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Neapolitan Diplomacies
ULRICH VAN LOYEN

1. At the beginning of my talk I would like to quote the conclusion of Car-
lo Ginzburg’s seminal book Ecstasies. Deciphering the witches sabbath (1989), 
and of this chapter the very end: 

[G]oing into beyond, returning from the beyond. This elementary narra-
tive nucleus has accompanied humanity for thousands of years. The coun-
tless variations introduced by utterly different societies, based on hunting, 
on pasture and on agriculture, have not modified its basic structure. Why 
this permanence? The answer is possibly very simple. To narrate means to 
speak here and now with an authority that derives from having been (lite-
rally or metaphorically) there and then. In participation in the world of the 
living and of the dead, in the sphere of the visible and of the invisible, we 
have already recognized a distinctive trait of the human species.

In my talk I would like to elucidate, with regard to my own fieldwork, a few 
aspects how this “matrix of all possible stories” proliferated.

Between spring of 2013 and summer of 2014 I spent my time in Naples, in 
the Sanità quarter, which was still considered a quartiere a rischio, a risky quar-
ter, until it most recently became – again and again it seems – the Avantgarde of 
a petty turistification of the city. I had come to study the relations between the 
imaginary of popular, non hegemonic but still catholic cults and the way people 
tried to organize their social and political life. People in this case literally meant 
popolino, the lower social classes, comprising the urban poor. My interest in 
Naples had been raised by two authors: by Thomas Hauschild’s work on magic 
and witchcraft in the Italian south (2000) and by Thomas Belmonte’s Broken 
Fountain (1984), both an anthropological enquiry and a discrete “Bildungsro-
man”. I remember that I was afraid of Naples, not so much about crime and 
physical danger, but about what I perceived as a metaphysical uncanniness, a 
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kind of a haunting presence. This impression dated back to a time when I had 
been a student of theology and philosophy walking through the narrow streets, 
feeling almost entrapped between buildings high as skyscrapers where light fell 
in only at noon. And then it was a strong, almost blinding light which did not 
allow to see objectively the things I had come to see. 

Retrospectively, and this is of importance to my fieldwork, I learnt to under-
stand that my fear, which at the same time was the reason for my fascination, was 
inextricably linked to Naples as a place with an upper city and an underworld. 
This word can designate both: the underworld as the zone where criminals and 
camorristi mingle, and the place where the end as well as the beginning of life 
intertwine, not to form a structurally constitutive world, but the zone where the 
necessary conditions are produced to keep the upper city going. And Naples was 
still abound with manifestations of that underworld on its surface – and I am not 
only referring to the Sibilla di Cuma or the Averno Lake which, as legend has 
it, serves as the entrance to the Beyond. My first encounter happened thanks to 
the films by the Roman director Luigi di Gianni (1926-2018), who did not re-
gard himself a documentarist although he followed the work of anthropologists 
and profited from personal advices given by Ernesto de Martino (1908-1965). 
He used to invite people at their place to reenact rituals in front of the camera. 
Differently from Jean Rouch (whom he did encounter once), Luigi did not throw 
himself into the “battle”, however, he helped his protagonists to revigorate their 
cultual patrimony by presenting it. In the early 1960s Luigi had also made a 
film about Naples, the city where he had grown up. Grazia e numeri, as its title 
says, is a 14 minutes long investigation into the way people get to know lotto-
numbers or other benefits from the dead. Therefore they have to enter the city’s 
crypts – today three of them are still in function, by the time of Grazia e Numeri 
it might have been about six or seven – where they pray in front of skulls and 
bones carefully arranged on cushions or put into miniature shrines. Some are 
adorned with rosaries, flowers, santini (the images of saints), and some have 
the photographs of other people arranged next to them. The women in Luigi’s 
film seem very concentrated, they murmur and mumble, some intensely, others 
self-forgotten, while the children have a more skeptical look. At some point, in 
the total the skull appears and the spectator can decide what to make out of it. 
However, the frequent observers are compensated with the right numbers which 
may appear in a dream or even afflict them as a strange scene which happens at 
the surface of the città del Teatro, as Naples is called, and which can be translated 
into a lotto number (or a series of lotto numbers). As I later learnt from one of my 
interlocutors – a man who was often asked to build shrines for friends or local 
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mafiosi and who if he were not forced to live as a tutto fare would have become 
a proper artist – you have to decode reality and analyze it to its single elements: 
his son, a drug dealer, escaping from the local police once fell from the roof, so 
the numbers had to designate “son”, “drug dealer”, “policemen”, and “the fall”. 
This Humpty Dumpty was not to blame, he had never been a whole, and so he 
was never put together again.

