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This issue
Questo fascicolo

The current issue, which heralds the seventh year of life of the journal «His-
tory of Education & Children’s Literature», presents innovations both with re-
gard to the graphic format and, more particularly, to the organization of the
contents and sections. In order to better meet the standards required for the
journals indexed by ISI Web of Science, the layout has been slightly reorganized
according to a style which is closer to that adopted by the Anglo-Saxon scientific
journals. The title page of each article will now contain all the bibliographic
identifying elements (the English title as well as the abstract, keywords, author
data etc.), which were previously spread throughout other parts of the issue.
Slight changes, compared to the traditional format of the journal, have also been
introduced to the layout (e.g.: the type-size of titles, texts etc.), in order to make
the text more compact and, hopefully, more readable.

The most important innovation, however, consists of the decision, for the
very first time, to put, alongside the traditional sections of «History of Education
& Children’s Literature», a new monographic section designed to provide space
for proceedings of workshops and conferences of particular interest and historio-
graphical importance. This monographic section — which, in this case, contains
the proceedings of a recent international workshop on the theme La memoria
escrita de la infancia (Centro Internacional de la Cultura Escolar, Berlanga de
Duero, 6-7 septiembre 2011), edited by Verdnica Sierra Blas, Juri Meda and An-
tonio Castillo Gémez — aims to offer an even greater number and variety of ar-
ticles on the history of education and children’s literature on the one hand, and,
on the other, to publish the results of the investigations carried out by the most
appraised research groups in the field, in and out of Europe. The monographic
section will not have a fixed periodicity, but will be activated only when proceed-
ings of important conferences are available; in any case, it will not reduce the
traditional sections of «History of Education & Children’s Literature» which, on



the contrary, will keep on offering, thanks to the collaboration of an increasing
number of researchers and scholars, a framework — which we hope is as exten-
sive and varied as possible — of ongoing international research in the field.

Il presente fascicolo di «History of Education & Children’s Literature», con
il quale si apre il settimo anno di vita della rivista, presenta talune novita sia
nell’impostazione grafica sia, piu in particolare, nell’articolazione dei contenuti e
delle rubriche. Per meglio corrispondere alle norme standard delle riviste indiciz-
zate in ISI Web of Science 'impostazione grafica ¢ stata modificata, adottando
lo stile caratteristico delle riviste scientifiche di stampo anglosassone. Nel fron-
tespizio di ogni articolo sono stati collocati tutti gli elementi identificativi (titolo
in inglese, sommario in inglese, parole-chiave, elementi identificativi dell’/degli
autore/autori ecc.) in precedenza distribuiti in altre parti del fascicolo. Piccoli
mutamenti, rispetto all’impostazione tradizionale della rivista, sono stati intro-
dotti anche nell’impostazione della pagina (titolazione, ampiezza del carattere
ecc.), al fine di rendere piu compatto, e ci auguriamo piu leggibile, il testo.

La novita piu rilevante, tuttavia, concerne la decisione di affiancare per la pri-
ma volta alle tradizionali rubriche di «History of Education & Children’s Litera-
ture» una sezione monografica destinata ad ospitare atti di seminari e convegni
di particolare significato e rilevanza storiografica. Tale sezione monografica, che
in questo caso accoglie gli atti del recente colloquio internazionale sul tema La
memoria escrita de la infancia (Centro Internacional de la Cultura Escolar, Ber-
langa de Duero, 6-7 septiembre 2011), curati da Verdnica Sierra Blas, Juri Meda
e Antonio Castillo Gémez, intende rendere ancora piu ricca e articolata 'offerta
di contributi sulla storia dell’educazione e della letteratura per P'infanzia tradi-
zionalmente proposta dalla rivista e, in particolare, si propone di accogliere sulle
sue pagine i risultati delle indagini condotte dai piu accreditati gruppi di ricerca
del settore che operano in ambito europeo ed extra-europeo. Questa sezione mo-
nografica, che non avra periodicita fissa, ma sara attivata solamente nel caso si
disponga di atti di seminari e convegni internazionali di particolare valore, non
comportera, naturalmente, un ridimensionamento delle tradizionali rubriche di
«History of Education & Children’s Literature», le quali anzi continueranno,
grazie all’apporto di sempre piu numerosi ricercatori e studiosi, a fornire un
quadro — il piu possibile ampio e variegato ci auguriamo — delle ricerche in atto
nel settore in varie parti del mondo.

Roberto Sani
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Presentacion:
La infancia y la escritura*®

Antonio Castillo Gomez

Grupo LEA-SIECE-RedAIEP,
Departamento de Historia I y Filosofia,
Universidad de Alcala (Spain)
antonio.castillo@uah.es

Presentation: childhood and writing

ABSTRACT: In presenting the proceedings of the international colloquium “Children’s
Writings”, held on 6-7 September 2011 at the Centro Internacional de la Cultura Escolar
(CEINCE) in Berlanga de Duero-Soria (Spain) and the related contributions, ranging from
the last 18™ to the 20™ centuries, the article traces a short outline of the most important
steps made by research in the field during the last decades, enlightening moreover how the
written memories of childhood are increasingly the object of theoretical and methodological
reflections by historians of education as well as researchers in social history of written
culture, sociologists, historians of literature and specialists of document conservation.

EET/TEE KEYWORDS: Childhood; Writing; XVIII-XX Centuries.

Hace unos afios, cuando despuntaba la Historia de la vida privada, el francés
Jacques Gélis sostuvo que el descubrimiento de la infancia, la individualizacion
del nifio, era un hecho caracteristico del siglo XVIIL, ya que hasta ese momento
habia pasado desapercibido como sujeto histérico, camuflado entre los adultos!.
Refuerza esta idea la escasez de obras dirigidas a los nifios que se dieron a la luz
en las centurias precedentes, a excepcion, en cierto modo, de algunos tratados
educativos, ya fueran las Linguae latinae Exercitatio (1538) de Luis Vives,

* Este texto se ha realizado en el marco de la Accién Complementaria de Investigacion
Congreso Internacional «Escrituras infantiles» (FFI2011-13745-E) y del Proyecto de Investigacion
Cultura escrita y memoria popular: tipologias, funciones y politicas de conservacion (siglos XVI a
XX) (HAR2011-25944), financiados por el Ministerio de Economia y Competitividad.

U J. Gélis, La individualizacion del nizio, in Ph. Ariés, G. Duby (dir.), Historia de la vida
privada, 5, R. Chartier (dir.), El proceso de cambio en la sociedad de los siglos XVI-XVIII (1985),
Madrid, Taurus, 1991, pp. 311-329.
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conocidas normalmente como Didlogos escolares en su traduccion al castellano,
o el Orbis Pictus (1658) de Johann Amos Komensky (Comenius), texto bilingiie
en latin y en aleman. En el Setecientos, sin embargo, comenzaron su andadura
las publicaciones periddicas infantiles con The Lilliputian Magazine (1751),
al tiempo que lo hicieron los primeros manuales de ensefianza, antologias de
cartas y otros textos pensados para la infancia.

Es logico, por ello, que también entonces se abriera paso el filon que explora
este dossier: la memoria escrita de la infancia. Antes es bastante dificil encontrar
vestigios de ésta, aparte de ciertas cartas de nifios de la aristocracia, como
las que circularon entre los miembros de las familias Sforza y Gonzaga en el
Quattrocento italiano?; el cuaderno con notas de gramatica y maximas del
futuro rey Felipe III de Espafia®; o los dibujos y otros ejercicios que Luis XIII
realizé, siendo nifio, en el diario de su médico Jean Héroard*. De ambito escolar,
ligados preferentemente al equivalente de la actual Ensefianza Secundaria,
obviamente en latin, son, por ejemplo, los cuadernos de Guillaume Gisenheim
y de Beatus Rhenanus, alumnos de la escuela de Sélestat (1477-1501)°; los
apuntes de un pupilo de Claude Mignault, profesor de Retérica en el colegio de
Reims (1572-1573)%; y diversos manuscritos con actividades similares referidos
a distintas instituciones escolares francesas del siglo XVI’. Complementarias a
este tipo de fuentes, donde puede rastrearse la mano de nifios y jovenes, son

2 M. Ferrari, «Per non mancare in tuto del debito mio». L'educazione dei bambini Sforza
nel Quattrocento, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2000; Ead., Stralci di corrispondenza famigliare nella
seconda meta del Quattrocento: il caso dei Gonzaga e degli Sforza, in Ead. (ed.), I bambini di una
volta. Problemi di metodo. Studi per Egle Becchi, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2006, pp. 15-40; Ead.,
Lettere, libri e testi ad hoc per la formazione delle élites: uno studio di casi fra Quattrocento e
Settecento, in M.P. Paoli (ed.), Saperi a confronto nell’Europa dei secoli XIII-XIX, Pisa, Edizioni
della Normale, 2009, pp. 27-55; y Ead., Un’educazione sentimentale per lettera: il caso di
Isabella d’Este (1490-1493), «Rete Medievali», n. 10, 2009, pp. 351-371, <http://www.rivista.
retimedievali.it/> (acceso: 18 de febrero 2012).

3 EM. Gimeno Blay, Aprender a escribir en el Antiguo Régimen, in A. Escolano Benito
(dir.), Historia ilustrada de libro escolar en Espana. Tomo II. Del Antiguo Régimen a la Segunda
Repiiblica, Madrid, Fundacion Germdn Sanchez Ruipérez, Ediciones Piramide, 1997, pp. 300-302.

4 R. Balzarini, M. Ferrari Alfano, M. Grandini, S. Micotti Gazzotti, M. Hamilton Smith, Segni
d’infanzia. Crescere come re nel Seicento, intr. E. Becchi, Milano, Franco Angeli, 1991.

5 1. Suzeau, Un écolier de la fin du X Ve siecle: a propos d’un cahier inédit de I’école latine de
Sélestat sous Crato Hofman, «Revue d’Alsace», n. 117, 1990, pp. 35-51; y Ead., Un extrait inédit
du cabier d’écolier de Beatus Rhenanus, «Annuaire de les Amis de la Bibliothéque humaniste de
Selestat (AABS)», n. 41, 1991, pp. 101-118.

6 A. Grafton, Text and Pupil in the Renaissance Class Room. A Case-Study from a Parisian
College, «History of Universities», vol. 1, n. 1, 1981, pp. 37-70.

7 J. Letrouit, La prise de notes de cours dans les colléges parisiens au XVI° siecle, «Revue de
la Bibliothéque Nationale de France», n. 2, 1999, pp. 47-56; y M.D. Couzinet, J.M. Mandosio,
Nouveaux éclairages sur les cours de Ramus et de ses collegues au College de Presles d’aprés des
notes inédites prises par Nancel, in Ramus et I'Université, Paris, Presses de 'ENS, 2004 (Cahiers
V.L. Saulnier, n. 21), pp. 11-48.
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las muestras caligraficas utilizadas por los maestros de primeras letras, de las
que también hay huella en tratados de caligrafia o en expedientes notariales
relacionados con el aprendizaje de la escritura®.

Valgan estas pinceladas como acelerada referencia a un territorio algo
ignoto para la Modernidad, pero bastante mas despejado en el siglo XVIIl y en
épocas posteriores. Segun se refleja en el presente volumen, desde el Setecientos
en adelante no sélo se incrementaron los escritos de ambito educativo, ahora
también de nivel primario, sino que igualmente lo hicieron las escrituras
infantiles de cufio autobiografico y la literatura del yo relacionada con la
infancia, cuyo estudio se ha abierto camino con gran éxito, como sefialaba Egle
Becchi hace pocos afios’.

Es evidente que la socializacion amplia de la escritura se vincula directamente
con los cambios educativos y culturales de la segunda mitad del siglo XIX, entre
los que cabe sefialar la insercion de la escritura manual corriente en el curriculo
escolar; asi como con el desarrollo econémico del periodo y con otros factores
no menos destacables, verbi gracia la mayor presencia del libro y la lectura en la
sociedad, en particular por la promocién de las bibliotecas publicas y populares,
y el aumento progresivo del alfabetismo en los distintos paises europeos, pese
a la persistencia todavia de una alarmante desigualdad de género y de notables
diferencias entre paises y regiones, ciudades y zonas rurales.

La hegemonia que la escuela ha desempefiado en la adquisicion de la com-
petencia escrita desde mediados del Ochocientos explica que una parte de los
trabajos del presente dossier afecte expresamente a la actividad escrita desarro-
llada en las aulas. Antonio Vifiao Frago traza un documentado acercamiento a
la génesis y al concepto de la preescritura, todavia poco estudiada, en la que,
entre el cuarto final del siglo XIX y el tercio primero del XX, se materializo el
aprendizaje simultaneo de la lectura y de la escritura, en paralelo a los cambios
acontecidos en los instrumentos usados para escribir y en el material escolar.
Una vez aprendida, la tecnologia escrita se convierte en herramienta cotidiana
del proceso educativo en cualquiera de sus niveles, como puede verse en las
contribuciones de Maria del Mar del Pozo Andrés y Sjaak Braster. La primera se
ocupa de las «octavillas», hojas sueltas de tamafio cuarto y octavo que ocupa-
ron el lugar de los cuadernos en distintas escuelas espafolas de los afios 20 y 30,
que la autora analiza a partir de los materiales que los maestros Angel Llorca y
Justa Freire conservaron del Grupo Escolar Cervantes de Madrid. El segundo,
por su parte, explica la funciéon y materialidad de un conjunto de agendas de
alumnos de la escuela secundaria holandesa desde los afios 50 del pasado siglo,

8 Véase a este respecto EJ. Lorenzo Pinar, La educacién en Zamora y Toro durante la Edad
Moderna. Primeras letras y estudios de Gramadtica, Zamora, Editorial Semuret, 1997, pp. 68-77.

9 E. Becchi, Dialectics in a Branch of Historiography, «Annali di storia dell’educazione e
delle istituzioni scolastiche», n. 12, 2005, pp. 107-123.
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llamando la atencién sobre el caracter personal y transgresor de dichos textos,
donde se refleja la vida de los adolescentes y sus relaciones con comparferos y
profesores, pero también lo que sucede fuera del aula y en su hogares.

En la medida que dichos escritos son inseparables de las razones y volunta-
des que han intervenido en su conservacion, es coherente que otros trabajos se
refieran concretamente a la logica y posibilidades de los archivos y colecciones
de escritos escolares, como lo hace Ana Badanelli, quien lleva a cabo una com-
paracion entre manuales y escrituras escolares con objeto de ver las influencias
de aquéllos en éstas, valiéndose de los fondos que guarda el Centro Manua-
les Escolares (MANES) de la Universidad Nacional de Educacion a Distancia
(UNED) de Madrid.

Sin salirse enteramente de las coordenadas establecidas por el espacio de la
escuela, Arianne Baggerman y Francesa Borruso prolongan las aportaciones
anteriores llevandonos al territorio mas especifico de las escrituras autobiogra-
ficas. La historiadora holandesa plantea un acercamiento a los diarios perso-
nales de nifios y jovenes entre las ultimas décadas del siglo XVIII y la primera
mitad del XIX, incidiendo en algunos asuntos nucleares de esta modalidad de
escritura, ya sea el control ejercido por padres y tutores sobre los textos o la im-
portancia de lo privado en ellos. Francesca Borruso, a su vez, emplea el diario
de la maestra italiana Rina Nigrisoli, escrito entre 1920 y 1924, para indagar
en el proyecto educativo que llevo a cabo con 12 nifios de familias trabajadoras
en la escuela de Portomaggiore, un pequefio pueblo en la provincia de Ferrara.

Dado que en el siglo XX la memoria escrita de la infancia ha tenido una de
sus paginas mas intensas en la movilizacion bélica de ésta, se entiende que dicha
produccion perfile otro de los bloques que integran el dossier. Antonio Gibelli,
conocedor como pocos de esta problematica, nos ofrece una mirada de amplio
vuelo historico sobre las escrituras infantiles, reflexionando tanto sobre la tra-
dicional invisibilidad de la infancia en la historia, como sobre los contenidos e
interpretaciones que podemos hacer de sus escritos. Dorena Caroli indaga en
los cuadernos y cartas de los nifios rusos y soviéticos durante los afios 1923 y
1946 con objeto de rastrear el funcionamiento de la escuela en una sociedad
de consenso, pero también las quejas ante las promesas incumplidas de la Re-
volucion o las experiencias autobiograficas referentes a la ocupacion alemana
en la Segunda Guerra Mundial. Anne Wingenter abunda en el relato personal
a través de las narraciones autobiograficas contenidas en las cartas dirigidas a
Mussolini por los nifios italianos durante el veinteno fascista. Por altimo, Juri
Meda revisa las representaciones de la Guerra di Liberazione en los escritos vy,
sobre todo, los dibujos de los escolares que tomaron parte en el Concorso Na-
zionale sulla Resistenza de 1965.
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Los testimonios escritos, producidos en el ambito de la escuela y de tipo
personal, que salen a relucir en este conjunto de ensayos ponen de manifiesto
que los documentos existen si se sabe buscarlos, como dijo la historiadora
francesa Arlette Farge a proposito de las huellas escritas de la gente comun:
«Las clases populares, menos habiles para manejar lo escrito no por ello
vivieron sin representarse a si mismas: el archivo posee recursos en ese terreno,
hay que tomarse la molestia de buscarlos»'?. Desde un compromiso similar
con las gentes sin historia, Veronica Sierra Blas, alma mater de este dossier,
recorre en su texto introductorio el «eslabon perdido» que tanto tiempo han
sido las escrituras infantiles. Se detiene en la marginacion historiografica que la
Historia de la infancia ha padecido durante décadas asi como en las dificultades
que entrafia construir la memoria infantil, para terminar con una propuesta de
caracterizacion de dichos escritos.

Con la excepcion del trabajo de Francesca Borruso, los demas articulos del
dossier fueron presentados y discutidos en el Cologuio Internacional «Escrituras
infantiles», celebrado en las instalaciones del Centro Internacional de la Cultura
Escolar (CEINCE), en Berlanga de Duero (Soria), los dias 7 y 8 de septiembre
de 2011. Organizado por dicha institucion, el Seminario Interdisciplinar de
Estudios sobre Cultura Escrita (SIECE) y el Grupo de Investigacion «Lectura,
Escritura, Alfabetizacién» (LEA), ambos de la Universidad de Alcala, y por el
Dipartimento di Storia Moderna e Contemporanea (DISMEC) y el Archivio
Ligure della Scrittura Popolare (ALSP) de la Universita degli studi di Genova,
dicho encuentro nacié delalaboriosidad y rigor de Davide Montino y de Verénica
Sierra Blas, a quienes justo es reconocer el mérito de idearlo y organizarlo. Tras
la muerte de Davide, junto a otros actos de homenaje, nada mas adecuado que
dedicarle este compendio de estudios como expresion de nuestra amistad y de
su importante contribucion cientifica al territorio que aqui se explora.

Las paginas que siguen se suman, en fin, al selecto ramillete de iniciativas
que se han dedicado en los tultimos veinte afios al estudio de las escrituras
infantiles y escolares. Tras los seminarios roveretanos La scrittura bambina.
Interventi e ricerche sulle pratiche di scrittura dell’infanzia e dell’adolescenza
(1991) y Piccoli scrivani: scritture nel tempo dell’infanzia e dell’adolescenza
(1993), por un lado!'!, y el congreso bordelés Le Récit d’enfance. Enfance et
écriture (1993), por otro'?, ha sido en los primeros afios de la actual centuria
cuando se han sucedido varias reuniones cientificas interesadas en los cuadernos

10 A, Farge, La atraccion del archivo (1989), Valencia, Edicions Alfons el Magnanim, 1991,
p. 79.

W La scrittura bambina. Interventi e ricerche sulle pratiche di scrittura dell’infanzia e
dell’adolescenza, nimero monografico de la revista «Materiali di Lavoro. Rivista di studi storici»,
vol. 10, n. 2-3, 19925 y Q. Antonelli, E. Becchi (ed.), Scritture bambine. Testi infantili tra passato
e presente, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 199S.

12 Le récit d’enfance. Enfance et écriture. Actes du colloque de NVL/CRALE], Bordeaux,
octobre 1992, Paris, Editions du Sorbier, 1993.
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escolares (Milano, 2005; Macerata, 2007)'3, las escrituras ordinarias en
contextos educativos (Alcala de Henares, 2005)', las tecnologias de la palabra
y las diversas alfabetizaciones (Umed, 2006)', o la historia cultural del aula
(Roterdam, 2008)'¢. Tampoco debe olvidarse que la etnografia de la escuela
y las escrituras colegiales han estado muy presentes en recientes congresos de
Historia de la Educacién (Burgos, 2003; San Sebastian, 2005)!7, y atin menos
la contribuciéon realizada por distintos volimenes colectivos dedicados a
cuadernos, cartas, diarios y otros escritos escolares, tanto de los nifilos como de
los maestros, también fuera del &mbito europeo'®. En el curso de estos afios, el
tema que aqui se aborda ha dejado de ser una rareza, orillado por las corrientes
historiograficas hegemonicas, para convertirse en uno de los terrenos de
investigacion mds pujantes, objeto de un acercamiento interdisciplinario como
el que se refleja en las colaboraciones de este dossier. Vinculada estrechamente a
la Historia de la Educacion, la memoria escrita de la infancia reclama igualmente
la atencion tedrica y metodologica de quienes centramos nuestra actividad en la
Historia Social de la Cultura Escrita, como también se requiere de soci6logos,
historiadores de la Literatura o especialistas en la conservacion documental. Al
lector, por su parte, le corresponde comprobarlo.

B3 T quaderni di scuola tra Otto e Novecento, nimero monografico de la revista «Annali
di storia dell’educazione e delle istituzioni scolastiche», n. 13, 2006, pp. 11-189; y J. Meda, D.
Montino, R. Sani (eds.), School Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a History of the Approach
to Schooling and Education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, 2 vols., Firenze, Polistampa, 2010.

14 A. Castillo Gomez (dir.), V. Sierra Blas (ed.), Mis primeros pasos. Alfabetizacion, escuela y
usos cotidianos de la escritura (siglos XIX y XX), Gijon, Trea, 2008.

15 Technologies of the Word. Literacies in the History of Education, nimero extraordinario
de la revista «Paedagogica Historica. International Journal of the History of Education», vol. 44,
n. 1-2,2008.

16 S, Braster, I. Grosvenor, M.M. del Pozo Andrés (eds.), The Black Box of Schooling. A
Cultural History of the Classroom, Berna, Peter Lang, 2011.

17 Etnobistoria de la escuela. XII Coloquio Nacional de Historia de la Educacién (Burgos,
18-21 junio 2003), Burgos, Universidad de Burgos, Sociedad Espafiola de historia de la Educacion
(SEDHE), 2003; y P. Dévila, L.M. Naya (coords.), La infancia en la historia: espacios y
representaciones, San Sebastian, Espacio Universitario/EREIN, 20035.

18 A.C. Venancio Mignot, M.H. Camara Bastos, M.T. Santos Cunha, Refiigios do eu.
Educacao, bistéria, escrita autobiogrdfica, Florianépolis, Editora Mulheres, 2000; M.H. Camara
Bastos, M. T. Santos Cunha, A.C. Venancio Mignot (eds.), Destino das letras. Histéria, educacao e
escrita epistolar, Passo Fundo, Universidade de Passo Fundo, 2002; y A.C. Venancio Mignot (ed.),
Cadernos d vista: escola, memoria e cultura escrita, Rio de Janeiro, Editora da Universidade do
Estado do Rio de Janeiro, 2008.
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1. sUna memoria imposible?

Los documentos se encuentran si existe la voluntad de buscarlos. Estoy convencido de que
los historiadores todavia no han prestado una atencion suficiente a la escritura infantil
porque pensaban, sin duda, que se trataba de un material desprovisto de dignidad. ¢Por qué
no esforzarse hoy en demostrarles, con las pruebas en la mano, lo contrario?!

Estas palabras de Dominique Julia, aunque pronunciadas hace ya mas de una
década en el marco del V Seminario de la Federacion Italiana de Archivos de la
Escritura Popular, La scrittura bambina. Interventi e ricerche sulle pratiche di
scrittura dell’infanzia e dell’adolescenza, celebrado los dias 6, 7 y 8 de diciembre
de 1991 en la ciudad de Rovereto (Trento), siguen lamentablemente vigentes hoy
en dia. Basta con acercarnos a una libreria especializada o a cualquier biblioteca
universitaria o de investigacion para comprobar que son ciertamente escasos los
libros que se han editado en los tltimos afios que emplean como principal objeto
de estudio los testimonios escritos de los nifios y nifias, independientemente de
que se trate de obras de Historia, de Literatura, de Antropologia, de Sociologia o
de cualquier otra disciplina de las Ciencias Sociales y Humanas.

Los historiadores, en concreto, y los investigadores, en general, hemos
privilegiado los escritos de los adultos frente a los producidos por los nifios
y nifas, porque hemos considerado erroneamente que éstos ultimos no estan
provistos de la misma dignidad o, por decirlo con otras palabras, que no son tan
validos para construir la historia, porque no resultan lo bastante interesantes o
lo suficientemente creibles.

A pesar de los numerosos avances que desde los afios 60 y 70 se han
desarrollado en este sentido desde la Historia Social, la Historia Cultural,
la Historia de la Infancia, la Historia de la Educacién, la Etnografia de la
Escuela, la Psicolingiiistica o la Historia Social de la Cultura Escrita, entre otras
corrientes historiograficas que supusieron un antes y un después en las formas
de construir la Historia?, todavia hay, aunque pueda sorprendernos, quienes se
preguntan qué es lo que pueden aportar unos dibujos, unos cuadernos escolares,
las primeras cartas escritas a los padres o un diario de adolescencia a la Historia
con mayusculas.

Pero esta escasa atencion hacia la documentacion producida por y en la
infancia, especialmente si los autores o autoras de esos documentos no son hijos
o hijas de gentes de cierta fama y renombre, no s6lo debemos relacionarla con la

U D. Julia, I documenti della scrittura infantile in Francia, en La scrittura bambina. Interventi
e ricerche sulle pratiche di scrittura dell’infanzia e dell’adolescenza, dossier monogréfico de la
revista«Materiali di Lavoro. Rivista di studi storici», vol. 10, n. 2-3, 1992, p. 34.

2 Sobre las nuevas formas de hacer historia que surgen en el marco del llamado «giro
historiografico» que tuvo lugar en Europa desde los afios 60 en adelante puede verse P. Burke (dir.),
Formas de hacer historia, Madrid, Alianza, 1993.
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falta de interés que hemos manifestado los investigadores, sino que, como bien
ha sefialado Egle Becchi, en este caracter marginal que han tenido y tienen los
documentos producidos por los nifios y nifias influye notablemente el hecho de
que no hay otra etapa en la vida del ser humano donde las tasas de produccion
documental sean mas bajas que en estos primeros afios de la existencia.

Esta evidencia, sin embargo, no debe llevarnos, en ningun caso, a establecer
una relacion directa entre produccion y conservacion documental, ya que el
hecho de que en la infancia se escriba poco no es ni mucho menos el motivo
de que apenas se hayan conservado testimonios escritos infantiles®. Son muy
pocos los nifios y nifias que escriben, los que dejan rastro de sus vidas, de sus
experiencias, de sus formas de pensar o de sentir, de su manera de entender el
mundo. Y esta falta de testimonios escritos ha provocado que durante mucho
tiempo éstos hayan sido, segtin Josefina Cuesta Bustillo, «los grandes olvidados
de la Historia»*.

El problema principal de que no hayan llegado hasta nosotros las huellas
escritas de la infancia no reside, por tanto, inicamente en esa falta de interés
de los investigadores ni tampoco en la escasa actividad escrituraria de los nifios
y nifias, sino en la indeferencia mostrada por los «gestores de la memoria»,
que ha contribuido considerablemente a la inevitable pérdida de los ya de por
si escasos testimonios escritos infantiles. Que los encargados de configurar
las distintas «politicas de la memoria» que se han desarrollado desde tiempos
pretéritos no han considerado dignos de perdurar en el tiempo los documentos
de los nifios y nifias lo demuestra bien la dificultad de encontrar este tipo de
testimonios en los archivos estatales u oficiales, mucho mas cuanto mas atras
nos remontamos en el tiempo®.

Junto a la desidia publica, y si queremos ser justos, tampoco debemos
olvidar que los destinatarios y propietarios de estos documentos rara vez los
han guardado en sus domicilios particulares, fundamentalmente porque no
han concebido (o nadie les ha explicado) que los mismos puedan tener alguna
importancia mds alld de su valor sentimental o de su caracter anecdético.

Por unas u otras razones, la ausencia de estos materiales en los archivos y
centros documentales, tanto publicos como privados, nos ha llevado a muchos
investigadores empefiados en el estudio de la infancia a tener que buscar otros
medios para conseguir nuestros propositos; a tener que recurrir, en fin, a otras

3 E. Becchi, La Historia de la infancia y sus necesidades de teoria, in P. Davila, L.M. Naya
(coords.), La infancia en la Historia: espacios y representaciones. XIII Coloquio Nacional de
Historia de la Educacién, San Sebastidn, Universidad del Pais Vasco, Sociedad Espafiola de Historia
de la Educacion (SEDHE), 20035, p. 25.

4 ]. Cuesta Bustillo, Epilogo. ;Una memoria de los «nifios de la guerra»?, in El exilio espaiol
de la Guerra Civil: los ninios de la guerra. Catdlogo de la exposicion, Madrid, Fundacion Largo
Caballero, Ministerio de Educacién y Cultura, 19935, p. 26.

5 Sobre las politicas de la memoria y su influencia en la conservacion documental remito a
las interesantes y agudas reflexiones de EM. Gimeno Blay, Conservar la memoria, representar la
sociedad, «Signo. Revista de Historia de la Cultura Escrita», n. 8, 2001, pp. 275-293.
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fuentes, no directas, con el fin de superar dicha carencia y poder desarrollar
nuestros trabajos. De entre estas fuentes indirectas destacan, por un lado, los
documentos oficiales 0 normativos, cuya informacién, aunque nos aleja del
ambito cotidiano en el que los nifios y nifias viven y escriben, nos permite
adentrarnos en los distintos sistemas que regulan su actividad escrituraria,
especialmente en el dmbito escolar, espacio por excelencia, sin duda, de la
mayor parte de la produccion escrita infantil. Conocer los fundamentos tedricos
que rigen dichos sistemas, los objetivos que persiguen quienes los gestionan y
dirigen y su concrecion practica, asi como observar las diferencias y tensiones
que pueden existir entre las normas y la realidad, han sido asi considerados
aspectos indispensables para reconstruir el mundo de la infancia: memorias
docentes anuales, relaciones de méritos y servicios, estatutos que rigen la vida
en un centro educativo determinado, examenes y otros medios de evaluacion,
boletines de notas, etc., son sélo algunos de los ejemplos que podrian citarse.
Por otro lado, y al margen de las exigencias y practicas administrativas e
institucionales a las que responden estos documentos oficiales, los testimonios
orales y, junto a ellos, las memorias, los diarios y las autobiografias, tanto de
maestros que rememoran su vida profesional® como de adultos que recuerdan
su nifiez” — practica especialmente difundida desde el siglo XVIII en adelante
y fruto, en buena medida, del nuevo estatuto adquirido por el nifio una vez
aceptada la infancia como categoria —%, han sido igualmente fuentes indirectas
empleadas de manera habitual por los investigadores interesados en estudiar y
rescatar la memoria infantil, quienes hemos considerado estos egodocumentos’

6 Sobre la Historia Oral pueden verse, a modo de ejemplo, los trabajos de D. Demetrio, Ricordare
a scuola. Fare memoria e didattica autobiografica, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 2003; y de T. Veld, Oral
History and the Black Box of the Classroom. A Personal Journey, in S. Braster, 1. Grosvenor, M.M.
del Pozo Andrés (dirs.), The Black Box of Schooling. The Cultural History of the Classroom,
Bruxelles, Peter Lang, 2011, pp. 183-199. Sobre las memorias, diarios y autobiografias de maestros
y maestras remito como muestra a los estudios realizados por P. Lejeune, Les instituteurs du XI1X¢
siécle racontent leur vie, «Histoire de ’Education», n. 25, 1985, pp. 53-104; A. Névoa (coord.),
Vidas de professores, Oporto, Porto Editora, 1992; A. Vifiao Frago, Autobiografias, memorias y
diarios como fuente historico-educativa: tipologia y usos, in J. Ruiz Berrio (dir.), La cultura escolar
de Europa. Tendencias historicas emergentes, Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva, 2000, pp. 169-204; A.C.
Venancio Mignot, M.T. Santos Cunha, M.H. Camara Bastos (dirs.), Refiigios do eu. Educacio,
historia, escrita autobiogrdfica, Florianépolis, Mulheres, 2001; e L.LE. Goodson (ed.), Historias de
vida del profesorado, Barcelona, Octaedro, Edicions de la Universitat de Barcelona, 2004.

7 Acerca de los diarios, memorias y autobiografias de adultos donde se rememora la infancia
no pueden dejar de citarse los estudios pioneros de R.N. Coe, When the Grass Was Taller.
Autobiography and the Expression of Childhood, New Haven, London, Yale University Press,
1984; J. Burnett, Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of Childhood. Education and Family from the
1820s to the 1920s (1982), London, Routledge, 1994; Biography and Education: some Eighteenth
and Nineteenth Century Studies, Leicester, History of Education Society, 1980 (Occasional
Publications, n. 5); y A. de Miguel, Cuando éramos nifios, Barcelona, Plaza & Janés, 2001.

8 Cfr. R. Dekker, Childhood, Memory and Autobiography in Holland. From the Golden Age to
Romanticism (1995), Nueva York, St. Martin’s Press, London, Macmillan Press Ltd., 2000, p. 19.

9 Para una definicion de «egodocumento» remito a J.S. Amelang (coord.), De la autobiografia
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como verdaderas «huellas de la infancia» y, por tanto, como expresiones del
mundo afectivo e intelectual de los nifios y nifias, al tiempo que inigualables
representaciones de sus «paisajes psiquicos y humanos»'°.

El valor e interés que los egodocumentos (escritos u orales, reales o ficticios)
tienen, reside, en efecto, como ha apuntado Jean-Louis Guerefia, no sdlo en la
posibilidad que éstos nos brindan de acercarnos al mundo infantil, sino también,
y sobre todo, en la oportunidad que nos ofrecen al mostrarnos abiertamente
cémo lo experimentado en la infancia ha resultado esencial en la configuracion
de la personalidad de sus autores y autoras y en la trayectoria vital posterior de
éstos!!,

La ausencia de fuentes directas, en fin, a pesar de haber sido reemplazada
en buena medida con estos y con otros documentos que no cabe citar en estas
paginas, ha conllevado que sean muchas las voces que han afirmado que la
memoria infantil es una «memoria imposible», debido a que los investigadores
casi nunca podemos trabajar con los escritos producidos realmente por los
nifios y ninas, sino que la narracion, la representacion y la reconstruccion de la
infancia es obra, generalmente, de personas ya adultas. A pesar de todo, y como
reclamaba Dominique Julia con las palabras iniciales que abren este articulo,
las escrituras infantiles, aunque escasas, existen. S6lo es cuestion de buscarlas y,
una vez encontradas, «con las pruebas en la mano», la labor fundamental de los
investigadores no sera otra que convertir en posible esa «memoria imposible»
de la infancia.

2. Cambio de rumbo

Desde el siglo XV hasta mediados del siglo XIX, el tinico rastro que podemos
seguir para estudiar las producciones escritas de la infancia es el dejado por los
testimonios de los nifios y nifias pertenecientes a las élites politicas, sociales y
economicas de una época determinada. Sélo las familias pudientes tuvieron en
estos siglos (y en periodos anteriores, aunque de los mismos s6lo nos han llegado
documentos de manera muy excepcional) la posibilidad de proporcionar a sus

a los ego-documentos: un férum abierto, dossier monografico de «Cultura Escrita & Sociedad», n.
1, 2005, pp. 15-122.

10 E. Becchi, Ecritures enfantines, lectures adultes, in E. Becchi, D. Julia (dirs.), Histoire de
Penfance en Occident. Du X VIIIC siecle a nos jours, Paris, Seuil, 1998, vol. II, p. 485.

11 J.-L. Guerefia, Les écrits autobiographiques comme source pour I’Histoire de I’Education
dans I’Espagne contemporaine, in M.-C. Chaput, B. Sicot (eds.), Résistances et exils, Nanterre,
Centre de Recherches Ibériques et Ibéro-Américaines (CRII), Groupe de Recherches Résistances et
Exils (GREX), Université de Paris X-Nanterre, 2003, p. 50.
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hijos e hijas (principalmente a los varones) una educacién, bien a través de
maestros que regentaban prestigiosas escuelas en las principales ciudades del
momento, bien mediante preceptores privados.

Aunque no abundan, algunos de los materiales producidos por estos nifios
y nifias de la aristocracia durante su proceso de instruccion han llegado hasta
nosotros, permitiéndonos de esta manera conocer el concepto que se tenia
entonces de la ensenanza y de la infancia misma, asi como aproximarnos a otras
informaciones relevantes acerca de la vida diaria de estos menores distinguidos.
Quizas, uno de los casos mas conocidos es el de los Cahiers de bétises de Maria
Bonaparte. Se trata de cinco cuadernos que la princesa compuso entre los siete y
los diez anos (1889-1892), mezclando escritura y dibujo, en inglés y en aleman
(ambas lenguas no maternas y ajenas a su esfera cotidiana), en los que anot6
todo lo que iba aconteciendo en su dia a dia tanto a ella como a las personas
que la rodeaban (su padre, su abuela, su maestro, la institutriz o el jardinero,
entre otros): desde descripciones de suefios y juegos, pasando por la redaccion
de cuentos, cartas, poemas y pequefas obras teatrales, hasta registros de sus
lecturas, notas sobre las lecciones aprendidas y los deberes que le mandaban o
apuntes sobre las distintas actividades rutinarias que realizaba'?.

Junto a estos registros cotidianos del proceso formativo, materializados en
forma de cuaderno o diario, que suelen incluir tanto las actividades destinadas
a la instruccion como al recreo, las cartas son los documentos que, sin duda,
mas hemos empleado los investigadores en nuestra tarea de reconstruir el
mundo infantil en las distintas etapas de la historia, no s6lo por su potencial
heuristico, sino también porque al haber sido la escritura epistolar la practica
por excelencia desde el siglo XVI hasta mediados del siglo XX, las cartas son
los documentos infantiles que en mayor nimero se han conservado.

Considerada parte esencial de la educacion y de la sociabilidad cortesana,
no es de extrafiar que la practica epistolar fuera una de las protagonistas de
la vida diaria de los nifios y nifias de las élites, especialmente cuando éstos se
encontraban separados de sus padres, ya que mantenerles informados de los
avances educativos realizados, del comportamiento observado y del estado de
salud en que se encontraban, asi como mostrar por escrito de forma regular
el respeto y obediencia debido a sus mayores, especialmente en determinadas
fechas, confirmando de este modo su autoridad, constituian obligaciones filiales
de primer orden, como puede comprobarse en esta carta que el futuro rey
Alfonso XII le escribié a su padre, el principe don Francisco de Asis de Borbon,
para felicitarle en el dia de su cumplearios el 4 de octubre de 1867:

12 M. Bonaparte, Cing cabiers écrits par une petite fille entre sept ans et démi et leurs
commentaires, Paris, edicion de la autora, 1939 (vol. I), Londres, Imago, 1948 (vol. IT) y 1953 (vols.
I y IV). Sobre estos cuadernos remito al trabajo de L. Kreyder, Marie Bonaparte. Diario di una
piccola principesca, «Lapis», n. 15, 1992, pp. 10-13; y al de E. Becchi, Una bambina scrive delle
sciocchezze: i «Cahiers de bétises» di Maria Bonaparte, in Q. Antonelli, E. Becchi (dirs.), Scritture
bambine. Testi infantili tra passato e presente, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 1995, pp. 97-118.
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Mi muy amado Papa: Si el entranable carifio de un hijo reverente, amoroso y sumiso fuera
bastante para proporcionarte en este dia toda la alegria y satisfaccion que yo te deseo, nada
habria més grato para mi que contribuir a su completa felicidad. Mas ya que esto no sea
posible, porque estdn otras consideraciones que influyen en tu dnimo, recibe, amado Pap4,
este recuerdo afectuoso que te consagro, con el deseo de verte gustoso y satisfecho en este
dia, que anima a tu amantisimo hijo.

Alfonso.

Madrid, 4 de octubre de 186713,

Las misivas se convirtieron, de este modo, no sdlo en instrumentos
pedagdgicos, como lo habian sido ya en la Antigiiedad y en la Edad Media, y
lo seguiran siendo en el siglo XX, sino fundamentalmente en herramientas de
control y en vehiculo de las buenas maneras de las que quienes pertenecian a
la alta sociedad debian hacer alarde constante para distinguirse de los que no
formaban parte de su mundo. Por otro lado, la tradicién cortesana mandaba
conservar las cartas, pues éstas, como lo eran también otras escrituras familiares,
constituian registros y simbolos del linaje y del poder de la familia. Fieles a esa
obligacion cortesana, por ejemplo, la infanta Catalina Micaela guard6 todas
y cada una de las cartas cruzadas con su padre, el rey Felipe II, al igual que
el delfin Luis XIII, futuro rey de Francia, conservé toda la correspondencia
mantenida con el suyo, Enrique IV'4.

Desde mediados del siglo XIX vy, sobre todo, a partir de las primeras décadas
del XX, el aumento exponencial de los niveles de la alfabetizaciéon en Europa,
la extension de la Enseflanza Primaria (obligatoria desde 1850) y la sucesion de
distintos acontecimientos histéricos de movilizacion masiva (como las grandes
guerrasy las emigraciones transocednicas) hicieron que las escrituras infantiles se
multiplicasen. Todos los nifios y nifias, desde aquellos que procedian de familias
ricas hasta los hijos e hijas de los pobres, pudieron y tuvieron la posibilidad de
acceder, aunque en grados y en condiciones muy diversas, por voluntad propia
o paterna, por obligacién o por necesidad, al mundo de la cultura escrita.

Asi, junto a los documentos producidos y conservados por las élites en
los periodos anteriores, se empezaron también a producir y conservar ahora,
aunque con fines y objetivos muy diferentes, documentos cuyos autores eran
nifios y nifias «populares», muchos de los cuales se convirtieron en protagonistas
de todos estos grandes eventos que cambiaron para siempre el rumbo de la
Historia, al tiempo que adquirieron también un papel primordial en la sociedad
en que vivieron, ya que dado el analfabetismo de sus padres y las necesidades
provocadas por esas circunstancias historicas, acabaron convirtiéndose en
importantes mediadores de escritura y de lectura en sus hogares (Figs. 1a-b).

13 Carta, Alfonso XII a su padre, el principe don Francisco de Asis de Borbon, Madrid, 4 de
octubre de 1867 (BNE, Mss. 12.971, 103).

14 F Bouza (ed.), Cartas de Felipe II a sus hijas, Madrid, Akal, 1998; y M. Ferrari, Insegnare
a scrivere al re: I'alfabetizzazione di Luigi XIII bambino, in Antonelli, Becchi (dirs.), Scritture
bambine. Testi infantili tra passato e presente, cit., pp. 61-81.
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Figs. 1a-b. Tarjeta postal, Manuel Angel Arce a su padre, Nicanor Arce, soldado de la 3°
Compaiiia del 131 Batallon del Ejército del Norte, 19 de abril de 1937 (CDMH, Santander,
serie «A», 235-7/7).
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En este contexto, la produccién y conservacion de los documentos infantiles
en el mundo contemporaneo fue inseparable de, al menos, dos fenémenos
acontecidos en los dltimos afios del siglo XIX y los primeros del XX, épocas en
las que, por cierto, se insertan la mayor parte de las investigaciones realizadas
hasta el momento con y sobre las escrituras infantiles. Uno de esos fenémenos
fue, sin duda, la importancia que en aquel momento se le concedi6 a la escritura
ordinaria, cuyo aprendizaje se incorporé al curriculo escolar. Las practicas de
escritura cotidiana, como saber llevar las cuentas de la casa o del negocio,
componer un diario o un libro de memorias, redactar cartas de los mas diferentes
tipos o rellenar solicitudes, formularios e instancias, fueron adquiriendo cada
vez mayor protagonismo tanto dentro como fuera de las aulas, ya que poder
escribir y leer todos estos documentos resultaba esencial para el desempeno
de actividades y tareas ligadas al desarrollo de la vida diaria, tanto doméstica
como laboral.

Desterrada ya la caligrafia de la escuela y olvidada, por tanto, la obsesion
de hacer de los nifios y nifias magnificos pendolistas mediante la ensefianza
de distintos tipos de letras practicamente en desuso y dificilmente aplicables
a la vida diaria', el aprendizaje de la escritura de documentos personales
pas6 a ocupar buena parte del tiempo escolar de los nifios y nifias, como ha
quedado reflejado en muchos de los cuadernos escolares conservados de este
periodo, donde pueden observarse abundantes ejercicios de este tipo (Figs. 2a-
b). Igualmente, una buena muestra de esta «academizacion de la escritura»
ordinaria es la creacion de materiales educativos destinados a este fin en esta
misma época, destacando entre éstos las llamadas Lecturas de manuscritos.

Las Lecturas de manuscritos, definidas por Antonio Vifiao Frago como aquellos
libros «cuyo caracter de letra es igual o parecido al que se hace con la pluma
ordinariamente»'®, contenian en sus paginas infinitos modelos de documentos
usuales en la vida diaria, sobre todo cartas, pues no en vano éstas constituian,
también ahora, el medio de comunicacién por excelencia (Figs. 3a-b)!”.

Junto a la institucionalizacion de la ensefianza y de la practica de las escrituras
cotidianas que tuvo lugar en este momento historico, el otro fenémeno que
contribuy6 a la produccién y conservacion de las escrituras infantiles fue el
desarrollo de distintas corrientes pedagogicas que convirtieron determinadas

15 L. Esteban, La academizacion de la escritura. Modelos e instrumentos para aprender a
escribir en la Espana del siglo XIX y comienzos del XX, in A. Escolano Benito (dir.), Historia
ilustrada del libro escolar en Espania. Tomo II. Del Antiguo Régimen a la Segunda Repiiblica,
Madrid, Fundacién German Sdnchez Ruipérez, Ediciones Pirdmide, 1997, p. 338.

16 A. Vinao Frago, El libro escolar, in J.A. Martinez Martin (dir.), Historia de la edicién en
Esparia (1836-1936), Madrid, Marcial Pons, 2001, p. 332.

17 Sobre las Lecturas de manuscritos remito a A. Escolano Benito, Los manuscritos escolares,
in A. Escolano Benito (dir.), Historia ilustrada del libro escolar en Espana. Tomo II. Del Antiguo
Régimen a la Segunda Repuiblica, cit., pp. 345-371; asi como a V. Sierra Blas, La carta en la escuela.
Los manuales epistolares para ninios en la Espana contempordnea, «Historia da Educagio», vol. 8,
n. 16, 2004, pp. 59-77.
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Figs. 2a-b. Cuaderno escolar, Ramén Arteaga Calonge, Campo de Criptana (Ciudad Real),
8 de octubre de 1941-9 de febrero de 1942 (AEC-SIECE, Fondo Escolar, 3.42).

practicas de escritura ordinaria (y no reglada) en el eje de sus propuestas
educativas, como fue el caso, entre otras, de la Escuela Activa, de las teorias
freinetianas o de la «Pedagogia del idealismo» de Giuseppe Lombardo Radice.
Estas nuevas formas de entender la educaciéon trajeron consigo, segin ha
sefialado Maite Alvarado, un cambio progresivo en el discurso sobre la escritura,
que alejandose del modelo retérico dominante en la escuela tradicional se
situé en una nueva coyuntura. Las nuevas pedagogias de la expresion y de la
creacion hicieron posible que los nifios y nifias empezaran a escribir sobre sus
experiencias e impresiones, sobre lo que conocian, sobre lo que les rodeaba.
Se trataba, en fin, de escapar a lo convencional, a lo estereotipado, para dar la
palabra a la infancia y dejarla expresarse, hacerse entender!®

El protagonismo concedido a los documentos personales por estas nuevas
teorias no s6lo potencio la produccion de diarios, cartas, periddicos, boletines o
folletos escritos (o impresos) por nifios y nifias, sino que igualmente contribuy6
a que los padres y los maestros dotaran a estos materiales infantiles de una
importancia de la que hasta entonces habian carecido y, hasta cierto punto, de

18 M. Alvarado, Enfoques en la enseiianza de la escritura, in M. Alvarado (coord.), Entre
lineas. Teorias y enfoques en la ensefianza de la escritura, la gramdtica y la literatura, Buenos Aires,
Manantial, 2000, p. 23.
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Figs. 3a-b. José Francés, Grafos. Segunda serie de manuscritos, Valencia, Tipo-
grafia E. Mirabet, sin afio (cubierta y pdgina interior).

que les revistieran de un cierto caracter simbolico: comprendieron que dichos
documentos eran la mejor y casi tnica representacion de una etapa vital esencial
en la conformacion de la personalidad, como era la infancia, al tiempo que de
una época historica, caracterizada por una ideas, unas practicas educativas y
unos modelos y valores que quedaban registrados, como si de una fotografia se
tratase, en aquellos testimonios escritos.

Cuadernos, diarios, cartas y otros documentos empezaron asi a considerarse
dignos de conservacion tanto en los domicilios particulares, donde guardar los
trabajos y escritos de los nifios y nifias como recuerdo se tornd casi en una
obligacion paterna, como en las propias escuelas, donde se crearon archivos
escolares y museos pedagogicos, llevindose de este modo a la practica las ideas
formuladas tiempo atras, entre otros, por pensadores de la talla de Rabelais,
Comenio, Rousseau o Pestalozzi, y cuyos fondos documentales se fueron
constituyendo fundamentalmente gracias a las exposiciones anuales que en
cada centro se realizaban al final de cada curso para dar cuenta del trabajo

llevado a cabo por maestros y alumnos®”.

19 En este sentido, puede consultarse E. Becchi, A. Semeraro (dirs.), Archivi d’infanzia. Per una
storiografia della prima eta, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 2001.
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Segtin Juan Cap0, Inspector Jefe de Primera Ensefianza de las Islas Baleares
en los anos 30, estos archivos-museos debian estar en formacion constante,
pues eran el lugar donde quedaban depositadas para la memoria futura las
realizaciones de la escuela; es decir, todos los elementos de trabajo, tanto de
maestros como de alumnos, producidos en las aulas, debidamente ordenados,
constituian un verdadero tesoro para la institucion, por cuanto reflejaban la
labor desarrollada en ésta y hacian posible construir su historia®’.

Consciente de esta importancia que los archivos y museos escolares tenian,
la maestra Maria Sanchez Arbos dejé registrado en su diario cémo en julio
de 1935, cuando era directora en Madrid del Grupo Escolar Francisco Giner,
organiz6 ambos espacios en dicho centro. Los primeros documentos que
su museo y su archivo albergaron fueron, precisamente, los trabajos que se
expusieron de los alumnos y alumnas al finalizar dicho curso en la biblioteca
escolar, donados por éstos tras la peticion expresa de los maestros:

Ya tenemos nuestra exposicion. Estas exposiciones escolares han llegado, a veces, a ser
perjudiciales, cuando no se ha trabajado mds que para que causen admiracion, pero cuando
lisa y llanamente ponemos a la vista de todos lo que con la mejor voluntad hemos podido
hacer, no traen ningan perjuicio. Los nifios estin contentisimos de ver alli sus cuadernos, y
los padres se quitan la vez para mirarlos [...]. Una de mis preocupaciones, desde que se abri
el Grupo, ha sido formar el fichero y preparar el archivo escolar [...]. Este archivo que ahora
empezara lo basaremos en los sencillos trabajos que estan expuestos. Cuando los recojamos,
invitaremos a los nifios a que dejen algunos en la escuela y les explicaremos que, cuando
envien aqui a sus hijos — que los enviardn — gozardn contemplando lo que ellos hicieron.
Arriba, en el despacho de los maestros, se depositara lo que mds tarde tendrd su rétulo de
«Archivo Escolar del Grupo Francisco Giner»2!

La potenciacion de la produccion de este tipo de materiales desde la escuela
y para la escuela, y el interés de su conservacion como modelo, recuerdo o
justificacion a nivel particular han permitido asi que los investigadores hayamos
podido tener acceso a muchos de estos testimonios escritos de la infancia y
tenido la posibilidad de emprender la tarea de escribir la historia de ese
«eslabon perdido» que es la escritura infantil, por mas que la mayor parte de los
documentos que han llegado hasta nosotros hayan sido producidos en la escuela,
siendo muy pocos, por el contrario, los realizados fuera de la misma que tenemos
a nuestra disposicion, de ahi que sea cada vez mads urgente y necesario reconstruir
también la vida y la historia de los nifios y nifias mas alld de su faceta de alumnos
y alumnas, aunque dicha tarea nos resulte mucho mas compleja.

20 J. Capd, Museos escolares, in Libro-guia del maestro. Los problemas y los 6rganos de la
Ensefianza Primaria. Diddctica de todas las materias. Obras alrededor de la escuela. Bibliografia,
Madrid, Espasa Calpe, 1936, pp. 687-702.

21 M. Sanchez Arbos, Mi diario (1999), Zaragoza, Gobierno de Aragdén, Caja Inmaculada,
2006, pp. 150-151.
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3. Una historia de fragmentos

Davide Montino ha afirmado en muchos de sus trabajos que la historia
de la infancia es una «historia de fragmentos» y que las escrituras infantiles
son las que nos permiten a los investigadores identificar, recoger y unir esos
fragmentos en principio dispersos?2. Desde la década de los afios 90 y hasta
hoy es mucho el camino que se ha recorrido para devolver la dignidad a los
documentos infantiles y convertirlos en objeto de estudio con el fin tltimo de
mostrar como los nifios y niflas son también protagonistas de la historia, sujetos
activos que participan en la misma, que la configuran y la construyen, segtin ha
defendido Antonio Gibelli*, si bien han destacado de forma especial algunas
lineas de investigacion cuya novedad y originalidad han permitido avanzar
considerablemente en el conocimiento de la infancia.

