(166).
The word Ferrante uses is padroncino, which translates more literally to a small business owner-- the only type
of “boss” someone in that neighborhood would be likely to encounter, rather than the more generic (and
authoritative sounding) capo.
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“All right, all of you come: we’ll drink spumante, dance-- new year, new life”
(169).
sparkling wine

Chapter 21
But he was an honest soul, he thought it over again and again (172).
buon ragazzo (It.): used idiomatically, it is translated as “honest soul” here, but it literally means “good boy”
(though good in the sense of “morally praiseworthy”)

Chapter 22
The boys wore sweaters, except Pasquale and Enzo, who were in shirtsleeves (173).
During January in Naples, average temperatures range from highs in the upper 70s to lows in the lower 50s.

Chapter 23
The climax came on the day
of the Befana (179).
[translator’s note] In Italian folklore,
the Befana is an old woman who
delivers gifts to children, mostly in
southern Italy, on the eve of the
Epiphany (the night of January 5th),
like St. Nicholas or Santa Claus.
Fernando, without saying a
word, and now looking like
an angry Randolph Scott,
sat down and put on first
the right shoe, then the
left (180).
See the note for Chapter 17 of “The
Story of Don Achille”

Chapter 24
She had also said that she
would always be grateful to
him for all the things he
mother and child (Naples, 1950s)
had explained to her:
Fascism, the Resistance, the monarchy, the republic, the black market, Comandante
Lauro, the neo-fascists, Christian Democracy, Communism (184).
Comandante Lauro is Achille Lauro (1887-1982) was an Italian businessman and conservative Neapolitan
politician. He was the mayor of Naples between 1952-1957 and later from 1960-1961. More significantly, he
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represented Naples in the Parliament of Italy (as a member of the Chamber of Deputies) from 1958-1979. For
the left wing Pasquale, “Comandante Lauro” would be an object of scorn.
The Christian Democrats were a center right, Roman Catholic affiliated political party that played a dominant
role in the politics of Italy from its inception in 1944 until its demise in 1994.

Chapter 25
Finally, she asked me what my father did, I answered, “He’s a porter at the city
hall.” She went off with her head down (188).
Professor Galiani’s disappointment is in the fact that government jobs in Naples (like the one Elena’s father
worked) were patronage jobs, which is to say that one only received such appointments by pledging loyalty to a
particular political party, in this case, the ruling monarchists under the leadership of Achille Lauro (the political
enemies of someone like the left wing Professor Galiani).
The interest shown by Professor Galiani naturally filled me with pride, but
it had no great consequence; the school routine returned to normal. As a result,
even the fact that, in my first year, I was a student with a small reputation for
being clever soon seemed to me unimportant. In the end what did it prove? It
proved how fruitful it had been to study with Lila and talk to her, to have her as
a goad and support as I ventured into the world outside the neighborhood, among
the things and persons and landscapes and ideas of books. Of course, I said to
myself, the essay on Dido is mine, the capacity to formulate beautiful sentences
comes from me; of course, what I wrote about Dido belongs to me; but didn’t I work
it out with her, didn’t we excite each other in turn, didn’t my passion grow in
the warmth of hers? And that idea of the city without love, which the teachers had
liked so much, hadn’t it come to me from Lila, even if I had developed it, with my
own ability? What should I deduce from this (188-189)?
Critic Gabriella Edelstein writes:
In this first part of Lenu’s story, we see the genesis of the ethos which dictates her professional life:
emancipation through education and literary creation. This process of self-actualisation, however, is not
one of chrysalis, where the moth emerges untethered from a process of invisible transformation. And
whilst Elena’s development and transformation has been compared to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, I would
argue that Ferrante is looking towards those ancient writers who are part of the myth-making diegesis of
Western and Italian identity: Homer and Virgil. Indeed, it is no coincidence that Elena Greco translates
to “Helen the Greek”: Lenu’s voice displaces Homer’s to Rage-- Goddess, sing the rage of women.
Besides the presence of ancient writers, My Brilliant Friend is infused with other elements of myth and
fantasy. The Mafioso Don Achille is ‘the ogre of fairytales’, Lila is a Cinderella-figure with her shoes, and
Elena’s porter father is like Charon, taking the girl across the Styx to the Elysium of school. By
constantly reflecting back on these stories of origin, Ferrante places My Brilliant Friend within a canon,
elevating the girls’ tale to one of identity-creating relevance.
By drawing upon ancient myth, Ferrante is able to attack the presumptions that have been inculcated in
us in the handing down of these stories. This is part of the novel’s feminist project: by usurping the
mythic male voice which has determined the role of woman as wife and mother, Ferrante is able to
redefine the limits of female writing (as James Wood has argued, Ferrante’s narrative voice is the
realisation of Cixous’ l’écriture feminine). The creation of a feminine writing is made manifest in the
novel through Lenu’s self-reflexive artistic process, through which she explores questions of narrative
voice and identity. In particular, her creative relationship with Lila. Similarly to the historical reality of
“Homer” being multiple wandering bards, so too is Lenu’s writing dependent on the voice of another in
order to create.
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Chapter 26
We walked down Toledo. Lila insisted on going to Via Chiaia, Via Filangieri, and
then Via dei Mille, to Piazza Amedeo, an area where she knew there would be
wealthy, elegant people (191).
These are areas where the upper classes in Naples live.
Rino and Pasquale were opposed, but they couldn’t or wouldn’t explain, and
responded only by muttering in dialect and insulting indeterminate people they
called “dandies” (191).
gagà (It.): a “dandy: is someone who enjoys dressing well in a flashy way, but the word in Italian (as in this
context) can also connote snobbishness
Lila reacted as if that encounter had never taken place, insisting again that she
wanted to go for a walk where the fancy people were (191).
gente elegante (It.): this common Italian phrase literally means “elegant people,” but in translating the adjective
as “fancy,” Goldstein is attempting to convey the irony in which Lila is using the term
The girl was all in green: green shoes, green skirt, green jacket, and on her
head-- this was above all what made Lila laugh-- she wore a bowler, like Charlie
Chaplin, also green (194).
a hard felt hat with a
rounded crown
“Did you hear
that shit called
me ‘hick’ (195)?
tàmmaro (It.): while the
word does literally
mean someone who is
low class and provincial,
it also suggests
someone who attempts
to imitate upper class
manners in an
unsuccessful attempt to
be more like them