By the help of this anecdote I wanted to hint at the idea that the other world 
(the hereafter, the world beyond the ordinary life world) and this world in the 
Neapolitan context presented themselves as parts of a closed circuit. To find 
one’s place in this circuit one needed a certain expertise, but for sure all the very 
elements could be linked to each other. The living played their part and not less 
did the dead. But to be connected, in which way did they have to be shaped? Part 
of my research was dedicated to that very question.

2. It is well known that the the living and the dead do not cohabitate light-
heartedly. In many cultures the return of the dead is a fearful event, the reason for 
this Siegmund Freud in Totem and Taboo (1913) has attributed to the “Gefühl-
sambivalenz” (ambivalence of emotions) which the survivors project onto the 
deceased. Many rituals establish a boundary line between the world of the living 
and the dead and allow interaction only in well circumscribed and diplomatically 
organized temporal and spatial spots. And usually not everybody is allowed to 
take part in this interaction, it rather is the business of marginal people who can 
act “in-between” (and who impersonate that “in-between-ness”). In many socie-
ties it’s the women’s task, or even the task of strangers. Dealing with the dead 
means to enter a liminal zone where social roles but also sex can be inverted. 
The reason why we often find women and children in this context has been ex-
plained with their closer association to death itself, because of their endangered 
status (the defenselessness of children, the mother who is in danger while giving 
birth etc.), while it may also be true that they remind us of the fact that the realm 
of death is the realm of birth, too. Besides representing a culturally elaborated 
“invention”, this nearness may have its roots in the observation of the annual 
cycle and in the reflections on one’s own lability. In any case, where the beyond 
and the before merge as a whole and gain ritual concreteness, religious ideas of 
re-incarnation, impersonation and so on become more and more prominent. I 
would like to argue, that this merging is not only an ideological choice but si-
gnificantly strengthened by aesthetic experience. The cave-like crypts in Naples, 
places which at the same time are marginal and founding – in the way that they 
are right under the official church and their vaults literally bear the altars – trigger 
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the sensation of being in a “womb”, at the origin of life (an origin which escapes 
from any personal experience and which thus requires re-enactment), where the 
remains are not only buried but where life itself is produced. Dealing with such 
spaces, however, invites to miniaturize the elements of what one thinks the world 
is made – the structural elements, as in a microcosmos.