Entre esas trayectorias de investigaciéon, ya mds que consolidadas en
la actualidad, debe citarse, sin duda, la que tiene por objeto el estudio de
las escrituras escolares: cuadernos, diarios, agendas, periodicos, dictados,
redacciones, copias, eximenes, etc.”* Ha sido definitoria también la linea de
trabajo que tiene como protagonistas a las cartas, documentos que, aunque
en muchas ocasiones son producidos en ambito escolar, también forman parte
de la vida privada, permitiendo de este modo establecer un cordon umbilical
entre los dos espacios principales en los que los nifios y nifias escriben y viven,

22 Véase D. Montino, Bambini che scrivono, «Signo. Revista de Historia de la Cultura Escrita»,
n. 12, 2003, pp. 81-106.

23 A. Gibelli, Il popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla Grande Guerra a Salo, Torino,
Einaudi, 2005.

24 En relacién a los cuadernos y diarios de la escuela, véanse A.M. Chartier, Los cuadernos
escolares: ordenar los saberes escribiéndolos, «Cultura Escrita & Sociedad», n. 8, 2009, pp. 163-
182; y J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (eds.), School Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a
History of the Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, 2 vols., Firenze,
Polistampa, 2010. Acerca de los periddicos escolares sigue siendo esencial el libro de E. Detti, M.G.
di Rienzo, T. Vergalli, Il giornalino scolastico in Italia, Teramo, Giunti & Lisciani, 1982; si bien
para el caso concreto de la imprenta freinetiana pueden resultar interesantes los trabajos realizados
por J.L. Herndndez Huerta, La influencia de Celestin Freinet en Espania durante la década de
1930. Maestros, escuelas y cuadernos escolares, Salamanca, Globalia Ediciones Anthema, 20035;
y A. Costa Rico, D’abord les enfants. Freinet y la educacion en Espana (1926-1975), Santiago de
Compostela, Universidade de Santiago de Compostela, 2010. Respecto a los ejercicios escolares
(dictados, copias, redacciones, etc.) resultaron en su momento definitivos los estudios de A.
Chervel, D. Manesse, La dictée. Le Frangais et lortographie, 1873-1987, Paris, Institut National de
la Recherche Pédagogique (INRP), Calmann-Lévy, 1989; C. Barré-Miniac (dir.), Copie et modéle:
usages, transmission, appropiation de I’écrit, Paris, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique
(CNRS), 2000; y B. Dancel, Un siecle de rédactions. Ecrits d’écoliers et de collégiens, Grenoble,
Centre de Recherche et de Développement Pédagogiques de I’Académie de Grenoble, 2001. Para
los exdmenes, un buen ejemplo puede ser el de R. Menindez Martinez, La escritura de los examenes
escolares e ideas de modernidad (1884-1912), in A. Castillo Goémez (dir.) y V. Sierra Blas (ed.), Mis
primeros pasos. Alfabetizacion, escuela y usos cotidianos de la escritura (Siglos XIX y XX), Gijon,
Trea, 2008, pp. 197-212.
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la familia y la escuela?’. Por tltimo, otra linea de investigacién que merece
la pena resaltar, dado que esta teniendo un especial desarrollo en los tltimos
anos, debido a la necesidad de confrontar las pricticas formales e informales
de aprendizaje y expresion, es aquella que trata de analizar los testimonios
escritos producidos fuera de las aulas que, en ocasiones, hasta pueden adquirir
el rango de subversivos, como ocurre en el caso de algunos diarios intimos,
de las cartas y mensajes secretos o prohibidos cruzadas entre los jovenes, los
albumes o carpetas de dedicatorias y los graffiti*®.

Todos estos trabajos han permitido reconstruir el mundo de la infancia
desde su dimension mas intima y cotidiana, mas real y humana, al tiempo
que desentrafar los tiempos y modalidades de aprendizaje de la escritura o
adquisicion de la misma e individualizar los espacios en los que historicamente
se revelan los usos y funciones de lo escrito, independientemente de si éstos
sirven a fines pedagdgicos o son unicamente expresion de la subjetividad.
Asimismo, y como han expresado Emanuele Banfi y Daniele Foraboschi, estas
investigaciones demuestran a los descreidos que los documentos infantiles son
«instantaneas irrepetibles de momentos de vida»?’, que nos dan la oportunidad
de poner a cada cual en su lugar, de convertir en visible lo invisible, de hacer de
lo imposible algo posible.

25 Desde los estudios pioneros de D. Julia, «Je vous ai confié ce que j’avais de plus cher...». Le
famiglie degli allievi scrivono alla scuola militare di Tournon, in Bambini, dossier monogréfico de
la revista «Quaderni Storici», vol. 19, n. 57, 1984, pp. 819-856, y D. Blanc, Correspondances. La
raison graphique de quelques lycéennes, in D. Fabre (dir.), Ecritures ordinaires, Paris, Bibliotheque
Publique d’Information; Centre Georges Pompidou; POL Editions, 1993, pp. 95-1135; han sido
numerosos los trabajos centrados en el analisis de la correspondencia infantil. Pueden destacarse,
entre otros, los de W. Ruberg, Children’s Correspondance as a Pedagogical Tool in the Netherlands
(1770-1850), «Paedagogica Historica. International Journal of the History of Education», vol. 41,
n. 3,20035, pp. 295-312; D. Montino, «O! Se podessi volarte tra le braccia». Cartas de adolescentes
del Reformatorio de Bosco Marengo (1904-1920), in A. Castillo Gémez, V. Sierra Blas (eds.), Letras
bajo sospecha. Escritura y lectura en centros de internamiento, Gijon, Trea, 2005, pp. 353-377; V.
Sierra Blas, L. Zenobi, Cartas al Rey. El comienzo de la Transicion democrdtica que vivieron los
ninos espanoles, in E. Nicolas, C. Gonzalez (eds.), Ayeres en discusion. Temas clave de Historia
Contempordnea hoy, Murcia, Universidad de Murcia, 2008, pp. 1-20 (edicion digital); y V. Sierra
Blas, Palabras huérfanas. Los ninios y la Guerra Civil, Madrid, Taurus, 2009.

26 En relacion a los diarios resultan fundamentales los estudios de P. Lejeune, Le moi des
demoiselles. Enquéte sur le journal de jeune fille, Paris, Seuil, 1992 e Id. Les brouillons de soi, Paris,
Seuil, 1998; asi como distintas aportaciénes de M. Alberca, La escritura invisible. Testimonios
sobre el diario intimo, Oiartzun, Sendoa, 2000, e Id., Las jihas de Ana Frank. Diarios intimos y
adolescentes, «Filologia y Lingtiistica», vol. 36, n.2, 2010, pp. 9-25. Una de las obras mds completas
sobre los graffiti infantiles es la de A. Vincent, F. Hervieu, Les pupitres de la Nation, Paris, Editions
Alternatives, 1997. Sobre los mensajes clandestinos de los nifios y nifias remito, especialmente, a
A. Buttafuoco, Le Mariuccine. Storia de un’istituzione laica: I’Asilo Mariuccia, Milano, Franco
Angeli, 1998.Y acerca de las escrituras infantiles extraescolares véase Les pratiques extraescolaires
de lecture et d’écriture des éleves, «Repéres», Dossier n. 23, 2002.

27 Cfr. E. Banfi, D. Foraboschi, Giovanissimi e giovani scrivani nell’Egitto greco-romano, in
Antonelli, Becchi (dirs.), Scritture bambine. Testi infantili tra passato e presente, cit., p. 58.
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Para seguir avanzando en la direccion correcta y continuar el desarrollo de
los estudios sobre escrituras infantiles es imprescindible tener en cuenta que
estos documentos son tnicos y presentan, por ello, problematicas propias y
exclusivas, por lo que requieren por parte de los investigadores una lectura
distinta y atenta, capaz de percibir lo que les hace diferentes de otros. En
primer lugar, toda investigacion sobre escrituras infantiles deberda manejar una
serie de variables para poder llegar a buen puerto, siendo las mas importantes
considerar los diferentes marcos cronolégicos en los que se producen, la desigual
procedencia social de sus autores y autoras, la pertenencia de éstos a uno u otro
género y sus distintos niveles de competencia alfabética.

Y, en segundo lugar, en toda investigacion donde los documentos infantiles
sean el centro de interés, deberan tenerse en cuenta las caracteristicas propias
de estas escrituras, constantes a lo largo de todos y cada uno de los periodos
histéricos, aunque no siempre con la misma importancia o intensidad. Dichas
caracteristicas pueden resumirse en las siguientes:

1. La primera es su caracter ritual. En todo momento debemos tener presen-
te que nos encontramos ante una escritura instrumentalizada, regulada,
que en muy pocas ocasiones llega a ser completamente libre, porque se
desarrolla siguiendo unas normas rigidas y estables, unos modelos que
se reproducen y transmiten, tanto dentro como fuera de la escuela. Los
alumnos y alumnas estan fuertemente condicionados no sé6lo por el desti-
natario de lo que escriben (que suele ser el maestro), sino igualmente por
el medio en el que se encuentran (ese espacio canoénico que es el aula).
Todos esos limites que la escuela impone se trasladan al mundo social, y
siguen vigentes en éste. Los nifios y niflas saben que todo lo que quieren
comunicar se integra en unas coordenadas textuales y discursivas defini-
das, que actian como vaso comunicante entre los modelos incentivados
y legitimados en la escuela y la practica misma de escribir en su vida
cotidiana, y que les indican como, cuando, para qué, qué se puede y debe
escribir y qué no.

2. La segunda es su caracter espontdneo y su capacidad transgresora. A
pesar estas limitaciones enumeradas, no debemos olvidar que siempre hay
algo en los documentos de los nifios y nifios que nos conduce a su perso-
nalidad y que nos demuestra su capacidad para transgredir las normas
establecidas y enfrentarse, de este modo, a las restricciones impuestas por
quienes detentan, en cada momento historico, el poder de la escritura. La
escritura infantil es capaz, por tanto, de rebasar a los limites impuestos
por la escuela y por los adultos, y subvertirlos, como bien demuestran,
por ejemplo, algunas de las practicas marginales desarrolladas en el aula.

3. La tercera nos conduce a las peculiaridades léxicas, graficas, sintdcticas
y textuales que estos documentos presentan y que han de relacionarse,
fundamentalmente, con un importante proceso antropoldgico, el del paso
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del mundo oral al mundo escrito?®. Las producciones escritas infantiles
anuncian la futura pertenencia de éstos a una sociedad de adultos letra-
dos, pero, al mismo tiempo, evidencian cémo los nifios y nifias tratan
activamente de comprender la naturaleza del lenguaje que les rodea, y
en ese intento de comprension formulan y construyen sus propias hipo-
tesis, buscan sus regularidades, ponen a prueba sus anticipaciones y
forjan su propia gramadtica, no como una copia literal del modelo adulto,
sino como un conjunto original de reglas que no hace sino reconstruir el
lenguaje mismo?’. Por ello, la escritura infantil es un proceso de construc-
cion activa en el que es preciso diferenciar entre simples errores y «errores
constructivos», entendiendo por éstos producciones que son el resulta-
do de generalizaciones no probadas, pero que contribuyen al avance del
conocimiento grafico-lingiiistico infantil y constituyen una herramienta

de medicién de la dinamica del aprendizaje®.

. La cuarta y udltima se relaciona con el caracter fragil y selectivo de las

escrituras infantiles. Las escrituras infantiles son débiles porque en esen-
cia son efimeras, es decir, se producen generalmente sin la voluntad de ser
conservadas. Ademds, son materiales ficilmente manipulables, de ahi que
la influencia que sobre ellas ejercen los adultos que rodean a los nifios y
nifias acaben, muchas veces, dotandoles de fines que no le son propios.
De hecho, al contrario de lo que ocurre con la escritura adulta, que tien-
de a esconder la existencia de la censura cuando ésta existe, la infantil
pone en evidencia todas esas limitaciones a las que esta sometida y que,
al mismo tiempo, la definen. Por otro lado, se trata de escrituras elegidas
porque, aunque excepciones siempre hay, los documentos infantiles que
llegan a nuestras manos suelen ser, por lo general, aquellos que reunen
las mejores condiciones, es decir, los que mejor han realizado los nifios y
nifias en sus actividades escolares, los que mas han gustado a los padres,
los que han sido producidos en ciertos momentos clave de su vida o se
consideran por motivos diversos representativos de los mismos (Fig. 4).
Han sido seleccionados, frente a otros, por algo. Y conocer los motivos de
ese seleccion es tan importante o mas que los documentos mismos.

28 Véanse M.]. del Rio Pérez, A. Teberosky (coords.), Psicopedagogia de la lengua oral y de

la lengua escrita, Barcelona, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, 2003; y C. Blanche-Benveniste,
Estudios lingiiisticos sobre la relacion entre oralidad vy escritura (1998), Barcelona, Gedisa, 2005.

29 En este sentido, pueden resultar interesantes los estudios desarrollados por M.B. Marques

Abaurre, R. Salek-Fiad, M.L. Trindade Mayrink-Sabinson, Cenas de acquisicdo da escrita. O sujeito
e o trabalbo com o texto, Campinas, Mercado das Letras, Associa¢do de Leitura do Brasil (ALB),
1997; M. Orsolini, C. Pontecorvo (dirs.), La costruzione del testo scritto nei bambini, Firenze, La
Nuova Italia, 1991; y E. Ferreiro, A. Teberosky, Los sistemas de escritura en el desarrollo del niiio
(1979), Buenos Aires, México, Siglo XXI, 2003.

30 Puede consultarse, a modo de ejemplo, la obra de E. Ferreiro, C. Pontecorvo, N. Ribeiro

Moreira, 1. Garcia Hidalgo, Caperucita Roja aprende a escribir. Estudios psicolinguisticos
comparativos en tres lenguas, Barcelona, Gedisa, 1998.
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Fig. 4. Orla caligrifico-epistolar, Rosario Rojo, 23 de diciembre de 1912 (AEC-SIECE,
Fondo Escolar 5.75).

Comprobar si se cumplen o no, en qué medida y de qué manera estas carac-
teristicas en cada uno de los conjuntos documentales que se quieran estudiar
nos llevara a comprender que para analizar las escrituras infantiles es nece-
sario, primero, trabajar desde una dimension interdisciplinar, y segundo, nos
permitira encontrar la clave para poder interpretar estos testimonios escritos de
forma correcta, sin caer en los numerosos peligros que acechan a este tipo de
investigaciones, siempre fronterizas, liminares, hibridas, como los documentos
mismos sobre los que se construyen, puesto que en las escrituras infantiles exis-
te siempre una tension constante que el investigador debe ser capaz de manejar,
una tension entre lo permitido y lo desaconsejado, entre lo espontaneo y lo vi-
gilado, entre la libertad y el control, entre el juego y el deber, entre la inocencia
y la manipulacion, entre lo publico y lo privado (Fig. 5). Y es, precisamente, en
estas tensiones donde reside su verdadera riqueza, pues al fin y al cabo consti-
tuyen un lugar de encuentro y desencuentro entre los esquemas de los adultos
y el mundo visto y entendido desde la mentalidad y la experiencia de los nifios
y nifas.
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Fig. 5. Monumento en memoria de la nifia Tanya Sdvicheva en San Petersburgo, donde
se transcribe en piedra el diario que ésta escribié durante el asedio de Leningrado en la 11
Guerra Mundial, diciembre de 1941-mayo de 1942. Fotografia (particular).
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ABSTRACT: The concept and reality of prewriting as a school field of proposals, activities
and exercises is a product of the school culture which developed in the last quarter of the
19t and mainly in the first half of the 20™ century. This work tackles the several origins
and the resulting diversity of ideas, proposals and activities covered by this concept —
simultaneous, or separate, teaching of reading and writing; the diffusion of the ideovisual
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conception of drawing as a prewriting activity —, with respect to the spreading of the infant
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Preescritura es un concepto escolar, que nace en el medio escolar y que s6lo
tiene sentido en el mismo. Es, pues, un producto de la cultura escolar, que, sin
llegar a configurarse como una disciplina, si puede considerarse un campo de
actividades escolares propio y diferenciado de otros. Indica un estadio o fase
previa y preparatoria para el aprendizaje de la escritura que puede consistir tanto
en tareas o actividades graficas como no graficas. Se trata de un concepto hoy
plenamente aceptado y generalizado en el ambito escolar sea bajo ese nombre,
el de preescritura, o como etapa preparatoria o de iniciacion a la escritura: ese
«primer periodo de preparacion al aprendizaje o de introduccion en el mundo de
la lectura y la escritura», esta presente en forma de «actividades de preparacion
a la lectoescritura [...] practicamente en todos los Estados [de la Unién Europea]
en el nivel educativo que corresponde a la Educacion Preprimaria», asi como en
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los «documentos oficiales», ya sea con caracter prescriptivo u orientativo, que
establecen los objetivos y actividades a llevar a cabo en este nivel educativo'.

Un concepto tan claramente definido muestra sin embargo de hecho, como
tendremos ocasion de ver, una delimitacion confusa tanto en sus inicios — puede
incluir muy diversas actividades sensoriales y psicomotrices — como en su final
— ¢basta seguir con un lapiz el trazo de una palabra o letra, con dibujarlas, con
copiar muestras o con escribir al dictado, para que consideremos que ya se
escribe? —, asi como, por tanto, en sus contenidos. Nada extrafio si se tiene en
cuenta que no existe un «acuerdo unanime» acerca «de qué es y en qué consiste
saber leer y escribir»2, es decir, donde se halla el umbral entre la preescritura y
la escritura. Una cuestion que no resuelven las distintas caracterizaciones de las
etapas existentes en la ensefianza de la escritura’.

Por otra parte, la configuracion de la preescritura como un campo de
actividades escolares propio y diferenciado de otros, es un proceso con diversas
fuentes, origenes y contextos. Esta diversidad de origenes y contextos explica
asimismo que dicha nocién ampare, segtn los autores, docentes y momentos,
concepciones, actividades y practicas diferentes tanto desde el punto de vista
teérico como desde el de las practicas docentes. En este sentido, la ponencia
pretende analizar, a modo de notas o hipétesis en relacion sobre todo con el
caso espafiol, como (a) la consideracion de la escritura como una actividad
previa a la lectura, (b) la defensa de la ensefianza simultdnea de la lectura y la
escritura, (c) la introduccion del método ideovisual o global en la ensefianza de
ambas, (d) la disociacion entre la ensefanza de la escritura y la de la caligrafia,
(e) la consideracion de la escritura como un dibujo, (f) la extension de la
educacion infantil o preescolar como un nivel educativo con entidad propia,
y (g) la génesis de la psico y grafomotricidad como un campo de investigacion
cientifica, han constituido, entre otros aspectos, elementos configuradores de la
nocion y de las practicas de preescritura en el ambito escolar. Es decir, de una

1 G. Carmena Lopez et al., La enseiianza inicial de la lectura y la escritura en la Unién Europea,
Madrid, CIDE, Ministerio de Educacion, Cultura y Deporte, 2002, pp. 34-35, 37.

2 1bid., p. 13.

3 Asi, por ejemplo, tanto William S. Gray en su informe mundial, para la UNESCO, sobre
la ensefianza de la lectura y la escritura, publicado en 1957, como Carmena Lopez y otros en
su informe de 2002 sobre la ensefianza inicial de la lectura y la escritura en la Unién Europea,
distinguen tres etapas. Pero mientras que para el primero dichas etapas son las de preparacion,
aprendizaje y adquisicion de un estilo de escritura que revele madurez (W.S. Gray, La enseiianza de
la lectura y la escritura, Paris, Unesco, 1957, pp. 248-249), para los segundos son la de preparacion
al aprendizaje o introduccion en el mundo de la lectura o la escritura, la de su ensefianza sistematica
o formal, y la del paso desde aprender a leer a leer para aprender o adquisicion de la lectura y la
escritura como instrumentos de aprendizaje (Carmena Lopez et al., La ensenianza inicial de la
lectura y la escritura en la Union Europea, cit., pp. 9-10). Otras clasificaciones, con tres, cuatro,
cinco o0 mas etapas, poco aclaran sobre donde finaliza lo preparatorio y comienza la prictica de la
escritura o de su aprendizaje en un sentido estricto.
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actividad o fase intermedia entre el garabato (primera expresion espontanea de
lo escrito) o los palotes (primera expresion escrita de la escuela tradicional) y la
escritura propiamente dicha®.

La enserianza simultdnea de la lectura y la escritura

Como es sabido, en el modelo de alfabetizacion escolar dominante hasta
el siglo XIX la ensefianza-aprendizaje de la escritura era una tarea escolar
disociada y posterior en el tiempo a la de la lectura. Primero se aprendia a leer
- lo que podia durar uno o dos afios —, y s6lo unos pocos de los que sabian
leer iniciaban después el aprendizaje de la escritura en el caso de que pudieran
permitirse el lujo de seguir escolarizados y costearse, a un precio mads alto,
esta ensefanza. En 1882, Carlos Ponz, profesor de Teoria de la Escritura en la
Escuela Normal de Tarragona, podia afirmar que

Hasta el presente, la lectura ha representado el fundamento de toda instruccion, tanto,
que se hubiera considerado una gran anomalia el que un nifio trazara las letras antes de
aprenderlas, 0 como una cosa extraia, el que simultineamente las conociera y trazara. A
pesar de lo mucho que se ha adelantado en esta parte, todavia se hallan Escuelas en que el
niflo pasa meses y aun afios sin escribir, porque se cree que primeramente debe saber leer’.

La defensa de la ensefianza simultdnea de la lectura y la escritura comenzaba
a hacer acto de presencia, a finales del siglo XIX, en el campo de la pedagogia.
Lo habia propugnado, entre otros, Pedro de Alcantara Garcia en 1883 en la
segunda edicion de su Manual teérico-prdctico de educacion de parvulos segiin
el método de los jardines de la infancia de Froebel, y en 1886 en el volumen VI
de su Teoria y practica de la educacion vy la ensefianza®, aclarando que dicho
método no era «tan moderno» como en general se pensaba. Montaigne decia
que le habian ensefado a leer y escribir al mismo tiempo, ademas de haberlo
recomendado en 1750 el francés Delaunay a los padres en su Alfabeto para los
nifnos, asi como Jacotot, Bell y Lancaster, practicandose desde principios del siglo

4 El uso de los términos notas e hipdtesis no es baladi. Responde a la conviccion de que el tema
requiere un andlisis mas profundo y detallado que tenga en cuenta no sélo un mayor nimero de
propuestas y recomendaciones — el curriculum deseado — o de prescripciones legales — el curriculum
prescrito —, sino sobre todo de libros para el maestro, cuadernos de ejercicios y otro tipo de
documentos que nos acerquen a las pricticas escolares reales.

5 C. Ponz, Programa de Teoria de la Escritura, 3* edicion corregida, Tarragona, Imprenta de
Puigbri y Aris, 1882, p. 112.

6 P. de Alcantara Garcia, Manual tedrico-prdctico de educacion de pdrvulos segiin el método
de los jardines de la infancia de Froebel, Madrid, Libreria de D. Gregorio Hernando, 1883, pp.
253-254, e Id., Teoria y prdctica de la educacion vy la enserianza, Madrid, Gras y Compaiiia, 1886,
vol. VI, pp. 380-387.
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XIX, concluia, «en muchos puntos de Alemania»’. De un modo u otro, mas
alla de casos particulares, la generalizacion de esta nueva metodologia estuvo
unida, como ha sefialado Anne-Marie Chartier, al hecho de que fuera posible
leer y escribir al mismo tiempo. Es decir, a la difusion en el medio escolar, en
sustitucion de la pluma de ganso, primero de la pizarra y el pizarrin, y después
de las plumas metalicas y tinteros, de los cuadernos y de un nuevo tipo de
mobiliario escolar. De este modo fue posible que los «grupos de pequefios»
hicieran ya «ejercicios de escritura: lineas de palitos y bolitas, luego lineas de
letras y silabas indefinidamente repetidas en varios tamafios, y por tltimo,
copias de frases y palabras»®.

«A la lectura por la escritura» serd el lema que comenzard a predominar
en el mundo pedagdgico, desde el ultimo tercio del siglo XIX, frente a la
tradicional préctica escolar. Con ello se establecia un nuevo orden secuencial
en dicha practica: lenguaje oral, escritura, lectura. «Para que se pudiese leer
hubo que escribir antes, y a la Escritura tuvo que preceder el lenguaje oral» dira
Angel Llorca en 1900°. Primero pronunciar bien y adquirir un cierto léxico y
manejo de la palabra oral, después escribir y, de inmediato, leer lo escrito. Es
decir, distinguir los sonidos, representarlos y, por tltimo, traducir estos signos
al lenguaje oral. Esta subversion del orden tradicional no sélo convertia a la
escritura en la «base general de la ensefianza»'?, sino que planteaba la cuestion
de como ensefiar a escribir desde el comienzo mismo de la escolarizaciéon. O
sea, no a ninos de ocho o nueve afios que ya sabian leer, sino a nifos de 5 0 6
afios que llegaban a la escuela sin saber leer, lo que hacia necesaria una mas o
menos dilatada fase preparatoria, en especial en relacion con el vocabulario y
la pronunciacién, el dominio y control de la mano y la percepcion auditiva o
visual.

El método ideovisual o global de lecto-escritura

La propuesta en favor de la ensefianza simultinea de ambas habilidades
estuvo unida en sus comienzos, siguiendo la practica tradicional, a la del

método sintético o ascendente, en el que se iba de las unidades mas simples a las

mas complejas, desde las letras a las silabas y de éstas a las palabras y frases'!.

7 Garcia, Teoria y prdctica de la educacion y la enseianza, cit., pp. 380-381.

8 A.-M. Chartier, Ensefiar a leer y escribir. Una aproximacion histérica, México D.E, Fondo de
Cultura Econémica, 2004, pp. 108-109.

9 A. Llorca, La ensefianza de la Lectura vy la Escritura, en Desde la escuela y para la escuela.
Escritos pedagdgicos y diarios escolares, Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva, 2008, p. 77 (articulo publicado
en «La Escuela Moderna», n. 113, 1900, pp. 120-133).

10 Ponz, Programa de Teoria de la Escritura, cit., p. 112.

11 Sobre las distintas modalidades historicas del método sintético y del analitico, véase M.P.
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Ast lo hacia, por ejemplo, Manuel Fernandez

y Fernéndez—li\lava]lmuillz. En otros casos — LEER ES(Q[BIEHDO
Pedro de Alcintara Garcia — se combinaba ~—sm—e——=——
el método sintético con el analitico o

descendente que, partiendo de breves frases
o palabras conocidas y cercanas al nifio, las
descomponia en silabas y después en letras'3.
Sin embargo, ya desde comienzos del siglo
XX se impuso, como propuesta pedagogica
mas adecuada, el método sintético, bien a
partir de la misma préctica u oficio docente,
como en el caso de Angel Llorca, bien porque
se siguiera el método decrolyano de la lectura
ideovisual.

Angel Llorca, uno de los mas destacados
defensores de la ensefianza simultianea de la
lectura y la escritura en la Espana del primer
tercio del siglo XX, trat6 el tema en repetidas
ocasiones, desde la practica docente, bien en charlas o conferencias, bien en
libros dirigidos al magisterio primario en una época en la que se carecia de pro-
gramas, cuestionarios u orientaciones oficiales'*. En su propuesta, con minimas
variantes de un texto a otro, lo primero era, en el primer curso de de la ensefian-
za primaria, que el nifio tuviera una pronunciacion clara y que, conversando
a partir de palabras y temas que le fueran familiares, ejercitara los 6rganos de
la voz — lenguaje oral — y llevara a cabo ejercicios ritmicos y de recortado de
ilustraciones, palabras o letras. Simultineamente debia comenzar la escritura.
El nifio, provisto de clariéon y con el fin de ejercitar la mano, debia tener ya a

Lebrero Baena, M.T. Lebrero Baena, Cémo y cudndo enseniar a leer y escribir, Madrid, Sintesis,
1991, pp. 47-71.

12 M. Fernandez y Ferndndez-Navamuel, Ensenianza simultinea de la lectura y la escritura, 2°
edicion corregida y aumentada, Madrid, Libreria de los Sucesores de Hernando, 1910.

13 Garcia, Manual teérico-prdctico de educacion de parvulos segiin el método de los jardines
de la infancia de Froebel, cit., pp. 253-254; 1d., Teoria y prdctica de la educacién y la ensenianza,
cit., pp. 380-387.

14 A, Llorca, El primer aiio de lenguaje. El libro del maestro, Madrid, Jiménez Fraud editor,
1923; 1d., Los cuatro primeros aios de la escuela primaria. El maestro hace para que el niiio
haga, Madrid, Libreria y casa editorial Hernando, 1929; 1d., Cien lecciones prdcticas de todas las
materias y para ninos de todos los grados de la Escuela primaria, 3* edicion corregida y renovada,
Madrid, Libreria y casa editorial Hernando, 1933; 1d., Leer escribiendo. Para ensenar la lectura por
la escritura. Primera parte, Madrid, Libreria y casa editorial de Hernando, 1933; Id., La ensenanza
de la Lectura y la Escritura, en Desde la escuela y para la escuela. Escritos pedagdgicos y diarios
escolares, Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva, 2008 (articulo publicado en «La Escuela Moderna», n. 113,
1900, pp. 120-133). Una sintesis de la propuesta de Llorca puede verse en M. Sdnchez Arbos, La
ensenanza de la lectura y la escritura en la escuela primaria, en Libro-guia del maestro, Madrid,
Espasa-Calpe, 1936, pp. 335-353, 343.
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su disposicion el encerado de la clase, su pizarrin y su cuaderno, para trazar
todos los garabatos que quisiera y dibujar lineas sin orden ni concierto, objetos
de forma esquematica y figuras geométricas — el dibujo como preparacién para
la escritura. Después, el maestro dibujaba, escribia y pronunciaba una palabra
que los nifos dibujaban-escribian en sus cuadernos, pronunciaban y en torno
a la cual conversaban con el maestro. Asimismo, desde el comienzo cada nifio
debia tener una cartulina con su nombre, y el maestro debia haber escrito cada
dia en el encerado la fecha y localidad con el doble fin de que el nifio escribiera-
dibujara su nombre al final de cada ejercicio y la fecha y localidad al comienzo
de la jornada diaria. A la palabra clave inicial — mono - se afiadian otras — nene,
nifia, etc., hasta un total de 21 palabras — que, por un lado, se descomponian
en silabas y letras y, por otro, permitian componer nuevas palabras y algunas
frases breves, que asimismo eran objeto de conversacion. Tras ello el maestro
podia ya adentrarse, al final de ese primer curso escolar, en la primera actividad
o ejercicio escolar escrito: el dictado.

La difusion de las ideas y métodos de Decroly en la Espafa del primer tercio
del siglo XX y, mds en concreto, del método de la lectura ideovisual — que
mads bien deberia haberse llamado lecto-escritura o prelecto-escritura ideovisual
—, vino a reforzar el énfasis puesto no s6lo en la ensefianza simultanea de la
lectura y la escritura, sino también en la necesidad de una etapa preparatoria
propia asignada a un nivel educativo especifico — el de la educacion de parvulos.
Ademas, al calificar este método como global introducia un nuevo cambio o
aspecto: ahora ya no se comenzaria por la palabra sino por una frase familiar
y conocida por los nifios. Este seria, por ejemplo, el método defendido por
Federico Doreste a partir de su aplicacion, a modo de ensayo, en una escuela
unitaria de Barcelona y en el grupo escolar “Ramén Llull” de dicha ciudad en
los afios 20 y 30 del siglo XX'®, Como él mismo decia,

La lectura ideovisual, o global, se funda en aplicar a la ensefanza de la lectura el mismo
procedimiento que se sigue con los nifios para ensefiarles a hablar. El nifio oye frases
completas, no elementos de frase, silabas y articulaciones o sonidos simples, que para él no
existen. El entiende las frases que oye globalmente, sin descomponerlas [...]. Se terminaron
aquellos engorrosos ejercicios de elementos de letras, palotes, perfiles, etc.; el nifio escribira
o intentara escribir desde el primer dia frases completas”’.

Estas nuevas practicas, propuestas y ensayos darian lugar a un nuevo tipo de
libros escolares, para los nifios y para el maestro, basados, segtin sus autores, en

15 M.M. del Pozo Andrés, Desde I’Ermitage a la Escuela Rural Espanola: introduccion, difusion
y apropiacion de los “centros de interés” decrolyanos (1907-1936), «Revista de Educaciéon», 2007,
nimero extraordinario sobre Reformas e innovaciones educativas (Espana, 1907-1939). En el
centenario de la JAE».

16 F. Doreste, Metodologia de la lectura y la escritura, Madrid, Publicaciones de la Revista de
Pedagogia, 1933.

17 Ibid., pp. 40-41.
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el aprendizaje simultaneo de la lectura y la escritura. En ocasiones, tras el titulo
correspondiente — Escribo y leo, Dibujo, escribo y leo, Ensenianza de la lectura
por la escritura, etc. — podian esconderse practicas tradicionales. En otras,
sin embargo, se intentaban llevar al campo de la manualistica escolar dichas
propuestas y ensayos de modo mds o menos puro. Asi, por ejemplo, en Norma.
La enserianza de la lectura por la escritura. Primera parte, publicado en 1932,
obra de Vicente Pinedo, maestro-director de un grupo escolar de Barcelona,
tras cuatro paginas de dibujos esquematicos de tipo preparatorio, para educar
la mano, se iniciaba la parte relativa al aprendizaje de la lectura y la escritura
por el ya conocido procedimiento de colocar, junto a cada vocal, un ser o objeto
cuyo nombre comenzara por dicha vocal, para pasar de inmediato a palabras
conocidas — nene, nena, etc. —, silabeadas o no, con sus correspondientes dibujos,
en este caso no esquematizados'®. En cambio, en Ya leo. La lectura y la escritura
por el método ideovisual, de R. Verdier y A. Argueta, de 1935, se desarrollaba
y llevaba a la practica la propuesta en su sentido mas puro — dibujar, escribir
y leer frases completas acompanadas de dibujos esquematicos. No obstante,
antes de las paginas en las que figuraban dichas frases y dibujos, los autores, a
partir de su practica en el aula, introducian nueve paginas en las que, debajo
de cada dibujo esquematico, figuraba el espacio para una cartulina en la que
debia escribirse el nombre del ser u objeto dibujado — es decir, una palabra, no
una frase —, con la indicacién de que los nifios s6lo debian dibujar y escribir, no
leer lo escrito!”. He aqui dos muestras de coémo la realidad multiforme del aula
combinaba, en claro sincretismo, elementos nuevos y tradicionales.

La disociacion entre la ensenanza de la escritura vy la de la caligrafia

La ensefanza simultidnea de la lectura y la escritura y la nueva disposicion
central de esta tltima en el quehacer escolar, implicaban, en sus posiciones mas
extremas, el rechazo de la caligrafia, su expulsion de la escuela, y, en las mas
moderadas, su relegacion a etapas posteriores y una justificacion de la misma,
como actividad escolar, mas cercana al dibujo o las practicas artisticas que al
aprendizaje de la escritura.

La posicién de Angel Llorca, por ejemplo, era terminante y clara: la cali-
grafia era calificada de inttil, perjudicial y antipedagogica, en especial si se
recurria a ella para comenzar la ensefianza de la escritura. Sélo servia, afirmaba
en 1900, para que los nifios se pasaran dias y dias «trazando sobre los antipa-

18 V. Pinedo, Norma. Ensefianza de la lectura por la escritura. Primera parte, Barcelona, [s.e.],
1932, pp. 7-13.

19 R. Verdier, V. Argueta, Ya leo. La lectura vy la escritura por el método ideo-visual, Malaga,
Talleres Graficos «La Espafiola», 1935, pp. 7-15.
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ticos caidos palotes, radicales y
derivadas», repitieran mecani-
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una actividad pesada y mono-
///////////// ////{{/é/é////;/g// z//é////////f// tona y emborronaran «papel

pautado» y el «clasico cuader-
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grados de inclinacién, para que
/////Z/Z////;/ i //4//4,//;/4// /i/ {,//J/ i/’ /;// /11 coloque la pluma en la décima

2 R NN talles moeen

Ay RIS A tadas han llegado los sefiores

caligrafos, llevados de su amor

al arte»2°, Ademas, la caligra-

fia era «un arte de lujo, propio

para entretener los ocios del que los tenga sobrados, y util en muy contadas

profesiones», mientras que la escritura era «un arte popular, necesario a todos

sin excepcion». S6lo esta ultima, concluia, era la enseflanza que correspondia a
la escuela, no la caligrafia®!

Ello implicaba la sustitucion, como ejercicios preparatorios para la escritura,
de las instrucciones relativas a la pluma, el papel o la posicion del cuerpo, el
brazo y la mano, por aquella otras que se referian a los aspectos perceptivos,
motoricos y ritmicos previos que facilitaran la practica y el aprendizaje de la
escritura, asi como a la preescritura en si misma: al dibujo que prepara para
la escritura. Sobre todo si, como se propugnaba desde el movimiento de la
Escuela Nueva, la finalidad de esta ensenanza era no sélo el de conseguir una
escritura clara, sencilla, legible y rapida, sino también el de tener una letra
propia personal, que fuera producto de la actividad o creacion espontanea del
nifio tutelado y dirigido, en dicha actividad, por el maestro®2.

Del dibujo a la escritura

Un nuevo lema vendria pronto a superponerse al de «la lectura por la
escritura». El nuevo lema seria «la lectura por la escritura y la escritura por el
dibujo», al que en algtin caso se afadiria el trabajo manual?®3.

La fundamentacion tedrica de esta propuesta se hallaba, para algunos, en el
conocido argumento de la ley biogenética de la especie humana: el nifio debia

20 Llorca, La ensenanza de la Lectura y la Escritura, cit., pp. 73-76.

21 Llorca, Leer escribiendo. Para ensenar la lectura por la escritura. Primera parte, cit., p. 5.
22 Dottrens, La enserianza de la escritura. Nuevos métodos, cit., pp. 44-51, 54-55 y 66-67.

23 ].J. Ortega Ucedo, El primer afio de lenguaje, Barcelona, Miguel A. Salvatella, 1936, p. 27.
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seguir la evolucion seguida, a lo largo de su historia, por los seres humanos. Y
estos habian llegado a la escritura a través del dibujo®*. Sin embargo, desde la
practica de la ensefianza, desde el mismo oficio de maestro, seria desde donde
vendrian las propuestas mas detalladas y fundamentadas, al menos en Espafa?’.
En efecto, por un lado se propugnaba la practica del dibujo libre, personal
y espontaneo, y sugerido o de memoria. Un dibujo calificado, en ocasiones, de
«preescritura por excelencia»?®, También, de un modo genérico, se recomendaba
que el nifio hubiera «dibujado mucho» antes de escribir?’. Por otro, comenzaba
a surgir un nuevo tipo de dibujo — el esquemadtico —, que tendria una amplia
difusion posterior en el medio escolar: aquél tipo de dibujo adecuado para la
ensefianza simultdnea de la lectura y la escritura, que el maestro debia utilizar
en la pizarra y los nifios en sus pizarrines o cuadernos como se indica en el
siguiente ejemplo de ejercicio escolar propuesto por Federico Doreste:

Ejercicio 1°. Dibujo, escritura y lectura. Se dibuja en el encerado, con lineas lo mads
esquematicas posible, la figura de un nifio con una pelota. Se pregunta la significacion del
dibujo, que ha de ser dada por los alumnos, y la palabra ni7io se pronunciard por ellos.
Entonces se escribe en el encerado, al lado del dibujo, y se invitard a los nifios para que
en sus pizarritas o cuadernos hagan dibujos de nifios y copien dicha palabra. No hay que
explicarles los elementos graficos g[ue la componen, hasta que se sepa que aquella palabra
escrita se pronuncia diciendo nifio”S.

El énfasis puesto en el dibujo como lenguaje o medio de expresion y
cémo preparacion e inicio de la escritura, asi como, en este caso, en el dibujo
esquematico o alambrico, propicié la aparicion tanto de libros para el maestro
en los que se le ofrecian cientos de ejemplos de dibujos, esquematicos o no,
para toda clase de lecciones, como de libros escolares para el aprendizaje de
la lectura y la escritura en los que el dibujo ocupaba una parte mas o menos
relevante.

24 Ponz, Programa de Teoria de la Escritura, cit., pp. 113-114. El argumento de la ley biogenética
de la especie humana servia también, en ocasiones, para fundamentar los pasos a seguir en la
ensenanza de la escritura. Asi Dottrens (La ensenianza de la escritura. Nuevos métodos, cit., p. 58)
hallaba en dicha ley la base teérica de su propuesta: «maytsculas, pequefias maytsculas, escritura
enlazada, escritura corriente, son los estadios sucesivos en la ensefianza graduada de la escritura.
El nifio recorre asi brevemente el camino que la humanidad ha seguido en el descubrimiento de la
mas perfecta expresion grafica del pensamiento». Nada que objetar, si no fuera porque destacados
maestros con amplia experiencia en el tema, como Llorca, no hubieran propuesto, poco antes o en
€s0s mismos afos, comenzar por las mindsculas.

25 Decimos al menos en Espafia porque, como indicd Dottrens (La enserianza de la escritura.
Nuevos métodos, cit., pp. 67-68 y 72, entre otras), algunos de los nuevos métodos que en Europa
renovaban la ensefianza de la escritura habian sido elaborados por profesores de dibujo o
relacionados con el arte y los medios artisticos como Kuhlmann o Hulliger.

26 Rubiés Monjonell, Lectura-escritura global. Cuatro asnos de experiencias, cit., p. 232.

27 Doreste, Metodologia de la lectura y la escritura, cit., p. 8.

2 Ibid., p. 16.
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En los afos posteriores a la guerra civil destacarian, por ejemplo, los
libros de Luis Mallafré — Encerado vy clarion. Libro para el maestro. Extenso
repertorio de modelos de dibujos para el encerado (Barcelona, Editorial Roma,
1944) — y Juan Navarro Higuera — Grado preparatorio. Motivos grdficos de la
«Enciclopedia prdctica». Dibujos para la ilustracion de lecciones (Barcelona,
Miguel A. Salvatella, s.a.). Pero seria sin duda otro maestro, Trillo Torija, antes
y después de la guerra civil, la figura mas representativa de este énfasis en el
dibujo esquematico y en la concepcion del mismo como un medio preparatorio
e inicial en la ensefianza de la escritura. En su libro Dibujo-Lenguaje (Iniciacion
al dibujo en la escuela) de 1935, tras sefalar las similitudes entre el dibujo
de los hombres primitivos y los nifios — dibujar para expresarse y preferencia
por las figuras esquematizadas —, de caracterizar al dibujo como una forma de
lenguaje, de defender el dibujo libre y la abundancia de material para dibujar y
colorear, y de calificar los garabatos como los balbuceos de las formas graficas,
ofrece mas de 500 dibujos esquematizados — «representaciones rudimentarias»
- o sintetizados — «lineas sencillas y esenciales de un objeto, prescindiendo
de detalles» — realizados por nifios, a partir de los cuales disefa los dibujos —
«esquemas logicos» — que el maestro debia utilizar en el aula?’. Una cifra que
se veria incrementada en un libro para el maestro, publicado tras la guerra
civil, en 1944, que, sucesivamente ampliado, llegaria hasta los «2.000 dibujos
para el encerado» en su décima ediciéon de 19723, Un libro en el que, por
cierto, en las paginas relativas al lenguaje se recurria al dibujo esquematico
de objetos para iniciar la ensenanza de la escritura. Eso por no aludir, entre
sus otras publicaciones, a Mi cartilla (Madrid, Editorial Magisterio Espafiol,
1933), anterior a la guerra civil, y a la Nueva cartilla (Madrid, Textos escolares
Aguado, 1963), posterior a la misma, en las que se seguia el método de la
ensefianza simultanea de la lectura y la escritura por el dibujo, y en las que
podian verse algunos ejercicios o dibujos preparatorios.

Ademas del recurso al dibujo espontaneo o libre y sugerido o de memoria
como medio de ejercitar la mano y el cerebro, y al dibujo esquematico en la
ensefianza simultanea de la lectura y la escritura, determinados tipos de dibujo
podian ser considerados, en si mismos, como preescritura. El trazado, mediante
copia o no, de palotes y ganchos era objeto de criticas generalizadas. Producian
monotonia y aburrimiento, se decia, ademas de carecer de sentido para el
nifio. Sin embargo, en las nuevas propuestas no faltan quienes recurrian a las
formas geométricas para la ensefianza de las letras o al trazado, como decia
Ponz, de «lineas rectas, paralelas en ambas direcciones, angulos, triangulos,
cuadrilateros, elipses y demas lineas y figuras que concurren a formar las letras,

29 M. Trillo Torija, Dibujo-Lenguaje (Iniciacion al dibujo en la escuela), Madrid, Editorial
Magisterio Espaiiol, 19335, pp. 12-13, 19-22 y 35-36. Existe una 3* edicion, corregida y aumentada,
de 1943.

30 M. Trillo Torija, 2000 dibujos para el encerado. Libro del maestro (1944), 10° ed., Madrid,
Afrodisio Aguado, 1972.
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hasta que hayan adquirido suficiente disposicion para hacer buen uso de estos
objetos»>!. Los limites entre los tan denostados palotes y ganchos y estas nuevas
practicas que se proponian, quedaban a veces desdibujados.

Asi sucedia por ejemplo en un tipo de dibujo, el compuesto por «motivos
decorativos simples que se repiten o alternan», que Dottrens, por ejemplo,
calificaba de «ejercicios de escritura ritmica», valiosos como tales ejercicios de
escritura y por su papel en la educacién del ritmo®2. Sin embargo, como, desde
la practica docente en el aula, advertiria Ana Rubiés — quien, por lo demas, se
declara seguidora de Dottrens — los ejercicios de preescritura preconizados por
este ultimo estaban «muy bien orientados». Pero, afiadia, «si el maestro no
esta alerta, degeneran rapidamente en algo comparable a las series verticales
y horizontales a que casi todos nosotros estuvimos sometidos en los albores
del aprendizaje del dibujo». Es decir, a los palotes. También ellas, las maestras
de parvulos que aplicaban en su escuela los métodos de Dottrens, entre otros,
seguia diciendo Rubiés, estuvieron «a punto de caer en el peligro de las
verticales y horizontales, pero derivamos enseguida los ejercicios hacia el juego,
y el juego nos salvd». Hacian, aclaraba, «ejercicios que principiaban en juego
y acababan en graficos, conservando, empero, el espiritu de Dottrens»>3, al
igual que quienes, ya en esa época o mas tarde, convertian en juego el dibujo de
figuras sencillas y esquematicas o de lineas quebradas o serpenteantes, espirales,
circulos envolventes, ondas, pequefios circulos o breves lineas inclinadas o
verticales por el simple hecho de transformar dichas figuras o trazos en objetos,
seres o fenomenos de la naturaleza tales como pelotas, aros, cruces, ventanas,

rayos, serpientes, humo, lluvia, olas, surcos o nieve, entre otros>*.

La configuracion de la educacion infantil, de pdarvulos o preescolar como un
nivel educativo con finalidad propia y su incidencia en la enseiianza vy el apren-
dizaje de la escritura

Hacia los afnos 30 del siglo pasado los maestros disponian ya de toda una
amplia panoplia tedrica y practica de ejercicios preparatorios para la ensefianza
y el aprendizaje de la escritura que, en sintesis, serian los que afios mds tarde, se
recogerian en un documento sobre la ensefianza de la escritura, elaborado con
motivo de la XI Conferencia Internacional de Instruccion Publica organizada por
la Unesco y la Oficina Internacional de Educacion y celebrada en 1948. Segun

31 Ponz, Programa de Teoria de la Escritura, cit., p. 123.

32 Dottrens, La enserianza de la escritura. Nuevos métodos, cit., p. 112.

33 A. Rubiés Monjonell, Lectura-escritura global. Cuatro aios de experiencias, Barcelona,
Bosch, 1938, p. 233.

34 J. Navarro Higuera, El dibujo como ejercicio de preescritura, «Vida Escolar», n. 161, 1974,
pp. 19-24, en particular pp. 23-24.
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resumiria Gray en su informe internacional

sobre la ensefianza de la lectura y la escritura Z
de 1957, entre los ejercicios preparatorios para 4

la ensefanza de la escritura empleados en las e

escuelas de Ginebra hacia 1948 se hallaban égga’ﬁ
los siguientes ejercicios motrices, con las r(_‘ééO/ W
=

habilidades en cada caso desarrolladas: «cortar HUMO

y pegar (agilidad, precision gusto); modelado o
(flexibilidad y empleo cuidadoso de los dedos); O Q OO s ;
pintura y dibujo (agilidad, precision, buen gﬁsomouso &5
gusto); ejercicios sensoriales del tacto, la vista o %
(observacion de formas) y ejercicios musculares NN W s
para los dedos, la muifeca, el antebrazo». wené/" \\W/’\\;,,,, N
Ademds, anadia, «muchas escuelas» - sin W
indicar el pais o localidad - utilizaban e e D =
actividades montessorianas tales como «el cuteBras a/{?f/”
trazado de letras en la arena» o «seguir las O

formas de la letra con el dedo, la tiza o el lapiz».

Por dltimo, y en relacion con la India, «donde se

utilizan caracteres complejos en la escritura», informa que se llevaban a cabo,
especialmente en Bombay, las siguientes actividades preparatorias: «1° dibujar
lineas rectas inclinadas y curvas, semicirculos, etc.; 2° dibujar letras en la arena
o aserrin; 3° formar letras con alambre, palitos delgados, semillas, etc.; 4° los
nifios llenan de arena letras hechas con cartén por el maestro; 5° cubren la
pizarra con el pizarrin y preparan asi una superficie blanca sobre la cual deben
dibujar con el dedo las letras que se les pide; 6° dibujar letras en el aire con un
dedo»33.

Por lo que a Espana se refiere, y careciendo de estudios o informes generales
sobre lo que a este respecto acaecia en las aulas en los afios 40 a 60 del siglo
XX, los folletos y libros escritos por o para los maestros y maestras — ya
fueran de enseflanza primaria o de parvulos —, se limitaban en el mejor de los
casos, en los afios 40 y 50, a repetir, de modo pobre, breve y rutinario, lo
dicho en los afios 20 y 30 por Dottrens, Doreste, Llorca o Sanchez Arbds,
entre otros. En ocasiones, ademads, sin mencionarlos, aun en el caso de que se
transcribieran, entrecomillados, algunos parrafos de sus escritos*®. Lo habitual,
eso si, era propugnar la ensefianza simultanea de la lectura y la escritura, pero
comenzando no por palabras o frases sino por letras o, sobre todo, por las

35 Gray, La ensefianza de la lectura y la escritura, cit., p. 251.

36 Asi, por ejemplo, E. Garcia Martinez (La enseiianza de la lectura y la escritura en la escuela
primaria, Madrid, Espasa-Calpe, 1941, pp. 7, 10 y 15-16) transcribe, entrecomillados, parrafos de
una maestra a la que califica — sin mencionarla —, de trabajadora, culta y observadora. Esa maestra
era Maria Sanchez Arbds, por entonces depurada y expulsada del magisterio primario.
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Dictado por el dibujo: el nifio copia los dibujos y escribe los nombres.
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vocales para pasar desde ellas a las palabras®’. La lectura, por ejemplo, de las
paginas dedicadas a los ejercicios preparatorios en el lenguaje escrito, en el
libro sobre educacion de parvulos de la persona de mas reconocido prestigio
en este campo en la Espafia de los afios 50 y 60, la inspectora Aurora Medina
de la Fuente, deprime si se compara con lo escrito veinte o treinta afios antes.
Aunque en el libro abundan las referencias a los juegos motores, los ritmicos
y los de atencioén u observacion y la educacion de los sentidos, el hecho es
que, en un libro de 369 paginas, los ejercicios preparatorios para la escritura
se despachan en dos medias paginas con la mera y tnica referencia al dibujo
espontaneo, sugerido, imaginado y de copia®®. Semejante sensacién produce la
lectura de los Cuestionarios Nacionales para la Ensenianza Primaria de 1953
en los que todo se reduce a decir que en el primer trimestre del primer curso los
nifios de seis afnos realizaran ejercicios de copia y dictado «después de ejercicios
de dibujo para la consecucién de alguna destreza manual, y de preescritura»3’.
Habra que esperar a la segunda mitad de la década de los 60 para hallar folletos
o libros en los que la etapa de la preescritura, previa a la llamada de iniciacion
en la escritura, reciba especial atencion, tal y como sucedia, por ejemplo, en un

37 Por ejemplo en J. Navarro Higuera, La escuela de pdrvulos. Orientaciones diddcticas y
temas desarrollados (1957), 6* ed., Madrid, Editorial Escuela Espafiola, 1965, p. 8.

38 A. Medina de la Fuente, Educacién de pdrvulos, Barcelona, Editorial Labor, 1967, pp. 204-
205.

39 Ministerio de Educacion Nacional, Cuestionarios Nacionales para la Ensefianza Primaria,
Madrid, Servicio de Publicaciones del Ministerio de Educacion Nacional, 1953.
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folleto de 1969, de Soledad Gijon Ruiz, especificamente dedicado a la ensefianza
de la escritura, que desarrollaba lo dispuesto en los Cuestionarios Nacionales
de Enserianza Primaria de 1965. Un folleto en el que, tras definir dicha etapa,
como «de adiestramiento motor», se detallaban, con ilustraciones, una serie
de ejercicios de modelado, recortado y plegado, dibujo, trazos basicos basados
en la letra «script» y combinacion de trazos, asi como de «sincronizacion de
antebrazo, mufeca y dedos»*’.