Chapter 27
Me on Ischia? Me
alone on the ferry
traveling over the
sea? Not to
mention me on the
beach, swimming, in a bathing suit (198)?

wash day (Naples, 1956)

Ischia is an island off the coast of the Bay of Naples, famous for its thermal waters and spa resorts.
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to explain the bruises on his face and his body he made up a story that he had
fallen off a friend’s Lambretta (199)
a brand name of a line of motor scooters manufactured (during this time) in Milan, Italy

Chapter 28
“I have very serious intentions, Don Fernà. I would like the hand of your daughter
Lina” (206)
Though Lila is only fourteen years old, for the lower classes in Naples during this time period, young girls were
often married off at 16 or 17 (Goddard 543). In Naples, there are (and still remain) two principal forms of
engagement: engagement “outside the home” (which is more casual, impermanent, and does not involve the
couple’s families-- the sort of thing Pasquale was proposing in Chapter 24) and engagement “in the house”
(which is the officially sanctioned, “serious” engagement that leads to marriage). This sort of engagement
involves formal visits to the homes of the two families-- especially the family of the prospective bride (Goddard
548). As in the novel, such matches were negotiated through the family, and though the potential bride-to-be
usually had some say in the potential match, it was not absolutely her decision, as the father negotiated with her
suitor on his daughter’s behalf.

Chapter 30
Otherwise I was free. I could sit on the terrace and read with the sea in front of
me, or walk along a steep white road toward a long, wide, dark beach that was
called Spiaggia dei Maronti (209).
the most famous beach in Ischia; it is located on the southern shore

Chapter 31
We went swimming, we dried off walking along the shore. Laughing, she pointed out
to me something I had never noticed. At the end of the black beach were some
motionless white forms. She dragged me, still laughing, over the burning sand and
at a certain point it became clear that they were people. Living people, covered
with mud. It was some sort of treatment, we didn’t know for what (214).
This is part of the spa treatment at the thermal spring at Cava Scura, near Spiaggia dei Maronti.

Chapter 32
Marisa sometimes threw balls of sand at us, and sometimes burst in, shouting “Stop
it, who cares about this Dostoyevsky, who gives a damn about the Karamazovs”
(217).
Nino is reading Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s 1880 The Brothers Karamazov, one of the most important and wellregarded novels in the Western canon.
That was how Marisa made friends with some boys from Forio (218),
a town from another part of the island
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Nino hated his father with all his strength, that was why he talked so much about
the Karamazovs (221).
The plot of the novel revolves around the murder of loathsome and terrible father by one of his sons.