But how did it happen that caves, crypts and skulls in Naples came toge-
ther? The origin of the cult which later became known as the anime pezzentel-
le or le anime del Purgatorio is unknown and, as the investigation of cultural 
anthropologists like Stefano de Matteis or the French scholar Michel Vovelle 
(in his great book Le travail du deuil, 1996) affirm, its traits reach further than 
the proclamation of the purgatory’s existence by Pope Innocent III. However, 
it is known that Naples’ amphitheatrical geographical structure, its many tuff 
caverns, frequent raining periods favored the accumulation of human remains in 
places like the Fontanelle, today regarded as a “cemetery of anonymous” dead 
adjacent at a church. Skulls and bones derived from the plague, or better from the 
need of a densely inhabited city to bury the victims of several epidemics within 
short time. As Goethe learns during his sojourn, in Naples in spring 1656, over 
a third of the population died within barely a week, with corpses laying out on 
the streets, while crowded cemeteries did not allow decent funerals, so that many 
corpses were interred in unsatisfying conditions. These dead – among them, as 
rumor has it, also the immortal poet of the Infinito, Giacomo Leopardi – turned 
anonymous. When they reappeared decades or centuries later, in the Fontanelle 
or in other crypts below churches where they had been forgotten, the need for 
a decent burial and for the restitution of identity fell in one with the promise of 
support in daily life. As I tried to point out in my book, the haunting aspect – the 
returning because unsettled dead – was transformed into a resource. Of course, 
the whole ideological apparatus of the Catholic Church, the counterreformation 
and the eschatological compromise of the purgatory might have been influential 
in establishing this ritual form, but do not explain it. We know far more about the 
anime pezzentelle during the period of spiritualistic Catholicism, in the late 19th 
and early 20th century, when similar phenomena are reported from Rome, too, 
and when these practices and the way they are reflected are embedded in a wider 
discourse about the historicity and the loss of the traditional and common city. 
Not rarely fostered by the fact that the rediscovery happened at interventions in 
the urban structure. The haunting, “das Unheimliche”, as one says in German, 
makes one feel estranged at home (“fremd daheim”), but also indicates the ne-
cessity of placemaking. It makes one aware that time is out of joint, but also that 
there is a treasure to be conquered. 
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In my fieldwork I came across these questions later. But not too late. I started 
to look for practices as I had seen them in di Gianni’s documentary, and I was 
widely told they were not existing any more but belonged to a period when peo-
ple were less “educated”. Strangely, it took not long to find them, exactly at three 
different spots of the city where the ritual practices, the social groups were quite 
similar but did not have contact with each other. The partition of the city in simi-
lar zones with similar saints, churches, associations, similar reproductions of the 
linkage between ordinary and cosmological world, can be interpreted as an effect 
of the segmentary structure of its society. The interesting thing was that although 
nobody inhabited the whole – or even knew the complete city – the devotion of 
the anime included the claim to the wholeness of the city, to the Napoletanità, as 
each devotee proclaimed to do worshipping labour for the city as such. Pacifying 
the restless, unburied, restituting them an identity, giving them a spatial and de-
votional collocation, was seen as a work of healing the wounds and recreating 
the continuity of a place which had fallen victim to many disruptions caused by 
nature or history. But it was also a way to re-locate oneself, especially in cases 
the devotees had grown up in the respective quarters where the churches and 
their crypts were located, but later on, very often due to the urban reorganization 
after the earthquake of 1980, had been forced to leave Naples and to settle at its 
periphery or in its greater metropolitan area. Many had seen their families grow 
and their children move out, and now, in 2013 returned from contexts where 
home and kinship ties no longer coincided. So they felt estranged again. What 
they brought back to the crypts were memories of small enterprises as well as of 
longing for belonging, in which the mediterranean and the Southern Italian histo-
ry both resonated. In their being-not-at-home they found their guidance among 
existences which depended on their prayers in favor to proceed from purgatory 
to paradise. In a way one could say that the human horizontal estrangement was 
projected onto the deceased’ vertical homelessness. 

3. Since the cult of the anime had become popular and was promoted as typi-
cal for Southern Italian or at least Neapolitan religiosity, the authorities tried to 
minimize or folklorize it. Movies such as Roberto Rossellini’s Viaggio in Italia 
(1954) or novels of the last post war depict practices which threatened to confirm 
the stereotype of Neapolitan religion as devotional, uneducated, superficial and 
“amoral”. In 1969 the archbishop of Naples, who himself came from Apulia and 
was barely acquainted with the city, forbid the worshipping in the crypts. In his 
words, those practices did not only throw a bad light on his church, in the way 
they treated anonymous dead as if they were canonized saints, but were expres-
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sions of a non-christian, not illuminated and clientelistic worldview which had 
to be cured by new waves of evangelizations (Naples, by the way, has constan-
tly been at the centre of so-called evangelization campaigns, with missionaries 
trained in Africa or in India who were sent to the Indie di quaggiù, the “Indias 
down here”, until recently). The Archbishop Ursi who obliged his parish priests 
to close the entrances to the crypts and to remove skulls and bones and put them 
in more appropriate areas – while in fact they were only shifted in different os-
suaries – was known as a progressive theologian and administrator. Despite the 
dubious, or even impossible attempt to draw a clear line between superstition 
and faith he faced one aspect correctly: the cult as an expression of a clientelistic 
worldview. What does that mean?

The skulls represent anonymous dead for whose ascension to paradise the 
devotee is called to pray. In return, the anonymous dead gives something. This 
something is la Grazia. Julian Pitt-Rivers, one of the founding fathers of the 
Anthropology of the Mediterranean, has defined Grazia or Grace as a gift which 
cannot be forced, but is voluntarily given without being compensated by the 
gifted. It is something extra, and as such it animates the collective optimism and 
the trust in the future. Thus it becomes clear, a world without Grazia or grace 
would be a desperate place. The important thing is that in religious semantics 
the Grazia is often something invoked, something people long for, and which 
they cannot gain by their actions (for the Grazia does not participate in any gift 
exchange based on reciprocity) but by their being. From that perspective, at least 
in Southern Europe the quest for the Grazia leads to a religious theater of hu-
mility where despair, the loss of decent humanity are enacted. Simply, because 
asking for a Grazia in decent manner would be ridiculous. That is one aspect 
which certainly preoccupied the ecclesiastical authorities. The other is the sup-
position that the desired Grazia formulates a hierarchical relation as it is present 
in patron-client-relationships. There the client pays tribute or honor to the patron, 
a practice which the patron legitimates by conceding a grace, a favor – while the 
favor does not have to occur in direct response to the honoring by the client. The 
gift-exchange between patron and client is rather vague and the Grazia can be 
postponed: a real patron demonstrates his influence and power in the way that he 
distributes grace when the recipient least expects it.  