S6lo cuatro afios después se produciria un cambio de orientacion
importante en las instrucciones y recomendaciones oficiales. La configuracion
dada en la Ley General de Educacion de 1970 a la educaciéon preescolar, y
las Orientaciones Pedagdgicas para este nivel educativo, aprobadas por O.M.
de 27 de julio de 1973, con sus detallados objetivos y actividades por edades
y areas, se insertaban, desde un punto de vista legal y tedrico, en un saber
psicopedagodgico para el que las actividades de «preparacion a la técnica de
la escritura» para los niflos de 4 y 5 afos, iban desde el «garabateo» a los
ejercicios o juegos «graficos» sin referencia alguna a letras, palabras o frases.
Un saber psicopedagogico en el que el acento se ponia mds en el nuevo campo
de la psicomotricidad gruesa o fina, la lateralidad, la toma de conciencia del
esquema corporal y el ritmo, junto con el lenguaje oral y la expresion plastica,
que en la escritura en un sentido estricto. De ahi que los objetivos de esta etapa
preparatoria, en relacion con la escritura, se limitaran a «conseguir el dominio
del instrumento grafico, pincel o lapiz», «del rasgo y su direccion correcta al
ejecutarlo», y «la agilizacion del musculo pequefio en las manos». Y que las
actividades con las que alcanzar dichos objetivos consistieran en el garabateo,
los dibujos sobre planos horizontales — sobre suelo, arena o tierra o harina
extendida en una tabla, y con palos o los dedos — y verticales; la pintura con los
dedos haciendo las olas del mar; los ejercicios de pintura con pincel y lapices
blandos y trazos arriba-abajo, laterales, circulares concéntricos, paralelos y
cruzados; los ejercicios graficos con ritmo; el coloreo de espacios y el recurso
a papeles pintados para destacar lineas, resaltar un motivo aislado, colorear
una parte del motivo o dibujar una linea serpentina entre los motivos; el uso de
sellos caucho para repetir figuras formando grecas; el dibujo de vestidos para
muiiecas, de alfileres, agujas, puntillas, bordados, festones, dientes de perro,
medias lunas, soles, plumas de pavo real, bodoques, peines, cuadros escoceses,
ventajas con rejas, jaulas, empalizadas, tejados, paredes con ladrillos, ondas de
mar y los peces, algas y caracolas, trigo, semillas, hojas y flores; y, por tltimo,
haciendo con aguja y lana gruesa, sobre arpillera, los mismos dibujos.

Esta desaparicion o ausencia de letras, palabras o frases en el curriculo
oficial de la educacion preescolar seria corregida en los «programas renovados»
aprobados por O. M. de 17 de enero de 1981, al establecer como objetivos, en

40 S. Gijon Ruiz, Como ensenar escritura, Madrid, Editorial Magisterio Espafol, 1968, pp.
S1-5S.
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el ambito de la escritura, no sélo «conseguir un adiestramiento motor fino de
manos y dedos», sino también «representar graficamente las letras» y «escribir
silabas y palabras». Un objetivo, éste tltimo, cuyo punto culminante se cifraba
en «escribir palabras con silabas directas al dictado» y «dado un dibujo,
escribir el nombre del objeto que representa». Advirtiendo, eso si, que dichos
objetivos no eran obligatorios y que s6lo deberian abordarse si el alumno habia
«alcanzado la madurez necesaria».

Todo ese amplio cuerpo de ejercicios y actividades mas o menos difundido
internacionalmente ya en los afios 40 y 50 del siglo XX, al que antes se ha
hecho referencia, procedia o tenia su origen en propuestas efectuadas en el
primer tercio de dicho siglo, bien a partir de investigaciones llevadas a cabo en
el campo de la psico-pedagogia infantil y de la escritura, bien por quienes desde
las aulas, por el procedimiento de ensayo y error, habian ido elaborando todo
un muestrario de soluciones a los problemas que les planteaba la ensefianza de
la escritura. Con independencia de ello, es obvio que su introduccion y difusion
en el mundo escolar no podia venir de la escuela primaria y de la ensefianza
de la escritura a nifios y nifias de 6 o 7 afos. Procedia del lento despertar
de la educacion de parvulos. De su progresiva configuraciéon cuantitativa
y cualitativa como un nivel educativo con entidad propia, diferente al de la
enseflanza primaria, que, como tal nivel educativo, precisaba unos objetivos
y unos contenidos especificos. La extension de la escolarizacion a edades mas
tempranas y el desarrollo de la psico-pedagogia cientifica — la llamada ciencia
del nifio — coadyuvarian a ello.

En relaciéon con este punto, la «mision» de la escuela de parvulos, diria
Federico Doreste en 1933, no era ensefiar a escribir y leer, sino llevar a cabo «esa
preparacién que constituye el periodo de pre-escritura y lectura»*!. La cuestion
ya no residia s6lo en el como ensefiar a escribir y leer, sino en el cudndo, un
debate que carecia de sentido si los nifios y nifias accedian a la escuela con seis
anos, y solo se escolarizaba una pequenia parte de la poblacion de cinco anos.
Y en esta cuestion también Doreste era terminante y claro: «no debe empezar el
aprendizaje de la escritura y la lectura ningtn nifio que no haya cumplido seis
afios y creemos que fijar la edad de siete afios atin seria mas acertado»*?. Un
criterio que asignaba a la educacion de parvulos — preescolar en Espafia desde
1970 e infantil desde 1990 — todo un campo escolar propio, exclusivo, diferente
del de la educacion primaria, que se habia ido configurando de modo gradual
desde comienzos del siglo XIX.

En efecto, aunque la nocién y practica de la preescritura, como un campo
de actividades escolares con entidad propia, estuviera ausente de la educacion
infantil en sus origenes, no esta de mads referirse al gonigrafo, un aparato
disefiado por Wilderspin, que Montesino incluyé en su Manual para los

41 Doreste, Metodologia de la lectura y la escritura, cit., p. 9.
2 Ibid., p. 10.
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maestros de escuelas de parvulos en 1840, con el que los nifios podian construir
todo tipo de figuras geométricas, lineas rectas o dentadas y circulos. Pero seria
a mediados del siglo XIX cuando puede afirmarse que, desde una perspectiva
preparatoria general, el método froebeliano, con su énfasis en el trabajo con
formas geométricas y lineas, en los trabajos manuales — trenzado y entrelazado,
plegado, tejido, recortado, picado y dibujo — y en los ejercicios de decoracion,
constituia ya, en si mismo, una preparacion de la mano y de la mente para
el aprendizaje de la escritura promoviendo la atencién y el reconocimiento
de formas*’. Con independencia de ello, Pedro de Alcantara Garcia, en su
manual para las maestras de los jardines de la infancia, de 1879, proponia
crear en estas escuelas, una clase preparatoria o de transicion hacia la escuela
primaria elemental con los alumnos mayores y los mas adelantados, con el
fin de eliminar el transito brusco de una a otra**. En sus «indicaciones» para
esta clase preparatoria incluia un epigrafe sobre la ensefanza de la lectura y la
escritura en el que, tras calificar de «procedimientos de iniciacion» aquellos en
los que los nifios habian podido formar letras «con el material que representa las
lineas y puntos» y al «picar en papel» o dibujarlas en la pizarra, recomendaba
recurrir a los «alfabetos manuales» compuestos de «letras formadas de carton
y descompuestas en seis elementos» con los que formar letras y palabras*.
Seguidamente, como iniciacion de la ensefianza de la escritura en sentido
estricto, propugnaba, como se dijo, el método de le lectura por la escritura,
es decir, la enseflanza simultanea de ambas habilidades, a partir de las letras y
silabas*®.

Aunque pueden senalarse algunos antecedentes en el tltimo cuarto del siglo
XIX, seria en los primeros anos del siglo XX, sobre todo — aunque no sélo — a
partir de la difusion de las ideas y métodos de Decroly y Montessori, cuando se
definiera todo un cuerpo de practicas preparatorias para la escritura y la lectura
propio de las escuelas de parvulos. Un cuerpo en el que beberian en el futuro las
disposiciones curriculares oficiales, los manuales y cuadernos de ejercicios para
parvulos, y las maestras de este nivel educativo que tenian que reinterpretarlo
y adaptarlo desde las aulas, en funcién del contexto y de su saber artesanal, es
decir, del acopio de estrategias y practicas propias de su oficio.

Asi, en el método montessoriano, ademas de los ejercicios o actividades que
no eran escritura y que se llevaban a cabo con otras finalidades — ejercicios
de la vida practica de coordinacion de los dedos, como abrochar, entrelazar
o abotonar; trabajos manuales; educacion de los sentidos; lenguaje oral —,

43 P. de Alcdntara Garcia, Froebel y los jardines de la infancia, Madrid, Imprenta y Esterotipia
de Aribauy C?, 1874, pp. 138-139.

44 P. de Alcantara Garcia, Manual teérico-prdctico de educacion de pdrvulos segiin el método
de los jardines de la infancia de Froebel, Madrid, Imprenta del Colegio de Sordomudos y Ciegos,
1879, pp. 299-300.

45 Ibid., p. 252.

4 Ibid., pp. 253-254.
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pero que pueden entenderse como preparatorios, de modo indirecto, para
el aprendizaje de la escritura®’, el hallazgo en este campo consistiria en lo
que Montessori denominaria el «método de la escritura espontianea»*s. Un
método que sistematizaba toda una serie de ejercicios en los que se escribia sin
escribir, ensefidndose los movimientos antes de ejecutarlos. El analisis psico-
fisiologico del acto de escribir revelaba, en efecto, que dicho acto implicaba
dos movimientos: el de la reproduccion de la forma de las letras y el del
manejo, con seguridad y cierta destreza, del instrumento con que se escribe. En
consecuencia, podia ensefarse el primer mecanismo muscular ain cuando no se
tuviera la suficiente madurez psico-fisiologica para llevar a cabo el segundo. Es
decir, podia ensefarse a escribir aunque no se escribiera, preparandose de este
modo para ese «momento explosivo», segun la terminologia montessoriana,
en el que el nifio se lanzara a escribir por si mismo. Dichos ejercicios — con su
correspondiente material — consistian, en sintesis, en:

- el seguimiento con un lapiz de color del contorno de una figura geométrica,
su encaje en una figura similar de hierro, el coloreo del interior de dicha
figura;

- tocar letras sueltas de papel de lija pegadas en cartones, en el sentido que
se traza la letra, cuyo sonido oyen y pronuncian los nifios mientras las
recorren viéndolas y con los ojos cerrados;

- componer palabras sencillas y conocidas con letras recortadas en
cartulina azul o cuero, de las mismas dimensiones que las de papel de lija,
pronunciandolas la maestra y leyéndolas los nifios.

Los indicadores o sefiales, concluia Montessori, que permiten saber si el
nifio estaba preparado para la escritura espontanea eran el paralelismo y la
rectitud de las lineas de color con las que se llenaban las figuras geométricas, el
reconocimiento de las letras de papel de lija con los ojos cerrados, y la seguridad
y rapidez en la composicion de las palabras.

El prepararse para aprender a escribir escribiendo sin escribir con trazos
o grafias, a que habia llegado Montessori a partir de las experiencias con
deficientes mentales de Itard y Séguin, y de las suyas propias, no era en
realidad algo totalmente nuevo. Inusual si, pero no desconocido. Ejercicios en
parte similares — la escritura en el aire — habian sido introducidos, a partir
de la practica, en la educacion de parvulos. Asi, cuando Dottrens en su libro
sobre la ensefianza de la escritura, recomienda dos ejercicios que «a la vez
que contribuyen al desarrollo de los grandes musculos, permiten a los nifios
ejecutar una serie de movimientos que les sean precisos en el acto de escribir
y les ensefiardn a distinguir direcciones y formas» — seguir a pulso la linea en
que se unen el techo y la pared, la cornisa del tejado, las techumbres de la

47 M. Montessori, El método de la pedagogia cientifica aplicado a la educacion de la infancia
en las «Case dei bambini» (Casa de los ninios), Barcelona, Araluce, [s.a.], pp. 133-210.
48 Ibid., pp. 263-292.
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casa, los hilos del teléfono o el contorno de una ventana, de una nube o un
arbol, y trazar también a pulso, en el aire, con los ojos abiertos y con los ojos
cerrados, lineas de direccion y naturaleza diferentes, rectas, onduladas o curvas
—indica que estos «ejercicios de trazado en el aire» habian sido recomendados
en Francia por S. Brés y P. Kergomard en su libro L'enfant de deux a six ans,
publicado en 1915%. Si, como se decia, la ensefianza de la lectura y la escritura
correspondia a la escuela primaria, y a la educacion de parvulos la preescritura
y prelectura, es decir la preparacion para el aprendizaje de ambas habilidades,
trazar lineas o escribir letras o silabas en el aire, o seguir con el dedo o dedos
el trazado de una letra en el mismo sentido en que deberia ser escrita, eran
ejercicios que no conculcaban el principio general que marcaba el limite entre
una y otra ensefianza y, al mismo tiempo, creaban todo un campo de practicas
y actividades propias del mundo escolar, a medio camino entre el juego y la
disciplina que implicaba el acto de escribir.

La experiencia llevada a cabo en el grupo escolar «Ramoén Llull» de Barcelona,
entre 1931 y 1936, por cuatro maestras parvulistas dirigidas por Ana Rubiés,
que habian formado un equipo de trabajo — «Por la metodizacion de la lectura
global» — en el Seminario de Pedagogia de la Universidad de Barcelona, que
dirigia Joaquin Xirau, constituye una buena sintesis, desde la practica del aula,
de las propuestas, métodos e ideas mas en boga en la Espafia de los afios 30 del
siglo pasado en relacion con la preparacion y los primeros pasos en la ensefianza
de la escritura. Asi, en efecto, en el libro en el exponia su trabajo en el aula,
titulado Lectura-escritura global. Cuatro anos de experiencias, Ana Rubiés
confesaba haberse inspirado sobre todo en Decroly y en su método ideovisual
o global para la ensefianza simultianea de la lectura y de la escritura a partir de
frases, asi como en Dottrens y Javal para la ensefianza de la escritura’’. Por otra
parte, algunas referencias criticas al material Montessori, no impidieron que el
equipo que dirigia tomara de su método algunos ejercicios o actividades — por
ejemplo, las lecciones de silencio o los ejercicios de la vida practica.

Ana Rubiés y sus companeras tenian claro que s6lo trabajando con
«parvulos muy pequefios» — el grupo de tres a cinco afios; los otros dos grupos
los formaban los de cinco a cinco y medio afios y los de cinco y medio a seis y
medio o siete afios — era «posible dedicarse a la prelectura y a preescritura en el
tltimo trimestre del curso escolar»’!. Es decir, s6lo en la educacién de parvulos,
y en los primeros afos de la misma, podia desarrollarse y tenia sentido todo ese
nuevo campo de la preescritura. Un campo de ejercicios y actividades que, por

49 Dottrens, La ensenianza de la escritura. Nuevos métodos, cit., pp. 107-109.

50 La obra de Dottrens era La enserianza de la escritura, editada en Francia en 1931, traducida
por Maria Cuyds y publicada en Espafia en 1934. La de Emile Javal era Physiologie de la lectura et
de I’écriture, editada en 1906 en Paris por Félix Alcan.

51 Rubiés Monjonell, Lectura-escritura global. Cuatro anios de experiencias, cit., p. 141.
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tanto, correspondia de modo exclusivo, como campo profesional, a las maestras
parvulistas. Que configuraba, junto con otros, su identidad profesional frente al
magisterio primario.

En este nuevo campo, en fase de formacion, estaba a su vez integrado por
dos subcampos de actividades que no siempre era facil distinguir o separar en
la practica. Uno de ellos, el previo o primero, estaba formado por una serie de
actividades generales, que en principio — decia — no podian ser consideradas
prelectura o preescritura, pero que solo diferian de las de prelectura y
preescritura en un sentido estricto en que, a diferencia de estas ultimas,
carecian de sentido utilitario; es decir, no estaban pensadas, de modo directo y
exclusivo, como preparacion para la escritura. En este campo, de indole general,
entraban el juego espontaneo, los ejercicios de la vida practica montessorianos,
los trabajos manuales con plastilina y barro, el lenguaje oral — narraciones,
cuentos, conversacion —, los ejercicios sensoriales con materiales de Montessori,
Decroly, Segers, Monchamps o, mejor atn, sacados del entorno cotidiano,
social y familiar, de los nifos — una clara influencia de las hermanas Agazzi —,
la clasificacion de objetos naturales y artificiales, el dibujo libre, sugerido y de
memoria, el reseguimiento y coloreo de formas y objetos o, con el brazo en
tension, de los hilos del teléfono, de las ventanas o de las nubes, el cdlculo y las
lecciones de silencio’?.

Sélo después, cuando los nifios tenian cinco afos, y en el dltimo trimestre
del curso, empezaban los ejercicios de preescritura «propiamente dichos»*3. Si
los nifios ingresaban «con cinco afios y pico, ya no hay tiempo material — decia
— de una preparacién anterior a la lectura y escritura»>*. Su necesidad, ademas,
surgié de la misma practica. El terminar el primer ano del ensayo, «en julio,
cuando los alumnos ya estaban en posesion de la escritura, notamos en algunos
irregularidades y defectos en el trazado». Desde entonces, continua,

ademas del dibujo libre o sugerido, preescritura por excelencia, quisimos intensificar aquellos
faciles ejercicios musculares, que contribuyen especialmente a coordinar los movimientos
de dedos, brazos y mano (como deshilar tela recia, recortar papel, plegar y trenzar papel
y paja, recoger uno a uno pequenos objetos de una superficie lisa) [...] incrementamos la
comparacion de objetos, buscando diferencias y semejanzas de posicion, forma y color, y
luego seguimos las normas de Dottrens>>.

Para salvar el peligro, ya indicado, de que los ejercicios preconizados por
Dottrens como preescritura degeneraran, a base de horizontales y verticales,
en los tradicionales y denostados palotes, las maestras derivaron dichos ejerci-
cios hacia el juego. Segin sus palabras, llevaron a cabo «infinidad de ejercicios
que principiaban en juego y terminaban en graficos, conservando, empero, el

52 Ibid., pp. 206-229.
53 Ibid., p. 231.
54 Ibid., p. 230.
55 Ibid., pp. 232-233.
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espiritu de Dottrens»>®. Los ejemplos puestos por Ana Rubiés y las reflexiones
que hacia a partir de los mismos, constituyen, como se dijo, una buena sintesis
sobre la preescritura como campo, ya configurado, de actividades y ejercicios
escolares:

- el juego del telégrafo: «Los nifios, en el jardin, observan los postes y los
hilos del telégrafo. A mano alzada, trazan en el aire postes e hilos, siguiendo
la direccion de arriba abajo y de izquierda a derecha, que es la que en su
dia daran a la escritura. Después empieza el juego: unos nifios son postes,
sus manecitas los aisladores, y con ellas sostienen unos cordeles que son
los hilos. Después dibujan el juego». Este ejercicio, anade, «nos dio un
resultado inesperado, pues que con él conseguimos que se agrandaran
extraordinariamente los dibujos; como es sabido en los primeros tiempos
del dibujo libre los nifios tienen tendencia a la miniatura»’’;

- eljuego de los bolos: tras jugar con bolos y bolas, se les dibuja, se colorean
los dibujos y se colocan en distintas posiciones u orden — arriba-abajo,
derecha-izquierda — «con la intencion [...] de que lo que para el nifio eran
bolos y bolas, fuesen en realidad unas figuras parecidas a p, b, d, g.»°%;

- el juego del baston quebrado, «que da lugar a inclinadas y dngulos, base
de las formas alfabéticas», el de la serpiente que se acerca al nifio, el
del bafio de mar, «jugando a las barquitas, que dan lugar a una serie de
onduladas», el del caracol y las cerezas, origen de «trazados en circulo y
en espiral», el de las rajas de melon y gajos de naranja, «que determinan
series de curvas», o el del puente vecino de la escuela, entre otros muchos®’;

- ejercicios de dibujo decorativo:

Los chiquitines tienen marcada tendencia a la autoadmiracién, y una de las cosas que les
entusiasman es adornar las paredes con sus dibujos. Antes las maestras y los nifios estilizaron
los dibujos resultado de los juegos anteriores, y con ellos compusieron cenefas para adornar
las paredes. En los ratos libres a menudo incitamos a los alumnos a que dibujen de prisa
las cenefas, a fin de que despierten una especie de memoria muscular, para que cuando
empiecen la escritura, por el trazado de determinadas formas, elementos de sus propias
cenefas, les sean muy familiares los trazos mas usuales.

Los trazados en serie de lineas cortas y paralelas en direcciones distintas dentro de un
contorno obtenido después de reseguir “encajes” de frutos, objetos u hojas naturales, gustan
en extremo a los pequenos, pues resultan lindas combinaciones y de bellisimo colorido. En
ellos, sus ejecutantes no ven mas que un aspecto decorativo, ya que con sus trabajos adornan
la cubierta de su cartera o la pared, pero constituyen magnificos ejercicios de preescritura,
asimismo auxiliares de la técnica del dibujo®.

©

6 Ibid., p. 233.

Ibid., pp. 233-234.
Ibid., pp. 234-235.
Ibid., pp. 235-236.
0 Ibid., pp. 236-237.
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Algunas conclusiones

En la pelicula Todo comienza hoy (1999) de Bertrand Tavernier, el principal
protagonista, maestro y director del jardin de la infancia de una pequefia
localidad francesa con graves problemas sociales y escolares a causa de la crisis
de la mineria, recibe la visita del inspector. Tras ver como trabaja en el aula, y
captar seguramente algunos de los problemas y dificultades a las que el maestro
tenfa que hacer frente cada dia, la tnica observacion que al inspector se le
ocurre hacer, desde su superior posicion pedagdgico-administrativa, es que
debia trabajar la motricidad fina, un tema sobre el cual le recomendaria algunas
lecturas. La escena transcurre en los afios 90 del siglo XX, cuando un nuevo
campo de saber, practicas y ejercicios pedagogicos, la psico y grafomotricidad,
configurado a partir de los 50 y 60 — de la segunda mitad de los 60 y de los 70
en Espafa, gracias a la influencia de autores franceses —, sobre todo a partir
de los analisis y estudios sobre las disgrafias y trastornos o dificultades en el
aprendizaje de la escritura, y las diferentes etapas en el desarrollo de la escritura
infantil, ha venido a dar un nuevo sentido a ejercicios y practicas anteriores,
ha generado otros nuevos y ha creado todo un nuevo campo de conceptos —
equilibro postural, orientacion vertical y horizontal, lateralidad, dominancia
lateral, direccionalidad, toma de conciencia corporal, inhibicion y desinhibicion
corporal, etc. — con el que trabajar y concebir esa etapa de preparacion conocida
con el nombre de preescritura. Parafraseando un conocido titulo de uno de los
libros mas difundidos en este ambito, podria decirse que «de la motricidad a
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la escritura»®! constituye, desde esos afios, el nuevo paradigma en el que se

configuran, en el dmbito escolar, las actividades preparatorias para la escritura.
Un lema que paraddjicamente implica la sustitucion, en mas de un caso, del
término preescritura por el de grafomotricidad, tanto en libros y articulos como
en los cuadernos de ejercicios de educacion infantil.

Estas notas — pues de unas notas se trata — se detienen ante esta nueva
situacion, aunque dejen sentadas las bases para indagar y detectar que es lo que
en la realidad hay de nuevo y de conocido — vino viejo en odres nuevos — bajo
€sos nuevos conceptos en este nuevo campo de saber y de practicas. Lo que con
estas notas se ha pretendido, en sintesis, es mostrar la genealogia y configuracion
de la preescritura como campo de actividades y ejercicios escolares.

Dicha configuracion tuvo lugar, como se ha visto, en el tltimo cuarto del
siglo XIX vy, sobre todo, en la primera mitad del XX. Junto con la gradual
ruptura con el modelo de alfabetizacion escolar del Antiguo Régimen, en el que
la ensenanza de la lectura precedia en el tiempo, y en ocasiones excluia, la de
la escritura, y desde origenes u contextos diferentes — enseflanza simultanea de
la lectura y la escritura o, incluso, precedencia de la segunda sobre la primera;
difusion del método ideovisual o global; disociacion entre la ensefianza de la
escritura y la de la caligrafia hasta la definitiva exclusion de esta tltima del
ambito escolar; concepcion del dibujo como preescritura — fueron tomando
forma toda una serie de propuestas, ejercicios y practicas que preparaban
para la ensefianza de la escritura. Esa diversidad de procedencias propici6 la
existencia de distintas concepciones, y una cierta confusion, acerca de lo que
podia entenderse por preescritura. De un modo u otro, ese cuerpo de propuestas,
ejercicios y practicas precisaba, para consolidarse, un espacio educativo propio,
independiente del de la escuela primaria. Dicho espacio se fue generando, por la
propia logica de la division del trabajo en el mundo escolar por niveles, etapas
o cursos, conforme se extendia la educacion infantil o preescolar, y ésta se
configuraba como un nivel educativo con entidad propia y con un profesorado
— casi exclusivamente femenino — especificamente formado para hacerse cargo
del mismo. La extension y consolidacion de la educacion de parvulos o infantil
fue, en definitiva, lo que hizo posible, ya en los afios 30 del siglo XX, que la
preescritura cobrara cuerpo como un campo escolar con ejercicios y actividades
propias. Un campo en el que era posible distinguir al menos dos subcampos:
el de las actividades generales dirigidas a conseguir un adecuado desarrollo
psicomotor y sensorial de los nifios, y el de los primeros ejercicios graficos. Un
subcampo, este tltimo, en el que, a su vez, era posible diferenciar la escritura o
grafismos en el aire, etérea, de la escritura o grafismos que dejan huellas visibles
y tangibles. Y dentro de esta ultima, los grafismos o trazos sin forma de letra —
por ejemplo, los decorativos — de los primeros trazos de letras o palabras.

61 C. Rieu, M. Frey-Kerouedan, De la motricidad a la escritura (1957), Madrid, Editorial
Cincel, 1981.
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ABSTRACT: The starting point of the research is the Cervantes state primary school in
Madrid - considered one of the finest schools of its time and founded in 1918 by Angel
Llorca, who in addition to being its first director was a renowned specialist in reading and
writing methodology. From a discreet series of writing assignments saved in three school-
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Children’s writings in the school: the state of the art in Spain and critical
perspectives

Research on students’ writing has a short but rich history in Spain. In a
recent study, Antonio Vifiao Frago compiled an exhaustive inventory of the
historiographic production relating to children’s writing in school notebooks
and came up with no more than five publications from before 2005'. When
Sara Ramos Zamora and I were preparing one of those five articles® in 2001

1 A. Vifao, Balance de la investigacion sobre cuadernos escolares en Espana, Unpublished
paper presented in the I Italian-Spanish Workshop on «History of the Written Culture» (Berlanga
del Duero, November 14%h-16th, 2011).

2 M.M. del Pozo Andrés, S. Ramos Zamora, El cuaderno de clase como instrumento de
acreditacion de saberes escolares y control de la labor docente, in La acreditacion de saberes y
competencias: perspectiva histérica. XI Coloquio Nacional de Historia de la Educacion, Oviedo,
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our own extensive and ultimately futile search for any related work in Spanish
historiography served to illustrate the absolute lack of any precedent, at least
in the realm of the History of Education. At the time our principle sources of
inspiration were the pioneering works of Silvina Gvirtz}, Anne-Marie Chartier*
and Davide Montino®, which showed promising new directions for reflections
and research. Two years later, in 2003, the National Colloquium of the History
of Education, held in Burgos, focused its attention on the use of ethnographic
resources for the study of school culture, going so far as to dedicate a special
section entirely to works on «the texts of everyday writing from the classroom».
Yet except for the inaugural conference given by Anne-Marie Chartier®, the only
two papers that dealt with school notebooks were ours and that of Professor
Bienvenido Martin Fraile”.

This situation was to change drastically, however, starting in 2005; Antonio
Vifiao found no less than 37 publications from the following 7 years. More
than half of these were publications produced in two particularly fecund years
for research on the subject: 2008 and 2010%. The greatest quantitative increase
(23.8% of the production) took place in 2010, most probably in response to
the publication of the minutes of the symposium organized by the University of
Macerata in September of 2007 which had as its monographic theme «School
Exercise Books». Fourteen Spanish researchers attended the symposium,
presenting 9 papers’ and providing us with a glimpse of the directions being
taken — in the institutional realm at least — by various incipient research groups.
Currently, these groups are based around three Madrid Universities (the
Complutense, Alcald and the UNED) as well as those of Salamanca, Murcia
and Malaga. Beyond their geographical base, these groups can also be identified
by the documentary collections that they have used in their research. In the case

Sociedad Espafiola de Historia de la Educacion-Departamento de Ciencias de la Educacion de la
Universidad de Oviedo, 2001, pp. 481-501.

3 S. Gvirtz, El discurso escolar a través de los cuadernos de clase. Argentina (1930 y 1970),
Buenos Aires, Eudeba, 1999.

4 A-M. Chartier, Un dispositif sans auteur: cabiers et classeurs dans I'école primaire, <Hermeés»,
n.25,1999, pp. 207-218 and A-M. Chartier, P. Renard, Cabiers et classeurs: Les supports ordinaires
du travail scolaire, «Repéres», n. 22,2000, pp. 135-159.

5 D. Montino, Il quaderno scolastico tra soggettivita e disciplina della scrittura, in P. Conti, G.
Franchini, A. Gibelli (eds.), Storie di gente comune nell’ Archivio Ligure della Scrittura Popolare,
Genova, Universita degli Studi di Genova, 2002, pp. 139-183.

6 A-M. Chartier, Travaux d’éléves et cabiers scolaires. I’Histoire de I’Education du c6té des
pratiques, in Etnohistoria de la Escuela. XII Coloquio Nacional de Historia de la Educacion,
Burgos, Sociedad Espafiola de Historia de la Educacion-Universidad de Burgos, 2003, pp. 21-40.

7 M.M. del Pozo Andrés, S. Ramos Zamora, Los cuadernos de clase como representaciones
simbdlicas de la cultura escolar, and Martin Fraile, El cuaderno de rotacion, instrumento pedagdgico
al servicio de la Inspeccion, in Etnohistoria de la Escuela, cit., pp. 653-664 and 829-838.

8 Vifiao, Balance de la investigacion sobre cuadernos escolares en Espana, cit.

9 J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (eds.), School Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a History
of the Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, 2 vols., Firenze,
Polistampa, 2010.
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of the project undertaken by del Pozo Andrés and Ramos Zamora, the main
source was a collection, of 250 school notebooks kept in the General Archive
of the Government among the files relating to the purging of public school
teachers. These notebooks were conserved because during and after the Spanish
Civil War they could be used as proof of the political, ideological and personal
leanings of these teachers. Badanelli and Mahamud have studied 18 collective
and individual notebooks from the Ruiz-Va collection, a family archive coming
down to us from two generations of school teachers that was donated to the
Centro de Investigacion MANES of the UNED!. Researchers Martin Fraile
and Ramos Ruiz have worked mainly with the documentary collection of the
University of Salamanca, which includes an undetermined number of school
exercise books from a variety of private and institutional donations'!. The group
directed by Antonio Vifao Frago is currently in the process of cataloguing and
analyzing the 659 school notebooks pertaining to the Centro de Estudios Sobre
la Memoria Educativa of the University of Murcia, collected primarily from
private homes and from bookstores!2. And the University of Malaga group is
studying the school exercise books kept in private archives and in the archives
of certain public schools from around the city'3. The five collections mentioned
account for 28 studies so far, making up 2/3 of the published production relating
to the subject.

The oft-cited hypothesis regarding exceptionality'* as a factor for explaining
the conservation of school exercise books does not seem quite so applicable
in Spain. Some initial research carried out by French and Italian investigators
showed that documentary collections kept in museums, archives or private
collections tended to come from exhibits and indeed had been prepared to

10 M?*J. Martinez Ruiz-Funes, K. Mahamud Angulo, Los archivos familiares como fuentes
documentales en la investigacion histérico-educativa: Un estudio de caso, in P. Celada Perandones
(ed.), Arte y Oficio de Ensefiar. Dos siglos de perspectiva histérica. XVI Coloquio Nacional
de Historia de la Educacion, Sociedad Espafiola de Historia de la Educacion -Universidad de
Valladolid-Centro Internacional de la Cultura Escolar, 2011, vol. I, pp. 245-254 and A. Badanelli,
K. Mahamud, Peeking into the Classroom of Post Civil War Spain: Children’s Classroom Work,
Routines and Dynamics, in S. Braster, I. Grosvenor, M.M. del Pozo Andrés (eds.), The Black Box of
Schooling. The Cultural History of the Classroom, Bruxelles, Peter Lang, 2011, pp. 81-98.

11 B, Martin Fraile, I. Ramos Ruiz, Senderos escritos: Los cuadernos escolares del museo
pedagdgico de la Universidad de Salamanca. Lineas de investigacién, in [ Encontro Iberoamericano
de Museos Pedagoxicos e Musedlogos da Educacion, Santiago de Compostela, Xunta de Galicia &
Museo Pedagdxico de Galicia, 2008, pp. 303-319.

12° A, Vifiao Frago, M?]. Martinez Ruiz-Funes, Los cuadernos escolares y el arte de enseiar: El
fondo del Centro de Estudios sobre la Memoria Educativa (CEME) de la Universidad de Murcia,
in Celada Perandones (ed.), Arte y Oficio de Ensenar, cit., vol. 1, pp. 245-254.

13 M*M. Gallego Garcia, Prdcticas docentes para la enserianza de las Matemadticas en el colegio
Bergamin, and C. Sanchidridn Blanco, B. Arias Gomez, La labor del maestro, in Celada Perandones
(ed.), Arte y Oficio de Ensenar, cit., vol. I, pp. 107-115 and pp. 225-234.

14 R. Sani, A Complex Source for a History of the Approach to Schooling and Education,
in Meda, Montino, Sani (eds.), School Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a History of the
Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, cit., vol. 1, p. xxxiii.
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be exhibited. Sometimes it was the teachers who with the idea of showing
it to their inspectors had saved the finest work, elaborated by students who
were academically exceptional. In other cases it was the family that saved the
exercise books because of their excellence or brilliance!. The exceptionality
hypothesis — which questions how representative notebook collections really
are — may hold true for some of the children’s writing preserved in teachers’
files, but Spanish school teachers as a whole did not save exercise books for this
reason. We believe that the teachers saw their students’ writing as a concretion
of their classroom practices, as a way of conserving the memory of their
own teaching style and performance in the class, and as a relatively objective
expression of school culture as seen at an individual level. One consequence of
this is that teachers more actively involved in pedagogical reform movements
tended to preserve writings that best evidenced their innovative methods and
practices. We should also keep in mind that starting from the beginning of the
20™ century, the development of the psycho-pedagogical sciences had made
children the central subject of scientific study, with the result that their written
expression came to form part of the protocol for evaluating intellectual and
educational progress. As evidence for putting together an incipient body of
scientific knowledge about childhood, children’s writing was seen as a valuable
object and one well worth conserving. And we should not forget that for those
teachers who identified with the Republican dream, these notebooks became a
symbol and a reminder of what had been and what could never be again. The
daughter of a Republican teacher — whose name, unfortunately, I did not write
down — recently related to me how the teachers would hide the notebooks in
a hole dug underneath the barn floor to avoid their being confiscated by the
Franquists, and as a way to save the work without risking severe punishment.
But why would written documents produced in educational institutions be
kept in the family archives of the students themselves? I believe that the reasons
for this were varied and changeable and depended on the educational level
and the type of institution where they were produced. At the university level,
for example, it is likely that notes and exercises would have been kept by their
authors as a way of «storing recyclable scientific knowledge», that is, in the
belief that this material could be useful to them in their future professional life.
In the case of notebooks that are products of the secondary education level, the
exceptionality hypothesis could be applicable; they may well have been saved
because of their outstanding quality or because culminating studies at this level
was considered to be a remarkable achievement at the time. With exercise books
from the primary school level, however, it is important to bear in mind that
these documents were not saved due to any particular desire of the student to

15 A. Vifao, Los cuadernos escolares como fuente historica: aspectos metodolégicos e
historiogrdficos, «Annali di Storia dell’Educazione e delle instituzioni scolastiche», n. 13, 2006,
pp. 17-36.
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do so — at this age they could not be expected to be concerned about such things
— but rather out of the incentive of the parents and teachers, probably with the
idea of keeping alive the memory of a school activity considered valuable and
important. The fact that a family archive would conserve a child’s notebook
implies that the schooling process was respected and taken seriously in the
household, to the point where that family would save the material objects from
that stage of the child’s formation. And when we see that these former students
hold on to this legacy as adults, we can safely assume that their recollection
of their past school life is a happy, positive one. We should not assume, of
course, that the opposite scenario — the disappearance of school material —
implies a traumatic past as a student, as the loss of this type of document could
be due to any number of factors (a change of residence, catastrophes, family
separations, exile, sickness...). Many of these circumstances came together and
were compounded in Spain during the Civil War. As a result, research into
school writing prior to 1939 would require a specific approach, due to the
exceptional nature of those years and because the possible reasons for their
being saved are bound to be different from those of subsequent decades. The
eventual universalization of schooling in the 1960s to include all social levels
together with the democratization of secondary education are certain to suggest
additional parameters and criteria in our interpretation of the value attributed
to school writings.

An analysis of Spanish publications on the subject shows us some of the more
evident contradictions and absences. Antonio Castillo has divided the written
research done so far on this subject into four categories'®. The first three categories
he identifies — 1) a study of the school subjects appearing in the notebooks, 2)
underlying ideological aspects of the writing and 3) the testimonies offered in
them of daily classroom life — account for the historiographic tradition so far in
Spain. This likely has to do with the fact that most of the authors, hailing from
the field of the History of Education, have tended to take a curricular approach
to the study of school exercise books. In focusing on the documents in this
way we have tried to see them as a sort of «crystal ball» that could somehow
reveal to us a classroom of the past as it really was, down to the finest details.
This conception has been influenced considerably by the current theoretical
approach to school culture, which strives to discover the «meanings, methods
and mysteries» hidden in that «black box» with which school classrooms have
been identified!”. School exercise books certainly reveal many aspects of the
activities taking place in the classroom, especially when compared to other

16 A, Castillo Gémez, Los cuadernos escolares a la luz de la Historia de la cultura escrita,
in Meda, Montino, Sani (eds.), School Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a History of the
Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, cit., vol. 1, pp. 6-7.

17°S. Braster, I. Grosvenor, M.M. del Pozo Andrés, Opening the Black Box of Schooling:
Methods, Meanings and Mysteries, in Braster, Grosvenor, del Pozo Andrés (eds.), The Black Box of
Schooling. The Cultural History of the Classroom, cit., pp. 9-18.
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curricular material such as school syllabus, textbooks and exams'®, as well as

enhancing our view of different aspects of the subjects taught that we can glean
from other materials. But what do they really tell us of the internal life of the
classroom? What can we learn about the communication between teachers and
pupils, of the atmosphere and the study environment, of the feel and the energy
in the classroom?

A surprising contradiction crops up at once between theoretical framework
and research results, a contradiction that can likely be attributed to the
limitations and the absences in the collections we have resorted to. The study of
school textbooks should be seen in the framework of the new historiographic
approach which attempts to «reach out» to the subject and at the same time
acquire a historical understanding of everyday life. In this context, an analysis
of day-to-day writings — in our particular case, of students’ writings — can
take on special importance and play a crucial role in allowing us to become
acquainted with and bring to life these anonymous subjects that history so often
leaves behind. It has been primarily researchers from the field of the History of
Written Culture who have worked on the fourth research category proposed by
Antonio Castillo, namely, the concrete ways that children have of appropriating
writing, with all of the myriad differences that stem from the nature of the
different societies and historical moments they come from'®. Because of the
haphazard, fortuitous way in which most of the collections of notebooks have
come down to us, we actually know very little about their authors. We’re lucky
if we can be sure of the name and approximate age of the pupil, we can scarcely
know more about the school than its location and possibly its name, and with
regard to the teacher in charge of the work being done, we are often unable to
come up with so much as a name. While it is true that many investigators have
tried to explore «between the lines» of the exercise books in an effort to trace
the identity of the student-that-was?’, the images that emerge tend to conform
a portrait of childhood as a category rather than as a group of discernable
individuals involved in completing writing assignments. In other words, the
anonymous figures whose school writings we have inherited tend to remain as
anonymous as ever.

One way of giving individual subjects their due is by tracking down some of
these authors and confronting them with their own past written production. The

18 E. Hery, Des cabiers aux curricula réels, in Meda, Montino, Sani (eds.), School Exercise
Books. A Complex Source for a History of the Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19"
and 20" Centuries, cit., vol. 1, pp. 23-37.

19 Castillo Gomez, Los cuadernos escolares a la luz de la Historia de la cultura escrita, cit., pp.
6-7.

20 D. Montino, Educare con le parole: Letture e scritture scolastiche tra fascismo e Repubblica,
Milano, Selene Edizioni, 2004, p. 21 and D. Montino, Quaderni scolastici e construzione
dell’immaginario infantile, «Annali di Storia del’Educazione e delle instituzioni scolastiche», n. 13,
2006, pp. 167-188.
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outcomes of these encounters tend to be surprising — and somewhat confounding
for the researcher — as the authors, in their oral recollections, generally remember
very little about their school notebooks or about the way they were used in the
classroom. At the same time, these ex-students often conserve a rich, detailed
memory of other educational activities and in particular of events that broke
up the school routine?!. I believe that the different attitudes towards the use of
school exercise books, by teachers on the one hand and students on the other, is
a cause for reflection, and that this seeming historiographic paradox deserves to
be explored further. As it is, whereas teachers considered exercise books to be
the keepers of their teaching tradition, students remember practically nothing
of what they wrote there. Perhaps some day we will be better able to answer
the question of why students were so prone to forgetting activities that involved
their school notebook. Was it because they were obligatory? Because they were
routine? Because they were boring? Because they were neither personal nor
stimulating?

This article attempts to respond to some of these questions and to suggest
different possible lines of research. One important aspect missing from the
Spanish studies undertaken so far derives from the general ignorance regarding
the contexts in which these written materials were produced, used and conserved
(along with the connections and relationships between these three contexts
of production, use and conservation). This perspective obliges us to adopt a
methodological approach applied in microhistory?? and based on what Chervel
termed «document minimal»?3, that is, discrete series of students’ work. This
is what we have done, and in our case, the school chosen was the Cervantes
primary school in Madrid, which at its time was considered one of the best
schools in Spain. Its director, Angel Llorca, was also a renowned specialist in
the methodology of reading and writing. From an analysis of the notes and
reports written up by the school we will attempt to discover the meaning of the
writings produced by the students for the teachers, beyond the obvious objective
of improving their penmanship. We shall then attempt to evaluate the degree
to which pupils responded to this «meaning» as their teachers had conceived
it, or if they tended to reinterpret it based on their personal experiences and
circumstances. Throughout this process we will also voice some reflections
regarding the function of students’ work as an icon of school culture in a given
institution.

21 F. Herman, M. Surmont, M. Depaepe, F. Simon, A. Van Gorp, Remembering the
schoolmaster’s blood-red pen. The story of the exercise books and the story of the children of the
time (1950-1970), «History of Education & Children’s Literature», vol. 2, n. 2, 2008, pp. 351-375.

22 J. Serna, A. Pons, Cémo se escribe la microbistoria. Ensayo sobre Carlo Ginzburg, Madrid,
Citedra-Universitat de Valéncia, 2000.

23 A. Chervel, Les travaux d’éleves, in T. Charmasson (dir.), Histoire de I'enseignement, XIX¢-
XXe¢siecles. Guide du chercheur, Paris, Comité des travaux historiques et scientifiques & Institut
national de recherche pédagogique, 2006, pp. 601-624.
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Writing practices in an innovative public school. The Cervantes graded
school in Madrid

On 15 January, 1918 the Cervantes Graded School opened its doors for
the first time. It was a public boys’ school, founded with the objective of
«serving for the practice of new pedagogical procedures». The Ministry of
Public Education and Fine Arts meant for it to be an experimental centre where
educational innovations of all kinds could be tested before being applied to
other Spanish schools. The school Charter, dated 7 February, 1920, laid out the
methodological guidelines to be followed by the teachers. Modeled after the
New School, its emphasis was on teamwork:

It is understood that everyone in the group [...] approves of the organization and is willing
to contribute to its success [...]. Our purpose is to bring together a group of people inspired
by the same educational ideals and to do the best possible job of putting them into practice.
Teachers should show the utmost respect for the children and aspire to prepare them in
the most well-rounded way possible to live the life of today and to always strive to make it
better, whatever their circumstances. Teachers should dispense with prizes and punishments,
instead helping the children to look at themselves, to see the changes occurring in and
around them and to learn to judge themselves. In our teaching practices content should be
subordinated to enablement and to the encouragement of internal and external intuition,
while manual activities, experimental work and conversation should be emphasized.
Questioning should be used to stimulate mental activity while expositional presentation
should only be used exceptionally. We should meet the students on their own terms but
never do for them what they can do for themselves®*.

In order to put together a team of teachers inspired by a common ideal, an
exclusive system for selecting teachers was devised which incorporated criteria
that were quite novel for the time, such as asking candidates to relate their
previous experience as a teacher as well as their expectations for the future. The
competence and teaching skills of the candidates were evaluated by observing
over several days the way they gave class to the Cervantes students. Of the
200 candidates for teaching positions eight were chosen, including two women,
making this the only public boys’ school in Spain at the time where a part of the
teaching staff was female.

Once these progressive-minded teachers had been chosen they were
encouraged to travel throughout Europe and absorb as much as they could of
the pedagogical reforms and tendencies that had been sweeping the continent
starting after World War 1. In 1921 and 1925 the Cervantes teaching staff
traveled to France, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany and Austria with the help
of grants given by the Junta para Ampliacion de Estudios e Investigaciones
Cientificas (Board for Continuing Studies and Scientific Investigation). In

24 Charter of February, 7, 1920, «Boletin Oficial del Ministerio de Instruccion Puablica y Bellas
Artes», n. 17, February 27, 1920, p. 10.
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1925 they attended the III International Congress of New Schools held in
Heidelberg, Germany as well as the «Summer Course» of the J.J] Rousseau
Institute in Geneva, where they were able to hear the lectures given by Ferriere,
Claparede, Piaget and Bovet. The idea behind these trips was that the Cervantes
teachers have contact with the pedagogical vanguard of the moment and with
its representatives, that they have a chance to participate in the «life of some
of the schools considered to be the most revolutionary in pedagogical terms»,
and finally, that they have the opportunity to «appreciate the influence that the
so-called new schools can have on the official schools»?°.

Beginning in 1925 the Cervantes Graded School acquired considerable
prestige in Spain as well as abroad. Adolphe Ferriére, one of the founders of
the New Education Fellowship and the principal exponent of pedagogical
innovation and experiment throughout Europe in the 1920s and 1930s, stated
that the Cervantes was an «active» school?®, and, writing in his personal diary
after a visit there in 1930, that it was «a true marvel»?” of organization and
of application of new curricular contents, especially in the realm of manual
work. In a synthesis of the centre’s philosophy appearing at the same time in
the most emblematic publication of the New Education Fellowship, «Pour
I’Ere Nouvelle», director Angel Llorca was praised as «un des pionniers de
I’Education nouvelle en Espagne»23. The Cervantes Graded School went on to
become one of the most well-known of Spanish public schools, with thousands
of future teachers receiving their training there. For some, the contact was
limited to a few hours’ visit. For many others, the final stage of their formation
as teachers consisted of doing their prdcticas there, a kind of apprenticeship
that could last weeks or months. Often their experience in the school led to
these teachers’ being selected to teach in other innovative schools around Spain.
In the educational panorama of the time, the formative experience acquired at
the centre conferred considerable prestige on a young teacher; indeed, it was
said that «the Cervantes is the best Normal School in Spain»?°.

Even if there for only a brief visit, all teachers visiting the Cervantes were
invited to attend a lesson-model given by the director, Angel Llorca. These
lessons, loosely inspired by the Socratic Method, with conversations between
teacher and students, were based on a model conceived by Llorca himself and
copied by other teachers from the school. In a typical example, «the teacher
would write on the blackboard a date, a fact, a name or a visual scheme that

25 Grupo escolar «Cervantes», Madrid, La labor de un ano (15 de julio de 1925 al 15 de julio
de 1926), Madrid, Libreria y casa editorial Hernando, 1926, p. 10.

26 Breves nouvelles de divers pays. Espagne, «Pour I’Ere Nouvelle», n. 36, 1928, p. 91.

27 Quoted in M.M. del Pozo Andrés, La Escuela Nueva en Esparia: Crénicay semblanza de un
mito, «Historia de la Educacién. Revista Interuniversitaria», n. 22-23, 2003-2004, p. 318.

28 [’Ecole Cervantes & Madrid, «Pour I’Ere Nouvelle», n. 63, 1930, p. 272.

29 La heroica historia de la escuela «Cervantes» de Madprid, «Escuelas de Espafia», n. 21, 1935,
p. 434.
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suggested something to the student — it was meant to have some meaning for
them. It could be a current event, something from the newspaper, or a reference
to a program from a previous year»>?. The students, after writing down the fact
or copying the scheme, would put forth different ideas which the teacher would
redirect when necessary. This would be done without correcting the student
but rather in the way of a moderator, encouraging dialogue and giving the
students freedom of word while at the same time guiding these interventions
in the direction of the final objective. Whenever an important point was made
during the discussion — a name, a date or other relevant information — the
teacher would highlight it by writing it on the blackboard in the form of one
key-word, which was also copied by the students. At the end of the class the
blackboard and the students’ notebook page were supposed to look the same,
with an identical word distribution and graphic elements. What the teachers
hoped for was that these brief notes would help the students remember that
lesson, which they themselves had helped to construct.

This instructional approach was adopted by the Cervantes teachers as an
alternative to the traditional «lecturing» lesson in which a teacher read or
presented a given material and then wrote it on the blackboard for the students
to copy into their notebooks. The way the Cervantes teachers saw it, a lesson
simply written on the blackboard left no room for a child’s activity and kept
the student from appropriating and truly making his or her own the knowledge
offered by the school culture. This is why the students were not only permitted
but encouraged to modify freely in their exercise books what the teacher had
written on the blackboard. They were also encouraged to write and draw
spontaneously about subjects that they found interesting or fun.

The handwriting activities in this school were also different from those of
most Spanish public schools, and these differences started with the very materials
that the children wrote on; all notebooks were made in the centre’s own book-
binding workshop by the students themselves, who thus developed from the
very start a special relationship with the objects used in their schooling.

One of the principal classroom materials was, naturally, the exercise book.
These were made in two sizes, both of which had 40 pages with fine squared
ruling (both horizontal and vertical), and a cover of fine manila paper, devoid
of other decorative elements or design. But in addition to these homemade
notebooks, the Cervantes came up with two of its own technological novelties,
the cuartilla and the octavilla. Both of these were leaflets, or loose sheets of
paper of different sizes, which were used much like index or note cards, for
doing one specific classroom assignment. Students used the cuartillas for a
variety of activities such as copying poems together with related drawings,
math problems, essays or personal projects. The octavillas were generally used

30 M.M. del Pozo Andrés, Las «fundaciones» de Angel Llorca, in A. Llorca y Garcia,
Comunidades Familiares de Educacion, Madrid, Octaedro-CIDE, 2008, pp. 73-74.
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during the conversation-lessons and it was on them that the students wrote
down the key-words that had arisen during the dialogue and that were meant to
keep the memory of these conversations alive. The great symbolic value given
to these octavillas stands in stark contrast to their short-lived existence; the
relative inconsistency of the format practically guaranteed their ephemeral life.

The octavillas symbolized one of the trademark characteristics of the
Cervantes Graded School, which was basically a new interpretation of the
teaching-learning process. Teachers were not interested in the students’
learning facts by rote. Rather, they wanted them to remember the experience
of the dialogue established between teachers and students with the idea that
this experience would help their overall formation as persons. The nature of
the «living» lessons, in which words were not being consigned to the prison
of writing/copying proved truly unsettling for some of the teachers. In the
1930s many of the thousands of teachers who spent some time at the school
attempted to faithfully follow and write down the lesson-conversations that
Angel Llorca had with the pupils, including every detail of the conversations
and the key-words copied by the students on their octavillas. But Justa Freire,
a Cervantes teacher and one of Llorca’s closest collaborators, acknowledged,
after reproducing hundreds of these lessons, the ultimate futility of such
transcriptions. «The lessons have to be lived. In trying to describe the atmosphere
in which these lessons unfolded, the freshness, vitality and novelty of the ideas
was lost. We have tried many, many times to put them in writing, and we have
yet to succeed... The flow of the dialogue, so tense and stimulating when it was
occurring, is broken constantly»3!.

One of the main objectives at the Cervantes was to encourage the students to
express themselves freely, to become involved in activities that truly interested
them, to culminate these projects not out of obligation but from the satisfaction
derived from completing them, and for all of these experiences to help forge in
the student a sense of critical thought. Angel Llorca himself had been defending,
since 1900, the importance of allowing children to express in written form their
opinions regarding «matters of intense local and general interest» and «practical
moral problems», issues*? which were bound to lead to a stimulation of a child’s
critical sense. Llorca goes even further in a personal reflection, one that was
never published: «Children should be encouraged to think for themselves from
the first possible moment. This is the only way we will have thinking people.
It is the only way we will have free people — in spite of the attempts by the law
to make slaves of us»>. True freedom would only be achieved by radically

31 J. Freire, Nuestra actuacién como maestra alumna (June 1933), in Fondo Documental de la
Fundacién Angel Llorca, Madrid.

32 A, Llorca y Garcia, La ensefianza de la Lectura y Escritura, «La Escuela Moderna», n. 113,
1900, p. 132.

33 A, Llorca y Garcia, Reflexiones y pensamientos sugeridos por mis lecturas, conversaciones,
etc. (1901-1902), in Fondo Documental de la Fundacién Angel Llorca, Madrid.



80 MARIA DEL MAR DEL POZO ANDRES

Pics. 1.a-b. On the left: one of the classes at work in the Cervantes Graded
School. On the right: the cabinets containing children’s notebooks (c. 1930). Archive
of the Cervantes Graded School, Madrid.

changing the educational process. And this transformation had to begin with
the way reading and writing was learned. It was time to do away with the
traditional method of working mechanically with the alphabet and with words
copied in a notebook. New methods were needed, ones based on the insatiable
curiosity of children, on their observation of the world around them and on
their fresh, bubbling conversation*.

