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he doctor who delivered her asked the joyously tearful mother,“What is your
child’s name?”

LI'o which she responded as she cradled her daughter for the first time outside the
womb, “No matter, ask her father”

And so the doctor exited the delivery room towards the waiting room, where the
baby'’s father anxiously waited with two of his brothers, his sister-in-law, one of

his sisters, and of course his own mother. A veritable chorus of family members
to welcome the child into the linguistic milieu even before the choral stage ended.
Out of the chora and into the chorus...

“‘Congratulations, you have a girl! Your wife wants to know her name.”
The happy father responded,“Her name is Christina.” The new object of every-
one’s affection became also a subject that birth-day, her personhood rendered

manifest, her self objectified in the script of a birth certificate, that document nec-
essary to prove your existence within a civilization.

C(H)RISTINA

And so the new subject
became subject to Logos,
baptized into

the symbolic order
prior to her language
acquisition, yet also
initiated into

the familial order - of
motbhers, fathers, grand-
mothers, relatives - that
existed before her.
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“M'aste’ry begins, as we know,
-Jacques Derrida, Morolin- hrough Bhe power of naming, of
gualism of the other, or, The

prosthesis of origin 'mPO‘JmQ and legltlmatmg
’ appellations”

My MOTHER often told me the story of my birth and my
naming as as growing up. When she held her only
child, the importance of a name seemed superfluous
and to this day she attests it was no consequence to her
whether they"named me Cht ..‘ for my grandmother)
or Barbara (after my father’s tw Mom wa
uninterested in that mas in the power of
naming. | y

ner,
ithin
erpe

1 me
ican | lial
| L "

s ion” refers
~ Jjtase 1SO re ’
.[Y a e .‘II k.

Bfo / app
C - ge g
loc t ident
na 9Uth=|
ultct orl
Xistee hich \

GIN-& the bloo«
€SSeNnce estors.

zed

-
Py

din




Cristina and Carmelo - Grandma and Grandpa




PATERNAL PROBLEMATIC, PROBLEMATIC FOR TWO REASONS (LET’S NOT EVEN CONSIDER THE LAST NAME,
“PETRAGLIA" BECAUSE ALL LAST NAMES INEVITABLY COME FROM OUR FATHERS).

1. WHAT HAPPENS TO THE FEMININE? AM [ IN A COMPLETELY OPPRESSIVE MASCULINE DISCOURSE?
ANSWeR: YES. HISTORY, NAMES, LANGUAGE, SOCIETY, THE WORLD ARE ALL DEFINED AND
(IRCUMSCRIBED BY A MASCULINE DISCOURSE INVOLVING LOGOS, SO IT’S INEVITABLE THAT | AM TIED TO IT.

2. WHAT ABOUT MY MOTHER, WHOSE HERITAGE IS NOT [TALIAN?  |’VE SEEN T-SHIRTS THAT READ
“IBM: ITALIAN BY MARRIAGE” SO YOU COULD SAY SHE ADOPTED THE HABITS AND TRADITIONS THAT
PREVAILED IN HER HUSBAND'S FAMILY (HER FEMINIST, EXISTENTIAL ISSUE, NOT MINE). OR, YOU COULD
ATTRIBUTE THIS LACK OF IDENTIFICATION WITH THE [RISH AS A RESULT OF THE DISTANCE BETWEEN THE
ORIGIN-AL [RISH IMMIGRANTS COME HUNDREDS OF YEARS BEFORE THE [TALIANS WHO HAD ALREADY
MILATED INTO AMERICAN CULTURE AND LOST THEIR SENSE OF THE MOTHER LAND. OR, YOU COULD
0 SAY THAT MY MOTHER’S FAMILY NEVER LIVED CLOSE TO EACH OTHER, WERE REMOVED FROM EACH
ER'S LIVES ONCE THEY LEFT THE NEST — MORE DISTANCE. [N AN [TALIAN FAMILY, YOU NEVER LEAVE
E NEST. [EVEN ACROSS THE COUNTRY OR IN ANOTHER COUNTRY, EVERYONE STILL MANAGES TO KNOW
OUR BUSINESS.