The interesting point is that what usually is a hierarchic exchange in the case 
of the anime becomes more reciprocal. Because of that, I concluded, the cult 
itself functioned both as stabilizing the logic of existing social organization and 
criticizing its empirical reality. This became palpable in my meetings with Lella, 
who served as the warden and as the impresario of the crypt of Saint Peter ad 
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Aram, a church known for giving hospitality to S. Peter as well as to heretics, 
at Piazza Garibaldi, right at the edge of the busy Mercato quarter. Lella derived 
from a family of pizza makers and all her siblings – all women, and as I recall, 
all unmarried – were working at L’antica pizzeria di Pasqualino. At S.Pietro 
ad aram there had been several women with a dono, women with exceptional 
abilities such as clearvoyance and healing capacities, often developed after an 
initiational illness, who came there to offer services amidst the anime. These 
women were not necessarily devotees, they were rather free practitioners who 
found their peers in such localities. Sometimes they stayed for weeks, sometimes 
for years, and sometimes they established long term relationships with clients 
who conducted them into larger circles. Lella instead did not have any dono, but 
she knew how to organize. She rather was (or is) an impresario. After the parish 
priest had decided to take the human remains out of the niches where they had 
laid over the last centuries and to bury them, Lella intervened and offered to 
donate several iron-made coffins. However, all these coffins which are now de-
posited in the crypt have a window so the skulls and bones remain visible. Lella 
knows who is in there. Looking back at how her commitment with the anime 
started, she recalls, that right at the age of seventeen she went to the crypt by cu-
riosity. There they put lanterns in front of already identified anime, then she was 
told to adopt somebody. The adopted skull during a dream revealed as a certain 
Mario, a Spanish soldier. Each time she went there to pray in front of the skull 
she also brought her personal sorrows and quite concrete preoccupations. For 
instance, how to find the license they had obtained from the municipality to run 
their pizzeria. This license had been lost, but during night she dreamt who was 
to ask for issuing it. Lella also declared to prefer the crypt to the cemetery. She 
regularly visited her deceased at the cemetery of Poggioreale, where she did not 
find the same serenity as in the crypt. “I think you can’t talk to your grandparents, 
which you have to honor, in the same way as you can talk to the anime” – she told 
me. “The anime” – she said – “are friends, not deceased people. I talk to them 
and I can be assured to get an answer. Soon, tomorrow, or even when you come 
in and visit me, it’s their way of answering my questions”. 

What emerged from Lella’s account was that the anime had to correct the rela-
tionship with the hereafter established by one’s own family members. In contrast 
to the latter, the relation with the anime was transparent, light – despite its obli-
queness to others – problem talk was possible with them and problems existed in 
order to be resolved. Pure friendship seemed a refuge for people who were rather 
oppressed by family, but indicated also the way to open family towards greater 
equality. Lella also told me how she convinced her mother that the anime were a 
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chance and not a menace to their life, that by stepping down in the crypt one was 
not committing a sin but doing something deeply useful. 

Lella’s account as the accounts and practices of many other people I met in 
or around the crypt, together with a custom observed at SS. Cosma e Damiano 
in Secondigliano, a historical outskirt of Naples, namely to put the photographs 
of deceased family members close to the skull for whose anima one is praying, 
as if their salvation could initiate a process of guidance and purification of the 
souls dear to the prayer, lead to the conclusion that, at least with respect to the last 
decades, the cult itself proposes an idealization of both patron-client and inner 
familiar relationships. In the way they were only bones, liberated from flesh and 
blood, thus representing what Malinowski has called social structure, they also 
symbolized the succesful passage of the deceased from an ambivalent dead to a 
benevolent ancestor. This was the passage the deceased family member had still 
to undergo.

Nevertheless, the social importance of the anime del Purgatorio cannot be 
exhausted by referring to clientelism and the educated aspects of what Robert 
Hertz, the brilliant student of Émile Durkheim, has described as the function of 
so-called secondary burials in general, and for which the Neapolitan cult of the 
anime would be a good example. As I point out in my book Napoli sepolta. Viag-
gio nei riti di fondazione di una città (2020), there are at least two more aspects 
which can also be grasped by field work and which rather have to do with the 
city as such.