So just how did the Cervantes Graded School put this novel teaching
approach into practice? For a better analysis of this we should look at the way
in which the teachers combined the practice of disciplined writings — dictations,
compositions and copying — necessary to consolidate the student’s handwriting
skills, with the attention paid to these pupils’ interests. With the youngest
students, the teacher’s activity at the blackboard together with the search for
the key-words that would mean something to the class was crucial. These two
elements constituted the backbone of the reading-writing method devised and
published by Llorca and which was faithfully followed at all grades of the
Cervantes®. Manuel Alonso Zapata, one of the teachers, describes the process:
«By drawing and writing on the board you get the children — without actually
asking them to do it — to read, copy, draw, write what is dictated indirectly,

3¢ M.M. del Pozo Andrés, Introduccion, in A. Llorca, Desde la escuela y para la escuela.
Escritos pedagdgicos y diarios escolares, ed. by M.M. del Pozo Andrés, Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva,
2008, pp. 24-25.

35 A. Llorca y Garcia, Leer escribiendo, 1* parte, Madrid, Libreria de los Sucesores de
Hernando, 1911 (3% ed. 1929); Id., Leer escribiendo, 2* parte, Madrid, Libreria de los Sucesores de
Hernando, 1912 (3" ed. 1931); Id., El primer ario de Lenguaje. Libro del maestro, Madrid, Jiménez
Fraud, 1923 (2° ed. 1933) and Id., Los cuatro primeros anios de escuela primaria, Madrid, Libreria
y casa editorial Hernando, 1929.
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learn what four new words mean. [...] At the same time they themselves suggest
things, writing or drawing other objects that begin with the same letters as the
previous words»3°. The mid-level students, 9 to 10 years old, were encouraged
to suggest topics for dictations and essays and were allowed to choose some
of the literary texts that were to be copied or summarized as well as subjects
for compositions. This could be something as concrete and simple as «Cats».
The teachers did their best to imbue the writing activities with an atmosphere
of freedom, which precluded among other things the use of the proverbial red
pen for correcting spelling mistakes. Teachers would move among the students’
desks observing their work and making minimal comments before putting «the
writing model on the blackboard»37, which allowed for students to discover
and correct their own mistakes. For pupils this age and above emphasis was
placed on personal assignments dealing with topics from the Humanities, as
this proved to be the way «that stimulates the greatest participation of the
student, limiting as much as possible the teacher’s role. To achieve this it was
recommended that the number of topics in each subject be reduced and the
lessons made into practical exercises. With the books and other resources
available for students to consult, it is my opinion that the teachers should not
anticipate the explanations»>3.

In their written reports, however, teachers reveal the difficulty of getting
students to express themselves in a personal way through writing. An exercise
was used in the 1931-1932 school year in which students were asked to respond
to the question «Why do I come to school?» Among the 9 to 10 year-olds there
were only 5 well-reasoned responses, as opposed to 21 long, rambling answers
and 14 rather short texts. During the same school year the teacher of the sixth
grade, made up of 10 to 11 and a half year olds stated that «compositions are
quite varied, ranging from those who do nothing to those (few) who do fairly
well»%. In response to this, an activity that was used often in the early 1930s
was that of having the children write free essays describing spontaneously what
they had seen in the weekly film session. Justa Freire describes the idea behind
this activity:

After seeing the movie in the lunchroom, the children worked freely in their classroom. The
teacher was not supposed to give a class about what the child had seen. Instead, he or she
was meant to guide the work that the pupil was doing in the notebook, resolving doubts,
answering questions and providing suggestions for all; for those who managed to see more

36 Grupo escolar «Cervantes», Madrid, Curso escolar de 1925-1926. Nota mensual (mayo),
Madrid, Libreria y casa editorial Hernando, 1926, p. 8.

37 Ibid., p. 9.

38 Grupo escolar «Cervantes», Madrid, Labor para cerrar el curso (July, 1932), pp. 20-21, in
Fondo Documental de la Fundacion Angel Llorca, Madrid.

39 Ibid., p. 18.
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and were better able to represent it graphically, and for those who perceived less and could
do less... a child working freely shows who he or she is*’.

But the true meaning of the children’s work at the Cervantes is best revealed
by the ritual surrounding the work’s conservation. Each student in each
classroom had their own cubby-hole or locker at the back of the room, as
shown in image 1. This is where their school work from the whole year was
kept. «The final day of class the student would go over the work, tally it up
and then wrap it up into a package»*!. Students then took this package to the
classroom of the grade that they would be going into the following course. Here
they were assigned a new locker to put their previous year’s work into while
they began to accumulate new work. The locker became a kind of treasure chest
in which all of the student’s school work was kept, added to and enriched every
year. A detailed count of all the material filed in these lockers — the number of
octavillas, cuartillas, notebooks and manual projects completed each academic
year — was carefully recorded in the centre’s annual report. When it was time for
the student to leave the school the teacher would hand over the entire package
of school work in a gesture meant to convey that it made up an integral part of
the student’s life, in the same way that the student would forever be a part of
the school’s life.

In search of the remains of children’s writings: exploring the archives

In June of 1930 all of the students at the Cervantes wrapped up their writings
and projects and got ready to take them to their next year’s classroom or — if
they had finished at the school or were leaving for some other reason — to take
them home «as a memento». Once again the annual ritual was being carried
out as it had been since the founding of the school; all told, a thousand of
these packages had been delivered. A detailed count made at the time gives us
2,469 exercise books, 4,301 cuartillas and 10,553 octavillas, which divided
among the 327 matriculated students comes out to an average of 7.5 exercise
books, 13.15 cuartillas and 32.37 octavillas per student, although naturally the
older students would have more material accumulated than the younger ones.
Among other things these numbers reveal to us a fact that could well serve as
a starting point: in the lockers of the Cervantes classrooms only a small part of

40 J. Freire, Ambiente educador. La actividad de los nifios pequenios. Del hacer en la escuela,
«Revista de Pedagogia», n. 129, 1932, p. 395. Original italics.

41 A Llorca, Grupo escolar «Cervantes», Madrid. Curso escolar de 1927 a 1928. Mes de abril,
«La Escuela Moderna», n. 440, 1928, p. 236.
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the students’ work was actually saved. The centre’s annual report backs up this
idea when it states that the children had wrapped up «all of the work from their
lockers that was able to be kept there»*?, including drawings and handicrafts.

The Cervantes School itself does not seem to have kept an archive of the
students’ work, although a special collection was put together to show visitors
and to present at training courses in which some of the teachers participated.
This special collection is mentioned in the 1929-1930 annual report along with
a note declaring that it was «free to be used by professionals who might find it
useful for studies with children»*3. In all likelihood this collection is the origin
of the only series of students’ works to be found in the Cervantes’ archive**.

It consists of three notebooks made up of a variable number of octavillas of
blank paper. They were bound by hand in the school workshop, but the absence
of a cover deprives us of any precise information as to their context. Each
notebook contains drawings by children from three of the school’s classes. The
43 drawings from the first class, where the children were 5 and-a-half to 6 and-
a-half years old, are done in pencil. Most of the drawings are incomprehensible,
although in some there are what seem to be indications of a fight. Several
students were able to write part of the date, so we do know that it was 11
November. And a few actually wrote some words — girl, hen, moon, duck,
chicken — which we know were the key-words used in Angel Llorca’s method
for initiation in writing. Thanks to the fact that many of the students were able
to write their names — usually with some difficulty — we know that two of the
younger drawers were named Luis Martin Lopez and Rafael Bodeguero, whose
names we will come across in another part of this article. The 44 assignments
from the second class, by 6 and 7 year olds, include a complete date — 11
November, 1930 — and they are noticeably more varied; most of the drawings
were done with ink and a nib and are executed with greater confidence; some
contain key-words while others contain loose words that almost make up
phrases, or the names of countries; practically all of the students wrote their
first names correctly but some had difficulty with their surnames. Virtually all
of the drawings contained elements (bombs, airplanes, soldiers) suggesting war
scenarios. The 44 assignments from the third class, done by 7 to 8 and-a-half
year olds, tell us not only that it was 11 November, 1930, but that it was a
Tuesday. They all feature a heading — which must have been dictated by the
teacher because it is always the same — which reads «Anniversary of the WW
I Armistice», after which many of the children wrote «I imagine the war like
this». The drawings that follow leave no doubt but that we are witnessing scenes
from a war, even if many of them do seem to have been borrowed directly from

42 A, Llorca, Grupo escolar «Cervantes», Madrid. Curso escolar de 1929 a 1930, «La Escuela
Moderna», n. 467, 1930, p. 358.

43 Ibid., p. 358.

44 Children’s Drawings (November, 11% 1930), in Archivo del Grupo escolar «Cervantes»,
Madrid.
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depictions that we would find in comic books. While the skill and confidence
shown in the drawings is considerably superior to that of the younger students,
there are some pupils who forget to write their names and others who still have
difficulty doing so.

From other documents and sources we know that the Cervantes School
commemorated the end of World War I (11 November, 1918) every year, an
observance meant to help stimulate pacifist sentiment in the children. In 1930
students from different classes were asked to express, either graphically or in
writing, their impressions of war. The work of all students attending school that
day was collected and saved, from the most outstanding work to the sloppiest.
The idea was to document the intellectual progress of the students in such a
way that visitors would be able to use this material for scientific studies, in the
same way that Llorca and his group of teachers had seen Jean Piaget and other
pioneering psychologists do in the J.J. Rousseau Institute in Geneva. We can
only guess as to the nature of the work done by the more advanced grades;
probably they would have offered, more or less freely, their opinions about the
war and about the European countries involved. The director, put in charge of
the Cervantes a few years later under Franco, presumably did not find these
essays much to his liking, which would explain their disappearance. Curiously,
a few rather innocuous essays of theirs were actually saved, in what we can only
guess was a rare glimmer of historical awareness.

In addition to Angel Llorca’s personal archives we also delved into those
of Manuel Alonso Zapata and Justa Freire, two of the teachers who spent the
longest time at the school. From Llorca we have more than 20,000 pages, related
mostly to the centre. An undetermined number of documents of Zapata’s were
deposited by his family in various institutional collections, while Freire’s legacy,
a 7,000 page archive yet to be catalogued, was donated by her family to the
Angel Llorca Foundation. Out of all of this documentation however, we have
only unearthed — from Llorca’s files — two series of school exercises, one of
poetry and another of math problems®.

The poetry collection is made up of 39 assignments, and while many of them
are signed, practically none mention a date; the three dates that are given are
between March and May of 1931. Although the grades and classes of the students
are not given, the penmanship indicates that they are from the more advanced
levels. For the most part the excerpts chosen are from contemporary authors
such as Jorge Guillén, Pedro Salinas, Rafael Alberti or Antonio Machado, with
an occasional fragment from the Quixote as well. By comparing and contrasting
these writings with the model-lessons practiced at the Cervantes those years we
can arrive at a fairly accurate idea of the instructional context in which they
were created. They were very likely the result of a series of exercises based on
Llorca’s book El primer anio de Lenguaje (The First Year of Language). These

45 Children’s Works, in Fondo Documental de la Fundacién Angel Llorca, Madrid.
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Pics. 2a-b. Octavillas with children’s drawing about war. Students: Luis Martin Lépez and Ra-
fael Bodeguero (11 November, 1930). Archive of the Cervantes Graded School, Madrid.

lessons would begin with the teacher writing the author’s name on the board
along with a brief biography. One of the author’s poems would then be read,
with the teacher monitoring the impression that it made on the students, who
were then expected to copy in onto a sheet of paper and add their own drawings.
The teacher would ask the students to comment orally on the reading, but
the drawings they made to accompany or complement it were supposed to be
free. All of the work saved consists of poems with quite imaginative drawings
alongside of them. The poem that appears most often is Pedro Salinas’ «El
Escorial», which the students read whenever an excursion was made to the
famous monument outside Madrid. The reason that these particular assignments
were saved, considering the occupations and preoccupations of Llorca in
the Spring of 1931, is not clear, but the most likely hypothesis is that he was
preparing a new book on reading and writing instruction and that he wished
to observe how well his students comprehended some of the recently published
poems by authors making up what would later be known as the «Generation
of 27». As for the 20 math exercises, none of which are signed, they were done
on different days from April to July, 1931, and they present a great variety of
arithmetic problems, almost all of which have to do with the shopping basket
and with the child’s daily life. It seems likely that these exercises were done for
and then collected by an apprentice teacher in order to show as an example of
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his or her work and that they never made it to the students’ lockers because of
the fact that they were unsigned.

We see then that neither the director nor the teachers saved the students’ work.
When in 1933 many of the teachers took public examinations as candidates
for the directorship of other graded schools, none of them presented students’
work to demonstrate their qualities as teachers. We can safely affirm therefore
that all of the school work ended up in the hands of its authors, the children.
As of July, 1936, after which date the Cervantes ceased to function normally,
a total of some 1,822 students had passed through the school’s classrooms.
At that date they were told that their work would be kept there, available to
be picked up «for a reasonable period of time»*. This assertion leads us to
suspect that the unclaimed material was thrown away or destroyed. Most of
the children matriculated at the centre were evacuated to Valencia at the onset
of the Civil War and it is likely that they left their work behind. Students who
only spent a short time at the school or who transferred to other centres would
presumably have done the same. It is curious that the annual report of the
Cervantes, exhaustive as it was in statistics referring to the number of exercise
books, octavillas, packets of school work, etc., failed to make any mention of
the packets that were picked up by their owners. At this moment we only know
of one archive that was preserved in its entirety: that of Luis Martin Lopez*’.

On 3 November 1938 a restless, curious adolescent was wandering the halls
of his school, the Cervantes, trying to have some fun — something that was not
easy in a city gripped by war and hunger. He came across an object he did not
recognize — he would learn later that it was the detonator of a hand bomb -
and when he started to handle it the object exploded, taking with it part of his
left hand along with his dream of becoming a virtuoso violinist. While Luis
was recovering in the hospital the Cervantes’ director, Emilio Gazapo Abello,
who had taken over when Angel Llorca retired in 1936, came to visit him every
afternoon. At one point Luis asked Gazapo if he would bring him his packet
of schoolwork; he knew he would not be returning to the school and he must
have been attracted to the «handing over» ritual that he knew took place when
a student left the school. The following day the director gave Luis his packet
of schoolwork*®, which he has kept until this very day. The collection contains
fifteen 40-page notebooks and an undetermined number of loose papers from
his 8 years as a student at the Cervantes, from 1931-1938.

The study of this collection leads us to several initial conclusions. In the first
place, the bundle of work given to the student was rather incomplete; from

46 A, Llorca, Grupo escolar «Cervantes», Madrid. 1935 a 1936, in Fondo Documental de la
Fundacién Angel Llorca, Madrid.

47 T would like to express my profound gratitude to Mr. Luis Martin Lépez and to his daughter
Cruz for all of their help in allowing me to study and photograph their personal archive as well as
the time spent sharing their memories of the Cervantes School.

48 Luis Martin Lopez, interviewed by the author, January 4™ 2012.
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the 1932-33 and the 1934-35
school years, for example, there
is very little work. The class
teacher had written down that
at the end of the 1933-34 course
exactly 2,478 octavillas and 586
notebooks had been stored in the
lockers of the 51 students, which
would give an average of 48 oc-
tavillas and 11 notebooks per
student. Yet Luis Martin only
received five incomplete note-
books and twenty octavillas, in
other words, half of the amount
that would have corresponded to
him. And this was the academ-
ic year from which he had the
greatest amount of work. The
reasons for the disappearance of
the work surely had something
to do with the fragility of the
material together with the diffi-

?Lﬂty Of.p reserving it in a build- Pic. 3. An octavilla written by Luis Martin Lopez
ing which underwent, among (30 August 1937). Personal archive of D. Luis Martin
other changes, a complete struc-  Lépez.

tural renovation in 1934 and the

occupation in 1938 by army bat-

talions defending Madrid. The second aspect of the collection that calls our
attention is the surprising homogeneity of the exercises, despite the fact that the
students had a different teacher for each course. This would seem to confirm
the culture of collaboration practiced by the Cervantes teaching staff, inspired
in good measure by the style and the teaching manuals of Angel Llorca. Certain
texts and poems are repeated in several different years, as are some lessons.
One of these, dealing with the interpretation of historical time, was given at
three different moments and bears Llorca’s unmistakable trademark teaching
style. During the Civil War some of the newly arrived teachers with markedly
different teaching backgrounds introduced practices such as posing reflexive
questions or the use of the red marker for corrections, something unheard of
beforehand. Another final observation that can be made after a study of the col-
lection is that the freedom that was so emphatically stressed at the Cervantes is
perceptible in the notebooks but much more so in the drawings accompanying
the texts than in the texts themselves. Clearly it was much easier for the child to
express himself with images than with words.




38 MARIA DEL MAR DEL POZO ANDRES

We believe that our dialogue with the author regarding his exercise books
was crucial for providing them with a context as well as for explaining the
reasons for their being saved. Luis Martin Lopez had inherited from his mother
a profound respect and admiration for the school and for studying, and he may
well have subconsciously seen these values represented in his school exercise
books. His brother Gerardo, on the other hand, was anxious to begin working
as soon as he had finished at the Cervantes and had no interest in furthering his
studies. He never did pick up his packet of school work and as a result he has none
of this material now. When these many years later his brother asks him why, his
answer couldn’t be simpler: «It didn’t occur to me»*°. For Luis these notebooks
are a personal treasure, even if for the most part the writings in them fall short
of evoking concrete memories. What he remembers most is how he would use
any bit of blank space for drawing freely. But nothing of what he wrote for the
movie sessions, for instance, evokes an image or memory of the film seen, nor
does he recall any of the compositions dealing with «current events». However
he does hold on to a vivid memory from this time of the adventures of aviators
Mariano Barberan and Joaquin Collar. These two pilots took off from Seville
on 9 June, 1933 in the airplane «Cuatro Vientos» and made the first non-stop
flight from Spain to Cuba, before crashing on the second leg of the journey, on
their way to Mexico. Luis remembers perfectly how every morning Angel Llorca
would come into the classroom with the latest news, «Barberan and Collar just
left Seville», «They just arrived in Cuba», «They’re on their way to Mexico»,
«It seems they’re lost in the jungle, nobody has heard from them», «I’'m sorry
to say they’re dead»*. This odyssey, which Luis followed passionately at the
time, has its only written reflection in the briefest of notes on one octavilla that
says «Still no news from the Cuatro Vientos»>'. This is a paradigmatic example
of the impossibility of expressing and capturing the richness of school life in a
written text. It also leads us to wonder if the importance of an event can really
be evaluated by the space dedicated to it in a school notebook; in this case at
least, one of the most memorable events of a student’s school years left a vestige
of scarcely a few words on a loose sheet of paper.

During Christmas of 1943 ex-Cervantes students Miguel and Rafael
Bodeguero wanted to send their greetings to Justa Freire, their old teacher from
the Cervantes and from the school colonies set up in Valencia for children who
had to be evacuated from Madrid during the Civil War. And they did it in their
own original way, by sending her a notebook into which they had copied poems
and songs learned in the school, illustrated with their own personal drawings.
This was their way, as adults, of resorting to childhood writing and converting
it into the symbol of a shared experience, into a meta-language that could only

49 1bid.
50 Ibid.
51 School Works (July 5t 1933), in Archivo particular de D. Luis Martin Lépez, Madrid.
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ever be understood by its protagonists, into a text that substituted words that
could never be uttered. This symbolic power inherent to school writings — the
search for what they conceal more than for what they reveal — is a path that has
yet to be explored.

Pic. 4. Christmas greeting from the Bodeguero brothers to Justa
Freire (Christmas 1943). Archive of Justa Freire deposited in the
Foundation Angel Llorca, Madrid.
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ABSTRACT: The article rebuilds the development of the use of school diaries by pupils in
Netherlands secondary schools between the 1950s and the 1980s, showing the progres-
sive shift from tools for writing down homework and planning school activities to lifestyle
documents showing the cultural identity of their owners. In the 1980s youth preferences
were incorporated by publishing houses into school diaries. In the article, 10 diaries from
the 1980s are analysed and compared with 16 from the period between 1950 and 1979. In
the 1980s, like in previous decades, they still contained popular and personal poems about
love and sex, they were filled with cut-out images of pop artists and comic strips, and they
were packed with texts that nowadays would be defined as chats, tweets, or graffiti. In other
words, they were already fulfilling the main functions of social media like Facebook at times
when computers were not used in education and the Internet did not yet exist.
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Entering the classroom: about text books, exercise books and diaries

In the last decades historians of education have focused much more on
educational practices in classrooms than ever before. Pleas for a new cultural
history of education had it effects'. Histories of education are no longer written
by simply quoting educational laws and regulations as proxies for practices, or
by exploring the works of the so-called great pedagogues. Nowadays histories

I H. Silver, Knowing and not knowing in the history of education, «History of Education», n.
21, 1992, pp. 97-108; M. Depaepe, E Simon, Is there any Place for the History of «Education»
in the «History of Education»? A Plea for the History of Everyday Educational Reality in- and
outside Schools, «Paedagogica Historica», vol. 31, n. 1, 1995, pp. 9-16; S. Cohen (ed.), Challenging
orthodoxies. Toward a new cultural history of education, New York, Peter Lang, 1999.



94 SJAAK BRASTER

of education are frequently about what teachers and pupils were actually doing
inside schools and classrooms, and not about what they were supposed to be
doing according to state authorities, administrators, or pedagogues. This shift
of attention opened up the way for analysing new sources about the classroom,
like school photographs? or other visual data’. It also resulted in a focus upon
artefacts that were actually used or produced in classrooms, like text books?,
wall charts®, or school exercise books®. All kinds of sources are now used for
constructing stories about (educational) life in classrooms’. However, like all
sources used in historical research, the classroom material mentioned has its
limitations. Text books, for instance, may be used frequently and intensively
in classrooms of the past and the present, but an analysis of their content does
not tell us in what way text books were used by teachers and pupils in practice.
It is not unthinkable that significant parts of the text books were skipped,
while the parts that were read got an interpretation that was not intended by
the producers or writers of the texts in question. A content analysis of text
books may reveal stereotypical images of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and
nations®. The actual impact of these images on pupils however, may be small
or even contrary to the intentions of writers and publishers. For the study of
educational practices we cannot rely on a content analysis of text books alone.

Contrary to text books the content of school exercise books is written or
drawn by pupils themselves. It therefore gives a first hand view of (the outcomes
of) educational practices performed in classrooms of the past. We must keep in
mind, however, that most of the writings produced by pupils were dictated
by teachers. In some exercise books the pupils were only copying letters and
words that were printed in these books as examples, although in some cases

2 1. Grosvenor, M. Lawn, K. Rousmaniere (eds.), Silences & Images. The Social History of the
Classroom, New York, Peter Lang, 1999.

3 U. Mietzner, K. Myers, N. Peim (eds.), Visual History. Images of Education, Oxford, Peter
Lang, 200S5.

4 Centres for the study of textbooks, for example, can be found in Braunschweig, Germany
(<http://www.gei.de>), Madrid, Spain (<http://www.uned.es/manesvirtual/ProyectManes/index.
htm>), and Berlanga del Duero, Spain (<http://www.ceince.eu>).

5 Collections of wall charts can be found in, for example, the National Museum of Education,
the Netherlands (<http://www.onderwijsmuseum.nl>), the University of Wiirzburg, Germany
(<http://www.schulwandbild.de>), the Danish National Library of Education (<http://www.dpb.
dpu.dk>). Wall charts provided by these institutions on the history of Europe are available online:
< http://historywallcharts.eu>.

6 J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (eds.), School Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a
History of the Approach to Schooling and education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, 2 vols., Firenze,
Polistampa, 2010.

7 S. Braster, . Grosvenor, M.M. del Pozo Andrés (eds.), The Black Box of Schooling. A Cultural
History of the Classroom, Bruxelles, Peter Lang, 2011.

8 M.M. del Pozo Andrés, J. Dekker, F. Simon, W. Urban (eds.), Books and Education. 500
Years of Reading and Learning, «Paedagogica Historica», vol. 37, n. 1, 2002, pp. 9-401 (special
issue); J.L. Guereiia, G. Ossenbach, M.M. del Pozo (eds.), Manuales escolares en Esparia, Portugal
y América Latina (siglos XIX y XX), Madrid, UNED Ediciones, 2005.
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children were allowed to write texts or draw pictures of their own liking. This
source therefore, does not give us an adequate perspective from the side of the
children. In most cases it tells us more about what the teacher wanted that
children were writing, than what children wanted to write themselves. Their
thoughts and experiences about life in school remain in the dark. That is why
sometimes in studies of school exercise books also the users of these books are
interviewed’. In general a triangulation of research methods and available data
is recommended for increasing the validity of a research design'®.

If we want to get a pupils viewpoint we must analyse ego-documents, like
personal diaries, or autobiographies!'. Unfortunately, the number of diaries
available for analysis is limited, the number of times that classroom experiences
are mentioned is not very high, and if autobiographers write about their school
days, than they mainly seem to remember the physical punishment in the
classroom!?. In the Netherlands however, there has been a long tradition of
pupils writing down their home work in school diaries or home work planners.
This practice is known in schools for secondary education since the beginning
of the 20 century. It became a wide spread custom in Dutch schools after
World War II with the involvement of publishing houses that, at first, in the
1950s, produced school diaries for different types of secondary education and
that, later on, in the 1980s, started to publish school diaries for different groups
of pupils with different cultural tastes!'3.

School diaries as life style documents

The Dutch school diaries have the format of an agenda or a note book that
specifies the dates and the days of a week on several pages. In most cases the
days of one week are spread out over two opposite pages. In some cases every
day has its own page. Because the dates and the days of the week are connected,
school diaries can only be used in one specific school year. So every year a pupil

9 F.Herman, M. Surmont, M. Depaepe, F. Simon, A. Van Gorp, Remembering the schoolmaster’s
blood-red pen. The story of the exercise books and the story of the children of the time (1950-
1970), «History of Education & Children’s Literature», vol. 3, n. 2, 2008, pp. 351-375.

10 R.K. Yin, Case study research. Design and methods, Newbury Park, Sage, 1984.

11 R. Dekker, Childhood, Memory and Autobiography in Holland. From the Golden Age to
Romanticism, London, Macmillan, 2000. Also see: <www.egodocument.net>.

12. A, Baggerman, Pandora’s Box: Classrooms and Equipment in the Memory of
Autobiographers, in 1d. (ed.), The Black Box of Schooling. A Cultural History of the Classroom,
Bruxelles, Peter Lang, 2011.

13 S. Braster, Reproduction, resistance and globalization in education: the written culture of
school diaries in the twentieth century, in A. Castillo Gomez, V. Sierra Blas (eds.), Mis primeros
pasos. Alfabetizacion, escuela y usos cotidianos de la escritura (siglos XIX y XX), Gijon, Ediciones
Trea, 2008, pp. 391-410.
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must buy a new one. In the Netherlands a school year traditionally starts after
the summer holidays in September and ends in August. A school diary therefore
does not start with January 1% like regular work planners do.

The primary function of a school diary is to write down the educational
tasks or the home work that must be done for a specific day of the week. In this
way school diaries could be used as a source to find out which chapters of a text
book had to be read, or when assignments had to be delivered.

If school diaries were only used by pupils for writing down home work,
than they would be useful for getting a more accurate picture of (the planning
in time of) educational practices in classrooms, but they would be useless for
capturing the perspective of pupils on their (school) life. In the Netherlands,
however, many people still have fond memories of their school diaries. They
are kept on attics or in basements as solidified memories of school days long
gone by. That is because school diaries have developed into something that
was much more than a simple home work planner. Especially in the 1960s
and 1970s, school diaries transformed into personal lifestyle documents. They
were filled with photographs of popular artists or lifestyle objects, with strips
from comic books, and with texts, quotes or poems about life in general, and
love in particular. School diaries became cultural sign boards that revealed the
true interests of modern youth. School was not one of them: pupils preferred
sex, drugs and rock & roll. What children were writing in their school diaries
about these kinds of subjects was not controlled by the teacher. Teachers were
not checking if pupils were writing down correctly in their school diaries which
chapters/pages they had to read. Teachers obviously preferred to check if the
pupils had actually read these chapters/pages or not. Because of this, the school
diary became like an open, uncensored forum for the free expression of opinions
about schooling. It therefore is an excellent source for the further exploration of
children’s writings in general and classroom cultures in particular.

Research Questions

In this article we will explore children’s writings in school diaries that were
used in Dutch secondary education in the 1980s. We have chosen this decade
for pragmatic and theoretical reasons. First, we have in our possession the
complete collection of school diaries of a Dutch girl, named Veronica, that
visited a Catholic institution for secondary education in the Netherlands from
1983-1989'4. Second, we were in the opportunity to interview the owner of
these diaries in order to increase the validity of our research design. Third, and

14 The name Veronica was made up because of privacy reasons. Veronica is the name of a
Dutch girl however, and also the name of the ship in front of the coast of Holland from where radio
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more importantly, previous research has shown that in the 1980s the publishers
of school diaries started to diversify their offer, taking into account the
preferences of pupils with respect to popular culture!'s. There was an economic
reason for that. In the 1960s school children were discovered as a new group
of consumers that could be captured easily by publishing advertisements in a
medium that they would read every day: their school diary. In the end the home
work planner, a supposedly insignificant school document, became the centre
of a media offensive to sell the products of global companies to young people
who derived their identities from the right combination of fashion, music, and
magazines'®.

In the first series of school diaries that were published after World War
IT advertisements were already part of the printed content. It was limited,
however, to a few pages, and the companies involved were mainly producers
of educational material, like note books, or like classic items as fountain pens.
At the end of the 1950s the number of advertisements slowly started to rise.
Companies were trying to sell a wide range of goods: felt-tip and ballpoint
pens, adhesive tape and paper glue, but also desks, savings accounts, model
trains, liquorice, chocolate, and, not to forget, bikes and mopeds (low-powered
motorcycles that could be used from the age of 16). The commercial value of
school diaries grew even more in the 1960s and 1970s, the decennia in which
young people were enchanted by a counterculture in which freedom, self-
realisation and individual rights were central elements, Pop(ular) music became
big business. Music magazines, like Muziek Expres (1955-1989) were eagerly
read by the young generation, and school diaries would follow!”. In the 1980s
it resulted in the production of several types of school diaries. From the 1980s
onwards, pupils could buy school diaries that were every time better adjusted
to their personal cultural tastes: popular music to begin with, but also comics,
fashion, sport, and many subjects more.

One can hypothesize that the need of pupils to add their own personal cultural
statements to their school diaries should disappeared from this moment on.
Previous research showed that publishers even added countercultural elements

programs for young people were broadcasted in the period 1959-1974. See <www.norderney/nl>
and <www.veronica.nl>.

15 S, Braster, Van huiswerkboekje tot leefstijldocument. Volgzaambeid en verzet in Nederlandse
schoolagenda’s in de twintigste eeuw, in A. Van Gorp, N. Bakker, S. Braster, M. Rietveld-van
Wingerden (eds.), Materiéle schoolcultuur. Over artefacten als bron in de onderwijsgeschiedenis,
Assen, Van Gorcum, 2009, pp. 56-84.

16 P. McLaren, R. Hammer, D. Sholle, S. Reilly (eds.), Rethinking media literacy: A critical
pedagogy of representation, New York, Peter Lang, 1995; T. Frank, The conquest of cool. Business
culture, counterculture, and the rise of hip consumerism, Chicago-London, The University of
Chicago Press, 1997; N. Klein, No logo, London, Flamingo, 2000.

17 J. Dane, Schoolagenda’s & popmuziek, «Lessen», vol. 6, n. 2, 2011, pp. 22-33. This
magazine, by the way, was the first to publish the list with «illegal» radio programs broadcasted
from the ship Veronica. See footnote 14.
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to their school diaries with the intention of pleasing their readers and selling
more products. Especially cartoon characters could freely express their dislike
of schools and teachers'®. When the producers of school diaries satisfied the
(counter)cultural needs of their costumers, than these costumers should have
few reasons left to rebel. This makes the 1980s an interesting period to study.
If we consider the school diary as a site of struggle between the written content
by pupils and the printed content by publishers, than did this struggle end in
the 1980s, the years in which the publishers embraced popular culture and
adopted counterculture? Did the school diary become a commodity? Did it
loose its countercultural power? In this article we want to explore these issues
by answering the following questions about the writings of pupils:

- What were children writing in their school diaries, beside their home
work, in the 1980s and which modes of writing they were using?

- To what extent were these writings in line with a meritocratic school
culture, in which the emphasis was on order and conformity, or were
these writings expressions of a counterculture that rejected this traditional
school culture?

- Are there in these respects differences between the 1980s and previous
periods?

Data and methodology

As mentioned before, in this article we will analyse the school diaries of
Veronica, a Dutch girl that went to a secondary school in the period 1983-
1989. When she entered she was 13 years old, when she graduated she was
18 years old. She kept her diaries in a box on the attic of her mothers’ house.
She never threw them away, because she wanted to show them one time to her
own children. These children, however, did not see them yet. The author of this
article was luckier. He was allowed to read the school diaries and on several
occasions in the year 2011 he could also speak with their owner about her
memories of education in the 1980s.

In a secondary education career that lasted six years four diaries were kept.
There were from the school years 1984/1985 (when she was 14 years old and
attended the second grade of VWO, a type of secondary education that last-
ed six grades, and that was giving direct access to the university), 1985/1986
(when she was 15 years old and had to repeat the second grade of VWO),
1986/1987 (when she 16 years old and attended the third grade of VWO), and
1988/1989 (when she was 18 years old and attended the fifth grade of HAVO,

18 Braster, Van huiswerkboekje tot leefstijldocument, cit.



FACEBOOK IN THE CLASSROOM: CHILDREN’S WRITINGS IN SCHOOL DIARIES (1950-1990) 99

a type of secondary education that lasted five grades, and that was giving direct
access to higher vocational education). Two school diaries were missing: the
one from the year when she entered the first grade of secondary school, and the
one from the year in which she was downgraded from VWO to HAVO. This
last school diary was simply lost. The first one was thrown away because she
thought the content was boring. It was a little week planner without any texts
or illustrations that was provided by the school to every new pupil. It was to be
used for writing down home work, and because of the size there was no room
for writing down anything else than that. So it ended up in the garbage can. It
is quite probable that this also happened to much more school diaries from the
past that were considered as boring by their owners'.

Besides the analysis of the pragmatically selected four school diaries mentioned
above, we needed to have at least two samples more: one with another set of
school diaries from the period 1980-1990 and one with school diaries from
the previous period 1950-1979. All these school diaries were selected from the
collection of the National Museum of Education in the Netherlands (NME). In
the 1990s the staff of this museum took the initiative of expanding the collection
of school diaries it had already accumulated over the years in order to set up
a special exhibition. Advertisements were placed in daily newspapers and the
diaries poured in. In 2005 the museum had about 700 school diaries in its
possession. From these collection 28 school diaries, covering the period 1921-
1990, were selected with a random and stratified sample (two in every period
of five years) with the purpose of examining their usefulness as a source in
the history of education. The first results were presented at the VIII Congreso
International de Historia de la Cultura Escrita, held at the University of Alcala,
Spain, in July 2005%°. The same dataset was used for a presentation at the 28t
session of the International Standing Conference for the History of Education,
held at the University of Umed, Sweden, in August 2006%!. For this article we
will use a selection of this dataset. Those are 4 school diaries from the period
1980-1990, and 12 from the period 1950-1979. Because in recent years the
collection of school diaries in National Museum of Education has increased (in
2011 there were about 900), we have selected another 6 school diaries: 2 from
the period 1980-1990, and 4 from the period 1950-1979. Together with the 4
school diaries of the Dutch girl we have interviewed, this added up to a total
number of 16 school diaries for the period 1950-1979 and 10 for the period
1980-1990. This database comprised some 2.800 digitally photographed

19 That would possibly lead to the conclusion that the amount of pimped up school diaries in
the collection of the National Museum of Education is higher than one would expect if we would
take a random sample from all school diaries that were ever used.

20 Braster, Reproduction, resistance and globalization in education, cit.

21 S. Braster, The School Agenda as an Educational Vehicle: Reproduction or Resistance? in
Technologies of the Word. Literacies in the History of Education. Abstract Book ISCHE 28, Umed
University, 2006, p. 30.
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pages, ready for coding and analysis??. In the next paragraphs our findings are
presented.
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Pic. 1. School diary of Veronica (name altered) 1988/1989: first page
with personal data, including her grade HAVO-35, her blood type A+, her
astrological sign virgin, some comments added by classmates, a self por-
trait, and an KLM-advertisement directed at people younger than 26 years.
Source: Private collection.

A typology of printed content of school diaries

Let start our journey with a description of the way in which school diaries
looked like before they were used by the pupils in their classrooms. After
browsing a large part of the collection of diaries from the period 1950-1990
in the National Museum of Education we can make a distinction between the
following types.

- Basic school diaries that contained nothing more than a year calendar
and a couple of lines for writing down information for every day in the
week, and that sometimes contained separate sections for school related
information like the organisation of the Dutch educational system, school
regulations, rules of grammar, list of irregular verbs, list with literary
books, etc. An example was the Algemene Nederlandse Schoolagenda

22 A.L. Strauss, ]J. Corbin, Basics of qualitative research. Grounded theory procedures and
techniques, London, Sage, 1990.
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(ANS) that was published by Tjeenk Willink, Zwolle, in the 1950s
and 1960s. Occasionally a secondary school organisation ordered this
«boring» school diary for its pupils and printed the name of the school
on the cover.

- School type diaries that were designed to be used in a specific type of
secondary school: MULO (advanced primary education), MMS (girls’
secondary school), HBS (secondary school that provided admittance to
higher vocational education) and Gymnasium (grammar school that gave
access to university). The contents of these diaries reflected the cultural
identity of these school types in both stories and images (for instance
photographs of Greek art and culture in Gymnasium diaries, drawings
of bridges and ships in HBS diaries, and pictures of women working in
fashion or schools in MMS diaries)*.

- General school diaries that could be used in all school types, and that
contained texts and a substantial number of artistic photos for a balanced
range of subjects from mainstream Dutch culture, music, entertainment,
and sport. A well known example was the Ryam schoolagenda, published
by Nijgh & Van Ditmar, The Hague, which would become a household
word in the 1960s and 1970s for a school diary.

- Thematic school diaries that also could be used in all school types, but
contrary to the general school diaries, they contained mainly images,
and focused on specific themes related with popular culture like pop
music, comic books, beauty, nature, etcetera. These school diaries gained
momentum in the 1980s, and were, much more than the other types
mentioned before, adjusted to the popular taste of young people. In a
way this type of school diary introduced the concept of direct marketing
in the world of education. In school diaries about beauty, for instance,
advertisements were found for a wide range of female products, from
hair gel to tampons.

- Branded school diaries that were focused upon only one aspect of a life
style, mostly the products of a special brand manufactured by a global
company. This type of school diary appeared at the end of the 1980s. It
had a strong commercial value: nearly all images that were included were
part of advertisements. An example was the school diary published by
fashion magazine Avant Garde. But more obvious examples of this type
of school diary appeared in the 1990s and in later decades, when the
thematic school diaries collapsed into a wide collection of personalised

23 After the new secondary education act went into force in 1968, which eliminated barriers
between the old types of schools, school type diaries disappeared from the scene. There would never
be separate diaries for the new types of schools: LBO (lower vocational education), MAVO (junior
secondary education), HAVO (senior secondary education) and VWO (pre-university education).
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school diaries. For every specific preference in music, fashion, comics, or

sports, a matching school diary could be found now?*.

Pic. 2. Covers of school diaries (1950s-1990s). From left to right: school type diary
1951/1952 (HBS), basic school diary 1967/1968 (ANS), thematic school diary 1980/1981
(Rijam), and branded school diary 1988/1989 (Avant Garde). Sources: NME and private
collection.

Covering up the cover of school diaries

Before opening a school diary for analysing the written content, let’s look
at its cover first. A well known English idiom is «You can’t judge a book by
its cover», but we wonder if this expression is adequate for a school diary. In
the 1980s it seemed common practice to choose a school diary that with its
cover clearly showed the life style preferences of the owner: pop artists, cartoon
characters, environmental organisations, etcetera. If the original cover was not
pronounced enough in this respect, it was covered up with photographs or other
material. Veronica changed the cover of the three of her four school diaries. The
school diary from 1984/1985 with photographs of pop artists Boy George and
Michael Jackson on its cover was not changed, contrary to the one with some

24 In the 1990s and later decades youngsters could choose between school diaries dedicated
to only one pop artist or band, one cartoon character (Garfield, Donald Duck, Mitzi, Kitty), one
cartoon show (Simpsons, South Park, Sponge Bob), one brand of clothing (O’Neill, Brunotti,
Gsus), one sport brand (Converse, Umbro), one soccer club (Ajax, Cambuur), one magazine
(Cosmo, Playboy), one television station (Veronica, MTV), one radio station (Slam!FM, Radio
538), one type of animal (My Horse), one shop (America Today), one comedian (Mr. Bean), etc.
See for instance: <www.schoolagenda.nl>. School diaries with a more or less general theme (soccer,
animals, hip-hop, etc.) are also still available in the shops or on the Internet. A new phenomena in
2011 is the school diary for one religion only: the Muslim school diary. See: <www.fikra.nl> and
<www.wijblijvenhier.nl/5047/interview-een-agenda-voor-moslimscholieren.
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Dutch comic book characters (Jan, Jans en de kinderen) from 1985/1986%3. The
male members of the rock band Duran Duran were considered more interesting
to look at, so the cover was restyled with photographs of the band (as well as
the inside, showing a clear preference for one of the boys). The last school diary
that Veronica used in her secondary school career was especially designed for
young girls by the magazine Avant Garde. But she painted the original cover
black on both sides, and added on the front a black-and-white photograph
made by Helmut Newton of the queen of pop Madonna, only showing her lips
and the lips of an unknown man. In red the Dutch word «Z66!» was added (in
English: So!). The cover made a clear erotic statement. The school diary itself
also contained some explicit sexual references, but this was not exceptional
in the school diaries of the 1980s we have studied. All the girls in this decade
wrote about love and sex, and pasted images in their school diaries of male
idols like Rob Lowe, and George Michael (that in 2007 would admit that he
was gay). In earlier decades the romantic interests of girls were less explicit.
Boys on the contrary were during all decades interested in pasting photographs
of girls in their school diaries.

Pimping up school diaries

In this article we want to focus primarily on writings of pupils. Writing
is traditionally done on a sheet of white paper, but school diaries are a clear
exception to the rule. The writings must therefore be studied in the context of
texts and images that were selected by the producers of school diaries. We must
also consider that pupils themselves were adding images and printed text (from
newspapers or magazines for instance) to their school diaries. Like written
words they were expressions of cultural preferences and they reflected opinions
about life at school. The following observations need to be made in this respect:

- From the 1950s onwards, pupils added images and printed text to their
school diaries. In the 1980s Veronica did that on almost every page and
her peers did the same.

- Most of the added images had to do with pop music. Favourite singers
and bands appeared in abundance. Also popular was adding comic strips
or cartoon characters. In general these images were cut out of youth
magazines. These magazines also contained song texts that also were
pasted in the school diaries.

25 The comic strip was named Jan, Jans en de Kinderen. It was made by Jan Kruis and appeared
in 1970 for the first time in the Dutch women’s magazine Libelle. See: <nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Jan,_Jans_en_de_kinderen> (accessed: January 9, 2012).
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Newspaper clippings do not appear very much in school diaries. Notable
exceptions are clippings about the murder of John F. Kennedy in 1963
and the position of the Dutch government on soft drugs in 1970. Veronica
pasted an article from a local newspaper in her school diary of 1984/1985
that spoke of a girl on a bicycle being hit by a car. That girl was Veronica.
In the 1980s, contrary to the decades before, children were also making
use of sheets with tiny stickers (for instance smileys and text balloons)
that were sold separately in book shops and apartment stores. Veronica,
for example, pasted stickers of a hospital bed, a red cross, and scissors on
the day that she was admitted to hospital after her accident.
Occasionally other material than paper was added to the school diaries,
like pieces of cloth, denim, leather, plastic, metal, clay, wood, mirror,
etc. Veronica, for example, was pasting foil wrappers of cough drops
and candy bars in her school diary of 1984/1985. In a school diary of
1977/1978 we can find a bookmarker in the shape of a man’s neck tie
made with cloth, strings of beads, and a cap of a Heineken beer bottle?®.
And in a school diary of 1962/1963 we find an empty packet of Pall Mall
cigarettes, a dried flower, and a plastic bag with pop-corn from Italy?”
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Pic. 3. General school diary (Tip Top) 1977/1978 with a self
made neck tie as a book marker and the misheard lyrics of Denis
performed by Blondie. Source: NME.

26 NME, School diary of Bertina H., 1977/1978.
27 NME, School diary of Joan P., 1962/1963.
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A typology of written content in school diaries

School diaries were used in much more ways than writing down home
work that was their main reason of existence in the first place. We can make a
distinction between several categories of writing:

- Writing down home work and school related activities that had to be
done on a specific day, like in a work schedule.

- Writing down the things that had to be done, and that were not school
related, on a specific day, like in a personal organizer.

- Writing down things that happened on a specific day, like in a personal
diary.

- Writing down poems, or short stories, like in a book of poetry.

- Writing down quotes, making funny comments, or jokes like tweeting on
Twitter.

- Writing down statements, comments, and questions with the purpose of
communicating with other pupils inside or outside the classroom, like
chatting on Internet.

- Writing down words, symbols, or expressions with colourful felt-tip pens,
crayons, or pencils like decorating a wall with graffiti.

We will give examples of each of these categories in the next sub-paragraphs.
Every time we start with the school diaries of Veronica from the 1980s, compare
them with the ones from the same decade, and finish with a comparison with
school diaries from the period 1950-1979.

The school diary as a work schedule

School diaries were introduced in the classrooms of secondary schools for
writing down home work for the various subjects that pupils had to follow every
day. In the school diaries of Veronica nine lines were available for writing text
on each working day in the week. Nine lines are left for Saturday and Sunday.
All these lines were indeed used for writing down home work, assignments,
and examinations. The same goes for other school diaries from the 1980s and
for all the other ones from the decades before. That does not mean, however,
that a school diary, in combination with the text books pupils were using, is an
adequate source for describing educational practices from the past. In case of the
school diaries of Veronica the home work notes were blotted out or unreadable
because they were covered with other writings, cut-out photographs, stickers,
or other material. In several other school diaries from previous decades the
same phenomenon occurred. In some occasions the original pages of a school
diary were completely covered, like walls covered with wall paper. In general
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pupils were not interested in remembering at what moment they had to perform
what tasks. When the work was done, these reminders could be deleted, and
the space could be used for other purposes that, without exception, were totally
unrelated with school work.

The school diary as a personal organiser

School obligations are the usual things to write down in a school diary,
but 13- to 18-year-olds could also write down other things, not related with
school, that they were planning to do for a specific day. Veronica wrote down
holidays, birthdays, parties, family celebrations, and a wind surfing event (that
was announced in an advertisement of her school diary): the Pall Mall Export
Pro World Cup 1988. In general her peers from the 1950s till the 1980s wrote
down the same kind of information. To put it simple, pupils are obliged to
remember their school tasks, but they certainly do not want to forget parties
and holidays. So these events are in many cases written down with big and
coloured letters. How much some pupils were looking forward to holidays,
may be clear from a text that a friend of Veronica with a clear sense of irony
wrote in her school diary of 1986/1987: «don’t worry, because in 7 weeks we
already have a holiday. (I hope that you’re not crazy by than). Good luck and
have fun at school»28. Veronica underlined the word fun and added «That is
impossible»2°.

The school diary as a personal diary

In a school diary children can write down thoughts, feelings, or experiences
that happened to them on a specific day, like in a personal diary. The school
diary, however, is not by definition a personal private space, where nobody
else is allowed to enter. Friends can look into the school diary, and write down
texts if they want. A school diary has no small lock like some personal diaries
for children have. Besides that, the school diary does not have a lot of space
for writing down texts in the part where the home work must be written
down. There are about eighth or nine lines a day for doing that. The amount
of memories that is written down is low. Veronica wrote down on January 19,
1985 «Had a car accident» and on January 28, 1985 «Out of the hospital»3°.

28 School diary of Veronica, 1984/1985. Private collection.
29 1bid.
30 [bid.
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Those were about the only things that needed to be written down. Another
girl from the 1980s wrote down some events in her school diary that were not
school related, but again many words were not used. It was limited to «Daddy
in hospital», «Mamma cut her finger» and the whereabouts of her boyfriend
Dick: «Dick in Germany», «Dick is going to pick us up» and «Dick did not
visit»>!. In the previous period 1950-1979 we can also find some personal
memories that apparently were worth writing down. We mention a 1963/1964
school diary in which, on Friday 22 November 1963, written between the
home work were the lines «President Kennedy murdered in Dalles [sic]»32. On
Sunday 24 November there was a further notation: «The killer L.O. killed in
Dalles [sic]» and on Monday, «Kennedy laid to rest». Events with less impact
were written down in 1957/1958 by pupil that blotted down on the pages of
his school diary, among other things, the day he got ill, the day he was feeling
better, the day he «luckily» did not have to go to school, the day that he had an
argument with a friend (that already was resolved at the end of the same day),

and the day he helped on old lady entering in a train®3.

The school diary as a book of poetry

School diaries may provide little space for writing down additional
information besides home work on a specific date; but they do have pages
without dates that can be used for other purposes. A popular activity, especially
for girls, is writing poems. Favourite subjects are love, sex, boys and kisses.
A few examples from the school diaries of Veronica about are: «Joe and Jill
went up the hill, to have a little fun! But silly Jill forget the pill, and now they
have their son», «Do what you want. Do what you will. But don’t forget the
pill», and «I love you in blue, I love you in red, but the most of all I love you
in bed»34.

All these small poems were not written in Dutch but in English. That was
not so strange. Sometimes Dutch pupils copied the lyrics of their favourite pop
songs inside their school diaries. All these songs, without exception, were songs
with English texts. Pupils of Dutch secondary schools were used to listen to
English songs on the radio, and in later decades on the television, and were not
afraid to write in other languages than their own. But if they were copying texts
just be listening at them, than they could make «typical» mistakes. A 13-year
old girl, for instance, wrote down the lyrics of the song Denis performed by

31 NMN, School diary of Peggy S., 1981/1982.

32 NMN, School diary of Elly B., 1963/1964.

33 NME, School diary of Gerd W., 1957/1958.

34 School diary of Veronica, 1984/1985. Private collection.
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the band Blondie as «You’re nineteen, and I’'m in heaven every time I look at
you»>, while the original lyrics were «You’re my king, and I'm in heaven every
time I look at you»3°.

In the school diary of Veronica there is even a small poem written in German,
«Allein ist mar allein. Aber mit zwei allein, das must herrlich sein»37, one that
pretends to be written in Italian, «Mama mia, santa maria, caputto condomo,
resultato, bambino»3%, and a sentence translated in four languages: «I love
you. Ik hou van jou. Ich liebe dich. Je t’aime»3°. Foreign languages other than
English, however, are hardly used in school diaries in the period 1950-1990.

Of course there are also poems written in Dutch. About the previously
mentioned subject of sex and pregnancy we read for instance: «Van geintjes
komen kleintjes»*?. Or a popular definition of a kiss that is written down in
a school diary in the 1960s, and that is repeated in several school diaries of
the 1980s, including the one of Veronica, is: «Een kus is een afdruk, van een
indruk, die met nadruk, vraagt om een herdruk»*!. And two other ones about
this subject that originally were written in Dutch are: «A kiss smells like a rose,
tastes like champagne and sounds like a cow pulling his leg out of the mud»
and «If kisses could bloom like flowers in the grass, than I would wish that my
face is your backyard»*?.

But not all poems were intended to be funny. A girl named Nicole adds
several poems to the school diary of Veronica that were rather serious. In
Dutch she writes a poem that reads: «Oh, I wish you were my sister, than we
could always be together. Then I found you outside and brought you inside
and nobody would think that would be strange»*?. Another poem written by
Nicole, in English this time, reads:

Talking and listening, trying to get closer, only with words, and sometimes with a little
touch. Talking and listening, trying to break through, but after every door, I opened, there’s
another closed. Talking and listening, tryin% to know you better, but with your remarks, you
hurt me, just because you can’t be yourself**.

35 NME, School diary of Bertina H., 1977/1978.

36 Misheard lyrics, <www.amiright.com/misheard/song/denis.shtml> (accessed: January 11,
2012).

37 School diary of Veronica, 1984/19835 Private collection.

38 School diary of Veronica, 1985/1986. Private collection.

39 School diary of Veronica, 1986/1987. Private collection.

40 This sentence means something like fooling around leads to pregnancy. NME, School diary
of Peggy S., 1981/1982.

41 [A kiss is a print, of an impression, that asks with emphasis for, a reprint] School diary of
Veronica, 1984/1985. Private collection. See also: NME, School diary of Joan P., 1962/1963. In the
last school diary the word «druk» [pressure] was used even eight times with different meanings in
one sentence to define a kiss.

42 School diary of Veronica, 1986/1987. Private collection.

43 1bid.

44 1bid.
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And a last example written in English by Nicole: «A friend is a friend, a
lover is a lover, a brother is a brother. But what are you? I don’t know. I think
something between love and friendship. But 'm not sure»*’. Friendships can
be a serious issue in schools and in school diaries as well. It is one of the things
that, especially girls, like to write about. An example, again written in English,
from the school year 1981/1982: «Bad friends are like pebbles found every
where. Good friends are like diamonds precious and rear»*. The interesting
thing about these two sentences is that the complete second sentence (correctly
spelled; so rare instead of rear) is found about 39,000 times on the Internet
in January 2012. The second part of the poem appeared to be: «Fake friends
are like fallen leaves, found everywhere»*’. The first part of the poem, written
in the school diary of 1981/1982, can curiously enough 7ot be found on the
Internet in January 2012. Despite this, it may be clear that children’s writings
in school diaries are not necessarily the products of original thought. Sentences
are copied from others without mentioning the original author. In the case of
the poem mentioned above, we cannot blame the pupil because it is not known
who the original author is! The same is true for many other popular girl poems,
like for instance «I love you 2day. I love you 2morrow. I love you 4ever»*S.
Interesting enough, the use of numbers in words was already practised, long
before it would become a habit to send text messages with a mobile telephone.