Chapter 33
After his long swims Donato lay beside me to dry in the sun and read his
newspaper, Roma, the only thing he read (224).
Il Roma was a right wing newspaper controlled by then-mayor Achille Lauro. At this time it had the second
largest circulation in the city (Allum 257).

Chapter 34
it had the vivid orderliness that I imagined would belong to conversation if one
were so fortunate as to be born from the head of Zeus and not from the Grecos, the
Cerullos (227)
This is an allusion to the birth of the mythological Greek goddess Zeus, who was said to have sprung fully
formed from the head of her father Zeus. That Elena thinks in these terms is also a marker of how steeped in
the classical tradition she is becoming, how her education is shaping her way of interpreting the world.

Chapter 35
Thankfully Nella, at
some point, came to
keep me company on
the terrace,
bringing me an
orzata (230).
a brand of mineral water
(Ferrara Orzata)
Marisa gave me an
oakum seahorse she
had bought at the
Port the night
before (230).
loose fiber obtained by
untwisting old rope, used
especially in caulking
wooden ships

Chapter 41

young mother and child (Naples, 1947)

Stefano lived shut off in his grocery, spoke almost exclusively in dialect, had
not gone past the vocational school (255)
a scuole di avviamento, which took the place of grades six through eight
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Chapter 42
In the end my father, thanks to his dealings at the city hall, found the money
(258).
On a practical level, clientism works through the trading of favors. For example, when polled about attitudes
towards municipal workers in the 1960s, 54% of Neapolitans still considered government workers who provided
services for favors honest (opposed to 19% who said “no”), indicating how widespread such practices were. On
the other hand, in the same survey only 14% thought municipal workers were honest or almost honest,
reflecting the more outright bribes were required to get things done (Allum 103). That such a system persists is
largely a function of there not being any real career alternative in an environment with such high unemployment.
By not playing the game, a city workers would imperil his own job, an unacceptable risk for most (Allum 105).

Chapter 43
But when I tried to talk to him about The Betrothed, or the marvelous books I
still borrowed from Maestro Ferraro’s library, or about the Holy Spirit, he merely
listened, and, out of timidity or ignorance, never said anything that would
inspire me to further thoughts (259).
an Italian historical novel by Alessandro Manzoni, first published in 1827
in dialect it was hard to discuss the corruption of earthly justice, as it could
be seen during the lunch at the house of Don Rodrigo (259-260)
In The Betrothed, Don Rodrigo is a powerful baron and the novel’s chief villain.
Wouldn’t it be like saying that my father who is a porter at the city hall is the
same as the mayor, as Comandante Lauro (260-261)?
the mayor, Achille Lauro; see the note for Chapter 24 of “The Story of the Shoes”

Chapter 44
In the role of fiancée, Lila was much envied and caused quite a lot of resentment.
After all, her behavior had been irritating when she was a skinny little child,
imagine now that she was a very fortunate young girl. She herself told me of an
increasing hostility on the part of Stefano’s mother and, especially, Pinuccia.
Their spiteful thoughts were stamped clearly on their faces. Who did the
shoemaker’s daughter think she was? What evil potion had she made Stefano drink?
How was it that as soon as she opened her mouth he opened his wallet? She wants to
come and be mistress in our house (262)?
In doing fieldwork in Naples in the 1950s, social scientist Anne Parsons noted that the engagement period was
often a particularly stressful time for young brides-to-be, since they were expected to exhibit high standards of
decorum, were vulnerable to local gossip, and had to navigate the unwritten rules of the formal engagement
process (Goddard 548). There was also the added pressure of integrating into the family of the fiancé coupled
with a relative decline in interactions with the bride-to-be’s peer group (Goddard 543). Many of these tensions
will be explored in the novel.
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Chapter 45
When he found out that Silvio
Solara, the father of Michele and
Marcello, had gone in person to
Fernando’s renovated shoe store and
calmly reproached him for not
having brought up his daughter
properly, and then, looking around,
had observed that the shoemaker
could make all the shoes he wanted,
but then where would he sell them,
he would never find a store that
would take them, not to mention
that with all that glue around,
with all that thread and pitch and
wooden forms and soles and heels,
it wouldn’t take much to start a
fire, Pasquale had promised that,
if there was a fire at the Cerullo
shoe shop, he would go with a few
trusted companions and burn down
the Solara bar and pastry shop
(267).
Pasquale takes the implied threat to the
Cerullos seriously because they are not idle,
since the Solara family has camorra
connections, and the Solara brothers are
explicitly identified as camorrists in the novel.
Indeed, one’s ability to break the law with
impunity was a marker of one’s stature in slum
neighborhoods like the one described in the
novel (Allum 60).
But one night we ended up
slum neighborhood in Naples (1947)
quarreling unpleasantly. We were
all, including Enzo, having a pizza
on the Rettifilo, in a place where a margherita and a beer cost fifty lire (268).
a pizza topped with tomatoes, cheese, and basil