The first is linked to the idealization of family relations and to the anonymity. 
Simply put, in a city where kinship ties and neighborly associations overlap all 
the time, so that some relations are tightened, others are ready to propose themsel-
ves as substitutes, it becomes difficult to acknowledge the limits of kinship. The 
person you encounter on the street can simply be your neighbor, but also an of-
fspring of your father. Neapolitan promiscuity, mainly in the quartiere a rischio, 
seems a famous and infamous trait of the city, on the other hand it can be seen 
as a strategy of the urban poor to thicken their ties. Only that for doing so you 
also need an ideological superstructure which can compete with the hegemonic 
one presented by the Catholic Church. Naples, this should be recalled, is often 
represented as an “unclean” city, and is despised both by Northern as well as by 
Southern Italians because of that very aspect. It’s dirtiness, however, should not 
be identified with dirty streets or abounding waste, rather the underlying notion 
of its uncleanness has to do with promiscuity and the uncertainness of hereditary 
relations. This in a country which is based on the continuity of patrimony and 
therefore on ordered successions is a real challenge.
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The cult of the anime now provides an option to translate anonymity and 
abandonment into kinship. Devotees adopt their skulls, and with this adoption 
a familiar past which is then revealed in dream. Often this revelation regards 
important historical moments of the city. In this way one might argue that the 
“imagined community” (B. Anderson) of horizontally located people is extended 
to the vertical past. Also the dead are part of the imagined community of Nea-
politans.

The second aspect I want to touch briefly is also concerned with the anonymity 
and the way it is transformed from a negation into a resource. Anonymity allows 
inventions, and the obliqueness of those inventions – their private, oneiric cha-
racter – makes it impossible to falsify them. It is as if whole spaces of interaction 
are built to preserve these zones of vagueness and incontestability, while at the 
same time there are practices and even medias to keep them accountable. People 
endlessly exchange their views and argue about revelations, cures, and theories 
of their own belonging or descent. But they do so in the semi-public spaces of 
the crypts where they can express their views not as their own ideas but, exactly, 
as revelations. I am not authorized to decide whether these revelations are true 
or exist only in an “as if”-life philosophy, however, I would strongly advocate 
to say that the dead represented by the cult of the anime del Purgatorio instead 
of being objects one has to think about are objects people think with. And this 
thinking is not confined to merely religious reasoning, it has to do with the divine 
as with the profane. The cult of the anime thus preserves and protects vagueness 
as a social resource of communication, included the communication of patron-
client-relationship, the graces, favors and the grazie, and this is what I would call 
its “seat in life”. In conclusion, and referring again to the initial quotation from 
Carlo’s Storia notturna, the narrated “participation of the world of the living and 
the dead” proves itself to be, among many others, the matrix of the discourse 
inherent in clientelism.

4. All the aforementioned arguments regard a devotion as it is lived today and 
in the most recent past. Apart from timid indications, they do not allow any con-
clusion about its descent. There has been a whole literature concerned with this 
question to which it is impossible for me to refer at this occasion. Nevertheless, 
it should be added that the cult of the anime is not the only Neapolitan devotion 
which deals with the reemerging dead. 