The school diary as a collection of tweets

For decades, quotations have been a feature of school diaries. There were
parts of the printed content. In school type diaries published in the 1950s
they had a serious tone and were coming from famous writers or intellectuals.
From the 1960s onwards the quotes became more playful. In a school diary
of 1971/1972 for instance, some words of Friedrich Nietzsche are printed:
«Become who you are»*’. They are directly followed by a quote from Gérard
Bauer: «Become who you are, Nietzsche said, and he became crazy»°. In the
1980s the quotes became even funnier and were sometimes pronounced by
cartoon characters®!.

45 Ibid.

46 NME, School diary of Peggy S., 1981/1982.

47 The girl dictionary, <https://twitter.com/#!/GirlDictionary/status/55407946171035648>
(accessed: January 9, 2012).

48 NME, School diary of Peggy S., 1981/1982.

49 NME, School diary of Henny van G., 1981/1982.

50 Ibid.

51 NME, School diary of Herman S., 1980/1981.
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Pic. 4. General school diary 1971/1972 with the quote Love means never
having to say you’re sorry, names of pop artists and male friends, a picture
of Jim Morrison (the Doors), and a small note.

Quotes could also be made by pupils. From the 1960s onwards they made
up short sentences, funny remarks, or jokes, comparable to the tweets that
appear on Twitter nowadays, and they added them to their school diaries. A
few examples from the school diaries from Veronica: «I wish I was a volcano
than I could lie on my back and smoke a cigarette and every body would say:
look, she’s working!», an alternative version of the Lord’s prayer «Our teacher
in the classroom, hated be your name. Your school may burn», and «Today is
the first day of the rest of your life», a line that is part of popular database with
quotes from unknown authors’2.

Extremely popular in the 1980s were quotes that started with «Love is...».
Nowadays, we can still find examples on this type of text on the Internet, or
printed on T-shirts*3. In the school year 1981/1982 a girl presents a list with
15 quotes, each pasted on a separate piece of paper, on one page of her school
diary. It is the girl mentioned before that was blotting down the whereabouts of
her boyfriend Dick. She writes: «Love is... to write him when he’s gone», «Love
is... never say no when he asks you something», «Love is... trying to forget the
past», and «Love is... never sleep with another when he is gone»**. It may be
clear that this list of quotes was personal and original. That was of course not

52 School diary of Veronica, 1985/1986. Private collection.
33 See: <http://www.loveisfan.com> (accessed: January 9, 2012).
54 NME, School diary of Peggy S., 1981/1982.
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always the case. An example is the sentence «Love means never having to say
you’re sorry». It was found in many school diaries of girls in the school-year
1971/1972°%. It was a line from the 1970 film Love Story starring Ali McGraw
and Ryan O’Neal*®. We guess that this fact must have been known by the girl
that wrote it down. However, we wonder if that was the case with pupils that
quoted this famous movie sentence in later years.

The school diary as a chat box

Probably the most remarkable feature of the school diaries, especially of
those owned by girls in the 1980s was that they were used to communicate
with each other inside or outside the classroom. In the collection of school
diaries there was only one example of a boy’s school diary where several people
were writing on the same page®’. The modus operandi was as follows. One
pupil writes down a sentence in a school diary and passes it over to another
pupil that is also allowed to write down something. This can be done inside the
classroom or when pupils have to change classrooms because of the start of a
new subject. Because friends are not necessarily following the same classes or
subjects, there is a lot of swopping of school diaries during breaks. In most cases
the information is rather futile. An example from the school diary of Veronica:
«Finally an empty space to write, so that space is for me, but now there is a
problem I'm running out of text and inspiration, so for the moment you must
do it with BYE!»?%. In other cases the information could be more detailed, but
also totally fake. That happen in the school year 1984/1985 when two friends
made up a list with personal facts about Veronica, that are normally printed on
the first page of a school diary. It reads:

I am Veronica, I am a fanatic follower of Bagwan [...] My superhero, my flame is Olaf [...]
My favourite teacher is Roelands. He made me stay at school after closing hours (so he
could spent more time looking at me). [...] My hobby is school (but only because of Olaf
and Roelands)*’.

Texts like these, an innocent example what nowadays would be called
identity theft, are written down to provoke or just to have some fun. Comments
can also be added to printed text and images. On a full colour advertisement of

55 NME, School diary of unknown author, 1971/1972.

56 See: <en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Love_means_never_having_to_say_you%27re_sorry#cite_note-
3> (accessed: January 9, 2012).

57 NME, School diary of Gerd W., 1957/1958.

58 School diary of Veronica, 1988/1989. Private collection. The text in italics was written in
English.

59 School diary of Veronica, 1984/19835. Private collection.
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Pall Mall pleasure wear we see a good looking boy on a surfboard. The title of
the add reads «It’s pleasure time». An arrow is pointed at the boy with the text
«Oh yeah! Bring it on!»%°, Another person reacts with the sentence: «(joke) He
is too young for that»®!. Because cigarette brands had their own clothing lines,
they were allowed to place advertisements in school diaries for 13-year olds. In
the 1980s that was not forbidden yet. Other brands that used this strategy for
showing their logo in school diaries were Marlboro and Martini for example.

Sometimes an elaborated discussion can be found in the school diaries. An
example from the year 1990: «A: I want to go to Michel. B: Than you have a
problem, because more of his holiday girlfriends want the same. A: But [ am
first. The others can wait. B: Me, me, me, and the others can die. A: Exactly»®2.
And a third person participates in the chat by stating that Michel is «an idiot».

The number of youngsters involved in these chat sessions was in a majority of
the cases more than two. Especially the subjects related with sex would attract
a lot of attention. A picture of the David of Michelangelo that was placed next
to a picture of the Venus of Milo (an attempt of the publisher to add some
high culture), would lead to a hilarious chat about sexual reproduction, the
drawing of penises, and the pasting of a balloon sticker next to David with the
pre-printed text «I’ve got it made»®3. Although the chat sessions were mainly
a thing for girls, boys were also invited to write down their thoughts in school
diaries. Especially the boys that were dating one of the girls were supposed
to write something «sweet» in the school diary of their beloved. That did not
always proved to be a success. In the school diary of Veronica we can read: «the
boys have written again some filthy stuff in your school diary, but well, what
you can expect... they’re boys»®*.

The chat function of the school diaries also worked by means of exchanging
texts written on small pieces of paper. These pieces could be sent to other pupils
present inside the classroom without the teacher noticing. Although this material
could be lost easily, we have found examples of these practices in school diaries
from the 1950s onwards. We give a few examples. In the 1957/1958 school
diary of Gerd we have found a note addressed to him with the text «The negro
was speaking about you. I felt it®>. In 1971/1972 a 15-year old girl pasted a
note in her school diary with the text:

7 January. Tum-tum.The one with the purple glasses is going steady with Maaike. His name
is Leen. What a name. Maaike is Ver6y good looking. Tonny is flirting with her boss: Bob
Hofstee. Rather nice but 39 years old®®.

60 School diary of Veronica, 1986/1987. Private collection.

61 [bid.

62 NME, School diary of Kyra S., 1990/1991.

3 School diary of Veronica, 1988/1989. Private collection.

4 School diary of Veronica. Private collection.

65 NME, School diary of Gerd W., 1957/1958. The words «the negro» were written in English.
66 NME, School diary of Nicky de C., 1971/1972.

o
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The girls Maaike and Tonny seemed to be classmates, but we cannot confirm
this fact. Most of the time the notes did not contain a lot of information. In the
school diaries from Veronica, for example, one note reads: «Did you sleep well
this weekend? P.S. Best wishes, Veronica». The response, written on the same
of paper, is: «How so? I don’t get it!»®’.

The school diary as a wall with graffiti

At the moment when writing is limited to a few words and symbols, when
the way letters are written are stylized and when the use of colour is abundant,
then there is a strong similarity between texts in school diaries and graffiti that
is painted on outside walls. This kind of writing, as stated before, was especially
related with events like the beginning of a holiday, a party, or especially in the
school diaries before the 1980s with examinations for which pupils had to
study. Topics could also be the names of favourite pop icons, or the first names
of boy friends that were written on many pages, using different type of letters.

Expressions could be without any purpose, like «I’m sleepy», written in the
school year 1955/1956 with dotted lines on an entire page®®. Or pupils could
write down sentences with a political connotation. An example from the school
year 1971/1972: «Fighting for peace is like fucking for virginity», «Inside your
mind it’s color blind», or «El Che esta muerte»®. In general expressions of
political preferences do not appear many times in the school diaries we have
studied. We have only found two stickers of political groups that were stuck on
the cover of school diaries. That was the Dutch labour party”’, and the Labour
Union.

Pasting photographs with accompanying texts can also be considered as an
activity comparable with painting graffiti on outside walls, especially when the
original content of the school diary is hidden by them. It also shows that even
in the 1980s the pupils were still not entirely satisfied with the choices the
publishers had made for them. The school diary of Veronica produced by girl
magazine «Avant Garde» for instance presented photographs of the following
men: Bruce Springsteen, Sting (the Police), and Mick Hucknall (Simply red),
John Travolta, Richard Gere, and Eddie Murphy. This apparently carefully
made selection (musicians and actors, hard rock and soft pop, serious and
funny guys, black and white, young and old) was clearly not the first choice of
Veronica. So she added the photographs of Rob Lowe, Don Johnson (Miami

67 School diary of Veronica, 1988/1989. Private collection.
68 NME, School diary of Berend C., 1955/1956.

69 NME, School diary of unknown author, 1971/1972.

70 NME, School diary of Rene H., 1975/1975.
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Vice), Tom Cruise, Val Kilmer, Patrick Swayze, and John Taylor (Duran Duran),
she wrote down the names of Rob Lowe, John Taylor, and others in colourful
and stylish letters, and she made a drawing of Don Johnson with a ballpoint
pen’!. She also practised writing down the brand names Esprit and Lancoéme
with the correct letter fonts, using the same fonts for writing down other words.
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Pic. 5. School diary of Veronica (Avant Garde) 1988/1989 with a popu-
lar poem, the chapters to be read for a history exam, and a chat about the
David of Michelangelo. Source: Private collection.

School diaries: the origins of Facebook?

In the Netherlands pupils of secondary schools use school diaries for writing
down the home work that they must do for all the subjects they must follow
during a week. These school diaries are like their work schedules for a successful
planning of their school life. But because their content is not controlled by
teachers, the writings in school diaries take many more different shapes than
simply blotting down the tasks that must be performed.

In the 1950s and 1960s we see the early signs of pupils rebelling against the
mainstream cultural content of their school diaries by pimping it up with their
own countercultural preferences. The school diaries slowly developed into life
style documents that showed the cultural preferences of its owners. The diaries

71 School diary of Veronica, 1986/1987, Private collection.
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became markers of their identity. In the 1980s the preferences of the youth
were incorporated by the publishing houses into the school diaries. It was no
longer necessary to paste pictures of pop stars or comic strips in school diaries
because the publishers had adjusted the printed content to the popular taste of
youngsters. They even were going along with the idea that children did not like
school by showing cartoon characters that made fun of everything that had to
do with school. Sheets with stickers could be bought with texts like: «I hate
school». And pupils were using these stickers, adding even more anti-school
cultural content to their school diaries.

The publishers may have adjusted the printed content to the popular taste of
youngsters, but it was not enough yet. In the 1980s pupils still needed to add
content. This content, however, lost its countercultural significance. It became
an expression of a global youth culture instead, strongly influenced by global
brands. In this sense school diaries and related items became commodities that
were sold on a market where 13-18 year-olds were searching for their identity.
This identity became closely connected with the commercial interests of global
companies

In the 1980s school diaries were packed with popular and personal poems
about love and sex. This choice of subjects basically had to do with the fact that
especially girls were fond of writing texts in school diaries, and keeping them
as a memory of their school days. The random sample we have selected from a
national collection available in the Dutch museum for education is the proof of
that. It contained mostly school diaries from girls. These school diaries, but also
the ones from the previous decades were filled with cut-out images of pop artists
and comic strips. But they were also packed with texts that nowadays would
be defined as chats, tweets, or graffiti. In this sense, there is a clear resemblance
with the main functions of social media like Facebook that had it origins in the
classrooms of Harvard University where people felt the need to be connected
with each other in a digital way. We conclude that in times when computers were
not used in education and Internet did not exist yet, the need for exchanging
thoughts, ideas, and experiences in search for a personal identity, could also be
done by means of school diaries used in secondary schools.
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Introduction

The changes taking place in the realm of History of Education in the last
three decades have had important consequences, fostering new lines of research
along with novel approaches and methods for their development. One tendency
in particular, which is receiving increasing attention, is the focus on the so-called
internal bistory of education. This new historical perspective attempts to get to
the very heart of educational institutions and expose the ultimate meaning of
the activities taking place there. One of the more promising areas within this
field is that of curricular history, which is receiving an increasingly privileged
position in research agendas. The historical study of curricula is beginning to
be seen as a necessity, primarily because of the scant attention paid to it until
now!. We agree with Ivor Goodson when he states that «we need a history of

U A. Tiana, La historia enseniada, «Clio & Asociados», n. 4, 1999, pp. 101-119.
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education that helps us in our analysis of its structures and which examines
the other side of the puzzle of pedagogical change: the secret garden of the
curriculum»2.

The study of this secret garden is not easy, however, as educational activity is
often a volatile affair, leaving far less of a documentary trail than we historians
would wish for. Anyone who has tried to examine this area from up close will
have experienced the enormous difficulties that investigators come up against.
In addition to having to resort to partial and indirect sources, we often find
ourselves immersed in an arduous job of ‘scholastic archaeology’; simply
identifying and tracking down reliable, pertinent material can become in itself
a daunting task. Nonetheless, valuable and relatively accessible sources for the
reconstruction of this internal history of education do exist. And fortunately the
tendency of a number of international organisms of late has been to promote
the conservation, preservation and dissemination of our patrimony in this
area. Similarly, recent governmental policies in many countries have tended to
facilitate the means for a more profound study of school culture’.

One of the most important historical sources we have for such studies is the
body of books used in educational institutions, that is, textbooks. Beginning
with the establishment of national education systems in the early 1800s — and
even before that — school books have held a privileged position in classrooms
the world over. With their vast array of formats and contents and features,
school textbooks have always constituted a fundamental part of the teaching
and learning process within schools.

In the last twenty years or so, textbooks have also become an outstanding
source both for historians of books and historians of education. The enormous
increase in the number of studies about the history of books and textbook
publishing attests to the advances in this area in the last three decades* and
is part of a larger, more general trend, mentioned above, in the research into
education taking place in developed countries. In this context, school textbooks
have become a new source of knowledge in and of themselves®. It would seem

2 1. Goodson, Historia del curriculum. La construccion social de las disciplinas escolares,
Barcelona, Ediciones Pomares-Corredor, 19935, p. 29.

3 The most important reference used to define what cultural patrimony consists of can be
found in the categories established by the UNESCO as its basis for policies aimed at saving
humanity’s natural and cultural patrimony. See documents entitled Convencién sobre la proteccion
del patrimonio mundial, cultural y natural (1972) in <http://whc.unesco.org/archive/convention
-es.pdf>, as well as Convencion para la salvaguardia del patrimonio cultural inmaterial (2003),
in <http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001325/132540s.pdf> (accessed: October 25, 2011).

4 1.-Y. Mollier, L’histoire du livre et de I'edition dans I'esoace francais, «Bulletin de la Société
d’Histoire Moderne et Contemporaine», n. 3-4, 1994, pp. 35-49.

5 G. Ossenbach, Manuales escolares y patrimonio bistérico-educativo, «Educatio Siglo XXI»,
vol. 28, n. 2, 2010, pp. 115-132, provides a thorough summary of the advances made so far in
the field of manualistics. Much of this research has been compiled in the archive center created by
the MANES project for the purpose of conserving and gathering together books, book chapters,
articles, communications and other texts related to the field of manualistics from different countries,
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that we are finally learning to see them as an integral part of our historical and
educational patrimony, not only as objects in which we can trace our individual
and collective memory, but also as invaluable sources for research into school
culture.

As the undeniably emblematic school product that it is, the textbook has
become the object of especially intense research; on the one hand it provides
insight into conceptual and practical approaches to teaching®, and on the
other hand it can provide us with testimony regarding hitherto unexplored
or overlooked aspects of the internal life of schools or of the ideological and
political considerations that may have worked their way into school discipline
and curricula.

This article, which relies on the accumulated experience acquired in the
MANES Research Centre as well as on the work carried out as of 1992 in the
foundation, attempts to address a methodological question which has been a
topic of much debate in the Centre: what opportunities do school textbooks
provide for research into educational history? And even more importantly,
what are their limitations as a primary source? In this study we propose
reconsidering the methodological issues involved in the use of a primary source
that is being resorted to ever more frequently for delving into the history of
academic culture. We also offer possible solutions for clarifying approaches and
expanding the object of our study.

Our objectives are as follows:

- to analyse the methodological problems involved in the use of school
textbooks as primary sources for research;

- to propose solutions to the methodological problems posed by this type
of source.

In order to achieve these objectives, our first step will be to formulate an
appropriate theoretical context, one which includes a description of the most
important contributions made so far in this field of «manualistics»”. Such a
summary will help facilitate a subsequent analysis of the limitations posed by
the study’s object in addition to providing us with an indication of the general
direction in which the MANES Centre research has been leading.

with special attention paid to Spain and Latin America. The catalogue may be accessed at <http:/
www.uned.es/manesvirtual/ProyectoManes/Bibliografia.htm> (accessed: October 12t 2011).

6 A. Escolano, El libro escolar como espacio de memoria, in G. Ossenbach, M. Somoza (eds.),
Los manuales escolares como fuente para la bistoria de la educacion en América Latina, Madrid,
UNED, 2001, p. 39.

7 The term denominating this field of research was coined by Agustin Escolano in A. Escolano,
Historia ilustrada del libro escolar en Espana. De la postguerra a la reforma educativa, Madrid,
Fundacion German Sanchez Ruipérez, 1998, p. 17.
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Contributions of school textbooks to historical-educational research

In the words of Alain Choppin, school textbooks «represent a privileged
source for all of those historians interested in issues of education, culture,
mentalities, language or science [...] and even the economics of books, printing
techniques or the semiology of images»®. Textbooks contain specific material
features (graphic formats, expressive and communicative designs, etc.) that have
always responded to rules, codes and criteria implicit in the way a classroom
was run. These rules and criteria became systematised and stereotyped over time
in a gradual process whereby public educational systems were institutionalised
and then, in the flux of transnational pedagogical tendencies, spread around
the world®.

Research with this material has advanced considerably, both in its
instrumental aspect (tracking down sources, cataloguing, etc.)'” as well as in an
investigative sense, and the number of published articles, doctoral theses and
papers delivered at seminars is practically innumerable.

The topics dealt with in these publications have been determined by the
textbooks’ characteristics as well as by the functions they fulfilled within the
school system.

Textbooks, taken collectively, have a virtually never-ending life cycle!'; their
production is continuous, new works take the place of previous or obsolete
editions and texts are reedited in large numbers, due not only to the need for
replacing worn-out copies but often for the purpose of introducing renewed
contents. We should also remember that the similarity of the titles among books
does not necessarily reflect identical contents within.

Textbooks also constitute a relatively homogeneous corpus, in the sense that
coherent subsets may be isolated (a certain subject, level, publisher, etc.) and
then evaluated with compatible statistical treatments or analytical methods.

Finally, textbooks comprise a source that lends itself to serial studies,
allowing us to trace over a period of time any given aspect of the book — a
scientific content, a pedagogical method — or to explore the conditions under
which they were produced, the publisher responsible for publishing them, etc.

School textbooks also furnish us with the curricula of the different subjects
taught. By comparing them with educational legislation we are able to analyse

8 A. Choppin, Los manuales escolares de ayer a hoy: el ejemplo de Francia, «Historia de la
Educacion», n. 19, 2000, p. 15.

9 For a vision of school textbooks as elements with transnational characteristics (as planetary
objects) see the article by A. Choppin, Le manuel scolaire, une fausse évidence historique, «Histoire
de I’Education», n. 117, 2008, pp. 7-56.

10 One of the most important actions taken by a an investigative group was finding and
identifying school textbooks, thus facilitating the consolidation of large data bases accessible by
Internet that provide researchers with numerous sources.

11 As long as the subject has not been discontinued in the program.
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the way in which political or religious authorities sought to transmit beliefs,
ideologies, values, conduct, etc. They allow us to go back and analyse pedagogical
theories and methodological principles, be they the kind implemented on
a massive scale in certain countries at certain times or the more innovative,
reformist experiments, including minority and even individual approaches.
The function of school textbooks!? makes them the ideal vehicle for
analysing ‘official knowledge’, that is, how public authorities regulate content
in accordance with specific scholastic and extra-scholastic objectives (symbolic
function and political function); the basic knowledge that they attempt to
transmit (pedagogical function); the consideration of the way in which they
contribute to the ‘enculturation” of younger generations (social function) and
finally, what values are imbued, how they are prioritised, and whether this is
done manifestly or latently (ideological function).
As Ossenbach and Somoza have pointed out!?
can be grouped into different categories or themes:

, advances in ‘manualistics’

- the study of the relationship between the pedagogical orientation
of different programs, study plans, questionnaires, etc., and the
corresponding school textbooks. The legislative and official policies
regulating the printing and use of textbooks have been analysed in order
to bring into better focus the way in which different authorities have tried
to control the acculturation and socialisation of societies;

- the evolution of didactic and scientific tendencies in the different subjects
and fields as manifested in their corresponding textbooks. School books
may be seen as vehicles for the promotion of pedagogical theories,
teaching methods and didactic innovations;

- an analysis of the relationship between the curricular contents of
textbooks and the different political and educational policies of a chosen
period. Analyses may be made of how school books have been subjected
to ideological influences;

- finally, another broad field of research related to the subject of textbooks
is the history of the subjects taught and the way in which textbooks have
played a key role in configuring the subjects along with their respective
codes. A considerable amount of research has been carried out in this
area, especially in certain curricular subjects such as History, Geography,
Language & Literature and even Religion. Research has not been as
abundant however in scientific subjects such as Natural History, Physics,
Chemistry or Maths.

12 M. De Puelles Benitez, Los manuales escolares: un nuevo campo de conocimiento, «Historia
de la Educacién», n. 19, 2000, pp. 5-11.

13 Ossenbach, Somoza, Los manuales escolares como fuente para la Historia de Educacion en
Ameérica Latina, cit., pp. 24-30.
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Despite all of these advances, we are compelled to point out some of the
more significant research that is ‘missing’ and that has yet to be undertaken with
these sources. To begin with, there are few articles or publications analysing the
images or iconographic sources present in the textbooks, and only now are
some historians beginning to show some interest in this topic'4. The same is true
of comparative studies, whether at a national or transnational level. The most
significant absence, however, is probably of methodological studies that could
be applied to historical-educational analyses or to analyses of the socialising
influence of textbooks. To this date there are precious few studies describing
a work methodology that confers any sort of homogeneity to possible forms
of analysis or to how this primary source could best be used for educational
research.

In the following pages we will put forth our own perspectives regarding the
methodological limitations involved in the use of school textbooks as a sole
primary source of research, while proposing the use of other complementary
sources in order to overcome some of these limitations and thus ‘fill in the gaps’.

Methodological limitations of school textbooks as research sources. Some
solutions

While school textbooks undoubtedly occupy a central position nowadays
in the distribution of knowledge in any given educational system, they are
nonetheless complex objects. They are also hard to define in a conceptually
precise manner, especially if we wish to immerse ourselves in the teaching-
learning process taking place in what Frank Simon and Marck Depapepe
referred to as «chalkface», i.e., the chalkboard domain'°.

The first difficulty we come up against is that of determining whether or not
the textbooks were used in the classroom. To overcome this limitation we need
to choose the textbooks we are going to analyse with care. There are two main
factors which tend to indicate the extent to which a textbook was used: first of
all, we should give preference to textbooks produced by publishers who were
of some importance during the period we are studying, and secondly, we should
rely on books published in numerous editions and printings. We consider it safe
to assume that if a textbook was published over a long period of time, in many
editions, then it was likely to have been used in the classroom.

14 A significant contribution to the study of images in the History of Education can be found
in the monographic issue of «Paedagogica Historica» from 2000 The History of Education and the
Challenge of the Visual, vol. 36, n. 1, a result of the XX Congress of ISCHE from the year 1998.

15 M. Depaepe, F. Simon, Fuentes y métodos para la historia del aula, in M. Ferraz Lorenzo
(ed.), Repensar la Historia de la Educacion. Nuevos desafios, nuevas propuestas, Madrid, Biblioteca
Nueva, 20035, p. 337.
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If we have the actual physical object before us we can be even more certain
of finding indications of the use made of it. Its state of conservation or the
shape that the binding is in, for example, will tell us if it was handled often
or not (although we will still have no way of knowing where, when or how
it was handled); if it shows evidence of classroom activity (drawings, notes,
underlinings, etc.) then we can assume that it was used at some point in the class.
In textbooks that have been scribbled in — with infantile writing — we can trace
to some degree the learning that has taken place (drawings, figures, sketches,
graffiti, nonsense...). Such a study, of the actual use made of the textbook,
can provide us with information as to which books were paid more attention
to and which were ignored. Which pages were folded? Which were studied,
underlined, coloured in, etc., and which were left pristine and untouched?

We can also look at the delivery receipts, inventories and purchases made
by schools in order to know what textbooks the teachers were demanding and
buying to use with their students.

But another methodological problem, beyond that of knowing just which
books were used in the classroom, proves harder to resolve: that of knowing
how these textbooks were used. We are assaulted by doubts the minute we
attempt to address certain questions regarding school practices. As Miguel
Somoza has pointed out, research into the textbook as an ‘object’ is relatively
recent and runs the risk of focusing excessively on aspects that revolve around
the time of its production and the transmission of its message or communication
(analysis of ideological, political, scientific and didactic content, of educational
policies, of publishers’ commercial practices, etc.) and not paying sufficient
attention to the circumstances revolving around the reception of the message.
This would include, in addition to the cultural and political situation and the
proximity or distance from societal shifts of opinion, the type of influence that
the message has on the recipients (intense or subtle, persistent or occasional,
etc.), the response of the recipients to the message (which could range from
unquestioning acceptance to total rejection) and in general the role that school
books and curricula played — and still play — in the process of socialising new
generations. We must keep in mind of course the differences owing to historical
factors, advances in technology (especially that relating to communication) and
general tendencies of social systems!®.

This methodological problem is made evident when we attempt to address
what Elsie Rockwell referred to as the distinction between pedagogical
knowledge and teaching knowledge!”. Pedagogical knowledge consists of
a prescriptive discourse, one whose function is to structure the contents and

16 M. Somoza Rodriguez, El “Proyecto MANES™ vy la investigacion sobre manuales escolares:
un balance critico de resultados y nuevos desafios, «History of Education & Children’s literature»,
vol. 1, n. 1, 2006, pp. 431-451.

17 E. Rockwell, La experiencia etnogrdfica, Buenos Aires, Paidds, 2009, p. 27.
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methods used in teaching while searching for answers to problems related to
education. Pedagogy finds its expression in documents, books, institutions, etc.
In the domain of the classroom we may find it present in the teacher’s formation,
in the programs and most especially in the textbook; we should not forget that
school textbooks are essentially the expression of a prescribed curriculum.

Teaching knowledge, on the other hand, concerns the day to day activities
and teaching practices of the teacher, with each classroom and each school
having its own particular trajectory. And it is in this realm that we need to
find complementary sources that will help us discover how the textbooks were
actually used.

Textbooks clearly serve as a means for delving deeper into pedagogical
knowledge

While school textbooks reflect political, ideological, religious and pedagogical
points of view and tell us something of the period in which they were produced
and used to communicate a certain message, they cannot really demonstrate or
clarify anything regarding the reception or the effect of the message they were
meant to convey. This proves to be an important obstacle for our research into
«school culture» — the story of what was really going on in the classroom — and
limits our attempts to analyse and better understand what F. Simon and M.
Depaepe called «the black box of the school»3.

To minimize this problem we propose that instead of basing our research
exclusively on textbooks, we broaden the object of our study and search for
other sources that may have played an important role in the school context —
or even outside of it. Notwithstanding Dominique Julia’s observation that the
task of reconstructing life in the classroom must include descriptions of cultural
practices that leave no tangible trace'®, a modern approach to research into
school culture requires that we look for novel, non-conventional sources. We
are compelled therefore to adopt an ‘ethnographic’ perspective of the school
in order to reconstruct the contexts — academic as well as non-academic — in
which books were used°.

We believe that research on textbooks should be combined with the study of
other instruments of pedagogic interaction with the past.

We believe that the investigation of textbooks should be, as much as possible,
a combination between the study of other instruments of pedagogical interaction

18 Depaepe, Simon, Fuentes y métodos para la historia del aula, cit., p. 338.

19 D. Julia, La culture scolaire comme objet historique, «Paedagogica Historica. Supplementary
Series», vol. 1, 1995, “The Colonial Experience in Education. Historical Issues and Perspectives”,
p. 356.

20 Rockwell, La experiencia etnogrdfica, cit., p. 32.
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with the past. This combination not only allows the verification of the text
of the educational learning process but also the opening of a contextualized
significant of the history?!.

Egle Becchi has called attention to the increasing emphasis that historians
have been placing on infants’ writing?2. We believe that this realization is related
to our proposal for bringing the student’s world into clearer focus not only
through the study of documents produced by adults for children (textbooks,
teachers’ diaries, etc.) but also by written or iconic documents produced by the
children themselves (letters, diaries, notebooks, exercises, notes, exams, etc.).

It would almost seem that students have been left out or forgotten by
educational historians; one way of bringing them back to their deserved place in
the forefront — and getting to know them — could be by examining their work?3.
The history of these documents is, in a certain sense, the history of different
educational projects, of actions carried out by the schools and of the different
roles assigned and assumed by adults and children, teachers and students. In
our investigation of this material we should always keep in mind, so as to avoid
anachronistic pitfalls, that the documents, labels and names that we come
across may well be referring to realities that are quite different, depending on
the period we are dealing with?*.

We would now like to present a brief overview of a few sources which
may help with research on school textbooks and which provide a valuable
contribution to our analysis of the material culture of schools. More specifically,
we will be looking at notebooks, exams, class diaries and oral sources.

For several years now a historiographic movement has been under way that
uses class notebooks as a source for learning about the social representations
and images that children use to depict school, family, and other themes. Such
documents can serve to show us how writing is linked to acculturation, they
can function as transmitters of values and attitudes or as a means for studying
curricula together with different subjects and disciplines, and they can serve as

21 M. Depaepe, M. D’Hoker, E Simon, Manuels scolaires belges 1830-1880. Répertoire établi
a partir de quatre collectoins, Bruxelles, Archives générales du Royaume, 2003.

22 E. Becchi, La historia de la infancia y sus necesidades de teoria, in P. Ddvila, L.M. Naya
(eds.), La infancia en la historia: espacios y representaciones, Donosita, Espacio Universitario/
EREIN, 2005, t. I, pp. 21 and 38; and Dialectics in a branch of historiography, «Annali di Storia
dell’Educazione e delle Istituzioni Scholastiche», n. 12, 2003, p. 27.

23 See the two special issues of «Histoire de I’éducation» titled Travaux d’éleves. Pour une
histoire des performances scolaires et de leur évaluation, 1720-1830, n. 46, 1990, and Travaux
d’éleves. Pour une histoire des performances scolaires et de leur évaluation, XI1X°-XX¢ siécles, n.
54,1992.

24 A. Chervel, Devoirs et travaux écrits des éleves dans I'enseignement secondaire du XIX®
siecle. Une source nouvelle: les enquétes ministérielles et rectorales, «Histoire de 1’éducation», n.
54, mai 1992, pp. 13-38.
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instrument of personal subjective expression®’. The MANES Research Centre
is actively involved in the study of this material, working with them and using
them as a complementary source for the research carried out on textbooks?®.

The introduction of notebooks as a pedagogical tool signaled a turning
point in the history of education and in teaching-learning methods. Beginning
at the end of the 18 century, reading and writing, which had traditionally been
treated as separate subjects, began to be seen — and taught — as complementary
skills?”. From this moment on, the motto of the contemporary school could
be summed up in the phrase «writing by way of reading, and reading by way
of writing». The most obvious pedagogical consequence of this tendency was
the proliferation of school textbooks along with other didactic materials and
practices and, eventually, notebooks?®.

We can safely say that school notebooks?’ are fast becoming an invaluable
documentary source. Their richness and variety make them valid, indispensable
tools for exploring and expanding upon three interwoven fields of investigation:
the history of childhood, the history of written culture and the history of
education (with its related fields and sub-categories such as the history of
schools, the history of macrostudies, teaching practices and school culture)3.
Despite their complexity®!, the information they can provide us is unsurpassed,

25 Some publications related to this are J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (eds.), School Exercise
Books. A complex Sorce for a History of the Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19% and
20" Centuries, 2 vols., Firenze, Polistampa, 2010 and V. Mignot, A. Chrystina (eds.), Cadernos a
vista. Escola, memoria e cultura escrita, Rio de Janeiro, Editoria da Universidade do Estado do Rio
de Janeiro, 2008.

26 A.M. Badanelli Rubio, K. Mahamud, Cuadernos escolares: un ejemplo de la escritura
escolar en el franquismo, in A. Castillo Gomez (dir.), V. Sierra Blas (ed.), Mis primeros pasos.
Alfabetizacion, escuela y usos cotidianos de la escritura (siglos XIX y XX), Gijon, Editorial Trea,
2008, pp. 259-279.

27 See the following studies by A.-M. Chartier, Enseriar a leer y escribir. Una aproximacion
historica, FCE, México, 2004; Ead., Lenfant, I’école et la lecture. Les enjeux d’un apprentissage,
«Débat», n. 135,2005, pp. 194-220; and also L’école et la lecture obligatoire. Histoire et paradoxes
des pratiques d’ enseignement de la lecture, Paris, Editions Retz, 2007.

28 A-M. Chartier, L. Hébrard, Lire pour écrire a I'école primaire? L'invention de la composition
francaise au XIX¢ siecle, in Les interactions lecture-écriture, in Actes du colloque Théodile-Crel,
Berna, Peter Lang, 1994, pp. 23-90; and A. Vinao Frago, Del periédico a Internet. Leer y escribir
en los siglos XIX y XX, in A. Castillo Gémez (coord.), Historia de la cultura escrita. Del Proximo
Oriente Antiguo a la sociedad informatizada, Trea, Gijon, 2002, pp. 324-337.

29 When speaking of a school notebook, we are referring to the classic ‘blank’ notebook, which
may or may not have lines, squares or margins to help with writing. We are not referring to a
workbook or notebook containing activities for the student.

30 Badanelli Rubio, Mahamud, Cuadernos escolares: un ejemplo de la prdctica de la escritura
en el franquismo, cit., pp. 259-279.

31 The complexity of the notebook as a documentary source lies in the fact that there is no
unanimous consensus regarding the concept or definition of a notebook. This is partly due to its
recent appearance and adoption as a documentary source, its lack of precedents and the vast and
diverse typology that exists. Anne-Marie Chartier describes notebooks as elliptical and discontinuous
sources in A.-M. Chartier, Travaux d’éleves et cahiers scolaire: I'bistoire de ’éducation du coté des
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owing to the fact that they are a direct testimony, emanating from the student’s
own hand (or the teacher’s) and to the fact that they are an internal product,
born of the school. The research possibilities offered by this type of source are
enormous. Their contribution to the study of textbooks, which is what this
article seeks to explore, comes from comparing and contrasting the two sources.
By observing the manner in which textbooks were used and then examining
the way their use is reflected in the students’ notebooks we acquire a better
perspective with which to analyse the relationship between general educational
policies and the practices carried out in the classroom. We get a clearer view, in
other words, of the way the message is produced and the way it is received, as
well as of the actions, agents and formats that intervene in and mediatise the
communicative process>2.

Discovering and analysing the direct use made of textbooks implies searching
for the illustrations and texts contained in them that then appear in the students’
notebooks. When the matching images and texts have been compared, the next
step is to verify if they have been copied literally from the book or if they have
undergone any sort of modification. We can then attempt to understand just how
the teacher used the image or the text. How did they try to convey the message?
Did they resort to using grammatical guidelines? What parts of the contents
were included or omitted or modified, and in what way? Did the teacher try to
engage the student’s imagination or was rote memorization encouraged?

Shown below are some examples from research we have been carrying out:

This example shows how the notebook follows the textbook; both the text
and the illustration have been copied. In this case the teacher has specified the
type of exercise that the students are going to do and the book that they are
going to use: Cordialidades.

pratiques, in R. Calvo de Leodn et al., Etnobistoria de la escuela. XII Coloquio Nacional de Historia
de la Educacién, Burgos, Universidad de Burgos y Sociedad Espaiiola de Historia de la Educacion,
2003, p. 1. See also A. Vifiao Frago, M* J. Martinez Ruiz Funes, Los cuadernos escolares y el arte de
enseriar: El fondo del Centro de Estudios sobre la Memoria Educativa (CEME) de la Universidad
de Murcia, in P. Celada Perandones (ed.), Arte y Oficio de Ensesiar. Dos siglos de perspectiva
historica. X VI Coloquio Nacional de Historia de la Educacion, SEDHE, Universidad de Valladolid
y CEINCE, 2011, pp. 245-254.

32 A.M. Badanelli Rubio, K. Mahamud, La huella de los manuales escolares en la cultura
escrita: un estudio de caso en la escuela franquista, in J. Gémez Fernandez, G. Espigado Tocino,
M. Beas Miranda (eds.), La escuela y sus escenarios, Puerto de Santa Maria, Cadiz, Concejalia de
Cultura del Ayuntamiento de El Puerto de Santa Maria, 2007, pp. 207-228, and Badanelli Rubio,
Mahamud, Cuadernos escolares: un ejemplo de la prdctica de la escritura en el franquismo, cit.,
pp. 259-279.
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Pic. 1. A. Ferniandez Rodriguez, Cordialidades, Barcelona, Ed.
Miguel A. Salvatella, 1943. Class notebook from the 1940s used in a
girls’ school.

This is an interesting example of how certain elements from an illustration
were chosen because they matched the theme that was being presented. As the
lesson dealt with the Spanish missionary Fray Juan Ramirez and not with the
discovery of America, as shown in the book, the image of Christopher Columbus
planting the Spanish flag in American soil was left out of the student’s copy of
the picture.

Pic. 2. A. Serrano de Haro, Yo soy espaiiol, 17* ed., Madrid, Ed. Escuela Espafiola, Hi-
jos de Ezequiel Solana, 1957. Class notebook from the 1940s used in a girls’ school.
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This example shows us how a specific technique for copying illustrations
was used. Evenly-spaced perpendicular lines were drawn over the image, which
was then faithfully transferred to the notebook in an exercise that would seem
to rule out any creative demands in the classroom at the time.

Pic. 3. A. Fernandez Rodriguez, Cordialidades, Barcelona, Ed. Miguel A. Sal-
vatella, 1943. Class notebook from the 1940s used in a girls’ school.
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Empirical studies of these sources provide us with evidence that helps us to
compare and contrast the use that was made of school textbooks. However, the
question of just how they were used is complex and requires clarifications that
can often best be found in other sources.

Another of these sources is the exam, which allows us to look further into
the relationship between the original intention of the textbooks and the actual
reception of its message. We have to agree with Vifiao’s observation about
the ‘invisibility” of exams; they are scarcely mentioned in studies dealing with
education and their presence is insignificant in teaching documentation?3. This
stands in direct contrast with their importance in daily classroom life.

The exam is precisely one of those points where educational policy finds its most
concrete expression. This is recognised by those in charge of educational policy,
by school principals and headmasters, by students’ parents and by the students
and teachers themselves. While each one of these social groups has a different
perspective on the role of exams, in general terms they all tend to agree that the
exam will give us an ‘objective’ measure of how much the student knows>*.

Exams clearly influence teaching practices; much of what goes on in the
classroom — or outside of it, for that matter — has the exam as its reference point.
There can be no doubt that exams, notwithstanding the methodological limitations
they present us with (for example, they fail to indicate what information continues
to be taught and learned afterwards) are a source for knowing what contents from
the textbooks were meant to be learned by the students. During historical periods
which relied more heavily on rote and competitive learning, information afforded
by exams may be even more reliable. Exams served a controlling function, both for
teachers and students, and they were of course influenced by the political changes
taking place at any given time; assigning grades to school work, for example,
dates back to the 19 century, coinciding with the advent of school textbooks.
An analysis of the contents that came up on exams and of the way that students
were meant to have learned the material can help us to establish not only what
textbooks and contents were used, but how this information was studied. We
should remember that the way questions are presented on an exam invariably
conditions the way these contents are studied.

Exams indicate which mechanisms are used to determine the type of knowledge
that is considered valuable, and the demands of the exam will determine whether
a given subject matter appearing in the textbook is deemed to be important
or not. As Torres has stated, «With exams, the relationship between power
and knowledge takes on a visible dimension; the exam becomes a vehicle for
imposing, defining and legitimising authentic knowledge, defining not only what

33 A. Vinao, Escuela graduada y exdmenes de promocion: snecesidad endégena o imposicion
exdgena?, in XI Coloquio Nacional de Historia de la Educacion. La acreditacion de saberes y
competencias. Perspectiva historica, Oviedo, Universidad de Oviedo, 2001, p. 548.

3¢ A.D. Barriga, Una polémica en relacién al examen, «Calidad de la Educacién», n. 5, Mayo-
Agosto 1994, <http://www.rieoei.org/oeivirt/rie05a05.htm> (accessed: October 27%, 2011).
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counts as worthy, acceptable knowledge, but also who has the final word — or in
other words, who truly wields the power»3°. An exam is in essence the effect of
a conception about learning.

We have as yet few sources TR - ORGP |
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have do not go very far back. | (
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tool for engaging in a ‘rigorous’

and ‘vigorous’ study of the teaching process. Recent studies have shown that
they are especially useful for research aimed at exploring the concepts, beliefs
and professional knowledge of teachers from the perspective of teacher thinking
that has acquired such importance in the last few decades®.

35 J. Torres, El curriculum oculto, Madrid, Morata, 1991.

36 M.M. del Pozo Andrés, Curriculum e identidad nacional: regeneracionismos, nacionalismos
y escuela piiblica (1890-1939), Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva, 2000. For an idea of the importance that
the Quixote acquired in Spanish schools during the first third of the 20% century, see the virtual
exhibition El Quijote en la escuela: <http://www.uned.es/manesvirtual/ExpoTema/MontajeQuijote/
quijotesO1.html> (accessed: October 27, 2011), and J.C. Gonzalez Faraco, Lecturas Educativas
del Quijote, Textos e iconografia escolar, Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva, 2010.

37 R. Porlan, El maestro como investigador en el aula. Investigar para conocer. Conocer para
enseriar, «Investigacion en la Escuela», n. 1, 1987, pp. 63-89.

38 R. Porlan, J. Martin, El diario del profesor. Un recurso para la investigacion en el aula,
Sevilla, Diada Editoras, 1991.

39 M.A. Zabalza, Diarios de clase: un instrumento de investigacion y de desarrollo profesional,
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Pic. 5. Class diary of the teacher Aurora Santamaria, 1932.

Class diaries could be defined as the documents in which teachers keep
track of their lesson plans and of the impressions that they receive from the
students” work with them. These diaries, together with other documents such
as classroom records, recorded incidents, class observations etc., all make up a
part of the methodological approach or line of investigation based on personal
documents and autobiographical notes, a source that has come to be known as
«egodocuments»*’,

Such documents generally include references to the materials used in the
classroom, including textbooks, readings, exercises, etc., as well as information
about the way the material was used. All of these sources are useful for
comparing educational goals and tendencies — including the way the curriculum
is formulated in the textbook — with the activities and impressions that the
teachers wrote about directly from classroom practice.

Madrid, Narcea, 2004, p. 29.

40 In 1958 Dutch historian Jacob Presser coined a new term: egodocument, which referred
to autobiographies, memoirs, diaries, personal letters and other texts in which the author writes
explicitly about his or herself, including their own matters and feelings. From Presser’s point of
view an egodocument is a text of any format or size «in which there is present, whether hidden
or revealed, intentional or accidental, an ego». Since the 1980s, new cultural history has resorted
to egodocuments. Some interesting publications about these types of documents are: R. Dekker, J.
Presser’s Heritage, Egodocuments in the Study of History, «Memoria y Civilizacion», n. 4, 2001
and the publication «Cultura Escrita & Sociedad», n. 1, 2005, which was in essence an opinion
forum on current research tendencies regarding modern autobiography and egodocuments.
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Another fundamental source for our research is the oral record of persons
directly involved in the teaching-learning process. Along with teachers and
students, this includes other figures who play a role in the educational process
such as school inspectors, politicians involved in drafting legislation, authors,
illustrators and publishers of textbooks, etc. These sources can help us reach
a more thorough understanding of the social life in the classroom and of the
players involved.

MANES recently had the opportunity of verifying just how useful oral
sources can be for evaluating the impact that textbooks can have on educational
practices. We interviewed the renowned painter and professor of Fine Arts
Antonio Zarco, whose childhood notebooks were donated to our Centre by
a family member of the teacher who instructed Mr. Zarco during his grade-
school years*!. Referring to the textbooks, Antonio Zarco recalls that

The books were expensive... I mean they did cost a lot... back then, since we were a large
family, we passed the books down to our younger siblings... so when we inherited them they
already had their own story, their own life — they were full of stuff... You could have made
a soup with one of those books... we made a lot of use of them, sometimes we would copy
from them, other times we would just make things up.

When asked what textbooks he remembers, Zarco recalls using Lecciones
de cosas (Lessons about things) and upon seeing Simbolos de Espana (Symbols
of Spain) he remarks «This one is familiar. I remember that the illustrator was
someone named Cobos. And there was an encyclopedia by Dalmau Carles and
another one called The History of Spain». He immediately recognizes, upon
seeing them, Espania Legendaria and Figures and Moments From Spain.

From this interview we know which books were used in the Joaquin Costa
School in Madrid — and in the José Echegaray group, to which it belonged — and
we are also told something about how they were used. The fact that the books
were passed on between siblings indicates that one same textbook was used in
different generations, during which time curricula and subject matter would
have gone unchanged or nearly unchanged. We are also informed about at least
one specific classroom practice -copying — that required the use of a textbook.

There is another field of study relating to textbook use which is only just
beginning to take form among researchers at the MANES Centre, and although
it would constitute the subject of another, separate study, it falls within the
realm of those complementary sources that help us to compare school life with
life outside the classroom. We are referring here to comics, magazines and press,
sticker books, films, etc.

41 Interview with Antonio Zarco from Friday, September 17%. Centro de investigacion MANES,
UNED. Images from the interview can be accessed at <http://www.uned.es/manesvirtual/Galeria/
antoniozarco/antoniozarco.htm> (accessed: November 15", 2011).



136 ANA MARIA BADANELLI

In this example we see a sticker book. It is from the Franco era, though we
are not sure of the exact year, and in it we can observe certain iconographic
or ‘representational’ parameters bearing a resemblance to those found in
textbooks.

Pic. 6. Serrano de Haro, Hemos visto al Sesior, Madrid, Escuela Espaiio-
la, 1957. Sticker book, date uncertain.
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Closing Reflections

School textbooks are being used more and more by historians of education.
They are short-lived products; their life span is limited and they are quick to
be discarded or ignored over long periods of time*?. This has made it necessary
to launch numerous initiatives in order to conserve and catalogue them, to
organise them into specific collections and even to assemble them in digital
libraries. Thanks to the efforts made so far in this direction, the number of
research projects involving textbooks continues to grow.

Textbooks represent the concretion of a predetermined curriculum and as
such they are a fundamental source for observing and analysing the intentions
and beliefs that the authorities strove to convert into the ultimate objectives of
educational policies. They respond to the question of what was being taught at
any given historical era. In the complex world of communication found within
the realm of education, textbooks give us information about the conveyor of the
message, revealing the intentions of those in charge of codifying and transmitting
the message through a given medium - in this case, school textbooks — on its
way to the intended recipient, i.e., the student. They provide us with a means
for deciphering the code in which the message was written, including its signs,
its rules and how it is organised. And they lend themselves to an analysis of the
physical medium itself, from observing how they are put together to pondering
the relationship of the material object to the teaching-learning process.

In and of themselves, however, textbooks cannot reveal what messages
actually reach the recipient nor the way in which the recipient will receive and
decipher the message. From textbooks alone we cannot really pretend to know
how the student interprets the material contained therein nor can we know
the response of the student to the material. The limitations of this particular
source were summed up neatly by Elsie Rockwell when she stated that «behind
the image of the school that we may glean from examining textbooks lies the
complex story of actual classroom practice»*3.

The analysis of school textbooks should do more than merely treat them
as ‘transmitters’ of a message containing contents and codes that are meant to
be deciphered or interpreted. It is crucial that we learn about the use made of
them in the classroom and especially of how the material contained in them
has been appropriated by the learner. To accurately evaluate the influence they
may have had, methodological rigor obliges us to study them within a broader
context of classroom practices, using a variety of available resources that can

42 H. Silver, Knowing and not knowing in the History of Education, «History of Education»,
vol. 21, n. 1, 1992, p. 102.

43 E. Rockwell, Entre la vida vy los libros: prdcticas de lectura en las escuelas de la Malintzi a
principios del siglo XX, in C. Castafieda et al. (eds.), Lecturas vy lectores en la Historia de México,
Meéxico, CIESAS, Universidad Auténoma del Estado de Morelos, 2004, p. 327.
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help inform us about the actual, effective use made of them**. In this article we
have attempted to push the methodological limits, expanding the object of our
study by including other sources which, when used together with the textbooks,
will take us one step further in our analysis of how the books were used in the
classroom. Notebooks, exams, class diaries, oral records, etc., all contribute to
our evaluation of the impact that textbooks had and in effect, to the way they
were consumed.

44 Ossenbach, Manuales escolares y patrimonio bistérico-educativo, cit., pp. 115-132.
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In the debate about the use of ego-documents as a source for historical
studies one constantly meets the same arguments for and against. Opponents
regard them as an unreliable source for serious scholarly research due to the
uncertainty about the degree to which individual witnesses are representative.
At best they might serve to offer salient details to liven up reconstructions based
on serial sources'.

Some historians attempt to overcome the problem of what is representative
by compiling extensive databases of information from ego-documents — the
more the merrier — but how many witnesses do you need to be considered

representative? Other historians steer clear of the question by pointing out

* The text has been realized thanks to the Accién Complementaria de Investigacién Congreso
Internacional «Escrituras infantiles» (FF12011-13745-E) and to the Proyecto de Investigacion
Cultura escrita y memoria popular: tipologias, funciones y politicas de conservacion (siglos X VI-
XX) (HAR2011-25944), funded by the Ministerio de Economia y Competitividad.

1 See for instance J. de Kruif, Liefhebbers en gewoontelezers. Leescultuur in Den Haag in de
achttiende eeuw, Zutphen, Walburg, 1999, pp. 51-58.
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that ego-documents are sometimes the only records offering any evidence
of a number of more intimate aspects of everyday life and for this reason if
none other they deserve, representative or not, to be listened to and taken
seriously — one witness is better than none!. Ego-documents can also be used in
another way than as ‘witnesses for the crown’ however. They can also serve as
catalysts for new issues of research and for developing new research methods,
thus advancing the cause of scholarship itself. The research presented here,
undertaken on the pretext of the in-depth analysis of a single ego-document, is
an attempt to demonstrate this.

This article will discuss the relation between innovations in educational
theory in around 1800 and the emergence of children’s diaries. The question
does not arise out of any secondary literature on the subject, because there isn’t
any. Instead it originates in the study of the diary of ‘just one witness’, a Dutch
boy who lived in the eighteenth century. The garrulousness of this solitary
witness is an opportunity for taking a second look at a number of sources
that have been explored more often — eighteenth-century children’s literature,
books of etiquette, educational manuals, encyclopaedias and treatises of moral
philosophy — and at diary-writing as a recommended educational device. The
results will be discussed below. First of all however, the witness behind this
research should be given his say. Otto van Eck started his diary on 3 May 1791 at
the age of ten with an admission of guilt: «The diaries from 17 Febr[uary] 1791
(when I began keeping a diary) until now have been lost through carelessness»2.

From that moment on the ordinary reader gets a day-by-day account with
masses of information about everyday life in eighteenth-century upper class
circles. But between the lines the observant reader will discern the inventory of
a learning process with plenty of ups and many more downs. On 4 May Otto
announces that this day he has «on various occasions been bad-tempered and
naughty».

Next day he tried to do better, «but I have still forgotten to do my duty on
occasions». Two days after that he started his homework too late, so that he
didn’t have enough time to do it properly and he didn’t «keep his word to be
quiet». Otto’s misdemeanours pile up as the diary progresses. He makes such
a din that it gives his mother a headache, his mother is displeased with his
behaviour because he has «squabbled» with his sister or else he is ashamed of
himself for having made a scene when his mother gave a sick farmer a present
that he wanted for himself. In part the diary is a tale of crime and punishment

1 C. Ginzburg, Just one witness, in S. Friedlander (ed.), Probing the limits of representation.
Nagzism and the ‘Final solution’, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1992, pp. 82-96, in
particular p. 85. See also the introduction to this special issue.

2 A. Baggerman, R. Dekker (eds.), Het dagboek van Otto van Eck (1791-1797), Hilversum,
Verloren, 1998.

3 14-5-1791.
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that sometimes even took the form of a fine: «Today due to carelessness and
disobedience I was forfeited 2 stuivers»*. During the first month that Otto kept
his diary, the fines were equal to the pocket-money his father owed him®.