Chapter 46
They displayed kindness and politeness toward everyone, as if they were John and
Jacqueline Kennedy visiting a neighborhood of indigents (273).
This would seem to be an accidental anachronism if Ferrante is intending to reference JFK’s visit to Naples in
1963, since the chronology of the novel dictates that these events are occurring in early 1960. The reference, on
the other hand, could merely be a more general one, since Kennedy was elected later in 1960, though it does
seem odd that the fifteen year old Elena would be this aware of American politics.
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Chapter 47
Then time passed, Marcello and Michele bought a green Giulietta (275)
a small family car manufactured by Alfa Roméo

Chapter 48
It was predictable, of course, but now that a date had been fixed, March 12th,
(275)
The chronology here is firm, since Ferrante definitively establishes Elena and Lila’s birthdate in later books in
the series of novels. The wedding is to take place on March 12, 1961.
I counted the months: nine. Maybe nine months was long enough so that Pinuccia’s
treacherous resentment, Maria’s hostility, Marcello Solara’s gossip-- which
continued to fly from mouth to mouth throughout the neighborhood, like Fama in the
Aeneid-- would wear Stefano down, leading him to break the engagement. (275)
In Roman mythology, Fama is the personification of fame and renown. In Book IV of The Aeneid, Fama spreads
the news throughout Carthage that Aeneas will abandon Dido (appearing to Dido personally, through a dream).
Sea, sun, and money. I was to go every day to a place between Mergellina and
Posillipo that I knew nothing about, it had a foreign name: Sea Garden (279).
This phrase is in English in the original novel, as it was the former name of Circolo Relax, an area which
features a number of nautical sporting opportunities and places to eat.

Chapter 49
Again I tried to read. I had long been used to self-discipline and this time for a
few minutes I really did manage to grasp the meaning of the words, I remember that
the novel was Oblomov (281).
an 1859 novel by the Russian author Ivan Goncharov

Chapter 50
Using the formal lei, something that at the time was unusual in our world, I said,
“I don’t know if you remember Antonio, he is the oldest son of Signora Melina”
(286).
the formal third person pronoun, used in more formal situations to address strangers, acquaintances, older
people, or people in authority

Chapter 51
They had to put together enough money to provide Lila with a small dowry (288)
Though the way that it is phrased here suggests that Lila’s corredo just involved a cash payment, what was
much more common was a corredo more like a trousseau-- which is to say it consisted of clothes, household
linen, and other belongings collected by a bride-to-be for her marriage. Typically the linens were at least partially
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produced by the bride’s family, with the bride herself often expected to crochet doilies, embroider pillow cases,
etc., or, at the very least, to pay a professional embroiderer to customize factory produced items (Goddard 549).
“Do you kiss?”
“Sometimes.”
“And then?”
“That’s all, we’re not married yet.”
I was confused. Was it possible? So much freedom and nothing? So much gossip
in the neighborhood, the Solaras’ obscenities, and there had been only a few
kisses?
“But he doesn’t ask you?”
“Why, does Antonio ask you?”
“Yes.”
“No, he doesn’t. He agrees that we should be married first.”
But she seemed struck by my questions, much as I was struck by her answers.
So she yielded nothing to Stefano, even if they went out in the car by themselves,
even if they were about to get married, even if they already had a furnished
house, a bed with a mattress, still in its packing. And I, who certainly would not
get married, had long ago gone beyond kissing. When she asked me, genuinely
curious, if I gave Antonio the things he asked for, I was ashamed to tell her the
truth. I said no and she seemed content (290).
In this, Lila’s attitude is
more puritanical than it
might have been. Culturally,
premarital sex (and even
premarital pregnancy) was
more or less openly
tolerated in Naples during
this time period-- so long
as marriage quickly
followed (Goddard 548). It
is also a marker of Lila’s
power over Stefano, as (in
general) Italians
traditionally view male
sexual needs as more
immediate and acute than
they are for women,
providing much cultural
latitude for bending social
conventions to
accommodate male
desire. This is one reason,
marketplace in Naples (1960)
for example, why
extramarital affairs are
much more socially acceptable for men than they are for women (Goddard 547-548).