AT ANY RATE, THERE WERE NO TRADITIONS OR CULTURAL MARKERS IN MY MOTHER'S FAMILY; BOTH HER
PARENTS DIED WHEN | WAS A BABY SO NO OLD AND WISE MATRIARCH OR PATRIARCH. UNLIKE MY
PATERNAL GRANDMOTHER WHO WAS BOTH MATER AND PATER FAMILIAS, A FORMIDABLE WOMAN WHO LOST
HER HUSBAND WHEN HER YOUNGEST OF SEVEN CHILDREN WAS ONLY A YEAR OLD. LIKE BARTHES,
DEDIPAL FRUSTRATION FOR DAD BECAUSE THERE WAS NO FATHER TO KILL. (No, FReup. ELECTRA
MAY HAVE HATED CLYTEMNESTRA, BUT | DON'T HATE MY MOM.) THIS TAKES US BACK TO QUESTION 1.
CAUGHT IN THE GENERAL MASCULINE DISCOURSE INHERENT AT ALL LEVELS OF SOCIETY — YES.
DPPRESSED BY PATRIARCHAL FORCES WITHIN THE FAMILIAL STRUCTURE — NO, (CIRCUMSCRIBED BY THE
MASCULINE DISCOURSE OF LANGUAGE — NO DOUBT. (CAN WE CHANGE OUR NATIVE LANGUAGE? No. Can
NE APPROPRIATE IT FOR INTELLECTUAL GROWTH? OF COURSE. CAN WE GO TOWARDS THE “LANGUAGE”
OF OUR ANCESTORS? MAYBE.
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MONTALTO UFFUGO,
THE GRAND MOTHER LAND
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Christina (&7 years old)

and her namesake (30 years old)

share espresso brewed

on the electric stove

in Granny Rose’s mocha

(= stovetop espresso pot).

“I'll leave it to you in my will,” she tells her.







This family that exists before you, before you become 3 subject, this
family that initiates you into the subjective and that also informs the
development of the social I.  The family as the first social institution
that circumscribes you, that can oppress or ex-press you. Let us revert
to some old pictures, back to the unproductive life as Barthes calls it,
but why is it unproductive? Unproductive for him because it precedes
his intellectual production or material output, before his thoughts are
made manifest in print, before the self becomes irrevocably mediated
in words. So unproductive in the materialistic sense, yet inescapably
productive in the formation of identity, for in those pre-intellectual
or pre-academy years, we produce ourselves (or perhaps our selves are
produced). The figures that surround us - the nurturing mother, the
paternal pedagoque, grand-mother matriarch — remain with us,
massaging us, shaping us, becoming inextricably present even in their
absence.

REGISTRATION CARD—(Men born on or after  April 28, 1877 and on or before February 16, 1897)
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s she floats between two banguages, and multiple
identities, she grows towards, not into fer raats,
unabile to reach that abisclute grand-matewnal
language that Granny Rese and Cuistina spatkee.
Only getting closex to. it thuough the Jtalian
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C(H)RISTINA

The “h” can’t be removed, for it marks you as
American, as conspicuous as the girl in Ruth Orkin’s
An American Girl in Italy (which hangs large in your
study), yet those letters surrounding it and the
surname following it indicates an I TALIAN-NESS.

Now, let’s complicate things even further; you are
also an [falianista, or supposedly you are becoming
one. You go to grad school and you end up studying
questions of identity and dabbling in.neuroses (both
your own and those of novelistic' clga;(acters — but

that would be another story)... \

Are you creatlng your own meaning fok an authentic

existence? | J
X y 9

All these layers of the“self Arm’fnean Itahan Italian-

American, Calabrian, Italianist, daﬂghter grand-

daughter, subject, ob]ect woman, etc.

Your personal narrative, your identity text resembles
an onion?