On further analysis the diary emerges not only as a cash book for good
behaviour and misconduct but also as a medium between parent and child. This
is evident amongst other things from the difference in the handwriting between
the first and last part of the following passage: «Today I start my holidays until
Wednesday of the following week, because the fair has come to The Hague.
Now I will be sparing of my time and do my tasks at home, just as I would if I
was at school, without even thinking of any relaxation, before I have completed
all this. Don’t forget this and make sure you are as good as your word, because
it is better not to promise something than to promise and not stick to it. You
would do better to promise less and do more»°.

The diary is 1560 pages long and one needs to be an extremely close reader
to spot the second passage containing two different handwritings. It occurs on
14 September 1795, when Otto says how sorry he is that he has neglected his
diary: «and this, together with my bad behaviour, has meant that Mama has
generally been very disappointed with me. This situation has not changed at all,
so I will have to do better this week. Today I’ve started off well, because I have
done everything I should have done, so that Mama is pleased with me. Iz [Otto’s
behaviour] has been very indifferent and could be much better».

These two isolated marginal remarks in a different handwriting from normal
are sufficient however to leave us in absolutely no doubt that this diary isn’t
any journal intime but that it fulfils a semi-public function. It is no coincidence
that Otto sometimes addresses himself to «the honoured [female] reader»’, by
whom he must have meant his mother. Otto’s diary seems to have been a public
domain both for his parents and for friends and acquaintances of the family.
On 13 July for instance he writes repentantly about his reluctance to show his
diary to acquaintances of his parents. He declares that he hasn’t dared to do so
«out of a false sense of shame and that Papa was not pleased with this, saying
that it gave those people a much worse picture of me than an honest admission
of errors [...] would ever have done»®.

Because Otto’s diary was also read by outsiders, one would not expect him
to reveal his most intimate feelings. Furthermore the document is coloured
by his parents’ specific requirements for its contents. He was not supposed to
confine himself to a description of his daily worries, but to concentrate mainly
on the higher things of life. The almost daily frequency with which he recorded
his experiences during the first years of his authorship was due not so much to

49-2-1793.
5 15-5-1791.
6 6-5-1791.
7.9-7-1796.
8 13-7-1793.
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his own zeal as to that of his parents who usually had to remind him of his task
at the end of the day. This coercion resulted not only in a steady spate of entries
about his everyday life but also a wide range of less or more convincing excuses.
Sometimes he cannot think up any better reason than that he has neglected
«only from carelessness» to write in his diary or «because I'm a little sleepy in
the evening». On other occasions he pleads circumstances beyond his control,
such as lack of time: «in the evening I had to write a letter so that I had no time
then to keep up my diary»’.

As shown earlier the coercion from outside was not simply confined to
the obligation to write as such; it also came with stipulations of content. For
instance, he was asked to go into greater depth. Otto’s recalcitrance and the
resulting reprimands make it quite clear that his parents expected more from
his diary than just his profound reflections. They insisted on a full confession.
«This morning when Mama saw my diaries for this week, she said that she
was not happy with the way I had written them and that instead of filling it
with things that I had learned or describing the games I had played, which are
almost the same every day, I should cite my good behaviour and the fits of bad
temper that overcome me and the errors I am guilty of. I have to admit that
this is also worthwhile»!°. Otto was as good as his word because he went on to
say: «To begin with, I wasn’t free of bad temper today but I was assiduous in
finishing my lessons, both those with Mama and the other ones. I didn’t start
any quarrels with my brothers and sisters and I carried out my duties in being
friendly and polite, but on the other hand I wasn’t entirely obedient to Mama’s
wishes in being grateful for what she did, so I will have to do better tomorrow».

This subject crops up constantly in the days that follow. Day after day Otto
is «not entirely free of bad temper»'!. And even when he manages to control
his temper the whole day, his parents still find something or other to criticize.
His mother may have been pleased with his behaviour, «but there was also no
occasion for me to be cross or to become so and so I didn’t get any chance to
overcome anything» 2. His mother was also not forthcoming with her approval
of his conduct, however perfect it may have been, when there wasn’t anyone
there to witness it: «Although I have done everything I had to do as I was
supposed to, Mama is not or rather cannot be pleased with me, since she didn’t
see me» 13,

When he rashly presumes to end his account of the day on a positive note
because he thinks his conduct has been exemplary, he immediately follows this

9 18-10-1792.
10 16-5-1795.
1 18-5-1795.
12 3-6-1795.
13 2-8-1795.



MODERN PEDAGOGY AND THE SPREAD OF DIARY WRITING AROUND 1800 145

with a rectification: «At last I can say that Mama is pleased with me for once.
I’'ve completed all my tasks and no criticisms can be had of my behaviour,
although Mama says that she hasn’t seen much of me» !4,

If Otto’s diary was «a mirror of his soul» — a naive but tenaciously held
idea about diaries in general — this particular mirror reflects not only Otto but
his tutors[parents or tutors? — Donald] as well. They deployed this diary as
a deliberate educational instrument with a weighty dual function — it served
both to teach Otto self-awareness and to feed them information about the
deeper emotional life of this child. About the troubles that this led to and
the results, fruitful or otherwise of this approach, I would refer the reader to
other publications about the diary!°. The main issue in the present article is the
question of whether this use of a children’s diary was just an eccentric idea of
Otto’s parents or if it reflected a wider practice, hitherto not known about.

On the basis of biographical information about Otto’s parents there is no
reason to suppose that the practice was in any way exceptional, although it
may well have been confined to a certain strata of society. Born on 5 July 1780,
Otto Cornelis van Eck was fortunate enough to grow up in the circles of the
elite. He was named after his grandparents on his father’s side — Otto van Eck,
secretary of Tiel and his wife Cornelia Maria van der Steen'¢. Otto’s mother,
Charlotte Amélie Vockestaert came from a family that for generations had held
high administrative office in the city of Delft. Otto’s father was a lawyer and
active as an administrator as well. Even before the upheaval of 1795, when
the Patriot party came to power, he was a councillor in the States Brabant
and the territories of Overmaas. After 1795 however his career really took off.
Amongst other things he was appointed Secretary General of the Committee
of Naval Affairs and he was also a member of the first and second National
Assembly!”. The inventory of his estate, drawn up on the death of Otto’s mother
in 1824, also testifies to the wealth of the family. Amongst other things there is
mention of two town houses in The Hague, a country estate (De Ruit) between
Delft and The Hague, farmlands, farmhouses, carriages and a large quantity of
jewellery!®. From the diary and many other sources — the minutes of the National

14 10-10-179S.

15 See A. Baggerman, Lezen tot de laatste snik. Otto van Eck en zijn dagelijkse literatuur
(1780-1798), in H. Brouwer et al. (eds.), Jaarboek voor Nederlandse boekgeschiedenis, Leiden,
Nederlandse Boekhistorische Vereniging, vol. I, pp. 57-89; Id., R. Dekker, Otto’s horloge:
Verlichting, deugd en tijd in de achitiende eeuw, in M. Grever, H. Jansen (eds.), De ongrijpbare tijd.
Temporaliteit en de constructie van het verleden, Hilversum, Verloren, 2002 (published previously
in «Tijdschrift voor Sociale Geschiedenis», n. 25, 2000, pp. 1-24. For more detail about Otto
and his diary, Id., Kind van de toekomst. De wondere wereld van Otto van Eck (1780-1798),
Amsterdam, Uitgeverij Wereldbibliotheek, 2005.

16 Rijksarchief Gelderland, Familiearchief (= fa) Van Eck, inv. no. 41.

17 A.M. Elias, P.C.M. Scholvinck, Volksrepresentanten en wetgevers. De politieke elite in de
Bataafs-Franse tijd, 1796-1810, Amsterdam, Van Soeren, 1991, pp. 78-79.

18 Rijksarchief Gelderland, fa Van Eck, inv. no. 63. [J.H. Nieuwold], Voor een kind om zich
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Assembly, his manuscript encyclopaedia, and his letters — Otto’s father appears
as a progressive man, possessed of the ideals of the Enlightenment, a patriot but
not a particularly radical one. This was an attitude that was to cost him dearly
during the coup of January 1798, when, like a number of other politicians
with a reputation for being moderates, he was put in prison. His position as
a moderate however did not exclude the possibility of a certain originality in
educational ideas. The question remains of the extent to which Otto’s parents’
approach recurs elsewhere in contemporary writings on education.

«Take a look at yourself in this mirror»

The introspective element in Otto’s diary expected of him by his parents is
not difficult to trace in the educational literature of the day. The appeal even
to children of a tender age to develop the faculty to turn their gaze inwards at
certain times is one that occurs in religious writings of around 1800 like the
Handboekjen der theophilantropijnen of aanbidders van God en vrienden der
menschen, published in 1798: «At the end of the day he enquires of himself:
which defects have you made an improvement in today? Which evil tendencies
have you combated? In which respects have you shown betterment? The result
of this soul-searching is a resolution to behave better the next day»'°.

Similar advice can also frequently be seen in children’s rhymes such as the
poem Self-knowledge by Pieter ’t Hoen of 1803:

My father says that above all else
my soul I need to know

So that I’ll learn to choose the good
in this earthly vale below.

A very popular pamphlet in which children were initiated in the principles
of right conduct had as its title Om zichzelven te leeren kennen — how to know
oneself. The frontispiece of this much-reprinted publication is a simple woodcut
showing a mother getting her children to look in the mirror with the following
message: «Take a look at yourself in this mirror. I am a person like the one I
see there. Yes, it’s true that you’re still small, and yet you are a whole person
still»2°. The mirror however doesn’t show only the face of the child who has

zelven te leeren kennen (Groningen: A. Groenewolt, 1802) 3rd impression.

19 Handboekjen der theophilantropijnen of aanbidders van God en vrienden der menschen,
Amsterdam, [s.n.], 1798, p. 23.

20 [Johannes Henricus Nieuwold], Voor een kind om zichzelven te leeren kennen, Groningen,
1802 (first edition, 1792).
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been lifted up in front of it, but that of the mother as well. Together they are
a personification of the mixture of self-scrutiny and supervision that we also
discerned in Otto’s diary.

In the period of Otto’s childhood the need for parental control of the
fluctuating moods of children was a much-heard piece of advice. It was the
product of a profound change in educational theory in the eighteenth century
and can be traced back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s book Emile ou de I’éducation,
first printed in 1762 and, earlier still, to a work by John Locke, Some Thoughts
Concerning Education, published in 1693.

Locke distanced himself from the hitherto prevailing opinion that children
are sinful by nature. He argued that children came into the world as an unwritten
page, a tabula rasa. They developed through practice and experience and by
encounters with their surroundings — empirically, that is. In his view education
mainly meant channelling their passions and emotions and encouraging them
to acquire useful skills and good qualities. Rousseau not only adopted a number
of his predecessor’s practical suggestions, but also his fundamental principle
that education must be based in practice.

Unlike Locke, however, Rousseau saw children not so much as unwritten
pages, but as storehouses of inborn abilities and powers. Whereas Locke
compared children with pliable wax, for Rousseau a child was like a seed that
only needed to germinate and have proper soil to grow in. A newborn child is a
part of nature. According to Rousseau culture and nurture only detracted from
this.

Like many philosophers of his age, Rousseau saw self-love as human beings’
most fundamental passion. Amour propre was the driving force behind all
human transactions. Although self-love could have both positive and negative
effects, it was not supposed to be channelled by educators but by nature. This
approach, which one could hardly describe as a hands-on one, was discarded
however by Rousseau with regard to passions aroused by cultural impulses
— the reading of unsuitable material, by which children’s fantasies would be
prematurely aroused, or witnessing unsuitable examples. Influences like this
needed to be excluded as much as possible’!. A number of other erroneous
passions such as vanity and selfishness also had to be combated. To this end
Emile’s tutor organized a series of instructive situations that gave Emile the
opportunity to learn things from his own experience?”. For instance, in order
to put a brake on Emile’s vanity he instructed some acquaintances first of
all to flatter him and then to make him appear ridiculous if he let himself be
influenced??.

21 Emile of over de opvoeding, tr. A. Brassinga, Amsterdam, Meppel, 1989, p. 206 (a
representative selection, if incomplete).

22 [bid., p. 234.

23 ]J.-J. Rousseau, Oeuvres completes, Paris, Gallimard, 1972, vol. III, p. 536.
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Rousseau, who lacked any enthusiasm for science and progress, became the
father of modern educational theory despite himself and Emile was greeted as
the first handbook of this new science. The manner in which it became the most
influential educational text of the eighteenth century is as much of a paradox
as its contents>*. Rousseau’s ideas were mainly circulated by later writers, more
or less all of whom, while strongly influenced by him, also either distanced
themselves from him or else ‘retranslated’ his work to such a degree that the
original was almost buried under critical footnotes®’.

The observational method

One of Rousseau’s basic educational principles was however taken up by the
Enlightenment, namely the need to understand a child’s individual character in
order to provide a ‘made to measure’ education based on one’s findings. In this
connection Rousseau advocated an observational method in which the only
intervention permitted was the exclusion of negative influences. While they
adopted the principle of the importance of observation, later educationalists
did not take Rousseau’s method of the éducation negative on board. They
regarded it as not sufficiently worked-out and in any case difficult to put
into practice. Their idea was for parents not only to keep a close eye on the
changing moods of their children but also to correct them actively if they saw
their children overcome by passions or if their passions became attached to
the wrong objects. Close ties between parent and child were essential for this.
After all, only children with a deeply ingrained trust in those in charge of them
[educators or parents?] would «dare to candidly reveal all their inner thoughts
and foolish behaviour — for it is of very great importance that these impulses
should first be brought to the parents so that they can always see into the souls
of their children»2°.

As for the way that parents are to learn to understand their children’s souls,
most educationalists leave their readers in the dark. Most of them simply insist
on mutual trust and suggest ways to develop this, for instance by taking the
child on educational walks or trying to be a child oneself with one’s children:

24 W. Gobbers, Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Holland. Een onderzoek naar de invloed van de mens
en het werk (c. 1760-c. 1810), Ghent, Secretariaat van de Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie voor
Taal- en Letterkunde, 1963.

25 Cf. the version adapted from the French by a number of Philanthropinist educators: Emile of
verhandeling over de opvoeding, with notes by Resewitz, Ehlers, Villaume et al., from the German,
Kampen, J.A. de Chalmot, 1790-1793. This is the first Dutch version of Emiile.

26 A. Hulshoff, Verbandeling over de zedelijke en verstandelijke opvoeding, in Verbandelingen
uitgegeven door de Hollandsche Maatschappij van Wetenschappen, Haarlem, vol. IX, part 2, 17635,
p. 22.
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Teaching the children while playing with them and being a child with them produces
candour, trust and affection. And one cannot imagine how much good one can expect from
this! If one learns in free relationship, to know the child’s prevailing character and natural
inclinations as well as possible, then one can deal all the better with the weeds that shoot up
here and there, and help the young tree that is crooked to grow straight or, in other words,
to encourage by careful nurturing the good seed sown timely in the field to grow into a fine
plant”’.

Some however, like J.F. Martinet, go a step further by giving instructions
on how to sharpen one’s observational powers. He accompanies his plea to
parents to concentrate on getting to know their children’s «special inclinations
and disposition» with an account of the four humours and the related character
traits?®, Parents should take account of these different humours in order «while
it is not possible to alter them entirely, at least [to be able] to direct them as
much as possible to a good end»?°.

In his four-volume Grondbeginselen van de opvoeding of 1796, the German
educationalist August Hermann Niemeyer not only classifies more types of
character but also suggests the most suitable method of education for each
type’?. Educators — Niemeyer’s handbook is addressed specifically to teachers
— should leave no means untried to discover «the individual character» of their
pupils: «With the purest will and greatest confidence in his task, a tutor who
does not have sufficient knowledge of children and youthful humours will spoil
some of them in the ground itself, nip their finest shoots in the bud and give a
most unfortunate direction to their best inclinations»3!,

To prevent misfortunes, it is of the utmost importance that parents compare
their own assessments with those made by other people in their child’s vicinity.
They should continue to allow for the subjectivity of their judgment. For this
reason if none other, the capacity for self-reflection and introspection forms
part of the essential baggage of anyone responsible for bringing up children in
Niemeyer’s theory. Self-knowledge, he emphasizes in another chapter, is also a
prerequisite for placing oneself in the mind of children if one is in turn to teach
the children this skill: «He who knows how to read the souls of children - for
which nothing is more profitable than to look back constantly at one’s own

27 Nicolaas Sinderam, Redevoering, ten betooge: dat eene verstandige en godsdienstige
opvoeding der jeugd een zeer voornaam middel is, ter bevordering van het volksgeluk. Uitgesproken
ter opening van de jaarlijksche algemeene vergadering der Bataafsche Maatschappij: Tot Nut van ’t
Algemeen den 13 van oogstmaand, 1799, Amsterdam, 1799, 14. See also R. Verwoert, Kindbeeld
en pedagogiek in de Nederlandse Verlichting, «Comenius», n. 23, 1986, pp. 318-341.

28 ].F. Martinet, Huisboek voor vaderlandsche huisgezinnen, Amsterdam, 1793, p. 164.

29 1bid., p. 165.

30 The work was published in Halle in 1796 under the title Grundsditze der Erziehung und
des Unterrichts and was published in Holland in a Dutch translation, beginning in 1799: August
Hermann Niemeyer, Grondbeginselen van de opvoeding en het onderwijs, 6 vols., Haarlem,
Frangois Bohn, 1799-1810.

31 Niemeyer, Grondbeginselen, cit., p. 507.
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childhood — will be able so accurately to describe and elucidate [...] their inner
condition and inward emotions, that they will think he has seen into their souls.
But exactly because of this they will learn to look at themselves»32.

Niemeyer also offers some other guidelines to help tutors observe their
pupils. In contrast with what is normal in families and educational institutions
— where attention is mainly focused on the children when they display negative
rather than positive behaviour — the «good observer» will watch «[...] the entire
conduct of his pupils in silence». «It is when the passions are not excited and
there is no special clash with the outside world, that the pupil follows his own
inclination and least suspects that people are taking any notice of him, that his
true nature is revealed»33.

In Niemeyer we come across the same combination of elements that play
such a crucial role in other educational works of the Enlightenment in around
1800 — the need to encourage children to engage in self-reflection and the
importance of constant observation of these children by their tutors. With his
analysis of the attitude tutors should adopt in observing their pupils — self-
knowledge as instrument — he adds yet another wall of mirrors to the already
brilliantly lit educational observatory.

We find the same tendency in the Philanthropinist C.G. Salzmann who
proclaims the self-knowledge of tutors as the alfa and omega of a good education
— an education that is tailored to the individual character traits of the pupils.
Salzmann’s formula that one must respect the uniqueness of each individual if
one is to belong to the company of good tutors is summed up in a single rule.
«My formula is short and is as follows: The tutor should look for the root or
cause of all the failings of his pupils in himself»3*4.

This formula is not only intended for aspiring teachers but also for parents
of pupils: «Instead of blaming the faults of your children on their tutor, look
for it in yourself. The tutor looks for it in himself, you should look for it in
yourself, and let everyone improve in himself what he discovers, where he has
gone wrong. If you do that everything will work out very well»35. During the
nineteenth century this set of ideas crystallized in educational handbooks in the
form of a strong recommendation to teachers that they keep a diary?®.

32 Niemeyer, Grondbeginselen, cit., vol. II, pp. 97-98.

33 [bid., p. 509

34 C.G. Salzmann, Aanleiding tot eene verstandige opvoeding van opvoeders, Haarlem,
Francois Bohn, 1806, p. 9.

35 M.C. Miinch, Universal-Lexicon der Erziebhungs- und Unterrichtslebre fiir dltere und jiingere
Christliche Volksschullebrer, Augsburg, Schlosser, 1842, vol. 111, p. 5.

36 Ibid.
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Instructions about writing diaries

The way in which Otto’s diary was deployed by his parents, was a logical
result of a number of new educational ideas about the importance of children’s
self-reflection and the need to observe children closely. In this way they killed
two birds with one stone. The medium intended to activate Otto’s capacity for
introspection could also be exploited to gain an understanding of his experience,
and thus to offer a tailor-made education for him. The recommendation that
children should keep a diary is something however that we rarely come across
in eighteenth-century educational literature.

One of the earliest examples of an advice with regard to diary-writing
can be found in a book translated from the English, Lettergeschenk voor de
jongelingschap, published in 1749. The chapter on «Self-scrutiny», contains
the advice to girls and boys «to keep up this self-interrogation every day in
writing, and to compile a diary to this end»3”. Contrary to what the title of this
chapter would seem to suggest, what is involved here is not a comprehensively
introspective diary but one that creates as efficient a survey as possible (drawn
up in columns) of «your regular activities, your studies, reading, amusements,
expenses, dealings with people and exchange of correspondence, etc.». A
piece of bookkeeping like this would only take a few minutes a day, «but it is
sufficient to recall the past day, and to make you aware of the good and ill in it.
The unpleasant impression you will always experience, when you have frittered
away your day, will gradually teach you to make a good and more serious use
of the days of your life». The diary recommended here is intended as a prop to
memory and a confrontation only with a specific aspect of the ‘self’ — how one
spends one’s time.

Keeping a diary is a strictly private affair moreover. It isn’t intended as a
listening post for parents. A dual function like that would not suit the approach
of this anonymous English author either. In his chapter about correspondence he
vehemently recommends taking precautions against potential readers: «Letters
are normally kept and are therefore always available as a sort of evidence
against you. For this reason you cannot be too careful when you are writing
[...]. In a word, make sure you write in such a way that you don’t speak ill of
someone else, or put yourself in danger; that is with the wisdom of the serpent
but also the innocence of the dove»38.

In some answers to prize questions by Dutch educationalists of 1765 one
finds an even more pointed version of this type of bookkeeping — the advice
to encourage children to make a record in writing of their reading. Hulshoff

37 Lettergeschenk wvoor de jongelingschap, behelzende wyze raedgeevingen omtrent de
verkeering in de waereld, Amsterdam, F. Houttuyn, 1749, pp. 162-164. This book was reprinted
in 1773.

38 Ibid., pp. 104-105.
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advocates getting children to write long letters in which they discuss what they
have read. H.A. Chatelain also stresses the importance of making an account
of one’s reading’. He does not however say anything about the form that this
should take. A detailed practical guide to keeping a diary of one’s reading dates
from as early as the late seventeenth century, but is not specifically addressed to
children or the young. It is John Locke’s Eene nieuwe manier om verzamelingen
of aanteekeningen te maaken of 1687%°. Given the number of eighteenth-
century reprints of the Dutch translation, it had still not lost any of its relevance
a century later*!. Otto’s father, who compiled his encyclopaedia on Locke’s
system, was clearly familiar with it. Due to this record of reading we know that
Lambert was also acquainted with Gellert’s Zedekundige lessen of 1775, Not
only do we come across a recommendation here that children keep a «daybook»
of their reading with a commentary on it, but parents are also urged to read
these daybooks. «For three months now I have been wanting to take a look
at your note book of what and how you read»*. We do not find anything in
Gellert about diaries kept by children to encourage self-reflection either. He does
however devote a chapter to the value of self-reflection in general in which he
alludes to a very popular eighteenth-century treatise on self-knowledge by the
English dissenter John Mason**. If we look at Mason, we again find the advice
to keep a «Notebook» about what one has read, «according to the prescription
of Mr. Locke’ and to read it through once a year»*. He emphatically advises
against consulting one’s note book more often, because that might do harm
to one’s memory. Mason gives priority to an orderly manner of compiling a
notebook in one’s memory: «Do not think it enough to fill this mental store
with good thoughts, but compile them in a good order, arranged or placed
under specific subjects or categories [...]»*°.

If we consult Mason however we find more than one serpent biting its own
tail — the Lockian notebook in both material and immaterial form. Unlike
Locke and Gellert he also gives instructions about keeping an introspective

39 H.A. Chatelain, Antwoord op de vraag, voorgesteld door de Hollandsche Maatschappij
der Wetenschappen te Haarlem: hoe moet men het verstand en het hart der kinderen bestieren, in
Verhandelingen uitgegeven door de Hollandsche Maatschappij der Wetenschappen te Haarlem, vol.
IX, part 2 (1765).

40 Locke also kept a diary and common-place book. Lord King, The life and letters of John
Locke with extracts from his journals and common-place books, London, Bell & Daldy, 1864.

41 John Locke, Eene nieuwe manier om verzamelingen of aanteekeningen te maaken, 4™
impression, Amsterdam, S.J. Baalde boekverkooper, 1769. Originally published in Bibliotheéque
universelle et historique, n. 2, 1687.

42 C.F. Gellert, Zedekundige lessen, 2" impression, 2 vols., Amsterdam, Meijer, 1774.

43 Gellert, Zedekundige lessen, cit., p. 566.

44 Gellert, Zedekundige lessen, cit., p. 249; John Mason, Self-knowledge, London, printed and
sold by J. Waugh, 1745. Translation of the 5™ English edition: Verbandeling van de zelfkennis,
Rotterdam, Jakob Burgvliet, 1761 (reprinted in 1762).

45 Mason, Verhandeling van de zelfkennis, cit., p. 114.

46 Ibid., p. 116.



MODERN PEDAGOGY AND THE SPREAD OF DIARY WRITING AROUND 1800 153

g BESCHRIJVING
| VAN HET
OPVOEDINGS - INSTITUT
TE
SCHNEPFENTHAL,
door deszelfs
TEGENWOORDIGEN BESTUURDER
C G SALZMANDN

MET EENEN PLATTE-GROND VAN
HET LANDGOED;

Uit het Hoogduitsch vertaald, met het
welgelijkend Afbeeldfel en cene korte
Levensbefchrijving van den Schrijver
vermeerderd ,

C. G. SANZDMANDN

DOOR

J. van WK, ROELANDSZs

e —————

TE AMSTERDAM,
»;y JOHANNES van per HEYe

1 1808,

Pic. 1.

diary: «to learn how to become aware of and remark on secret defects and
weaknesses, it can be useful if we note them down in the evening, as they have
appeared during the activities of the same day. In this way not only do we get a
clearer understanding of that part of our characters for which we are normally
the most blind; but we will also be in a state to understand some defects and
blemishes, that we may possibly never have observed previously»*’.

In this regard Mason’s pen does not exactly let slip the term ‘diary’ or
‘notebook’, but he betrays his method by making use of the verb ‘note down’
and by giving a number of examples of possible confessions that he partly draws
from De godsdienstige Christen in zyn binnenkamer by Benjamin Bennet, a
work with Pietist influences, in which keeping a ‘daily record’ was explicitly
recommended*®. He leaves it to the reader to go into further detail about his
failings: «In the past day I have wasted so much time, especially in [...] T have
taken many liberties, particularly in [...] I have failed to take advantage of such
an opportunity that could have been made use of for a better end. I haven’t
observed such a duty [...]»*.

47 Ibid., p. 223.

48 Benjamin Bennet, De godsdienstige Christen in zyn binnekamer, Haarlem, Jan Bosch
boekverkooper, 1744 (reprinted in 1746 and 1770); prior to this was the publication, Vervolg op
Benjamin Bennet’s De godsdienstige christen in zyn binnekamer, Haarlem, Jan Brinck, 1741.

49 Mason, Verbandeling, cit., p. 222.
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Diaries such as those recommended by Mason and Bennet were intended
however to be kept by adults. These handbooks were addressed to adult readers
such as Jacoba van Thiel, daughter of a Rotterdam preacher. At the age of
twenty-five she started keeping a diary in which among other things we can
read that on 28 October 1768 she and her sister read out loud from Bennet’s
Godsdienstige Christen®. Aagje Deken was also twenty-five when, besides
being given a new set of clothes and a small sum of money on the occasion of
her leaving the orphanage in 1767, she also received «A new book called De
zelfskennis» — Mason’s treatise, that is>!.

The target group that Johann Caspar Lavater aimed at in his Brieven aan
jongelingen of 1783 is older than Otto was when he started putting pen to
paper but still a little closer to his age. These letters were specifically written
to young men of university age urging them to keep a diary every day with the
aim of observing other people and events and one’s own observations: «Become
accustomed to the idea of expressing your observations in accurate, clear and
well-coined words, and to write down the weightiest of these, succinctly and
straightway! You will certainly be sorry afterwards if you display any laxity in
this. I would strongly advise you to dare to keep a diary. For as long as you live
you will read it with pleasure. An incredible quantity of things are lost, if you
are not quick and proficient in writing them down»32

Unlike Mason, these letters of Lavater do not give any examples of the
way such a diary should be approached. Readers who felt a need for this did
not have to look far however. They could take a look at Lavater’s own diary,
Geheim dagboek in the Dutch translation, published with the approval of the
author for the first time in 1771°3. This diary contains a detailed description of
Lavater’s everyday life, the weaknesses in his character, his outbursts of anger,
doubts, religious sentiments, in short his inner life from day to day and moment
to moment.

50 See Jeroen Blaak, Literacy in everyday life. Reading and writing in early modern Dutch
diaries, Leiden-Boston, Brill, 2009, pp. 265-341.

St P.J. Buijnsters, Wolff en Deken. Een biografie, Leiden, M. Nijhoff, 1984, p. 364. It was only
in nineteenth-century (American) reprints that Mason was adapted to suit a younger readership
of secondary school children and students. See John Mason, A treatise on self knowledge |...] to
which are added, questions adapted to the work for the use of schools and academies, Boston,
printed and sold by James Loring, 1822.

52 Johann Caspar Lavater, Brieven aan jongelingen, The Hague, 1783, p. 38. The book was
reprinted (Amsterdam, J. Aarinksen, 1820). Translation of Briiderliches Schreiben an verschiedene
Jiinglinge (Winterthur, H. Steiner, 1782).

33 Johann Kaspar Lavater, Geheimes Tagebuch von einem Beobachter seiner Selbst, Leipzig,
Weidmanns Erben und Reich, 1771; Id., Unverdnderte Fragmente aus dem Tagebuche eines
Beobachteres seiner Selbst; oder des Tagebuches zweyter Theil, nebst einem Schreiben an den
herausgeber desselben (Leipzig, Weidmanns Erben und Reich, 1773). Translation, Gebeim dagboek,
2 vols., Amsterdam, M. de Bruyn, 1780.
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Exemplary diaries: Lavater and Franklin

The publication of Lavater’s diary signalled a breakthrough in diary writing
in the second half of the eighteenth century. Many diarists of this period — and
for long afterwards — speak of his secret diary as a source of inspiration. The
youthful Jacobus Bellamy for instance welcomed it with the words: «Profound
and sensitive Lavater [...] your daily jottings have awoken me from my
slumbers». The famous poet Hiéronymus van Alphen kept a diary on the same
pattern and published it under the pseudonym of E.V.C. — Een Vroom Christen
— a pious Christian®*. Like Lavater, Van Alphen wanted to produce something
of literary value that diverged from the original manuscript.

The diary of Alexander van Goltstein, a contemporary of Otto, is also a
good illustration of Lavater’s great influence in Holland. He began his diary
in 1801, at the age of seventeen, under his inspiration®. This is evident from
his descriptions of occurrences — «My prayers were filled with doubt, and
repentance over my laxity and depravity. Didn’t read the Bible due to lack of
time» — and later on, from the «good resolution to keep a diary of my heart»,
a wish that one comes across literally in Lavater. Alexander’s attempts to gain
certainty in his faith though careful observation of his deeper spiritual life ended
up however in a «sea of doubt» until he finally settled for an atheist attitude to
life.

In 1806 he concluded that his doubts were so deeply rooted that it would
be sinful if he continued to regard himself as a believer: «the Bible itself says
somewhere that if you do something but not out of faith, that this is a sin, and
accordingly professing something when one is not convinced of it is totally
wrong». But while he may have abandoned his faith, he didn’t give up his diary,
continuing to interrogate himself on paper for another two years — without
God, but not without precepts. His soul-searching is now limited to his actions
and his state of mind and is applied to moral improvement. He consulted the
rules for living of the Pietist theologian Franz Volkmar Reinhardt and the ethical
treatises of the German moral philosopher Christian Garve that hadn’t yet been
published when Otto began his diary. Alexander’s supreme model however
was the autobiography of the Deist and self-made man Benjamin Franklin.
The autobiography of this incarnation of the American dream, who made it
from typographer to founding father of the United States, was consulted by
Alexander von Goltstein with great frequency as a sort of model for his diary.
The book lent itself to this because it is not just an autobiography but also

54 J.A. Nijland, Leven en werken van Jacobus Bellamy, 2 vols., Leiden, Brill, 1917, vol. 1,
pp. 60-70. Hiéronymus van Alphen, Fragmenten uit het dagboek van E.C.W., in Mengelingen in
proze en poézy, Utrecht, 1798; see also P.J. Buijnsters, Het geheime dagboek van Hiéronymus van
Alphen, «De Nieuwe Taalgids», 1968, n. 61, pp. 73-83.

35 See J. Limonard, De vertrouwde van mijn hart. Het dagboek van Alexander van Goltstein
(1801-1808), Hilversum, Verloren, 1994.
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a self-improvement manual. Franklin’s descriptions of his struggles to perfect
himself in ethical respects, is accompanied by thirteen rules of life and tables
of sought-after virtues that the reader could tick or not every day according to
whether or not he had succeeded in his endeavours. The central message of the
book was that every individual once he had decided to do so, was the shaper of
his own happiness.

Franklin’s autobiography was published — in Paris and in French —in 1791,
the year when Otto was persuaded by his parents to compile a daily record of
his activities, his reading, his transgressions, good intentions and wise lessons
for better living®®. Franklin was older than Otto when he started his diary. His
ideas only became more widely known after his autobiography was published
in translation in 1798-1800. In Holland Franklin’s passages about diary writing
were later added as an appendix to a translation of 1827 of Carl Nicolai’s Over
zelfkennis, menschenkennis en verkeering met menschen that goes into great
detail about the value of diary writing for young people. The appendix with
Franklin’s recommendations serves to reinforce Nicolai’s «endorsement of a
morality-based diary»°”.

The supervised diary

Our tour d’horizon — or rather that of Lambert and Charlotte — shows that
diary-writing had become fashionable in the second half of the eighteenth
century. It was praised and experimented with by authors of various sorts —
from Pietists to rationalists, with the common goal of self-understanding. As
the century proceeds, increasing numbers of diaries by adolescents also enter
the picture. What we do not yet find however is any evidence of children’s
educational diaries specifically supervised by their parents. Some, admittedly
rather summary sources, especially from the quarter of the Philanthropinists,
do however recommend this.

In De Menschenvriend of 1788, a journal inspired by the Philanthropinist
idea, the readers are for instance asked to imagine a utopian city, a «city of
virtues», in which a number of Philanthropinist ideas on education would

56 B. Franklin, first edition: Mémoires de la vie privée de Benjamin Franklin, Paris, Chez
Buisson Libraire, 1791; retranslated into English as The private life of the late Benjamin Franklin,
London, printed for J. Parsons, 1793; first complete English-language version on the basis of the
original manuscript: London, printed for Henry Colburn, 1817. Dutch translation, Het leven van
Benjamin Franklin: door hem zelven beschreven benevens deszelfs zede-, staat-, letterkundige en
geestige schriften, 2 vols., Groningen, W. Zuidema, 1798-1800.

57 C. Nicolai, Over de zelfkennis, menschenkennis en verkeering met menschen. Naar den
tweeden, gebeel omgewerkten, en dus verbeterden hoogduitschen druk, edited by W. Goede, 2
vols., Arnhem, C.A. Thieme, 1827, vol. L.
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be applied — educational walks, rewarding people with badges, working on
turner’s lathes, an upbringing tailored to the individual undertaken by loving
and attentive parents and teachers. Added to all this is a new element — within
this community the patres familiae will have the special task of keeping a
detailed diary of the conduct of each of their children®. A diary like this is also
recommended in the fifth part of Campe’s Allgemeine Revision des gesammten
Schul- und Erziebungswesens von einer Gesellschaft praktischer Erzieher of
1786.

Peter Villaume, the author of this part, sees a diary like this as an excellent
aid to confront children at a calm moment — when they are open to the idea
— with the faults they have committed®®. According to this author it would
however be an arduous task to get the children themselves to write them:

Kinder fiihlen nichts, oder fihlen zu stark. Aus diesem Grunde, um sich zu entschuldigen,
und weil die Kinder mit Sprach und Feder nicht gut umzugehen wissen, mogte die Darstellung
mangelhaft, auch wohl verdreht ausfallen®”.

Apparently Salzmann who was also a Philanthropinist educationalist — a
favourite author in the Van Eck household - took a different view. A prospectus
of 1785 for his educational institute in Schnepfenthal states the aim to get
children starting on a diary when they were ten — the age when Otto started:

Endlich bringe Ich auch meine Zoglinge bald zu der Ueberzeugung dass es gut sei, wenn
sich jeder ein Tagebuch halte, in welches er die Worte und die Sachen, die er jeder Tag
gelernt, und die eschichtlichkeiten und Erfahrungen, die er sich erworben, eintrigt. Dies
Geschift ist nicht nur eine neue Uebung, zondern Eltern und Lehrer werden auch durch
diese Tagebiicher in den Stand gesetzt, zu tibersehen, wieviel oder wie weinig ihre Kinder
und Zoglinge erlernt haben®!.

The sole element in Otto’s diary not mentioned here is the obligatory depth,
the introspection that adults and adolescents are called on to display in other
publications. An example of this, applied to Otto’s own age group, but this time
without any parental supervision being prescribed, might however have caught
the attention of Otto’s parents. This was the biography of the Englishman Philip
Doddridge®?. Doddridge was a progressive theologian who was hugely popular

38 De Menschenvriend, cit., 1788, p. 39.

59 J.H. Campe, Allgemeine Revision des gesammten Schul- und Erziehungswesen von einer
Gesellschaft praktischer Erzieber, 16 vols., Hamburg/Vienna, 1785-1791, vol. V, p. 413. Published
in Dutch: Volledig leerstelsel van opvoeding, 4 vols., Zutphen, 1791. Only the first four volumes
were published in translation.

60 Campe, Allgemeine Revision, cit., vol. V, p. 413.

61 C.G. Salzmann, Ankiindigung einer neuen Erziehungsanstalt, in E. Wagner (ed.), Chr. Gotth.
Salzmanns paedagogische Schriften, 2 vols., 4™ impression, Langensalza, Schulbuchhandlung,
1899-1894 (Die Klassiker der Paedagogik; 3-4), vol. 1, p. 170.

62 J.W. Statius Muller, Het leven en karakter van den beroemden Engelschen godgeleerde Dr.P.
Doddridge, Nijmegen, Thieme, 1837, p. 8. It is a translation of Memoirs of Doddridge of 1766 that
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Pic. 2.

in the Republic, especially in the more enlightened circles that the Van Ecks
belonged to. Born in 1702, he began writing a diary at the age of fourteen with
the aim of serving as «a faithful mirror of the inner life, of the life of the soul and
the inclinations of the heart». It is possible that Otto’s parents overlooked the
decisive restriction that a diary like this was not meant to be written for others
to read, «but only for those who write it». Or maybe they clung onto the clause
that followed it immediately — «although others can get a great deal of use from
it». When Otto read a story in one of his children’s books about Doddridge’s
diary, it rung a bell®3: «This morning over breakfast I read in Feddersen about
Doddridge’s piety and especially how he already kept a daily diary in his youth,
in which he wrote in the evening how many good things he had received from
God during the day, the dangers he had escaped and the progress he had made
in virtue. I thought all this was very beautiful and I asked Papa if I wasn’t doing
exactly this myself»®4.

He was immediately disabused of this illusion however by his father’s
disparaging comment that Otto’s diary really couldn’t hold a candle to that of

first appeared in a Dutch translation in 1768. For Doddridge’s popularity in Holland, see J. van den
Berg, G.F. Nuttall, Philip Doddridge (1702-1751) and the Netherlands, Leiden, E.]J. Brill-Leiden
University Press, 1987.

63 11-11-1793. Otto had read about Doddridge in J.F. Feddersen, Voorbeelden van wijsheid
en deugd, uit de geschiedenissen, met vermaaningen voor kinderen, [Translated from the German],
Amsterdam, M. de Bruyn, 1786, p. 126.

64 11-10-1793.
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Doddridge. It would have to display more depth in order to be a mirror for it:
«Yes! but that my diary was too much determined by what happened during
the day — for instance I put in it that I'd been to Delft and had returned home
so late, etc. This didn’t seem very important to him, especially as it is the same
every day». Otto would have done better to recapitulate the contents of his
reading, «with some useful remarks about it, etc. I couldn’t say anything about
this as I hope to do just that in the next few days».

As a young diarist Doddridge was in a tradition that had flourished among
English Puritans for a long time and that was also known in Dutch Pietist
circles back in the seventeenth century. In 1679 the preacher Jacobus Koelman
for instance published a religious work on education, De pligten der ouders in
kinderen voor Godt op te voeden®. It includes a «catechism» «on the practice
of godliness», in which the author advises his readers, «every day to make our
resolutions after thinking about how we have conducted ourselves and what
God has done to and for us reading God’s word and resolving everything with
prayer and thanksgiving». This advice was followed by a number of exemplary
cases of — English — children who have practiced self-examination and kept a
«record». There is however no evidence that Koelman’s advice was already the
practice in Holland.

Orthodox authors like Koelman were not read by the Van Ecks. It is
much more likely that they consulted the first encyclopaedia on Dutch lines,
Chalmot’s Huishoudkundig woordenboek. 1f they didn’t already have this
reference work in their bookcase, purchased from one of the book dealers who
ordered it in bulk, they could well have consulted it in the circles of family
or friends. The subscription list included many acquaintances such as Otto’s
grandfather, the burgomaster of Delft, Adriaan Mouchon. In the second part of
this encyclopaedia of 1787 one finally encounters a piece of advice that includes
all the elements mentioned in the above discussion, not under the heading of
‘education’, that occurs elsewhere in the encyclopaedia, but under ‘dagregister’
or daybook. These elements are combined here to form a single whole — keeping
a record of one’s reading, developing self-knowledge, the need for parental
supervision and the diary’s function as aide memoire and, to back them up,
Lavater’s diary is recommended as further reading.

When the [child] comes at last to an age where he has acquired the skill to write down his
thoughts: then he needs to get accustomed to keeping a regular daybook, that one must
peruse and judge every day. In this way one can rebuke, shame and chastise, or else praise

65 Jacobus Koelman, De pligten der ouders in kinderen voor Godt op te voeden, Amsterdam,
J. Wasteliers, 1679.
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and reward, according to the situation. [...] Furthermore if the children, doing this from
their most tender years, are brought up to learn self-knowledge and to judge themselves, it
will be an excellent exercise for their abilities in all their subjects, even more than if they had
to do an exercise in Latin®®.

If Otto’s parents hadn’t read this discussion in Chalmot, they may well have
been inspired by an issue of the German Philanthropinist children’s journal,
Vriend der kinderen, published in 1791 in a Dutch translation — again the year
that Otto started his diary. One of the fictitious protagonists in this magazine,
the tutor «Mentor», describes the method he used for the children in his charge
with excellent results: «I have accustomed them to compiling a daybook of
all their activities and actions; in which they have to acknowledge all their
faults without any reserve»®’. This approach to writing a diary combined with
the public character of the diaries should ensure that good conduct would
be encouraged and bad behaviour held in check. Mentor’s children are even
expected to read their notes in each other’s presence afterwards. This public
function has the additional advantage that it prevents the inclination to «present
fabrications as the truth». Because positive conduct is now pleasanter to report
than misdemeanours, the practice motivates children to better themselves. As
an instance of what the contents of a diary like this might be, Mentor publishes
in the magazine a day («Wednesday, 13™ September») in the life of his pupil
Charlotte, in her own words.

If we compare these notes with those of Otto, we see close similarities in
structure and subject matter — the daily timetable, the reading matter, the topics
of conversation and views on various subjects. Like Otto, Charlotte describes
both the events of the day, her faults and shortcomings and her parents’
admonitions that followed: «I got dressed but I hadn’t put my gown away
properly the previous night. Once again I got a thorough ticking off!» 8,

Unlike what is usually the case with Otto, Charlotte spends a lot of time on
her good deeds as well and the praise she received for them: «From eleven to
twelve o’clock, normally my free period, I was extremely industrious, I marked
a blouse and was praised for it by my dear Mama»®’. Charlotte’s behaviour is
not only more exemplary, but the length of her entries is also admirable. While
Otto usually confines himself to a single paragraph, Charlotte devotes pages to
the day’s events.

Mentor might have given another explanation for this — Charlotte’s pen is
stimulated by her successes — but he and his pupil are both fictitious. Otto on

66 J.A. de Chalmot, Vervolg op M. Noél Chomel Algemeen woordenboek, Kampen, J.A. de
Chalmot; Amsterdam, J. Yntema, 1787, vol. II, p. 1041.

67 De vriend der kinderen, 3rd impression, Haarlem, Francois Bohn, 1791 (1st impression:
C.H. Bohn en Zoon, 1779-1783) after Christian Felix Weisse, Der Kinderfreund (Leipzig, 1776-
1782), pp. 43-44.

68 Vriend der kinderen, cit., p. 46.

69 Ibid., p. 49.
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the contrary was real and only became exemplary after his premature death
in 1798, at the age of seventeen. He was a remarkable child, according to a
member of the family who boasted about her own grandchildren in a letter
to Otto’s mother of 1813, while not forgetting to mention that in spite of
everything they couldn’t hold a candle to their late uncle Otto: «He doesn’t yet
speak as clearly as his uncle Ot. Do you remember when he was a year and a
half old and I went to stay with you and you opened the door for us with him in
your arms, and he straightway clearly said “Dinaa [Hello?], Granny”? It seems
to me I can still hear him saying it, because a sweeter and more beautiful boy

has yet to be born»"°,

Otto and the others

While Otto was certainly unique, how unusual was his diary? The above
discussion shows clearly that the semi-public educational function it fulfilled was
in keeping with the new educational ideas of the time. Nonetheless it required a
degree of detective work or a broader reading than purely educational literature
to establish this fact. After all, we did not come across the template for Otto’s
diary in the advisory educational literature but in a common encyclopaedia
and a magazine for children. The fact that Otto’s parents were the only parents
among their contemporaries who complied with at least one of the two
preconditions seems improbable.

The select company of other children’s diaries that we still have from this
period has been partially analysed on a number of occasions, but never from this
new viewpoint of the educational function of the diary itself’!. If we compare
these diaries with Otto’s, it is striking that the hand of adult readers that surfaced
on one occasion in Otto’s is absent in them. There is no discernable trace in
these epistles of remarks in another handwriting. The one exception is the diary
that the thirteen-year old Abraham Johan van der Hoop started writing on
13 January 1788, and then it was only after his tutor left on 20 June of that
year’2. From that moment on the document contains corrections in another
handwriting, presumably that of his parents who had taken over the tutor’s
task and were more inclined to interfere. Or was it rather a greater laxity? It is
after all just as likely that the tutor worked with two versions — a rough copy

70 Rijksarchief in Gelderland, FA Van Eck, 57.

71 See for instance, R. Dekker, Uit de schaduw in ’t grote licht. Kinderen in egodocumenten
van de Gouden Eeuw tot de Romantiek, Amsterdam, Wereldbibliotheek, 1995; A. Baggerman,
Otto van Eck en de anderen. Sporen van jonge lezers in schriftelijke bronnen, in B. Dongelmans
et al. (eds.), Tot volle waschdom. Nieuwe hoofdstukken voor de geschiedenis van de kinder- en
jeugdliteratuur, Den Haag, Biblion, 2000, pp. 211-225.

72 Centraal Bureau voor Genealogie, The Hague, FA Van der Hoop, 5804 fa 163/19.
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in which he corrected his pupil and a fair copy in which his pupil had already
included his corrections. Abraham’s parents may have found this method too
roundabout. A lack of commitment by the parental readers might also explain
why the notes in the diary after 20 June 1788 were less extensive and why the
pages from 3 August 1788 have remained blank — less than a month and a half
after the tutor had left.

Further analysis of the diary we have of Pieter Pous, the son of a Middelburg
magistrate, tells the same story. This too is a fair copy, based on an original
that was improved in style and corrected”?, as one can tell from the distance
in time in his descriptions of daily events. He talks for instance of the trip
he made with his grandmother to the church on 14 May 1791, when he was
thirteen, «which I always enjoyed doing because this was something I really
enjoyed» or of his membership of a reading club for children «which consisted
of Mr. J.W. van Sonsbeek, P. Pous, Gevers [...] where each of us in turn read
something out loud»’*. This explains why we do not find any notes here in
another handwriting or any parental glosses quoted by the author.

Nor do we come across any signals of an invisible parental hand in the
diary of 1802 of Quirijn Ver Huell, a burgomaster’s son, written at the age of
fifteen”>. This manuscript differs from that of Pieter Pous that was rewritten
much later and it also contains enough crossings-out to cast doubt on whether
what we have is a fair copy.

Even so we know for certain that it had an educational function and that it
was read through afterwards by his mother who also commented on it. This
information cannot in any way be deduced from the diary, but it is contained
in Ver Huell’s autobiography of 1839 in which he makes the following remarks
about his upbringing: «Also I had to start keeping a diary and now and then I
was lucky enough to write down something or other that I had observed in a
rather romantic way or else I had imitated a good style, so that I was assured of
getting the approval of my mother, who usually discovered depictions of such
scenes in some book or other and pointed that out to me, without in any way
letting me know how far below the level of these writers I was. She didn’t want
to undermine my aspirations»’®.

Of Ver Huell’s diaries all that remains is a single year, but that is more than
can be said of that of the young Johan Rudolf Thorbecke. These vanished
manuscripts are symbolic in my opinion of a whole contingent of educational
diaries, only a fraction of which has been recovered and of which an even smaller
percentage is so outspoken. We know from Thorbecke’s correspondence that
he kept a diary at an early age. At the age of fourteen he wrote to his parents

73 Rijksarchief Zeeland, FA Mathias-Pous-Tak van Poortvliet, 330-334.

74 Ibid., 10-12-1791.

75 Rijksarchief Gelderland, fa Ver Huell, 54.

76 Q.M.R. Ver Huell, Levensherinneringen 1787-1812, ed. and introd. by L. Turksma,
Westervoort, Van Gruting, 1996, p. 24.
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as follows: «To your question whether I still continue to keep my diary and
say my prayers every day and whether I have stuck to the plan I’'ve made, I
can answer yes with a good conscience»’’. The words that follow this passage
give us a rough idea of what the content of this diary must have been: «I will
apply myself to being friendly and polite here at home». Other passages in his
correspondence also suggest a practice of keeping a diary that is comparable
with that of Otto: «My dear father, I have already promised you so often never
to disobey you again and yet I have done so once more. Now, my dear father,
I promise you that I will not break this promise. You won’t immediately trust
me in this, I know, because I have promised it so often, but this time I want to
do it and so I will»”8. Recent research shows also that this controlled way of
diarywriting is not a typically Dutch phenomenon. Thanks to the research of
Brigitte Schneck we know Otto had at least one Swiss counterpart: Henriette
who even lived some decennia earlier.

77 The letter is dated 3-11-1812. Het Thorbecke-archief 1798-1872, ed. by ]. Brandt-van der
Veen, Utrecht, Kemink, 1955, vol. I, p. 11.
78 [bid., p. 3. The quote is from an undated letter from Zwolle.
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During my research this spring on English diaries I also discovered a Scottish
diary under supervision, written by the seven-year old girl Marjorie Fleming,
born in 1803, 23 years after Otto. This time the text was controlled by what
she called her «little mama», her elder niece Isabella. This controlling instance
is present in many of Marjory’s passages, but becomes very visible when — just
like in the case of Otto’s diary — comment in another hand writing is added to
her entries: «Marjory must write no more journal till she writes better»”’.

The English sisters Wynn — Elisabeth and Eugenia — were contemporaries of
Otto of exactly the same age and generation. He started his diary in March of
1791, at the age of ten. The sisters Wynn started in August of 1789 and were, at
the time, ten and nine years of age. These diaries were supervised by their tutor,
Monsieur Benincasa. This co-reader, too, announces himself on one of the first
pages of the diary, in the guise of a woman. On August 20, Elisabeth writes
that she did not recognize her tutor and aunt in disguise when they came down
the stairs. In the margin a grown up hand has written some corrections. A few
weeks later, his presence betrays itself in an in-between sentence by Elisabeth:
«Monsieur Benincasa looked over our journals and criticized them»®.

The fact that Otto’s diary has been preserved is remarkable, but what about
the diary itself? It differs from that of other children, having its own colour and
flavour, and being as unique as he himself was. It is unique, like every individual;
and this idea of uniqueness itself is one that took root during the period when
Otto was growing up. Ego-documents are more than just a symptom of this

idea; they were also an instrument to bring about this new self-awareness®!.

79 B. Maclean (ed.), Marjory’s Book, The complete Journals, Letters and Poems of a Young
Girl, Edinburgh, Mercat Press, 1999, p. 37.