Chapter 57
“Not for you: you’re my brilliant friend, you have to be the best of all, boys and
girls” (312).
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Aside from the title, this is the only time that the words “brilliant friend” (amica geniale) appear in the novel. This
is a self-evidently important line in the book.

Chapter 59
Now, in the uproar, while the newlyweds got into a big white car with the
photographer and his assistant, to go and have pictures taken at the Parco della
Rimembranza (318).
More commonly known as Parco Virgiliano today, it is a scenic park with a series of terraces that overlook the
Gulf of Naples.
It was during that journey to Via Orazio that I began to be made unhappy by my own
alienness (319).
The Italian word is estraneità, related to the English word estrangement and the Latin extrāneus (“foreign”). It
denotes sense of detachment between self and other, between oneself and the surrounding reality.

Chapter 61
Some were already on the first course when others still hadn’t been served their
antipasto (323).
a plate of cold meat or vegetables that is usually served as the first course of a meal
“Too many bad gallant novels, Lenù, make a Don Quixote; but here in Naples we,
with all due respect to Don Quixote, have no need to tilt against windmills, it’s
only wasted courage: we need people who know how the mills work and will make them
work” (325).
Nino alludes to the early 17th century novel Don Quixote of La Mancha by Miguel de Cervantes. It tells the story
of a middle aged man who is obsessed with books of chivalry, loses his mind, dons a rusty suit of armor, and
goes forth in the world to fight evil (which exist as figments of his imagination). The most famous episode in the
book is the one in which Don Quixote attempts to joust with windmills that he perceives as ferocious giants. The
episode has become proverbial, and to “tilt at windmills” is to fight battles with imaginary enemies or to fight
against unimportant enemies or issues.
Nino’s point is political: producing and reading literature is all well and good, but it is a distraction from concrete
problems in the real world and, thus, a waste of time and energy. This was a common attitude with midtwentieth century communists, both in Italy and abroad, and art was defended only when it was didactic in
function (as in socialist realism, a movement in literature that actively promoted socialist ideals).

Chapter 62
“Do you know what the plebs are?” “Yes, Maestra.” At that moment I knew what the
plebs were, much more clearly than when, years earlier, she had asked me (329)
The original dialog occurred in Chapter 15 of “The Story of Don Achille.”
The singer started Lazzarella, modestly imitating Aurelio Fierro (330-331).
“Lazzarella” is a popular Neapolitan song from the late 1950s, first sung by Aurelio Fierro, an Italian actor and
singer who specialized in songs in the Neapolitan dialect.

30

They were Cerullo shoes for men. Not the model for sale, not the ones with the
gilded pin. Marcello had on his feet the shoes bought earlier by Stefano, her
husband. It was the pair she had made with Rino, making and unmaking them for
months, ruining her hands (331).
Critic Claudette Palomares writes:
In My Brilliant Friend, the oppressive force of maschismo is primordial and deeply destructive, informing
the ways in which the men of Elena and Lila’s town control every aspect of their women, so that even
their interior lives-- their metaphysical rooms-- are no longer their own.
Most of this is found in explicit physical violence where little girls are thrown out of windows and young
women are kidnapped and raped, and in an endless, exhausting parade of domestic abuse, so frequent
as to be considered an essential aspect of ordinary life. The relentlessness of violence against women
is so recurrent and so pervasive in My Brilliant Friend that it acquires an almost atavistic quality. Yet the
destructive force of maschismo also lurks in quieter, more mendacious corners as well, as when Donato
Sarratorre-- rail conductor and erstwhile poet-- drives the pitiful Melina to madness with his indifferent
seduction, as well as paralyzing Elena herself with shame and fear when he molests her in Ischia. It is
also shown in the figure of Marcello Solara, who never lays a hand on Lila but through the manipulative
wooing of her family and the seizing of the very first pair of shoes that she creates (Lila’s first
unequivocal creative output since The Blue Fairy at age seven) shows the brutal extent of his claim of
ownership over Lila. For the Solara male, it is not enough to merely own Lila’s body by law and physical
consequence, he must own her mind as well. Lila resists Solara as much as she can, against her family
and even Elena’s recriminations, only to be led into the arms of Stefano Carraci, who she eventually
marries. Unfortunately this act of defiance is ultimately impotent, as Stefano is revealed as yet another
man controlled by the vicious hands of the Fascist Camorra duo of the Solaras. This existential portrait
of marriage as a cyclical-narrative of subjugation, a narrative that subsumes generations and is
inescapable-- even for the cleverest, most brilliant of us-- is perhaps the saddest story in this
indisputably bleak book.
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