During my fieldwork in Naples and its surroundings, I at least got to know 
two other cults, situated at the margins of parish catholicism, where the dead re-
appear and influence the conditions of social and individual life. One is dedicated 
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to the Madonna dell’Arco and is considered the devotion of the mariuoli – the 
lowest social classes who have barely any protection – it is a cult made of trance, 
remorse and auto-marginalization, the real cult of the city of Naples but with the 
center “out there”, namely in a church at the feet of the Vesuvius. I would have to 
talk about it at length and therefore I keep silent. The other is the cult of Alberto 
Glorioso, which dates back to the late 1950s, and leads us in the mountainous 
area of Serrardace, Campania, in the backlands of Salerno. There was a woman 
who had had a grocery store and was considered (and visited as) a guaritrice, 
a person who prepared remedies against the Evil Eye and minor “fascination”. 
She frequently became possessed bi her nephew, a seminarist who, at the age of 
seventeen, had died in a car accident caused by his uncle. The possession of the 
aunt who every morning at the hour of Alberto’s death climbed up to his room, 
fell in trance and, with an altered voice, disseminated her gospel from the realm 
of the beatified, prevented the family from scission and the village from a war, 
but also unleashed millennialist energies. Her, or better, Alberto’s sermons con-
centrating on the vanity of mundane life depicted a stark contrast between the 
here and now and the hereafter which threatened to undermine ecclesiastical and 
political authority. Consequently, Campania became a center for a kind of village 
communism, with tensions rising between braccianti, day laborers, and feuda-
tari, the landowners. Situations like these must have come to the ears of  Vittorio 
Lanternari, a student of Ernesto de Martino, who wrote his insightful book on 
Religious movements of liberation and salvation of the oppressed in 1960 – fo-
cusing on millennialist and Cargo-Cults, but also informed by southern Italian 
phenomena. However, after 1968 the political situation calmed down, the end 
of the world was postponed, and the cult became more integrated into Catholic 
customs. The beatification of Alberto seemed at the core of his family, and there 
were various negotiations with church representatives. Despite that, in 1972 the 
possessed aunt, Giuseppina, was shot by a fanatiziced follower (Luigi di Gianni, 
who also inspired my research in the Neapolitan cult of the anime has dedicated 
two short documentaries to this possession, both shot in 1968). The afterlife of 
Alberto Glorioso became relevant to my research because some of the people 
who frequented the crypts had been in close contact with the possessed woman 
at Serrardarce, too. After her death other “prophets” emerged on the ground but 
nobody with credible gifts. In 2013, however, the family of Alberto had signed 
a contract with a Catholic Charismatic association who wanted to install a rec-
reational center for drug addicts there. The family’s expectations were not ful-
filled and Alberto’s heirs therefore decided to open the old temple and to put in 
its center a lorry, the same which had killed Alberto almost sixty years ago and 
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which had been venerated as both a menace and an instrument of salvation (rep-
resenting a strangely “animistic” symbol of the modern as such). When I saw it 
the question arose if possession by the dead was not a way to enforce progress 
in circumstances where other means of progress so far had only caused injustice 
and disrupture.

Reflecting upon the Glorioso Alberto in relation to the dead cults – not just 
skull cults – of the city it seems to me that there is a difference in the way the 
dead behave or are imagined to behave. As Michael Lambek has pointed out, the 
European discourse of reincarnation is concerned with reconstructing the past, 
while possession – being possessed by the dead – is rather concerned with future 
making. In the city the dead have to be identified by a complicated anamnestic 
procedure, taking into account that every absence contains a presence and vice 
versa. On the other hand, in the countryside the dead turn alive when they want, 
they abound of power which has to be canalized, if not, they threaten the or-
der. As if the rhythm of remembering and forgetting, the need for renewal were 
different. As if the urban population, although unconsciously, lived under the 
condition of already being surpassed, in a context of historicity, where not the 
tomorrow, but the past provides ultimate legitimation – the past mobilized as a 
mediator between the self and the society at large – while in the villages, at least 
in the period I am talking about, the will to participate, to overcome social con-
tradictions which in a narrowing world became more obvious, freed the dead as 
the big resource by which patrons and authorities could be challenged and people 
who hitherto had not been authorized to anything – think of the aunt who was 
possessed by Alberto – could finally speak up for themselves. 

However, it should not be forgotten, that spirit possession is a two-edged 
sword: it can serve as an almost “indigenous” way of modernization and empow-
erment, and it can unleash destructive energies, similar to those mentioned by 
Elias Canetti in his seminal essay of Crowds and powers (in German Masse und 
Macht, 1960), when he writes about the shamans who see the dead not as a group 
of helpful souls but as armored warriors. But without doubt, the will to enter his-
tory – history with the big H – is enacted here as a struggle for presence, quite in 
the sense Ernesto de Martino gave to the term (although the symbolical-mytho-
logical machinery set in motion will hinder this entry further on). The dialectics 
of self-loss and becoming a self as he observed them are enacted in this process. 
De Martino has reconstructed this configuration in his work Il Mondo magico, 
published in 1948, as a model based on his attentive reading of ethnographic lit-
erature, especially Shirokorogoroff, before he went to prove it in Southern Italian 
contexts, for instance among the tarantate and tarantati in Apulia. 
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The case of the anime del purgatorio instead reminds us of the fact that enter-
ing history does not happen as a single event. It needs to be repeated, to be re-told 
and to be woven into a thick web of stories (although none of them coincides 
with history). Clio, the muse of historiography, has many siblings, though.

Abstract
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