80 A. Fremantle (ed.), The Wynn Diaries, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1982, p. 2.

81 See also H. Roling, “Anders als mijn tijdgenootjes, anders dan gij allen?” Kinderlijk
zelfbewustzijn in negentiende- en twintigste-eeuwse jeugdherinneringen wuit Nederland en
Vlaanderen, in A. Baggerman, R. Dekker (eds.), Egodocumenten: nieuwe wegen en benaderingen,
Amsterdam, Aksant, 2004, pp. 120-145.
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ABSTRACT: The Educational Collection of the Lombardo Radice Archives, kept in the Mauro
Laeng Historical Museum of Education at the Faculty of Education at Roma Tre University,
contains a rich collection of primary school notebooks and teachers’ diaries from a varied
selection of Italian schools of the early twentieth century. Among these, the diary that stands
out is that of the teacher Rina Nigrisoli. It describes the primary school experiment, inspired
by Activist thinking, that she carried out in Portomaggiore (Ferrara) from 1920 to 1924
with 12 local working class children — moreover testifying the special role played by women
in the literacy process and the social emancipation of the lower classes.
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L’Archivio Didattico Lombardo Radice: fotografia di una innovativa e
misconosciuta scuola italiana

Rina Nigrisoli, giovane maestra di 33 anni, dal 1920 al 1924 realizza un
esperimento di scuola elementare di ispirazione attivistica nella sua scuola di
Portomaggiore, piccolo paese rurale in provincia di Ferrara, con 12 bimbi
appartenenti alle classi lavoratrici del luogo. Un esperimento pedagogico di cui
vuole consapevolmente lasciare testimonianza e memoria, annotando con una
cadenza quasi quotidiana e una scrittura minuta, impetuosa e a tratti indecifrabile
lo snodarsi del percorso formativo di questa piccola comunita scolastica. Il
diario!, composto da 13 quaderni di scuola rilegati in un unico volume su

1 Collocazione originaria: III, 48, inv. n. 68. Oggi il diario, lungo 22 e largo 16 centimetri,
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iniziativa dello stesso Giuseppe Lombardo Radice, e i quaderni di bella copia dei
bimbi? prodotti nel corso dei quattro anni di scuola elementare, sono giunti fino
a noi perché conservati presso il Museo Storico della Didattica Mauro Laeng che
ha sede presso la Facolta di Scienze della Formazione dell’Universita degli Studi
Roma Tre?®. I’Archivio Didattico di Lombardo Radice, che contempla una ricca
raccolta di quaderni di scuola primaria proveniente dalle piu disparate realta
scolastiche italiane, é stato realizzato dallo studioso siciliano in quei pochi anni,
dal 1936 al 1938, in cui assunse la direzione dell’allora “Museo Pedagogico”,
quest’ultimo fondato nel 1906 da Luigi Credaro sulle spoglie del piu antico
“Museo di Istruzione e di Educazione”. Lo studioso siciliano, nei pochi anni in
cui dirige il Museo?, nel tentativo di analizzare gli effetti della riforma Gentile
sulla vita scolastica, riforma a cui lui aveva partecipato redigendo i nuovi
programmi per la scuola elementare’, riorganizza il Museo dandogli il carattere
di archivio pedagogico, incrementandolo con raccolte di quaderni, illustrazioni,
fotografie provenienti dalle scuole del Canton Ticino, da PortoMaggiore,
dalla Montesca, ultime scuole rimaste a lui accessibili a causa del progressivo

porta il numero di inventario 013087, «Archivio Didattico Lombardo Radice». Il diario & stato
integralmente pubblicato nel 2011, R. Nigrisoli, La mia scuola, cura e introduzione di Francesca
Borruso, Milano, Unicopli, 2011.

2 Anche in questo caso si tratta di una collezione di quaderni di bella copia, che ci restituiscono
un aspetto assolutamente parziale e a volte mistificato dei percorsi individuali e collettivi di
apprendimento. Le brutte copie, infatti, scrive Julia, «sono state considerate dalle famiglie e dai
maestri come assolutamente prive di qualsiasi valore rispetto alla bella copia, eppure [...] avrebbero
consentito di comprendere meglio i meccanismi di apprendimento, il senso degli errori commessi, in
breve tutto il lavoro oscuro che precede la messa in bella». Cfr. D. Julia, Documenti della scrittura
infantile in Francia, in Q. Antonelli, E. Becchi (a cura di), Scritture bambine, Roma-Bari, Laterza,
1995, p. 12.

3 1l Museo Storico della Didattica “Mauro Laeng” rappresenta una riedizione aggiornata e
ampliata del “Museo di educazione e di istruzione”, fondato nel 1874 dall’allora Ministro della
Pubblica Istruzione Ruggiero Bonghi e finalizzato a promuovere I’istruzione pubblica popolare,
attraverso I’elaborazione di sempre piu innovative strategie didattiche e una adeguata formazione
di una classe docente, negli anni postunitari ancora tutta da inventare. Cfr. C. Covato, Il Museo
Storico della Didattica dell’Universita degli Studi Roma Tre. Dalle origini all’attualita, in N.
Siciliani De Cumis (a cura di), Antonio Labriola e la sua universita. Mostra documentaria per i
settecento anni della Sapienza (1383-2003), Roma, Aracne, 2005, pp. 290 ss.

4 Iclea Picco ha suddiviso I'opera di Lombardo Radice in due momenti: uno “costruttivo”
che va dal 1904 al 1925, e uno di “raccolta”, di documentazione sui caratteri e le conseguenze
della riforma, con una particolare attenzione per i problemi del dialetto e del folklore nella scuola
popolare e del ruolo del maestro nella scuola attiva. Cfr. I. Picco, Giuseppe Lombardo Radice,
Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1951, pp. 198-199.

5 Nominato direttore generale dell’istruzione elementare alla fine del 1922, allo scopo
di collaborare alla attuazione della riforma scolastica che Gentile si apprestava a compiere nel
primo governo Mussolini, realizza una riforma della scuola elementare di ispirazione progressista
mescolando innovazioni e “ritorni indietro”. I programmi della scuola elementare proposti, infatti,
si ispirano al suo modello di “scuola serena” che il filosofo elabora reinterpretando, alla luce
dell’idealismo, la suggestione attivistica che, in quegli anni domina il panorama culturale americano
ed europeo. Cfr. G. Bini, La pedagogia attivistica in Italia, Roma, Editori Riuniti, 1971, p. 39
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isolamento voluto dal regime®. Il risultato ¢ la creazione di un vasto patrimonio
archivistico, che contempla 159 raccolte di quaderni di scuola primaria e alcuni
diari di maestri’ che vanno dal 1910 al 1937: un vero e proprio «tesoro» di
informazioni sulla scuola italiana di quegli anni, cosi come lo definiva lo stesso
Lombardo Radice in Athena fanciulla, inizialmente radunato nella sua casa
romana e oggi, in parte, conservato presso il Museo Storico della Didattica
Mauro Laeng®. Da questo tesoro, Lombardo Radice, attingera per molti anni
rendendolo privilegiato oggetto di studio. Cosi, sull’esperienza della scuola di
Portomaggiore il filosofo scrivera il saggio I piccoli Fabre di Portomaggiore
pubblicato sia sul I Supplemento all’Educazione Nazionale nel 1926, sia due
anni dopo nel volume Il problema dell’educazione infantile’.

Per Lombardo Radice la scuola di Portomaggiore ¢ uno straordinario
esempio di scuola attiva, quella scuola attiva che lui preferisce chiamare «scuola
serena», e la cui realizzazione a Portomaggiore & certamente favorita da alcune
circostanze non comuni, ossia i pochi scolari e un ambiente suggestivo immerso
nella natura'®. Dautenticita dell’esperimento & testimoniata proprio dagli scritti
dei bambini, dai loro quaderni che, sostiene il filosofo, non sono posticci poiché
raccontano i puri e semplici fatti di ogni giorno indenni da sentimentalismi
o retorica. Sono quaderni che ribadiscono la possibilita di creare quel «libro
vivente», vale a dire quel libro realizzato dagli stessi bambini insieme al maestro
che, secondo il filosofo, ¢ il piu ricco e felice esempio di espressione spontanea
e libera dei bambini'!.

6 Dopo il delitto Matteotti si dimette dalla carica di direttore generale e recide ogni suo
legame col fascismo. Nel 1933 il prefetto della Provincia di Roma diffida Lombardo Radice dal
proseguire la pubblicazione della rivista UEducazione Nazionale da lui diretta e fondata nel 1919 a
continuazione dei Nuovi Doveri (1907-1911). Cfr. G. Cives, Attivismo e antifascismo in Giuseppe
Lombardo Radice, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1983, pp. 97 ss.

7 Per un’analisi di alcuni diari dei maestri presenti nell’Archivio Lombardo Radice cfr. F.
Borruso, Su alcuni modelli educativi presenti nei quaderni scolastici dell’Archivio Didattico
Lombardo Radice, in J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (a cura di), School Exercise Books. A Complex
Source for a History of the Approach to Schooling and Education in the 19" and 20" Centuries,
Firenze, Polistampa, 2010, pp. 993-1006.

8 Cfr. L. Cantatore, Giuseppe Lombardo Radice. Per un’idea del quaderno scolastico come
fonte artistico-letteraria, in Meda, Montino, Sani (a cura di), School Exercise Books, cit., pp. 1325-
1338.

9 G. Lombardo Radice, Il problema dell’educazione infantile, Venezia, La Nuova Italia, 1929.

10 G. Lombardo Radice, I piccoli Fabre di Portomaggiore. L'esperimento didattico di Rina
Nigrisoli dal 1919 al 1925, «I’Educazione Nazionale», I Supplemento 1926, p. 39.

11 «Felicissime esperienze [...] hanno dimostrato che piu ricco del testo [...] riesce il libricciuolo
redatto e illustrato, durante ’anno, a scuola e a casa, dai piccoli colla guida assiduissima del maestro
il quale consacra coll’inclusione nel «libro» manoscritto, oltre che le piu belle «prime letture» di
poesia e di prosa attinte da ogni dove, che egli & riuscito di mettere a fuoco, suoi pensieri, suoi
racconti, sue lezioni piu degne di ricordo e perfino talvolta talune paginette piu felici dei medesimi
alunni. Questo si, che ¢ il libro vivente: il libro che cresce insieme ai piccoli autori» (G. Lombardo
Radice, Lezioni di didattica, citato in Cantatore, Giuseppe Lombardo Radice. Per un’idea del
quaderno scolastico come fonte artistico-letteraria, cit., p. 1333).
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Lattenzione alla scuola di Portomaggiore non € un’eccezione per il filosofo:
le sue riviste, prima «Nuovi Doveri» e poi «[’Educazione Nazionale», con
assiduita e in apposite rubriche, renderanno testimonianza di quelle esperienze
educative che emergono in piccole scuolette di campagna, spesso del tutto prive
di mezzi economici ma rilevanti sul piano educativo grazie alla sensibilita e
all’abnegazione di straordinarie personalita di maestri.

E Rina Nigrisoli appartiene alla schiera di quelle tante ignorate o dimenticate
maestre, definite da Marino Raicich «avamposti della civilta»'2, alle quali si
deve il difficile processo di alfabetizzazione delle classi lavoratrici, realizzato
affrontando disagi oggi ritenuti inverosimili'3,

La vita a scuola nel diario di una maestra

Nelle intenzioni dell’Autrice, il diario nasce non solo con I'obiettivo di
testimoniare il suo esperimento educativo, ma anche come documento privato
destinato alla intima riflessione sul suo agire educativo. Emerge, cosi, la cifra
profondamente autobiografica di questa scrittura che coinvolge il lettore
nella suggestionante scoperta si di un esperimento pedagogico, ma anche di
un percorso individuale di auto-formazione'*. Attraverso la narrazione della
sua esperienza, Rina puo organizzare retrospettivamente il passato delle

sue azioni e degli eventi che si succedono, fissando i contorni spesso caotici

e sfuggenti della sua esperienza educativa in una costruzione di senso'.

Riflettere sulla sua esperienza, inoltre, le consente di orientare le possibili
direzioni future del suo agire educativo, facendo emergere il rapporto che

12 «Se dovessimo, come & consuetudine dopo le guerre (anche dopo le guerre perdute), erigere
un monumento al milite ignoto della lunga guerra dell’Italia liberale contro ’analfabetismo [...]
la figura simbolica da effigiare sarebbe proprio la maestra; e pit che la maestra di citta, perfino
pit che la maestrina degli operai di De Amicis, quell’effige dovrebbe riguardare la maestra rurale,
che combatteva la sua battaglia in un avamposto della civilta, sul fronte delle campagne, dove piu
forte e tenace era non solo ’analfabetismo ma anche il pregiudizio, spesso sola contro un ambiente
ostile» (M. Raicich, Storie di scuola da un’ltalia lontana, a cura di S. Soldani, Roma, Archivio
Guido Izzi, p. 31).

13 Sulla formazione delle maestre in etd postunitaria e sul tema della femminilizzazione della
scuola italiana cfr. C. Covato, Un’identita divisa. Diventare maestra in Italia fra Otto e Novecento,
Roma, Archivio Guido Izzi, 1996; ed ancora S. Ulivieri, Educare al femminile, Pisa, ETS, 1995.

14 D. Demetrio, Raccontarsi. L'autobiografia come cura di sé, Milano, R. Cortina, 1996; Id.,
Per una didattica dell’intelligenza. Il metodo autobiografico nello sviluppo cognitivo, Milano,
Franco Angeli, 1995. Sull’argomento autobiografico vedi inoltre J. Batchelor, The art of literary
biography, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1995; Ph. Lejeune, Il patto autobiografico, tr. it. Bologna, Il
Mulino, 1986.

15 Cfr. J. Bruner, La costruzione narrativa della realta, in M. Ammaniti, D. Stern (a cura di),
Rappresentazioni e narrazioni, tr. it., Roma-Bari, Laterza, 1997, pp. 17-42; F. Cambi, La cura di sé
come processo formativo, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 2010.
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esiste tra lo spazio d’esperienza riferito al passato e I’orizzonte di attesa che
delinea progetti per il futuro, orientamenti dell’agire, anticipazioni desiderate.
In tale prospettiva psico-pedagogica la narrazione della maestra mostra il
complesso percorso di individuazione del suo ruolo di maestra, attraversato da
obiettivi consapevolmente perseguiti, interpretazioni e reinterpretazioni degli
eventi, interiori percezioni, subitanee folgorazioni, piccole patologie della vita
quotidiana.

Il progetto pedagogico perseguito in questa piccola scuola di campagna ¢
di ispirazione attivistica, centrato sulle idee dell’apprendimento diretto ed
esperienziale dell’'uomo e del puerocentrismo della progettualita educativa,
secondo la quale & necessario partire dagli interessi e dalle motivazioni
dell’educando. Ambedue gli obiettivi, inoltre, si intersecano con la necessita
di destrutturare il tradizionale autoritarismo della relazione educativa. Rina
vuole lasciare i bambini liberi di sperimentare il mondo sotto la sua vigile guida
attenta e discreta, di modo che sia la loro creativita sia la loro vita sentimentale
ed emotiva possano esprimersi, svilupparsi, affinarsi. Questa libera espressione
auspicata per i suoi bambini presuppone che apprendimento passi attraverso
la scoperta diretta ed esperienziale del mondo circostante. Sono i bambini i
protagonisti attivi della scoperta del mondo, cosi come insegnano i teorici
dell’attivismo: la scuola attiva € quella in cui la spontaneita & rispettata,
quella in cui il fanciullo liberamente crea, esprimendo se stesso!®. Cosicché, i
primi apprendimenti dei bimbi passano dall’osservazione dei fenomeni che li
circondano come il cielo, il tempo, gli uccelli, i fiori, la neve per diventare nel
corso del tempo descrizioni sempre piu complesse ma sempre correlate alle loro
esperienze di vita!”.

Il primo anno di scuola scorre fra lavori di giardinaggio, passeggiate nelle
campagne vicine nelle quali raccogliere oggetti interessanti — una foglia, un
insetto, un rametto — e giochi organizzati anche con materiale improvvisato
portato dai bambini. In queste scelte c¢i sembra di ritrovare I’insegnamento
delle sorelle Agazzi le quali se dal froebelismo acquisiscono la concezione
spontaneistica dell’educazione e I'importanza attribuita al gioco, ne criticano

16 «Punto di partenza di ogni azione educativa — scrive Ferriére — sia I’attivita spontanea dei
fanciulli: occorre partire dalle loro attivita manuali e costruttive, da quelle intellettuali, dai loro
interessi, dalle loro preferenze, dalle loro tendenze dominanti; bisogna prendere le mosse dalle loro
manifestazioni morali e sociali quali si presentano nella vita libera e naturale d’ogni giorno, secondo
le circostanze, compresi gli avvenimenti previsti o imprevisti che sopravvengono» (A. Ferriére, La
scuola attiva, Firenze, Bemporad Marzocco, 1962, p. 61).

17 «Ogni sguardo umano ¢ gia un quadro, per sé. Cuomo non vede, ma crea collo sguardo.
Lo sguardo sceglie, lo sguardo ama, lo sguardo racconta, lo sguardo ¢ dell’anima non degli occhi.
Sensazione visiva? Se lo dica e creda chi vuole; la sensazione umana ¢ sempre piu che sensazione: &
gia un quadro» (Lombardo Radice, I piccoli Fabre di Portomaggiore, cit., p. 132).
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pero quei doni standardizzati, elaborando I’originale proposta del Museo delle
Cianfrusaglie costruito con tutto il materiale occasionale che si trova nelle
tasche dei bambini o che i bambini possono facilmente reperire o costruire's.
Non ci sono compiti assegnati per casa e i pochi libri che ci sono a scuola,
vengono letti insieme: «lettura a voce alta, come in famiglia, per divertire i
fratellini; lettura con la maestra, e soprattutto lettura della maestra»'?. E
presente il sillabario Prima Lettura della Formiggini Santamaria ed il 19 aprile
del 1919 arriva il Libro delle farfalle, per aiutare anche la nostra giovane
maestra a riconoscere le tante farfalle del giardino: «cerca e ricerca nel giardino,
nella campagna e nel libro, conoscemmo in breve — mi scrive la maestra — quasi
tutte le farfalle di questa zona: farfalle, dico, e bruchi e crisalidi e bozzoli»?’.
Nei giorni di pioggia quando non ¢ possibile uscire, o nelle giornate di maggior
calore, disegnano, costruiscono, ritagliano, cantano, incollano, plasmano,
recitano, leggono con la maestra qualche piccolo racconto, privilegiando
le attivita manipolative, artistiche ed espressive. Dal diario della maestra
sappiamo dei loro giochi, come la messa in scena di piccoli racconti, il baratto
delle figurine contenute nella scatola di fiammiferi, il gioco dei cerchietti, il
meccano, il traforo, i frulletti, gli animali di legno. Ma & soprattutto la capacita
inventiva e combinatrice dei bambini che Rina pregia ed evidenzia come uno
strumento prezioso di sviluppo cognitivo capace di determinare nuove scoperte:

Un grosso tronco di robinia con abbondanza di grandi rami furono, sul finire del lavoro,
gioioso strumento: che gran leva la fantasia. Dautomobile ebbe presto tutti i suoi pezzi:
sedile, freno, volante. Una bandella di scorza fu buon legame di cui si compiacquero.
Facevano cosi, proprio come noi, gli uomini primitivi. Si servivano delle scorze delle piante
per legare. Andandosene mi pregavano di non lasciar guastare dagli uomini, quel loro
congegno. Promisi I

Ed ancora:

Rinnovato gusto di giochi d’imitazione. Ramoscelli di basso, caduti nelle potature, sono
state gioiosa lotteria. Si & improvvisato fra le conifere un ricevimento. I rametti, piantati
a terra, delineavano i viali. Il divano disegnato al centro, aveva la sua imbottitura verde.
Principe e principessa. Non mancavano corone. Desinare? Oh un fornello ottenuto dalla
compiacente cuoca che ha le bimbe coadiuvatrici. Fornello, carbone, fondi di caffe, un po’
di zucchero. «Che buono, buono quel caffé da loro stessi preparato!»22

18 «Il materiale Agazzi & una raccolta abbondantissima di... scatolette, bottoni, semi, noccioli,
tubetti, fili, fettucce, figurine, boccette, tappi di sughero, campionarii di tessuti, campionarii di
carte, di trecce, e poi ancora, all’infinito: di palline, vasetti, sacchetti di stoffa o di carta, cartoline,
pezzetti di cuoio, pezzi di legno, di cera, di creta, di ferro, d’ogni specie di altre sostanze» (Lombardo
Radice, Il metodo Agazzi, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1952, p. 51).

19 Lombardo Radice, I piccoli Fabre di Portomaggiore, cit., p. 43.

20 Ibid., p. 42.

21 Nigrisoli, La mia scuola, cit., p. 107.

22 [bid., p. 147.
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La capacita artistica, inventiva e combinatrice di ogni bambino vanno
preservate e alimentate, secondo gli insegnamenti di Lombardo Radice che ritiene
arte la libera espressione infantile in qualunque forma questa si estrinsechi?’.

Sin dal primo anno di scuola, un posto privilegiato € assegnato allo studio
delle poesie di Giovanni Pascoli, poeta molto amato da Rina forse anche per
il suo culto degli affetti familiari, ma letteratura colta e letteratura popolare
si mescolano e si intersecano nell’educazione dei bimbi, in armonia con
quella rivalutazione dei dialetti che Lombardo Radice ritiene non debbano
essere affatto rimossi, affinché una comunita sociale non smarrisca la propria
identita. Il sapere che si da nella scuola elementare, sostiene, «deve prevedere un
accostamento del sapere del libro col sapere del popolo»?*.

La compilazione del giornale di classe, un quaderno dove bambini e maestra
annotano gli eventi, caratterizza I’inizio di ogni giornata. Nel giornale ¢’¢ un po’
di tutto: ¢ il notiziario delle novita del giorno, ¢ un foglio d’ordini, uno spunto
didattico per I’osservazione dell’ambiente. Alcune pagine sono anche illustrate
da piccoli disegni, come se fossero le notizie figurate della vita di campagna,
oppure ci sono pochi versi di una poesia incorniciati dal disegno che li illustra.
Cio che conta & che bambini e maestra cercano insieme il fatto del giorno da
raccontare e trascrivere, scegliendolo per lo piu, fra quelli che danno ai bimbi
una maggiore risonanza emotiva.

Viva compiacenza dei bambini nel comporre il loro giornale. Vittore mentre viene ad esporre
a me quello che poi scrivera, colorisce il suo dire con ’espressione intelligente del viso, che
specchia veramente il lavorio di chi sente e desidera esprimere secondo I’interno movimento
cio che ¢ stato oggetto della sua attenzione, della sua commozione. Le mani pure acquistano
una vivezza coloritrice: il bambino prova il godimento del potersi esprimere. Ario arrivo a
scuola felice I’altra mattina perché aveva una cosa bella da dire sul giornale. Si era alzato
presto e dalla sua finestra aveva veduto I'orologio di piazza ancora illuminato, ieri mattina,
altra cosa bella. E la voce nell’esprimere a me la cosa bella da scrivere, aveva I’intonazione
cauta di chi le vuol conservare la sua bellezza. Dalla sua camera la mattina presto, dal suo
lettino aveva sentito il din, din, din della messa prima. E aggiungeva: «nel silenzio, come
stava bene quel suono!»%’

Ma il giornale di classe & anche un luogo di condivisione e di riflessione sugli
eventi tragici che possono colpire la vita di ciascuno. La morte della sorellina di
Luigi Bellini da ’avvio ad un lungo dibattito in classe, che consente al fratellino
superstite di raccontare il dolore della lunga malattia che ha preceduto la morte.
«Giornale disgraziato», scrive Vittorio quel giorno titolando cosi il diario di
classe. E poi:

23 Cfr. G. Lombardo Radice, Athena fanciulla. Scienza e poesia della scuola serena, 4* ed.,
Firenze, Bemporad, 1931.

24 Lombardo Radice, Risposta ad un’inchiesta della rivista 1 diritti della scuola, 30 gennaio
1938, in E. Frauenfelder (a cura di), Giuseppe Lombardo Radice. Didattica viva, Firenze, La
Nuova Italia, 1993, p. 233.

25 Nigrisoli, La mia scuola, cit., p. 55.
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E morta la sorellina di Luigi Bellini. Aveva due anni, era una povera bimba disgraziata, il suo
corpicino era deforme, non aveva forza, non aveva vivacita. Per lei niente giochi, era sempre

coricata a letto. Nel suo corpo patito solo 6gli occhi erano belli. Vogliamo che un mazzo delle

nostre rose 'accompagni al camposanto®®.

Non possiamo dimenticare che la condivisione comunitaria dell’evento
luttuoso, si inscrive anche in quella tradizione educativa, fra Otto e Novecento,
che sottolinea la valenza pedagogica del tema della morte o comunque della
caducita della vita, la cui narrazione & presente non solo nella letteratura del
tempo ampiamente utilizzata nelle scuole ma anche nella minuta vita scolastica
di ogni giorno. Come evidenzia Marino Raicich spesso, infatti, la morte di un
bambino o il lutto per la morte di una persona cara, non si limitano ad essere
un fatto familiare, ma diventano esperienze vissute con i coetanei in una realta
esterna alla famiglia, quale la classe o il collegio, alle quali la famiglia delega
alcune rilevanti funzioni educative?’.

Il dettato, esercizio che non appartiene alla pratica di questa piccola
scuola, viene sostituito dal componimento libero, a volte anche condiviso,
connesso sempre alla loro esperienza concreta e che nel tempo diventa sempre
pit complesso ed evoluto. Dalla descrizione dei piccoli, concreti eventi che
caratterizzano la vita quotidiana, si passa alla narrazione delle fiabe note o
alla costruzione libera di un intreccio narrativo. Dai diari sembra emergere la
complessita di questo processo di formazione. Infatti la scelta dell’argomento
da affrontare quotidianamente diventa frutto di una vera e propria ricerca
nella quale il fanciullo valuta la propria esperienza, sceglie cid che merita una
riflessione individuale e collettiva iniziando, cosi, a costruire 'intreccio della
sua rappresentazione della realta e dei suoi vissuti. Lombardo Radice sottolinea
come questo processo narrativo arricchisca il loro patrimonio linguistico
in modo esponenziale: sviluppo del linguaggio e sviluppo del pensiero sono

interrelati, interconnessi in una perfetta circolarita e interdipendenza?®.

Prendono vivissimo gusto all’esposizione del giornale. Questa mattina in luogo di dire,
quattro hanno esposto oralmente il loro e in pochi minuti: in 20 minuti.

Fernando, Ario, Belletti, Vittore.

Fernanda ha preso le mosse dal silenzio della stanza verde in cui stavano raccolti e dal sole
che ricopriva i bimbi, i quali, a bella posta, si erano disposti lungo le strisce luminose per
riscaldarsi. La mattinata era fredda.

2% Ibid., p. 121.

27 M. Raicich, La morte educante, in 1d., Storia di scuola da un’Italia lontana, cit., pp. 81-116.

28 «Le spontanee e slegate osservazioni dei primi anni diventano i dati di un problema:
quello di ordinare, scegliere, chiarire. Il patrimonio linguistico non & precostituito all’attivita di
comprensione; si arricchisce con questa ed arricchisce questa. Il polmone agisce come assorbitore
dell’aria, perché & un cuore che batte; ma il cuore batte perché c’¢ un polmone che ossigena il
sangue. Cosi la riflessione (il pensiero che si concentra e si fa attivo, consapevolmente) determina
’acquisto linguistico e ne ¢ determinato, in una perfetta circolarita» (Lombardo Radice, I piccoli
Fabre di Portomaggiore, cit., p. 51).
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Ario ha detto con vivacita dell’usignolo veduto insieme coi compagni, la mattina venendo
a scuola [...].

E bene che io li faccia scrivere il giornale quando tutto intorno a loro ¢ silenzio, se no, va
dispersa quell’attenzione preziosa che non lascia cader nulla del bello, del buono pensato®’.

Nel corso del quarto anno il loro diario si fa ancora piu complesso, perché
oggetto di analisi diventa anche il proprio paesaggio interiore, secondo un
concetto di educazione sentimentale inteso come capacita di comprensione
di sé e degli altri, condivisione dei sentimenti, empatia per i dolori altrui. I
componimento semilibero in collaborazione, auspicato da Lombardo Radice
anche in Athena fanciulla, non viene ritenuto dal filosofo I’espressione piu
originale della scuola di Portomaggiore, perché il linguaggio infantile riportato
nei temi gli appare manipolato dall’intervento della maestra. Per il filosofo la
narrazione spontanea, ossia il parlare per iscritto, anche con i suoi errori infantili,
va mantenuto intatto e Peventuale correzione deve avvenire indirettamente e
non sul singolo componimento®’.

Dal quarto anno lo studio delle scienze, della letteratura e della storia si
intensifica. E oggetto di studio il Risorgimento italiano e quei personaggi che
hanno fatto la storia dell’unita d’Italia: Mazzini, Garibaldi, i moti del 48, i
fratelli Bandiera, Jacopo Ruffini, Rosolino Pilo, 'impresa dei Mille sono solo
alcune delle letture e delle narrazioni condotte in classe. Vi € una particolare
attenzione al personaggio, a volte descritto come figura eroica, simbolo di
coraggio e di bonta, in linea con quel culto del Risorgimento italiano ancora
vivo in quegli anni.

Insieme alle poesie di Pascoli, il libro piu longevo e trasversale a tutte le eta
sembra essere il libro Cuore di De Amicis. Poi Pinocchio di Collodi, Le favole
dei fratelli Grimm, Il Lobengrin di Laforgue, I racconti popolari lucchesi di
Ippolito Nieri. Dagli otto anni in poi inizia la lettura della letteratura straniera,
come [ ragazzi di Fedor Dostoevskij, Coco di Guy de Maupassant, La capanna
dello zio Tom di Beecher Stowe, Le avventure del barone di Munkausen di
Erik Raspe, Robinsono Crusoe di Daniel Defoe. Fra le antologie menzionate
c’e Fior da fiore. Prose e poesie scelte per le scuole secondarie inferiori (1901)
curata da Giovanni Pascoli*', uno dei pochi in quegli anni, che suggerisce di
salvaguardare il patrimonio dialettale e che include anche esempi di scrittori
stranieri*’. Con I’obiettivo di valorizzare la letteratura popolare e le lingue

29 Nigrisoli, La mia scuola, cit., p. 88.

30 Lombardo Radice, I piccoli Fabre di Portomaggiore, cit., p. 58.

31 «Dominante appare nella poesia familiare del Pascoli 'immagine della casa come nido, come
chiusura segreta e gelosa, groviglio di istinti e di affetti, difesa impaurita e irrazionale contro le
minacce di cio che ¢ al di fuori, minaccia incombente e sconosciuta, realta di male e di indifferenza,
di dolore» (G. Barberi Squarotti, A. Jacomuzzi, Letteratura e critica. Antologia della critica
letteraria. L'ottocento e il novecento, Messina-Firenze, D’Anna, 1967, pp. 254-255).

32 Come sostiene Cantatore «la funzione didattica degli studi letterari, che per gli altri autori &
tutta concentrata nell’affermazione di una norma o nel rigore della ricostruzione storica, per Pascoli
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locali, Rina segue le indicazioni didattiche del tempo. Questi sono anni in cui,
nello studio della lingua italiana si prevede I'uso didattico del dialetto, ritenuto
quell’importante retroterra linguistico e culturale dell’alunno da valorizzare
per superare I’analfabetismo. L’insegnamento grammaticale, cosi, calato in
un contesto linguistico reale, deve prevedere la lettura e la traduzione di testi
letterari dialettali da cui pervenire al confronto con Pl’italiano. Ben diverso sara
’orientamento didattico solo qualche anno dopo’esperimento di Portomaggiore:
il nazionalismo linguistico che subentrera negli anni successivi, infatti, condurra
la sua lotta agli esotismi, si opporra alle varieta locali, regionali e dialettali,
interpretando la lotta contro ’analfabetismo come lotta alla dialettofonia®3.

Dalle letture dei bimbi e dalle narrazioni di Rina il sistema di valori proposto
sembra essere soprattutto di ispirazione romantica e post unitaria, connesso
ai valori della famiglia, della patria, della solidarieta verso i piu deboli**. Lo
stesso libro Cuore (1886), che ha avuto un notevole peso nella formazione
morale e sociale di parecchie generazioni, vuole ispirare nei giovani i sentimenti
della appartenenza ad una nazione, il valore della famiglia, il valore della
solidarieta per una societa certamente divisa in classi ma non segnata dalla
contrapposizione e dall’odio sociale. Un’educazione sentimentale interclassista,
quindi, che accomuni classe lavoratrice e borghesia. Indipendentemente dalle
critiche alle forme predicatorie dei messaggi o all’enfasi emotiva di certi episodi,
questo libro va considerato tenendo presente il quadro politico e culturale
dell’epoca, caratterizzato dalla difficolta di costruire una nazione e una lingua
unitarie e in un paese come il nostro in cui tanta letteratura per ragazzi, a parte
qualche eccezionale esempio, era ancora pitl esplicitamente conservatrice®. Fra
qualche anno, anche il libro Cuore, visto con sfavore dal regime, sara una scelta
coraggiosa nelle scuole divenendo il sintomo di una pur moderata resistenza
culturale’®.

Per quanto riguarda P’insegnamento della religione cattolica, i riferimenti
nel diario sono veramente pochi: solo una volta Rina menziona fra le letture
condotte da uno dei suoi bimbi, il testo Il poverello di Assisi. Iargomento
ha un suo rilievo se pensiamo che Lombardo Radice nei programmi per la
scuola elementare, prevede I'insegnamento della religione cattolica, come
materia obbligatoria a partire dalla prima classe, affidata non a religiosi ma
a maestri elementari. Nella riforma del 1923, il filosofo siciliano 'immagina
come un’educazione religiosa non dogmatica e legata piuttosto alle tradizioni

¢ iniziazione al piacere dell’atto creativo» (L. Cantatore, «Scelta, ordinata e annotata». L'antologia
scolastica nel secondo Ottocento e il laboratorio Carducci-Brilli, Modena, Mucchi, 1999, pp. 161-
162).

33 T. De Mauro, Storia linguistica dell’Italia unita, Bari, Laterza, 1974, pp. 34-35.

34 A. Santoni Rugiu, Ideologie e programmi nelle scuole elementari e magistrali dal 1859 al
1951, Firenze, Manzuoli, 1982.

35 P. Boero, G. Calabrese, Cuore: De Amiicis tra critica e utopia, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2009.

36 M. Valeri, Letteratura giovanile ed educazione, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1981, p. 84.
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locali. Purtroppo, il fatto che il decreto di riforma lasci I'ultima parola alle
autorita religiose nella scelta dell’insegnante di religione, rende nel tempo
’educazione religiosa, a dispetto di tutte le buone intenzioni didattiche, una
continuazione del tradizionale insegnamento del catechismo®’. In tal senso, la
scuola di Portomaggiore sembra distinguersi dal clima culturale che lentamente
si profila nella scuola italiana, testimoniando invece un’educazione laica, che
non nega ’appartenenza ad un sistema di valori ma che ¢ ancora lontana da
quello studio catechistico che fra qualche anno ritornera nella scuola pubblica.

[ quattro anni di scuola elementare si concludono nel luglio del 1925 e Rina,
chiuso I’esperimento, torna a dedicarsi integralmente ai bambini dell’Asilo,
con nuova consapevolezza e maturita, come lei stessa scrive in una lettera a
Lombardo Radice del 6 maggio 1926:

[...] il mio esperimento ¢ finito nel luglio 1925, né si & rinnovato. Devo all’appoggio di
alcune intelligenti persone, se I’esperimento poté essere condotto a termine. Ora la mia
attivita si ¢ di nuovo concentrata sull’asilo e ’esperimento compiuto sui grandicelli mi ha
giovato dando chiarezza a certi miei vaghi progetti di attivita, per i piccoli. Fra qualche
anno, I’Asilo mostrera, di quell’esperimento, I'impronta”®.

Finito il ciclo elementare solo alcuni dei bimbi proseguono gli studi, seguiti
ancora per un anno dalla loro maestra, la quale organizza una sorta di piccolo
doposcuola pomeridiano per sostenerli in questo difficile momento di passaggio.
Possiamo immaginare che alcuni di loro, invece, finite le scuole elementari,
siano andati alla ricerca di un lavoro, oppure le bimbe siano rimaste a casa
ad accudire i fratellini piu piccoli. Comunque per tutti, il rapporto con la loro
maestra sembra continuare.

Verso una nuova concezione della relazione educativa

Dal diario di Rina emerge con chiarezza il rifiuto per quelle tecniche disciplinari
autoritarie e coercitive, retaggio di una scuola antica ma in gran parte ancora
operante nei primi del Novecento, che servono a contenere il corpo e la vitalita
fisio-psichica, a separare i sessi, a non sviluppare rapporti affettivi, di gioco, di
collaborazione intellettuale e di scambio tra i fanciulli, a tenere le classi sociali
separate, a confinare fuori dalla scuola la ricchezza e la varieta delle esperienze
extrascolastiche. Combatte quotidianamente con I’emergere nel suo agire
educativo, a tratti inconsapevole, di una tradizione educativa coercitiva che nel
suo diario analizza con fine introspezione psicologica e che giudica duramente.

37 Cfr. T. Tomasi, Lintroduzione dell’insegnamento religioso, in L. Borghi et al. (a cura di),
Ernesto Codignola in 50 anni di battaglie educative, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1967 pp. 50-62.
38 ARCH. G.L.R. n. 12.3, Museo Storico della Didattica “Mauro Laeng”, Roma.
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I suoi piccoli inciampi autoritari, le incomprensioni con i suoi scolari, alcune
sue inevitabili insofferenze vengono puntigliosamente interpretate cercando di
evidenziarne le ricadute educative. Le hanno insegnato che ¢ necessario vigilare,
sorvegliare, correggere, reprimere e con questo modello interiorizzato, anche
inconsapevolmente, Rina combatte quotidianamente modellando il suo nuovo
ruolo di maestra. Il 26aprile del 1922 scrive:

Oggi non dovevo cosi acerbamente riprendere Ario per latto dispettoso verso Giorgio.

N

E rimasto poi, abbattuto per un poco, come io stessa rimango dopo un’alzata di voce.
No, meglio che 'atto venga compiuto, piuttosto che sentirmi colpevole per rapidamente
interromperlo di una violenza®’.

D’analisi sulla correttezza del suo comportamento € continua, serrata, a tratti
severa. Cerca di comprendere le motivazioni dell’agire dei suoi bambini, le loro
difficolta, emozioni, stanchezze e li correla instancabilmente ai suoi errori, al suo
agire impulsivo, alle sue incomprensioni. Deve essere lieve nel riprenderli, non
deve rimproverare il loro naturale desiderio di gioco, non deve inquietarsi per
i loro errori. Anche le attese educative possono rivelarsi impositive e coercitive
quando non ammettono il fallimento e la naturale fatica dell’apprendimento:

Grave difetto mio: lodare un bimbo per un motivo e di li a breve fargli pesare ’osservazione
per un altro motivo: Pavani questa mattina aveva composto bene il suo giornale. Durante
I’ingresso parlando Vittore, io e lui e mostrando io la mia compiacenza per il sensibile
progresso di Pavani, Vittore pure compiacendosi mi riferiva i propositi di bene fare espressi
da Pavani. Oggi al pomeriggio avendo egli con la sua povera, gracile scrittura ricopiato
in bella copia il giornale, io sono scattata perché mi appariva trascurata. Ho staccato dal
quaderno il foglietto obbligandolo a ricopiare. Insoddisfatta poi delle macchie che il lavoro
di nuovo copiato portava, gli ho detto di accingersi per la terza volta al lavoro (egli era
venuto a darmi ragioni delle macchie. Io non ho dato valore alle attenuanti. Ero occupata in
altro e poi amareggiata che egli venisse meno alle mie aspettative)*?.

Lobiettivo di destrutturare la tradizionale relazione autoritaria per dare
vita ad una relazione educativa caratterizzata dalla condivisione emotiva e
cognitiva ¢ uno dei punti nodali dell’esperimento pedagogico di Rina: «vita
libera e apprendimento libero», aveva scritto nella sua lettera di presentazione
a Lombardo Radice. Ma ¢ dai suoi diari che emerge con nitidezza I'impegno
e la disciplina che questo progetto educativo comporta, poiché non parla mai
con leggerezza di una sua scelta genericamente antiautoritaria. Rina sembra
essere ben conscia della complessita della relazione educativa, sospesa tra i due
apparenti paradossi di liberta e autorita, necessariamente compresenti nella

39 Nigrisoli, La mia scuola, cit., p. 101.
40 Ibid.
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relazione educativa anche se con declinazioni diverse. E cosi, anche lei € sospesa
fra il bisogno di mantenere il suo ruolo autorevole di guida per i suoi bambini e
il rispetto per quello che lei chiama il loro inalienabile desiderio di movimento:

4 marzo 1922: In questa serena mattina che la primavera ci dona, i bambini sentono
prepotente il desiderio di andarsene liberi al sole: i bimbi hanno gli aquiloni da innalzare,
gioia unita a gioia. E io devo a pieno contentarli. Cosi, composto il giornale, eseguiti i
loro calcoli, siano essi liberi di andarsene dove meglio loro piace, di fare quel che loro piu
aggrada. Troveranno logico, se io esigo che attentamente sia compiuto quel che devono
compiere, avvivata la loro volonta, dal piacere di essere poi padroni del loro tempo. Che
io assecondi molto in tutto cid che concerne movimento e gioco. I bambini grandi, con
maggipre Elrontezza sapranno poi al momento di studiare, raccogliersi e offrire la loro
attenzione™ .

Ed ancora, Rina sembra comprendere che se la punizione, in modo
pedagogicamente coerente, sembra obbedisca all’esigenza di educare
I’indisciplinato, dall’altro essa si rivela per quello che sostanzialmente é:
minaccia e inibizione per il futuro, ben poco utile in realta sul piano educativo.
E un compito complesso rendere i bambini il centro di gravita della scuola, senza
per questo diminuire il valore della funzione della maestra, il suo ruolo di guida
e di controllo. Il mito dell’antiautoritarismo € una corretta idea regolativa, che
corre lungo un sottile margine difficile da realizzare dentro le istituzioni, sempre
in un rapporto dialettico con ’autorita*?.

Castigo sciocco e mal dato. Pavani, Vittore, Bellini si tormentavano a vicenda, lanciandosi
cipolle e altro, trovato in cortile. Li ho messi in casa, separati e ho dovuto, a quando a
quando, intervenire perché non tenevano il posto assegnato. Si univano ai compagni rimasti
in casa, intenti ad occupazioni varie.
«Chiudi I'occhio nove volte su dieci»*3.

Ed ancora:

11 maggio: Rimprovero con voce alterata Giorgio perché al finire della giornata ogni atto
compie con irruenza e salti e corse, su e giu per la sala. «<Ma Giorgio non vale dunque
dirlo?». 1l silenzio ha tenuto d’improvviso fermi i bambini: un silenzio in cui sentivo la mia
concitazione. Non dovevo! Non dovevo!**

41 Ibid., pp. 79-80.

42 «E vana la ricerca e la determinazione dei mezzi esterni per la cosiddetta disciplina scolastica.
Gia lo stesso proporsela significa non aver penetrato il concetto di educazione. Giacché educazione
& compenetrazione di anime, cioé uno stato di coscienza nel quale il maestro scompare come
individualita distinta dagli scolari e si adegua al loro momento spirituale, vivendolo come suo e
sviluppandolo, per sospingerlo a posizioni piu alte — da lui raggiunte indipendentemente dai suoi
attuali scolari, nella formazione della propria cultura; e nelle quali deve ritornare, riconquistandole
con loro» (Lombardo Radice, Lezioni di didattica, cit., p. 50).

43 Nigrisoli, La mia scuola, cit., p. 140.

44 Ibid., p. 108.
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E davvero emblematico che nella conclusione del diario, il giorno 4 febbraio
del 1926, Rina menzioni il proposito di affrontare lo studio della figura di
Ghandi, il quale, qualche anno dopo, avrebbe fondato in India il «Nai Talim»,
il movimento di Educazione Nuova*’. Rina desidera far studiare ai suoi
ragazzi Ghandi e il suo progetto educativo, portatore di un modello di vita
libera e nonviolenta, fondata sull’accettazione totale degli altri e sul principio
dell’'uguaglianza con essi*.

Purtroppo, i tempi storici che si profilano all’orizzonte — I’ideologia militare
del regime fascista e i successivi eventi bellici — non preserveranno questo
sistema di valori. Lasilo di Rina e Ida continua fino a quando nell’autunno
del 1944, a causa dell’inasprirsi della guerra, la scuola sospende la sua attivita.
Finita la guerra, la scuola riprende la sua vita. Nella primavera del 1964, dopo
avere consegnato I’anno prima I’asilo alla nuova Direttrice Albertina Deserti,
entrambe decidono di tornare a Bologna®’.

La scuola di Portomaggiore, ancora oggi esistente, ¢ dedicata alla memoria di
Rina e della sorella Ida Nigrisoli, con la quale condividera tutto il suo percorso
esistenziale e professionale.
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ABSTRACT: In the twentieth century various factors have increased the production, and facili-
tated the preservation, of children’s writings — such as school writings in exercise books; or
writings in extra-school ambit such as letters of admiration, reverence and supplication to
kings, charismatic leaders or personalities of the media society; again, diary writings, more
typical of adolescence than childhood. The way these writings are produced is explored as
along with their degree of passivity/activity, compared with the disciplinary pressures by adults
and the imperatives of authority — confirming never to be so completely adherent to models
that they cannot be considered a source for the history of children’s subjectiveness and a
significant perspective on the history of childhood within 20t century history as a whole.
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1. Alle prese con la scrittura

«I bambini si misero il lapis tra i denti e cominciarono a guardare il soffitto, per
vedere se da qualche crepa uscisse volando 'uccellino dell’ispirazione» — scrive
Antonio Skdrmeta in quello straordinario racconto di infanzia e di resistenza che
¢ Tema in classe'. Quando parliamo di scritture infantili nella nostra mente si
presenta facilmente I"immagine di un bambino o di una bambina su un banco di

* Questo testo riprende in parte A. Gibelli, Nefaste meraviglie. Grande Guerra e apoteosi della
modernita, in W. Barberis (a cura di), Storia d’Italia. Annali 18. Guerra e pace, Torino, Einaudi, 2002.
1 Cito dall’edizione italiana: A. Skarmeta, Tema in classe, Milano, Mondadori, 2001.
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scuola, di fronte a un foglio bianco e con in mano un mezzo scrittorio qualsiasi,
per lo piu una penna, che dopo lunghe esitazioni, con qualche fatica e qualche
impegno, entrambi traditi dalla postura, cerca di tracciare dei segni sulla carta
sotto la sorveglianza di un maestro. Immagine semplificata, certo, rispetto a
una fenomenologia assai piu varia, che comprende scriventi fuori dal contesto
scolastico, non necessariamente impacciati e non necessariamente prigionieri di
un controllo serrato come quello rappresentato dalla scuola. Ma anche, per certi
aspetti, veritiera, perché allude a uno scrivente sui generis, al centro di una rete
asimmetrica di relazioni nella quale gli altri, soprattutto adulti, lo circondano
di aspettative e soprattutto hanno su di lui un’influenza e un potere piuttosto
cospicui: soggetto in possesso di una competenza scrittoria e di produzione
testuale ancora in fieri, forse incompiuta, forse non sufficientemente collaudata,
certamente tale da rendere I’atto scrittorio piuttosto arduo.

Lespressione usata nel titolo del mio intervento — «alle prese con la
scrittura» — suggerisce proprio questo, anche se in verita la scrittura di bambini
e bambine non si discosta su questo punto in modo assoluto da quelle di altri
scriventi per le quali abbiamo coniato Pespressione di «scritture popolari»,
ovvero «scritture di illetterati», ricompresa in quella piu vasta e indeterminata
di «scritture di gente comune». E cio spiega una particolarita dell’Archivio
Ligure della Scrittura Popolare (ALSP), Pistituzione che ho promosso oltre un
quarto di secolo fa e che qui rappresento®. Nell’ ALSP le scritture scolastiche e
infantili si sono affiancate col tempo ad altre, come quelle dei migranti o quelle
dei soldati e dei prigionieri, che rinviano agli eventi (le grandi migrazioni e le
guerre) indicati comunemente come i piu grandi e tipici produttori di scritture
popolari del nostro tempo e forse di tutti i tempi. In comune con molte di
quelle hanno appunto lo sforzo palpabile di padroneggiare un mezzo non
ancora compiutamente conquistato, in altri termini di transitare dall’oralita
alla scrittura, e tradiscono spesso, come quelle, qualche incertezza e imperizia
nell’uso delle tecniche che consentono di compiere con successo questo transito,
anzi questo rischioso e faticoso guado da una dimensione della parola a un’altra:
la corretta separazione delle parole, i segni diacritici, le maiuscole, le doppie e
altro ancora. Ma diversamente da quelle — o almeno da molte di quelle — le
scritture infantili hanno la caratteristica di nascere generalmente all’interno di
un apparato disciplinare, di sorveglianza, di addestramento che ne costituisce
il fattore primario di produzione: nel caso degli scolari, si scrive per imparare a
scrivere. Gli adulti semiletterati o illetterati compiono un apprendistato solo in
parte analogo, in quanto spesso non formale, ossia non inquadrato da norme
e istituzioni ma tumultuosamente sospinto da circostanze di fatto e dai bisogni
profondi da esse indotti: come sono i distacchi dalle famiglie e dalle comunita
di origine che costringono i migranti di fine Ottocento a familiarizzare con la

2 Dall’ALSP provengono numerosi tra gli studiosi presenti al Coloquio Internacional Escrituras
Infantiles, o che avrebbero dovuto esserlo, come il compianto Davide Montino.
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scrittura epistolare, o le separazioni e le emozioni ancor piu violente che spingono
a ‘prendere la penna in mano’ i soldati e i prigionieri nelle guerre di massa del
Novecento. In entrambi i casi, a cadere sotto la nostra attenzione sono gli sforzi
e 1 passaggi a rischio che conducono gli autori — adulti o bambini — da un
codice a un altro: da un ordine del discorso ‘naturale’ appreso spontaneamente
(la lingua non a caso detta materna), a un altro la cui esecuzione ¢ — come
diceva lo scrittore italiano Luigi Meneghello — «sudata e problematica»3. Forse,
richiamare questo piu ampio contesto di scritture sofferte in quanto difficili, di
questa scrittura conquistata a fatica anche se praticata da adulti, con disagio
se non con pena, puo aiutarci a comprendere ancor meglio le scritture sotto la
nostra attenzione, i cui autori sono invece scolari e scolare, bambini e bambine,
ugualmente esclusi dai territori della grande storia ma ugualmente protagonisti
della vita collettiva del nostro tempo.

2. Scritture infantili e sguardo del potere

Torneremo su questo punto. Qui mi preme subito sottolineare come la
sorveglianza linguistica e grafica degli adulti sulla produzione infantile di
scrittura si accompagni di necessita a una sorveglianza ideologica che puo
assumere contorni invadenti e addirittura minacciosi. Nel racconto di Skarmeta
prima citato, intorno al tema in classe si mobilita addirittura un apparato
repressivo e spionistico tipico di una dittatura novecentesca tra le piu feroci,
quella dei militari cileni autori del colpo di stato del 1973. 1l protagonista, il
piccolo e in tutti i sensi vivace Pedro, svelto a capire il mondo quanto a gettare
il pallone in porta, scrive il suo testo istigato con I’inganno da un generale
golpista, che cerca di carpirgli i segreti della militanza e della resistenza dei
genitori, impegnati ogni sera nell’ascolto delle radio clandestine. «Che cosa fa
la mia famiglia alla sera» recita la consegna del componimento. Ma il nostro
Chico non ci casca: esegue alla perfezione un componimento che non dice la
verita, segue un percorso convenzionale allo scopo di celarla perché ha capito
benissimo che la verita in questo caso € pericolosa. In questo modo, anche lui
diventa parte attiva della resistenza, sciogliendo il dilemma che ha posto poco
prima ai genitori: «Anche io sono contro la dittatura?». Una domanda alla
quale la madre, quasi per proteggerne la vita infantile, risponde che «non si puo

3 L. Meneghello, Jura. Ricerche sulla natura delle forme scritte, Biblioteca Universale Rizzoli,
2003, p. 24. Riprendo la citazione da D. Montino, Da scolari a bambini¢ Scritture disciplinate
e scritture personali nei quaderni di scuola, in J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (a cura di), School
Exercise Books. A Complex Source for a History of the Approach to Schooling and Education in
the 19" and 20" Centuries, Firenze, Polistampa, 2010, p. 1293.
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dire». Infatti: «I bambini non sono contro nulla. I bambini sono semplicemente
bambini. I bambini della tua eta debbono andare a scuola, studiare molto,
giocare ed essere affettuosi con i loro genitori»*.

Al di [a dei suoi significati letterali, la vicenda qui narrata puo essere per noi
metafora di una questione piu generale: la resistenza di cui si parla a proposito
delle scritture infantili puo essere intesa come la resistenza, o pit semplicemente
la difficolta, del bambino e della sua scrittura ad applicare i modelli adulti, in
senso linguistico e non solo. Non tutti i bambini e le bambine sono ovviamente
militanti consapevoli dello scontro mortale con una feroce dittatura come
il piccolo Pedro, ma tutti fanno una resistenza, pit 0 meno forte, piu meno
consapevole, alla pressione del mondo adulto, nel momento in cui si applicano,
anche docili e compunti, all’esercizio della scrittura nelle sue varie forme e
occasioni.

3. Scritture infantili e dialogo col potere

Vediamo ora un esempio, credo assai noto, tratto dalla vita reale ovvero
dalla storia, di come la scrittura infantile possa anche presentarsi come frutto di
un gesto non coatto ma spontaneo, permettendoci di cogliere il bambino in un
rapporto interattivo e non passivo con il mondo adulto. Si tratta di una scrittura
non scolastica, anche se prodotta forse in un contesto scolastico (un collegio
cattolico). D’autore € un ragazzo cubano di dodici anni, che il 6 novembre del
1940 scrive al Presidente statunitense Roosevelt in un inglese non certo perfetto:

My good friend Roosvelt I don’t know very English, but I know as much as write to you.

I like to hear the radio, and I am very happy because you will be President for a new [period].
I am twelve year old, I am a boy but I think very much but I do not think that I am writing
to the President of the United States.

If you like, give me a ten dollar bill green American in the letter, because never I have not
seen a ten dollar a ten dollar bill green American and I would like to have one of them.
My address is:

Mr. Fidel Castro,

Colegio de Dolores,

Santiago de Cuba,

Oriente Cuba.

I don’t know very English but I know very much Spanish”.

4 Skarmeta, Tema in classe, cit., p. 26.

5 La lettera & stata esposta, come altre lettere indirizzate a diversi presidenti degli Stati Uniti,
in una mostra allestita a cura del National Archives di Washington nel 2004 ed ¢ oggi visibile su
diversi siti Internet.
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Lautore di questa lettera ¢ dunque nientemeno che il futuro capo della
rivoluzione cubana, oggi dittatore al tramonto. La scrittura del giovane Fidel
¢ linguisticamente traballante, con la validissima scusante che usa una lingua
straniera, ma ’atteggiamento ¢ disinvolto. Il bambino vive probabilmente in un
ambiente vivace, dove si ascolta la radio e si leggono forse giornali, e si affaccia
sulla vita del mondo apprendendo le notizie che circolano. Tra le grandi notizie,
c’e questa della elezione, per la terza volta, di Roosevelt (un nome che egli non
scrive correttamente — a somiglianza di molti studenti che ho conosciuto nei
miei corsi universitari — omettendo una “e”) alla presidenza degli Stati Uniti.
Siamo nell’eta delle comunicazioni di massa, e Roosevelt € certo tra i primi
protagonisti della storia mondiale, uno che cura molto la sua immagine, la sua
comunicazione con la gente comune, dentro gli USA e indirettamente in tutta
I’America Latina. Per questo riceve ogni giorno migliaia di lettere di persone che
vogliono comunicare con lui, gli chiedono attenzioni e favori, commentano le
sue parole. Fidel ¢ uno di questi. La rielezione gli appare un’ottima occasione
per chiedere un piccolo ma ghiotto dono, il biglietto «green» da dieci dollari,
e non esita a farlo. Egli si inserisce in una grande corrente, in un flusso di
rapporti tra masse e capo carismatico, e cerca di sfruttare a suo favore questa
possibilita. Subisce ’influenza di un culto che viene promosso dall’alto ma lo
usa liberamente, lo sfrutta a suo favore. La sua missiva ¢ il prodotto di un
gesto probabilmente spontaneo e in questo caso non sorvegliato, nel quale egli
mette a frutto le sue competenze linguistiche e grafiche che comprendono la
disponibilita, sia pure approssimativa, di una lingua diversa da quella materna
ma che a Cuba doveva essere allora una lingua a largo corso per il ruolo giocato
nell’isola dalla potenza nordamericana.

Esempi di questo tipo sono molto numerosi negli archivi pubblici e privati
del secolo XX. Sono una variante di quelle che abbiamo chiamato «lettere
ai potenti»®. Certamente i bambini sono per definizione collocati al gradino
piu basso nella scala dei poteri e quindi hanno molti soggetti sopra di sé da
cui ottenere favori, comprensione, aiuto o perdono. Troviamo dunque lettere
di devozione e deferenza indirizzate ai genitori e ai superiori in occasione
di festivita o compleanni, a Babbo Natale, Gesu Bambino e simili, lettere di
ammirazione destinate ai divi e ai campioni sportivi, lettere di adulazione, di
plauso e di richiesta riservate agli eroi oggetto di culto patriottico o ai capi
carismatici. A differenza che nel caso di Fidel, si tratta spesso di scritture indotte
e sorvegliate come quelle scolastiche, nel senso che sono frutto di sollecitazioni
dell’apparato di consenso verso i capi, soprattutto nei regimi totalitari, e sono
quindi prodotte sotto il loro indiretto controllo. Di documenti simili ho fatto
largo uso esaminando i processi di nazionalizzazione dell’infanzia italiana, con
riferimento alle lettere degli scolari sia alla vedova del martire trentino Cesare

6 Per la definizione e I’analisi del fenomeno cfr. C. Zadra, G.L. Fait (a cura di), Deferenza
rivendicazione supplica. Le lettere ai potenti, Treviso, Pagus, 1992.
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Battisti e alla madre dei fratelli Filzi, anch’essi martiri dell’irredentismo italiano
nella Grande Guerra, sia a Mussolini’. Allo stesso genere appartengono le lettere
indirizzate dai giovani «pionieri» sovietici alla vedova di Lenin, insegnante e
membro del governo per i problemi dell’educazione dopo la rivoluzione, e quelle
inviate a Stalin da parte dei ragazzi e delle ragazze, nel quadro di un fenomeno
divenuto verso la fine degli anni venti una pratica di massa®. Per quanto riguarda
gli Stati Uniti, oltre al caso gia citato delle lettere a Roosevelt nel quadro del
New Deal, quando il fenomeno fu sollecitato dall’entourage presidenziale e
tenuto sotto controllo anche a scopo di monitoraggio dell’opinione pubblica, &
stato studiato anche quello delle lettere indirizzate a Abramo Lincoln, una parte
delle quali vergate da minori’.

Questo delle lettere di richiesta, deferenza e supplica agli adulti, soprattutto
ai leaders carismatici del XX secolo costituisce dunque, anche dal punto di
vista quantitativo, uno degli esempi piu cospicui di scritture infantili nell’eta
contemporanea e, per motivi evidenti, dei meglio conservati: un fenomeno che
testimonia di per sé la presenza, sulla scena della politica e quindi della storia
novecentesca, di un soggetto nuovo, di un nuovo protagonista: appunto, i
bambini.

4. Bambini e bambine nella storia del secolo XX

Come il personaggio immaginario di Pedro e quello reale di Fidel, bambini
e bambine sono un soggetto nuovo della storia del Novecento perché sono un
nuovo segmento della societa di massa e come tali entrano potentemente nella
storia politica e sociale. Per il mercato sono nuovi consumatori e sostenitori di
una domanda specifica (giocattoli, ricostituenti, letture, abiti), per la politica
sono nuovi simboli e nuovi attori in quanto la politica punta e coinvolgere le

7 Mi permetto di rinviare per questo a A. Gibelli, Il popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla
Grande Guerra a Salo, Torino, Einaudi, 2005.

8 Cfr. D. Caroli, Ideali, ideologie e modelli formativi. 1l movimento dei Pionieri in URSS (1922-
1939), Milano, Unicopli, 2006, che cita C. Kelly, Grandpa Lenin and Uncle Stalin: Soviet Leader
Cult for Little Children, in B. Apor et al. (a cura di), The Leader Cult in Communist Dictatorships.
Stalin and the Eastern Bloc, Palgrave, Macmillan, 2004.

9 Cfr. R.W. Steel, Il polso del popolo. Franklin D. Roosevelt e la misurazione dell’opinione
pubblica americana, in M. Vaudagna (a cura di), Il New Deal, Bologna, Il Mulino, 1981; R.S.
Mcelvaine, Down and Out in the Great Depression: Letters from the “Forgotten Man”, Chapel
Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 1983; H. Holzer (a cura di), The Lincoln Mailbag.
America writes to the President 1861-1865, Carbondale, Southern Illinois University Press, 1998.
Non sono a conoscenza di ricerche e sudi su eventuali lettere infantili al dittatore Franco, mentre
Veronica Sierra Blas mi ha cortesemente segnalato un volumetto di taglio giornalistico di lettere
al re Juan Carlos: 1. Carrion, Querido Serior Rey (Cartas al Rey de los ninios espaiioles), Madrid,
Editiones 99, 1976.
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grandi masse come mai prima era accaduto. In termini di bio-politica sono il seme
della crescita e quindi, in molte delle ideologie novecentesche, della potenza delle
nazioni. In particolare nei regimi totalitari, come quello fascista italiano, quello
nazista e quello sovietico o cinese, sono oggetto di un investimento simbolico
e pedagogico di enorme portata, perché tali regimi puntano alla creazione di
«uomini nuovi» affidano ad essi ’ambizione paranoica della propria durata
millenaria. Nelle guerre totali — come sono in genere le guerre del XX secolo
— e nelle guerre civili come quella di Spagna, sono protagonisti e vittime come
e talvolta piu degli adulti, fino al punto da assurgere — nel secondo conflitto
mondiale — a simbolo stesso della guerra, come il combattente di trincea lo
era stato per il primo'?. Lo stesso vale, e a maggior ragione, per le politiche di
deportazione e sterminio che tanta parte hanno avuto nelle tragedie del secolo.

Negli ultimi anni la letteratura storiografica si ¢ occupata di loro, realizzando
una prospettiva inedita di quella che si suole chiamare storia dal basso,
espressione che mai come in questo caso sembra appropriata!!. La novita di
questi studi non consiste nel tema in quanto tale, ossia I'infanzia, ma nel punto
di vista adottato e nelle fonti usate. Consiste appunto nel considerare infanti
e adolescenti di sesso maschile e femminile come soggetti di storia e quindi
nell’esplorarne percorsi, sentimenti, esperienze, risposte all’interno dei grandi
eventi e dei processi che li coinvolgono. In altri termini: consiste nell’assumere
come rilevante il loro punto di vista e quindi nell’esplorare fonti che ne rechino
traccia. Trovare fonti adeguate allo scopo non ¢ apparentemente problema di
facile soluzione, dal momento che infanzia e adolescenza sono condizioni per
definizione transitorie, generalmente sotto tutela, la cui produzione discorsiva &
per lo pit compressa, scarsa e deperibile (salvo, in certa misura, la produzione
scritta di tipo scolastico), la cui voce ¢ flebile e difficilmente attingibile se non
attraverso il vaglio deformante di numerosi filtri e salvo casi del tutto speciali'?.
Si tratta insomma di soggetti particolarmente ‘deboli’ dal punto di vista del
peso sociale, del potere di produrre testimonianze e di vederle conservate.

E tuttavia nel secolo ventesimo qualcosa ¢ cambiato. Abbiamo gia fatto
alcuni esempi che lo dimostrano. Inoltre, lo sviluppo delle istituzioni educative
promosse dagli stati nazionali e I"aumento della scolarizzazione sono fattori di

10 annotazionre ¢ di J. Bourke, The Second World War. A People’s History, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 2001, p. 18.

11 Rinvio, a titolo d’esempio, oltre che a Gibelli, Il popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla
Grande Guerra a Salo, cit., a N. Stargardt, Witnesses of War. Children’s Live under the Nazis, New
York, Alfred A. Knopf, 2006, e V. Sierra Blas, Palabras huérfanas. Los nifios e la Guerra Civil,
Madrid, Taurus, 2009. Si veda anche L.H. Nicholas, Bambini in guerra. I bambini europei nella
rete nazista, Milano, Garzanti, 2007, molto ampio e documentato, che tuttavia non affronta il
problema nella prospettiva soggettiva che mi interessa maggiormente. Per il caso italiano J. Meda,
E arrivata la bufera. Linfanzia italiana e Uesperienza della guerra (1940-1945), Macerata, eum,
2007.

12 Cfr. E. Becchi, Q. Antonelli, (a cura di), Scritture bambine. Testi infantili tra passato e
presente, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 1995.
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crescita esponenziale delle scritture infantili. Bambini e adolescenti, ampiamente
coinvolti — come si accennava — nella storia in quanto testimoni, vittime ma
anche, loro malgrado, attori, producono documenti abbastanza copiosi che
non di rado vengono conservati per ragioni e finalita diverse e che comunque
possono essere successivamente recuperati. Si tratta di scritture scolastiche e
scritture exrtra-scolastiche; di scritture spontanee e scritture imposte, indotte o
semplicemente sollecitate da maestri, educatori e in generale adulti; di scritture
libere e scritture disciplinate, sorvegliate, controllate da uno sguardo esterno
pill 0 meno severo'>,

Spesso in realta le scritture presentano caratteri intermedi o misti, per
esempio possono nascere da un invito o da un impulso che viene dagli adulti
ma svilupparsi secondo logiche autonome: ¢ il caso del diario tenuto da Yves
Congar, che diverra cardinale e teologo, protagonista del Concilio Varticano II,
quattordicenne al momento della scrittura, nella Francia occupata dai tedeschi
durante la prima guerra mondiale. Il diario viene iniziato per sollecitazione della
madre ma segue poi il suo percorso del tutto autonomamente, si arricchisce
di disegni e lascia trasparire un alto grado di coinvolgimento dell’adolescente
nello scontro emotivo legato all’idea del nemico e alla sua demonizzazione,
manifestando sia con le parole sia con le figure, in modi ingenui ma forti,
tutto il suo odio e il suo disprezzo per i boches'*. Simile a questo anche per la
situazione da cui scaturisce (’occupazione di un esercito straniero nel corso
della prima guerra mondiale) & ’esempio del quaderno di brevi racconti sulla
guerra tenuto da un altro futuro uomo di Chiesa, italiano, il quale su invito
della maestra, che ne ha intuito il talento narrativo, traccia una serie di episodi
relativi all’occupazione tedesca del Feltrino dopo la rotta di Caporetto (1917).
Quando scrive ha 8 anni, ma i racconti si riferiscono all’eta di circa quattro:
sono dunque racconti di memoria e rappresentano con straordinaria vivezza,
senza ombra di retorica, scolpendo le figure e le situazioni con tratti essenziali
talvolta drammatici, I’esperienza di contatto diretto con i prepotenti ufficiali
tedeschi che si sono insediati in casa sua e i tormenti della fame conseguenti alla
poverta e all’occupazione. La puntigliosa premessa ai bozzetti, sempre di mano
dell’autore, chiarisce con insolita precisione le schermaglie tra maestra e scolaro
che stanno all’origine dell’iniziativa e lascia quindi trasparire come I'impulso
dell’educatrice si incontri e si innesti, non senza negoziazioni, con la personale
inclinazione al narrare del bambino, informandoci cosi esaurientemente sulla
genesi del documento!’.

13 11 tema delle scritture scolastiche e infantili come veicolo di disciplinamento linguistico,
grafico e ideologico era quello prediletto da Davide Montino. Tra i suoi studi in argomento rinvio
in particolare a D. Montino, Bambini, penna e calamaio. Esempi di scritture infantili e scolastiche
in eta contemporanea, Roma, Aracne, 2007.

14Y. Congar, Journal de la guerre 1914-1918: Penfant Yves Congar, annoté et commenté par
S. Audoin-Rouzeau et D. Congar, Paris, Les Editions du Cerf, 1997.

15 G. Boschet, La Grande Guerra negli occhi di un bambino. Quaderno di Giuseppe Boschet,
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Come avviene nel diario di guerra di Yves Congar, le scritture infantili sono
non di rado intrecciate con un mezzo espressivo e comunicativo diverso dalla
parola, i disegni, cosi come accade molto spesso anche nelle lettere dei soldati
semiletterati: il sincretismo elementare dei mezzi € una caratteristica della
produzione discorsiva di soggetti alle prime armi, che non hanno elaborato
specialismi e mescolano le competenze o le usano in modo sinergico per
rinforzare la comunicazione. Si tratta di un tema affascinante e complesso, che
richiederebbe per questo una trattazione a parte di cui non ¢’¢ spazio in questa
sede. Devo dunque limitarmi a evocarlo con un esempio, a cui tengo molto
perché a quanto ne so & una delle prime testimonianze figurate infantili sulla
guerra aerea come parte della guerra totale del Novecento. Mi riferisco a una
lettera inviata da un bambino inglese di nome Patrick per raccontare al padre
la precipitazione di uno Zeppelin tedesco in un campo proprio di fronte a casa
sua e la morte dei due piloti, avvenuta nella notte tra il 2 e il 3 settembre del
1916. Svegliato nel cuore della notte da bagliori, rumori di spari e trambusto
inusuale, il bambino si precipita alla finestra e vede lo Zeppelin spezzato in
due, in fiamme, che scoppia e crepita mentre gli uomini dell’equipaggio, ormai
inceneriti, appaiono immobili e scuri «come la parte esterna del Roast Beef».
Tutto nella scena descritta appare spaventosamente moderno: lo sguardo diretto
del bambino sulla guerra, Porrore sulla soglia di casa, i bagliori dei potenti
mezzi illuminanti che solcano la notte trasformandola in giorno. Il disegno,
assolutamente elementare nei tratti, raffigura lo zeppelin a forma di salsiccia
sgangherata che sorvola la casa, e ne suggerisce la traiettoria verso il prato
antistante con una freccia prolungata. Il luogo della caduta viene indicato con
un vistoso punto e segnalato dalla scritta: «Zepp dropped heere» (“Lo Zeppelin
¢ caduto qui”)'®.

Seren del Grappa (Belluno), Edizioni DBS, 1994. Ne ho dato un’estesa presentazione in Gibelli, I/
popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla Grande Guerra a Salo, cit., pp. 153-158.

16 Ho ampiamente trascritto il testo della lettera, rintracciata dalla studentessa Paola Reggiani
all’Imperial War Museum di Londra, e commentato il caso, in A. Gibelli, Nefaste meraviglie.
Grande Guerra e apoteosi della modernita, in W. Barberis (a cura di), Storia d’Italia. Annali 18.
Guerra e pace, Torino, Einaudi, 2002, pp. 586-587, dove ho proposto il parallelo, dal punto di
vista dell’esperienza percettiva e emotiva, tra questo disegno e le rappresentazioni dedicate dal
pittore italiano Mario Sironi a Paesaggi urbani, alcune delle quali aventi a soggetto I'incongrua
presenza di un dirigibile o di un aereo penetrato nel cuore desolato di una periferia urbana solcato
dalle rotaie dei tram. Per tutta la questione rinvio alla mia nota A. Gibelli, Bambini, bambine e
storia del Novecento: testimonianze scritte e figurate, «Contemporanea», n. 2, 2010, pp. 385-397,
dove compare una riproduzione del disegno.
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5. Quaderni scolastici

Per quanto riguarda le scritture strettamente scolastiche i quaderni, strumento
di lavoro primario per molti decennio nelle scuole di tutto il mondo, ci offrono
una documentazione ricchissima, recentemente oggetto di una riflessione
assai ampia che ha gia prodotto risultati consistenti e di cui si € ampiamente
discusso!”. In proposito voglio percid solo riprendere qualche osservazione,
partendo dalla definizione del quaderno come ‘medium’, ossia come mezzo di
comunicazione che diviene, nell’epoca a cavallo tra i secoli XIX e XX, di massa,
e per di piu a carattere interattivo. Il quaderno che viene nelle nostre mani, usato
e compilato in tutto o in parte (quelli intonsi ci danno ovviamente informazioni
piu limitate e unidimensionali), appare come il punto di incontro e scontro
tra forze: una plasmatrice, esercitata dall’alto, normativa, I’altra dal basso,
espressione di chi riceve, esegue, applica, interpreta, risponde individualmente
e all’occorrenza resiste alla pressione educativa. E, potremmo anche dire, un
prodotto a pitt mani: quelle di chi lo fabbrica (I’editoria, la grafica, il messaggio
verbale, il messaggio iconico contenuti nelle copertine), quelle di chi lo usa per
insegnare (il maestro, con le sue direttive, le sue richieste, le sue consegne, le sue
correzioni), quelle di chi lo usa per apprendere: lo scolaro.

Dinterattivita rappresenta la speciale qualita del quaderno compilato in
quanto fonte storica: esso contiene in forma pitt 0 meno compiuta le tracce non
solo dell’azione educativa e disciplinante ma anche dei suoi effetti, delle risposte
che provoca, dei risultati che consegue. Contiene, spesso, due scritture che si
sovrappongono, si intrecciano e dialogano tra loro: quella dello scolaro e quella
del maestro che incombe con le sue correzioni pit 0 meno vistose, piti 0 meno
invadenti. E tanto Perrore, 'imprecisione, il fraintendimento contenuto in un
componimento quanto la sua correzione sovrascritta da parte del maestro o
della maestra costituiscono aspetti della fonte e aprono la sua lettura verso piu
direzioni ugualmente importanti. Nell’errore si potranno trovare indizi della
distanza che corre tra la lingua parlata e la lingua insegnata, tra il mondo dello
scolaro e quello della scuola. Nella correzione si potranno leggere i codici e le
gerarchie ideologiche del maestro interprete di un’autorita costituita linguistica,
morale, all’occorrenza politica da lui incarnata in modo piu 0 meno pieno e
coerente.

17 J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (a cura di), School Exercise Book. A Complex Source for
a History of the Approach to Schooling and education in the 19" and 20" Centuries, Firenze,
Polistampa, 2010. Lopera in due volumi rappresenta ormai un passaggio obbligato degli studi
oltreché un’esauriente rassegna internazionale in argomento. Cfr. gli interventi dedicati al testo da
Antonio Vinao Frago, Giorgio Chiosso e dal sottoscritto in «History of Education & Children’s
Literature», vol. 6, n. 1, 2011, pp. 447-466.
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6. Diari

Accanto alle scritture epistolari e agli esercizi scolastici ci sono poi, per la verita
piu nel Pambito dell’adolescenza che dell’infanzia, quelle di natura diaristica e
memorialistica. Tra di esse assurge com’e noto a significato paradigmatico, per
quanto riguarda le vicende estreme del Novecento, il diario di Anna Frank. In
questa sede non possiamo dedicare al tema che pochi cenni. Il diario — e non
la memoria — ¢ una tipologia testuale tipica dell’adolescenza, in quanto i tempi
del diario, a differenza di quello della memoria che ¢ il passato, sono il presente
e il futuro, e gli adolescenti hanno poco passato dietro di sé, molto presente e
molto futuro davanti a sé. Naturalmente ci sono diari intimi o di vita quotidiana
in tempi di normalita, che si presentano in genere come strumenti e tracce di
un’esplorazione in corso del mondo interno e di quello esterno, o diari di tempi
eccezionali, di calamita e di catastrofi, che recano tracce di discontinuita, di
rivelazioni improvvise.

Abbiamo fatto prima qualche esempio di un diario nato nel contesto della
prima guerra mondiale. Ai diari di adolescenti in tempo di guerra, per giunta
di una guerra totale come la seconda guerra mondiale, dedica molta attenzione
il libro di Stargardt prima citato, che scandaglia gli archivi pubblici e privati
alla loro ricerca con risultati notevoli, e invita giustamente a riflettere sulla
complessita e sulla specificita dei vissuti infantili rivelati da testi simili. Le
reazioni dei bambini alle situazioni che si trovano ad affrontare, e in particolare
all’orrore, possono essere sorprendenti, imprevedibili, persino scandalose e
comunque diverse da quelle degli adulti. Puo accadere che essi non esitino a
trasformare 'orrore e la crudelta in gioco con un apparente cinismo che un
adulto non potrebbe permettersi per ragioni convenzionali e che invece puo
essere funzionale a proteggerli dal trauma. Ci sono documenti che parlano degli
scherzi di ragazzi rinchiusi a Birkenau sul fumo che esce dai forni crematori, di
cui non ignorano la natura. Altri bambini ebrei dei ghetti assumono talvolta le
sembianze e i gesti dei loro oppressori dando vita a giochi in cui vengono messi
in scena la ferocia e il dominio, e ciascuno di loro ambisce naturalmente ad
interpretare i ruoli dei dominanti piuttosto che quelli delle vittime. Allo stesso
modo puo accadere che momenti drammatici o semplicemente disagevoli siano
vissuti come avventure e rottura della routine quotidiana'®. Ricordi piacevoli
e memorie di disagi e sofferenze si alternano a proposito dell’esperienza degli
sfollamenti, un’altra di quelle che accomunarono grandi schiere di bambini
in moltissimi paesi come appunto la Gran Bretagna, la Germania, (entrambi,
soprattutto il primo, teatro in questo senso di iniziative sistematiche promosse
dall’alto), la stessa Spagna, I’Italia (dove invece tutto resto affidato alle scelte
personali e familiari)'®, nel quadro di quella che fu leccezionale mobilita

18 Stargardt, Witnesses of War. Children’s Live under the Nazis, cit., pp. 399, 192-193.
19 Per il confronto si veda meda, E arrivata la bufera. Linfanzia italiana e I'esperienza della
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coatta o semicoatta della popolazione civile durante le guerre degli anni Trenta
e Quaranta. Anche nel caso italiano — come hanno suggerito le ricerche di
Meda, in realta fondate su fonti orali, occorre guardarsi dalla vittimizzazione
stereotipata dell’infanzia nei contesti di guerra: al di 1a degli orrori tali contesti
possono offrire ai bambini e alle bambine spazi e occasioni per esperienze
altrimenti precluse, e quindi le tracce che lasciano nella memoria non sono
necessariamente dolorose o paurose.

7. Le scritture infantili tra passivita e attivita

Vorrei ora, per concludere, tornare sulla questione principale, cui ho varie
volte accennato, da uno stretto punto di vista storiografico: come classificare,
quale peso dare alle scritture infantili in quanto documenti? Se la spontaneita
della scrittura infantile ¢ un problema pedagogico, la sua pregnanza
documentaria ¢ un problema metodologico di prima grandezza che decide
dell’utilita o meno della fonte. Lo abbiamo gia detto: soprattutto — ma non
solo — nel caso delle scritture scolastiche, non ¢’¢ dubbio che si tratti di scritture
per definizione dovute, disciplinate, sorvegliate, guidate, premiate o punite,
lodate o sanzionate, in una parola eterodirette. Ma — questo ¢ il dilemma - lo
sono a tal punto da non poter contenere nulla di diverso da quanto ¢ nelle
aspettative o nei comandi dei soggetti disciplinanti (genitori, maestri, autorita
civili, politiche, religiose)? Se cosi fosse — e il dubbio viene quando si passano
in rassegna, per fare un esempio, le centinaia di migliaia di lettere, a prima
vista tutte uguali, dei piccoli Balilla e delle Piccole italiane a Mussolini — il loro
apporto in quanto fonti sarebbe prossimo allo zero. Costituirebbero nient’altro
che una celebrazione dell’efficacia del potere (per rimanere al caso, del potere
totalitario). Parlerebbero piu delle strategie, delle ambizioni e dei progetti
di questo potere che dei destinatari. Non sarebbero altro che echi della sua
voce univoca, e comunque emissioni di una fonte altra da quella degli autori
apparenti.

Il dilemma si puo esprimere con termini diversi: autonomia o eteronomia,
presenza o assenza della soggettivita degli scriventi, spontaneita o conformismo,
carattere impersonale o uso personale della scrittura. Chi ¢ presente nel testo
prodotto dal fanciullo sotto sorveglianza effettiva o virtuale? autore dell’opera
di plasmazione linguistica e ideologica o anche il soggetto che la subisce, ma
che & pur sempre portatore di una cultura, ’espressione di un mondo «per
certi aspetti separati, dotati di codici comunicativi e linguaggi propri» ma che
¢ costretto, per non essere ridotto al silenzio, a «parlare la lingua della cultura

guerra (1940-1945), pp. 149-167.
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adulta»?2° Occorre insistere sull’ambiguita come caratteristica centrale dei testi
infantili e condizione della loro ricchezza ermeneutica. Per questo alla categoria
di spontaneita, di autonomia e di soggettivita (che in modo diverso sembrano
evocare un mondo incontaminato e quindi per definizione inattingibile, una
dimensione irrelata anziché relazionale del soggetto) credo sia da preferire, per
interpretare e definire le scritture infantili, quella di attivita in contrappunto con
passivita. Il concetto di attivita non esclude, anzi evoca la presenza, diciamo
pure la pressione del condizionamento, ma suggerisce che essa non ¢ subita
in modo assoluto, puo essere incompiuta, puod produrre una risposta attiva:
consistente di volta in volta nell’aperto rifiuto (ma & un caso limite) e molto
piu frequentemente nella rielaborazione, nell’uso improprio, imperfetto, pieno
di inadeguatezze e scarti rispetto al modello. Lo scolaro non ¢ mai materia di
plasmazione assolutamente e perfettamente passiva nelle mani delle sue guide.
Non puo esserlo anche se lo vuole, non fosse altro che per difetto di capacita,
per imperfezione nell’esecuzione, per carenza nell’imitazione, per dubbio
nell’applicazione. Non puo essere un esecutore totale, ma € sempre un interprete
per quanto diligente, sottomesso e persino devoto. Nella produzione testuale
dei bambini e delle bambine ¢’¢ dunque 'impronta di un messaggio, anzi di
un comando adulto ma c’¢ anche I’effetto di quello che gli storici chiamano
ricezione, ossia di una risposta.

Come ho cercato di dimostrare altrove, ci sono numerosi esempi, non di
rado gustosi e illuminanti, di questi margini di imprevisto, di non scontato
nelle scritture infantili, scolastiche e/o epistolari o di altra natura, sia dal punto
di vista linguistico sia da quello — che il primo incorpora — ideologico e del
potere. Una bambina chiede al capo del fascismo, all’onnipotente Mussolini,
in nome della fedelta al regime, due semplici carciofi per soddisfare il proprio
gusto alimentare in tempo di restrizioni; due fratelli, in nome del sacrificio
della vita del padre nella conquista dell’Impero, reclamano per sé due biciclette
instaurando con le autorita mussoliniane un vero e proprio contenzioso. In casi
come questi abbiamo la chiara manifestazione di cosa significa risposta attiva
alle direttive che vengono dall’alto e che suggeriscono di rivolgersi con fiducia
al padre e condottiero, in buona lingua italiana, confermando la propria fede
patriottica e fascista, per chiedergli cio di cui si ha bisogno, e ribadendo cosi il
prestigio del capo carismatico e la propria deferenza verso di lui?!.

20 Cfr. R. Ceserani, Raccontare la letteratura, Torino, Bollati Boringhieri, 1990, p. 80 (cit. da
Montino, Da scolari a bambini? Scritture disciplinate e scritture personali nei quaderni di scuola,
cit., p. 1290).

21 Riprendo questo e gran parte degli esempi seguenti dalle mie pubblicazioni, in particolare
Gibelli, Il popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla Grande Guerra a Salo, cit. Le lettere di bambini
e bambine al maresciallo Augusto Graziani a cui faccio riferimento sono tratte dal Fondo Graziani
presso il Centro Studi e Documentazione sul periodo storico della Repubblica Sociale italiana,
Brescia. Graziani era viceré d’Etiopia dopo la conquista mussoliniana; il suo mito di condottiero
fu ampiamente coltivato presso le scolaresche e una fitta corrispondenza fu a lui indirizzata
specialmente dopo I’attentato di cui era stato vittima nel febbraio del 1937.
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Nelle schermaglie tra la disciplina e il comportamento individuale, tra la
lingua standard e il suo uso, tra il maestro e il discepolo, che la scrittura infantile,
persino quella scolastica, spesso racchiude e rivela, sta tutta la pregnanza della
fonte. L’enfasi esagerata tradisce talvolta impaccio e forzatura. Come nel caso
di quel bambino dal nome slavo (Milanovich) che abita nelle terre orientali
appena conquistate dall’Italia nella Grande Guerra, e che scrive alla madre
degli eroi fratelli Filzi per magnificare il sentimento di patria e dirsi pronto a
morire per essa. ['uso del futuro («io amero la patria italiana») chiarisce subito
che per lui si tratta di un dover essere, di un imperativo subito piu che di un
sentimento autentico; mentre la dichiarazione «io [voglio] morire per litalia
magari sulla forca come Fabbio Filzi», anche per "impaccio ortografico, attesta
piuttosto la lontananza che la vicinanza tra il mondo dello scrivente e i codici di
valori tramessi dagli educatori interpreti del culto nazionale in formazione. Lo
stesso vale per gli eccessi di zelo, che sfociano in spropositi, in interpretazioni
letterali di metafore, in imbarazzanti crudelta che il raffinato linguaggio adulto
sa dissimulare e che invece quello bambino disvela senza volerlo. Come accade
in certe dichiarazioni delle scolare che, nelle lettere di plauso indirizzate al
maresciallo Graziani nel 1937, si compiacciono degli stermini di Abissini, o si
rammaricano di essere donne per non poter prender parte alle azioni di guerra,
mettendo in luce un maschilismo fin troppo plateale e forse non perfettamente
compatibile con la valorizzazione politica della donna incarnata nelle istituzioni
come le Piccole Italiane. Anche le straordinarie testimonianze epistolari di
bambini e bambine spagnole nella guerra civile studiate da Veronica Sierra,
presentano esempi significativi in questo senso: come quella bambina ospitata in
URSS che, a dispetto delle gerarchie simboliche acquisite dai cerimoniali, non fa
mistero di aver senza dubbio apprezzato le parate del 7 novembre anniversario
della gloriosa rivoluzione e lo spettacolo del mausoleo di Lenin con Vladimir
Ilich in persona imbalsamato, ma di essersi soprattutto entusiasmata per la
grandiosita del metro, autentica meraviglia della modernita??.

Persino i componimenti e i dettati scolastici, cosi spesso grondanti
retoriche e ripetitivi, infarciti di stereotipi e stucchevoli luoghi comuni, pieni
di sforzi imitativi, di insulsaggini e di moralismi di riporto, rivelano talvolta
tesori nascosti, improvvisi guizzi di difformita che ne costituiscono il sale,
confermando P’irriducibilita delle scritture infantili e la loro inesauribile vitalita
storiografica per ricostruire le interrelazioni fra mondi diversi in contesti
specifici. Tra le tante cose che ho avuto in comune con Davide Montino, voglio
ricordare in proposito i quaderni dello scolaro pugliese Domenico Tinelli, che
furono tra i primi quaderni di scuola a entrare nel nostro Archivio Ligure di
scrittura Popolare, il nucleo costitutivo del settore delle scritture infantili che si
¢ poi sviluppato. Non ricordo piu se fu Davide a segnalarlo a me o viceversa.
Conteneva un esempio molto divertente di uso strumentale delle retoriche

22 Sierra Blas, Palabras huérfanas. Los nifios e la Guerra Civil, cit., p. 218.
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del regime. Nel suo componimento Domenico racconta di disattendere le
restrizioni e le proibizioni della madre riguardo al gioco del pallone, con il buon
argomento che «le corse fanno bene al nostro corpo, si rinforzano i muscoli e
quando saremo grandi saremo soldati forti da saper ben combattere e difendere
la patria»?3. Una costruzione retorica alimentata da decenni e amplificata oltre
misura dal fascismo, basata sulla precoce identificazione dei piccoli con i futuri
soldati, autentica forza della nazione, veniva qui con molta semplicita e con
un pizzico di astuzia piegata alle pulsioni ludiche, giocando "autorita del Duce
contro quella della madre.

Nell’epoca novecentesca delle guerre totali, della militarizzazione della vita
e delle idee — su cui si € concentrata la mia indagine anche a proposito delle
scritture di bambini e bambine — nessun territorio, neppure quello infantile,
neppure quello mentale, men che meno quello immaginario poté rimanere
immune, essere preservato. La mobilitazione delle masse e I’organizzazione del
consenso, la guerra ideologica e la guerra militare penetrarono dovunque, e le
fonti della soggettivita infantile ci parlano apertamente, intensamente di questo.
Ma le testimonianze di bambini e bambine, ragazzi e ragazze ci parlano anche
d’altro: raccontano strategie di sopravvivenza e forme di resistenza, segnalano
non solo la passivita ma I’attivita, talvolta la complicita, non solo I’assimilazione
ma la risposta, la rielaborazione dei messaggi adulti, il tentativo di piegarli a
propri usi e scopi. Tratteggiano, come si € detto fin dall’inizio, attori e non
soltanto vittime o testimoni. Piccoli attori di grandi conflitti, ingenui ma non
passivi, bambine e bambini raccontano a modo loro, spesso a dire il vero con
grande genuinita, sul filo di un discorso tessuto dai grandi ma con imprevedibili
tocchi personali, un’eta del ferro e del fuoco nella quale I’antinomia amico-
nemico portata alle estreme conseguenze ebbe un peso enorme nelle mentalita
collettive e nel linguaggio politico**. Furono in prima linea e buoni interpreti
del loro tempo. E anche per questo vale la pena di occuparsi di loro.
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starting from the general context of mass alphabetisation. This essay aims to grasp the way
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In fond memory of an unforgettable friend

Introduction

As farasthe documentary value of ‘children’s writings’ is concerned, historians
have underlined their importance for the examination of both the educational
action of adults on the learning process and the child’s own assimilation of
the knowledge, expressed through his or her handwriting and drawings. But it
remains to be asked whether as historical sources they are more valuable from
the point of view of the cultural representation of childhood in the different
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societies, or from that of the child’s learning process, i.e. the process through
which he or she interprets, more or less subjectively, the messages transmitted
by the adults. It is therefore still to be decided precisely how these sources can
renew our knowledge about the history of childhood, school, and education
through the centuries.

Faced with these epistemological questions, historians often started from a
sort of intrinsic hypothesis of children’s writings being a reflection — or perhaps
a shadow — of the educational influence that adults have on a child’s learning.
The present essay intends to take as its point of departure children’s writings
seen as a product of the alphabetisation process that involved not only learning
to read, as happened throughout Europe during the Fighteenth century!, but
also learning to write. Most importantly of all, it investigates the act of writing,
not only as a useful tool for assimilating knowledge of the different school
subjects more effectively than occurs with reading alone, but also its function in
communication, through postal correspondence, with the world of the adults,
whether these were family, teachers, or governmental Authorities.

Indeed, if we bear in mind studies such as those by Jeffrey Brooks, who
demonstrated that the need to be able to read became more intense for the
Russian citizen at the end of the Eighteenth century?, one can hypothesise that
the success of writing in the first twenty years of the new Soviet government
came as the result of an educational policy which emerged from an intense fight
against mass illiteracy after the October Revolution®. According to the Soviet
scholar E.N. Medinski, the population censuses showed a very important
change: the literacy rate of the population aged 9-50 increased from 24.0 per
cent in 1897 to 51.1 per cent in 1926, reaching 81.2 per cent in 1939%.

The new Soviet State soon become aware that its ideological, social and
economic development would depend on the population’s literacy rate; the
literacy drive was invested by propaganda which increasingly encroached on
citizens’ private life’. As well as school, other State interventions were also set
out by the Soviet government under the slogan that «Literacy was the way of
communism». Katerina Klark defines this as «a cultural ecosystem», indicating
with this term all the messages that were designed to teach the Soviet civilization

I For France see for example D. Julia, Documenti della scrittura infantile in Francia, in Q.
Antonelli, E. Becchi (eds.), Scritture bambine. Testi infantili tra passato e presente, Roma-Bari,
Laterza, 19935, pp. 5-23 and more in general D. Vincent, The Rise of Mass Literacy. Reading and
Writing in Modern Europe, Oxford, Polity, 2000.

2 J. Brooks, When Russia Learned to Read. Literacy and Popular Literature, 1861-1917,
Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1985, pp. 35-58, in particular pp. 36-37.

3 L. Holmes, The Kremlin and the Schoolbouse. Reforming Education in Soviet Russia, 1917-
1931, Indiana, Indiana University Press, 1991.

4 EN. Medynskij, Narodnoe obrazovanie v SSSR, Moskow, Izdanie Akademija
Pedagogicheskich Nauk RSFSR, 1952, pp. 24-25.

5 D.L. Hoffmann, Stalinist values. The cultural Norms of Soviet Modernity, 1917-1941, Ithaca
and London, Cornell University Press, 2003, pp. 15-56.
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to the new man, who would learn the norms and values of modernity which
interlaced until they merged with historical tradition, as was true of other
totalitarian societies — in Italy with the Roman Empire, in the Soviet Union
with the heroic past of the medieval Russia of Kiev®.

It is no accident that the People’s Commissariat in charge of educational
policy did not use the world ‘education’ but rather ‘Enlightenment’, as if to
reflect the light that education would shine over the society, emerging as it
was from the darkness of the social backwardness in which it had been living.
Without a doubt the spread of the new Soviet institutions mobilized those who
had already access to education during Tsarism, and requested new recruits
for the coming years in order to develop the State administration. This was to
replace the Tsarist monarchy with a social system in which being able to write
also meant for the Soviet citizens, both in the city and in the country, being
able to actively participate in the political life of the Party, in the Sovietization
of the nation’s life and to the propagation of the new ideology and its values.
Furthermore, the proletariat foresaw a means of social promotion thanks to the
educational policy of the regime, even though it was characterised by ideological
and institutional conflicts during the process of formation of the new Soviet’.

The presence of a significant quantity of popular writings held amongst the
Archival documentation are indicative of the results of the literacy campaign,
and also of a new awareness of the rights promised by the Revolution and of
the specific kind of communication that the populace had with the Authorities
who were held responsible for the increasingly unfair living conditions which
contrasted profoundly with the policy of social changes promised by the
Bolsheviks®.

In the history of writings, therefore, children’s writings constitute a valuable
source because they enrich our knowledge of several aspects of the history
of literacy, of school and of childhood in general. Contextualised properly,
they document the evolution of the educational models proposed by the
communists who from the very start saw omnilateral education, to use a term
dear to Marx, as a fundamental weapon for the shaping of a new modern
society. These educational models were suggested by school reforms and the
consequent changes in the school curricula, as well as by the «V.P. Lenin»
Pioneer Organisation created in 1922, revealing the significance that the regime
attributed to school education and to the political socialisation in the education
of the new man. School exercise books, correspondence and diaries written by
Soviet children constitute documents of inestimable value in the analysis of the

6 Ibid., p. 5.

7 S. Fitzpatrick, Education and Social Mobility in the Soviet Union 1921-1934, Cambridge-
London, Cambridge University Press, 1979.

8 See the letters containing request of social benefits analysed by D. Caroli, La protection
sociale en Union Soviétique (1917-1939), préf. de R. Sani, Paris, ’Harmattan, 2010.
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process by which writing was to become available to the population through the
different educational institutions, thus allowing them to express their opinions
(of consensus, but also of profound dissent) toward the new Soviet way of life.

For the history of childhood and education in Russia, indeed, ‘children’s
writings’ are a real documentary discovery which makes it possible to listen to
voices previously ignored by the history of education in the wake of the repression
of pedology as a false, anti-Marxist science in 1936°. Because writing constitutes
proof of educational processes, subjectivities, aspirations and requests, it was
not taken into consideration by Soviet historians of education, who were more
interested in demonstrating the success of the campaign against illiteracy in the
Soviet Union, the mass support of communism without attention toward the
recipients of the different school reforms, and the use that society could make
of this new tool. Without the discovery of these pieces of writing, it would not
have been possible to rewrite the history of childhood and education from the
point of view of educational anthropology, educational culture, and the history
of the everyday life of different generations of children'’.

Therefore, the present essay will present the different typologies of children’s
writings discovered so far and which principally concern the years between
the post-revolutionary period and the immediate postwar period. These were
produced within different educational contexts: within the groups of the «V.I.
Lenin» Pioneer Organisation, in the orphanages, in schools, and in the family
itself.

The first typology comprises essays on Russian and Soviet literature written
during the literature lessons. Over time, these lessons were to become a linchpin
for the teaching of communist values. Found in school exercise books of the
Thirties, they make it possible to analyse the history of school disciplines and
the evolution of scholastic life during the first phase of Stalinism. The second
typology concerns the letters of request sent by Pioneer Pupils, orphans and
abandoned children to the governmental Authority, written in the Pioneer
school classes, in the orphanages and in the family. Written on school exercise
book pages, these letters show the process of development of the communist
Organisation of Pioneers, the everyday life of abandoned children in the Soviet
orphanages, and that of children in their families during the interwar period.
The third typology concerns personal diaries drawn up by children in their
family context, without parental control, which testify their personal attitudes

9 D. Caroli, Cittadini e patrioti. Educazione, letteratura per I'infanzia e costruzione dell’identita
nazionale nella Russia sovietica, Macerata, eum, 2011, pp. 169-207.

10 Between the scholars having analysed these sources there are Vitalij Bezrogov and Alla
Sal’nikova, see D. Caroli, Nuove tendenze nella storia dell'infanzia, dell’educazione e delle
istituzioni scolastiche nella Russia post-comunista (1990-2005), «History of Education &
Children’s Literature», vol. 2, n. 1, 2007, pp. 377-392.
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towards the regime, the injustices committed during the first phase of Stalinism,
and memories of the Second World War written by children in the orphanages
in order to describe their dramatic wartime experiences.

Leaving aside the conundrums of separating out the presence of the
educational action of the adult and the learning and educational process of the
child or adolescent at school or in the family, what it is important is that children’s
writings, independently of whether it was composed in the school or at home,
were no longer produced solely by the nobility who left remembrances of the
glorious past!! but instead they became the competence of children of all social
origins, proletarian or peasant, and were useful for learning, communicating
and for describing life experiences of a quite different kind. Writing allowed
the people to abandon their anonymity, to leave a memory of the past that they
had lived through and of the role they played in the heroic deeds in the struggle
for communism and defeat of Nazism. Anybody could now write a page of the
book of Communism.

The very fact that writing should become a generalised ability, in spite of the
numerous contradictions of the school and educational system of the interwar
period!?, reveals much about the evolution of educational models in the shaping
of the new man, the Soviet citizen who was to identify with the values of the
regime and the interests of the collective in which class differences were to
disappear. Writing became common property which contributed to making
everybody equal and, for this reason, assumes a sacred aspect unknown in
other contemporary societies. Indeed, children writing allow us to grasp where
the boundary between private and public life lay for Soviet citizens. In fact in
the interwar period, the separation became most tenuous'? until disappearing
altogether with the advent of the Stalinism and the Second World War, because
the population, involved in the collective defence of the country, was forced to
sacrifice personal space in the name of the fatherland'*.

11 See the rich collection containing very original documents from the XIX-XX centuries: Dva
veka russkogo detstva. Portrety, bytovye sceny, kostjum, mebel’, risunki, uchebnye tetradi. Pis’'ma,
knigi, igrushki XVIII-nachalo XX veka, Moskow, Indrik, 2006.

12 See the introduction by R. Sani to Caroli, La protection sociale en Union Soviétique, cit.,
pp. 7-18.

13 L.H. Siegelbaum (ed.), Borders of Socialism. Private Spheres of Soviet Russia, Houndsmills,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2006, pp. 1-21.

14 Caroli, Cittadini e patrioti, cit., pp. 235-286.
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1. School exercise books: a reflection of the history of school subjects

Since 2007, thanks to the meeting with Davide Montino one of the first in
Italy to publish in the field of school exercise books!’, my own investigations
have looked into the analysis of Soviet school exercise books, an area of study
which has only recently attracted the interest of Soviet education historians.
The first results of my research were presented during the Congress promoted
by him — in collaboration with Juri Meda and Roberto Sani — at the University
of Macerata, and concerned the collection of school exercise books including
the newly-discovered ones belonging to the brother and sister Aleksandr (1925-
1945) and Zoia Kosmodemianskie (1923-1941), young heroes of the Second
World War, and those of the biological station directed by Boris V. Vsesviatskii
(1887-1969)1°.

The study of these school writings required the adoption of a interdisciplinary
method which incorporated the analysis of handwriting style from the point of
view of the lining of the exercise book and tidiness (the posture of the child when
using the exercise book) at the end of the Eighteenth century, the rules relating
to the production of the exercise books, seen as a tool of mass schooling, school
reform in terms of school subjects, curricula (predominantly literature, and
natural sciences and biology) and textbooks adopted in the Soviet Union during
the Twenties and Thirties. This methodology made it possible to examine the
process of ideologization expressed through school-based knowledge in general,
and not only with regard to the social sciences.

In particular, the teaching of Russian literature has to be placed within the
context of the Soviet school reform in order to understand both the evolution
of the programmes and the teaching methodology, which passed through two
main phases from the October Revolution until the Second World War. Indeed,
after the 1917 Revolution, the Soviet government approached the school reform
by creating the «Unified Labour School» (1918), free, mixed and founded on
labour (for pupils from 8 to 17 years of age). Initially, in theory, a system of
9 years of school attendance was planned (5 of primary and 4 of secondary
school), but in 1921 this was reduced to seven, although the 9-year cycle
remained in place for the vocational school. Alongside this reform, programmes
and methods were constantly re-worked, in an attempt to combine Marxist and
American pedagogy, in particular that of the «Dalton Laboratory Plan» devised
by Helen Parkhurst, which consisted in the distribution of assignments related

15 See Davide Montino, Educare con le parole. Letture e scritture scolastiche tra fascismo
e Repubblica, Milano, Selene, 2004 and the shortened version, Id., Le parole educate. Libri e
quaderni tra fascismo e Repubblica, Milano, Selene, 2004.

16 D. Caroli, I quaderni di scuola e la didattica della lingua, della letteratura e delle scienze
naturali in Russia e in Unione Sovietica (1860-1940), in D. Montino, J. Meda, R. Sani (eds.), in
School exercise books. A complex Source for a History of the Approach to Schooling and Education
in 19% and 20" Centuries, 2 vols., Firenze, Polistampa, 2010, vol. II, pp. 1049-1084.
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to the school subjects, elaborated by each child individually, starting from a
range of texts provided by the teachers, and the «complete method» devised by
William H. Kilpatrick (professor of Pedagogy at Columbia University), which
proposed a form of learning in which knowledge should be organised around a
central project and hence abandoned traditional school subjects. This method
was extended to the 1921-22 school programmes, which subdivided the school
activities into three main sectors: nature and human beings, social sciences, and
labour!”.

For the two phases identified, covering the years 1917 to 1931 and 1931-32
until the end of the Thirties, there is a large quantity of correspondence with
Authorities available (for the first phase) and a large collection of school exercise
books (for the second half of the Thirties). In the first phase, in fact, Russian
literature disappeared from the school programmes which had abolished
traditional subjects, even though the predominance of a formalist methodology
of teaching can be observed, having been imposed by the All-Russian Congress
of Philology (January 1917) which also emphasised the linguistic aspect and
attributed an important role to the development of pupils’ language'®.

Within this context, during the post-revolutionary years pedagogues and
psychologists became interested in the literary creativity of the children, who
were encouraged by teachers to write stories of an autobiographical nature.
One of the most important pedagogues of the time, Ivan M. Solov’ev (1878-
1954) published a collection of essays, The child in his life and creation (1918),
which presented a series of reflections on the work of the German psychologist
Fritz Giese, Free literary creation by children and youth (Das freie Literarische
Schaffen bei Kindern und Jugendlichen, 1914) who had already developed this
teaching methodology for writing in Berlin at the beginning of the Nineteenth
century'®. Afterwards Solov’ev busied himself with collecting children’s writings
in order to develop a methodology for the study of Soviet pupils’ language
in the Twenties?’, making a significant contribution to the history of the
literary education of abandoned children — some of whom went on to become
«proletarian writers» — authors of stories and novels in which they narrated
their experiences of life on the street.

The teaching of literature was again introduced by the 1926 programmes,
although it was not an autonomous discipline but a sort of accompaniment to
the social science topics. Thanks to the works by two philologists and literary

17 Ibid., pp. 1068-1069.

18 A.M. Krasnousov, K sorokaletiju sovetskoj metodiki prepodavanija literatury, «Literatura v
shkole», n. 5, 1957, pp. 39-52.

19 F Giese, Das freie literarische Schaffen bei Kindern und Jugendlichen (Beihefte zur Zeitschrift
fiir angewandte Psychologie und psychologische Sammelforschung, N. 7), Leipzig, Verlag von
Johann Ambrosius Barth, 1914.

20 M. Solov’ev, Literaturnoe tvorchestvo i jazyk detej shkol’nogo vozrasta, Moskow-
Leningrad, Moskovskoe Akcionernoe Obshchestvo, 1927, pp. 5-13.
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scholars (M.A. Rybnikova and N.M. Sokolov), the study of literature was
enhanced by the active methods which have never abandoned Soviet literature
(clubs, wall journals, reviews, evening events and recitals) and by a formalistic
approach, which included how to write an introduction, dialogue, how to
analyse a text, the study of form, composition, and the language of literary
works?!.

The publication of two Communist Party dispositions «On the elementary and
secondary school» and «On programmes concerning learning and organisation
in the primary and secondary school» (September 5% 1931 and August 25%
1932) decreed the abandonment of the American methods and the restoration
of traditional school subjects in order to improve the basic education of the new
generation who were to be admitted en masse to vocational education: literature
lessons were introduced from 1932 and history from 1936, accompanied by
the massive production of exercise books. The new literature programmes
incorporated a topic-based subdivision up to an including the sixth year and a
chronological one from the seventh year onwards?2.

The rich collection of exercise books originating in the ‘model schools’
(schools which adopted experimental methods in the Twenties and Thirties)
of the years 1933-1937 that have recently come to light in the Archives of the
Russian Academy of Education are probably amongst the richest uncovered to
date, and are the least well known??. They offer a good example of the teaching
of literature in the mid-Thirties. This collection of exercise books from a ‘model
school’, where the Dalton method was maintained in its original form until the
start of the Thirties, provides evidence of the development of a theme-based
and chronological literature programme which adopted a clearly ideological
study methodology and followed the new canons of socialist realism as they
emerged.

The canons of socialist realism were dictated by the Writers Congress in
1934, during which the speeches by A.A. Zhdanov and by the writer A.M.
Gor’kii contributed to the theoretical outlining of a methodology for literary
realism as embodied by the Russian classics of the Eighteenth century but
with a Marxist interpretation of the protagonists’ economic relations and
class struggle. Furthermore, recently published works were introduced into
the school programmes, including those by M. Sholokov (1905-1984) and A.
Makarenko (1888-1939). The educational function of literature was discovered
mostly after the repression of Soviet pedology in 1936, due to the adoption of a
classical study methodology based on the text and on the connection to modern
life. It used works which were suitable for the children’s age, supplemented by

21 Krasnousov, K sorokaletiju sovetskoj metodiki prepodavanija literatury, cit., p. 43.

22 bid., pp. 44-45.

23 Archive of the Russian Academy of Education (RAO), Fond 17 [Central pedagogical
Laboratory of the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment (Central’naja Pedagogicheskaja
Laboratoria Narkomprosa RSFSR, 1932-1937)], op. (Inventary) 1, dela (acts) 226, 308, 391.



SOVIET CHILDREN’S WRITINGS: SCHOOL EXERCISE BOOKS, LETTERS TO THE AUTHORITIES, PERSONAL DIARIES AND WAR MEMORIES 209

a historical comments and glossary, author biography and basic information
regarding the theory and history of literature, thus developing the culture of the
language, oral and written®*.

The great variety of compositions contained in the school exercise books of
the ‘model schools” mostly concerns the literature of the end of the Eighteenth
and the beginning of the Nineteenth centuries amongst which works by A.S.
Pushkin (1799-1837), L.N. Tolstoi (1828-1910), A.P. Chekov (1860-1904), and
Maksim Gor’kii (1868-1936), collages with revolutionary topics and Pioneers’.
Most of the literary compositions found in the exercises books adhere strongly
to the canons of social realism, the revolutionary ones draw from writers to
describe the revolutionary spirit which animated Russian youth before the
October Revolution and the heroic deeds performed in its aftermath?®’.

The analysis of two school exercise books and of an album indicates that the
methodology of teaching abandoned attention on form and focused instead on
the ideological content of the plot and characters. It is remarkable that, in spite
of the publication of new school text books in 1934, both the exercise books
before this year and those of the following years contain compositions about
revolutionary works written at the beginning of the Century or, such as in the
case of the collage, relatively recent, but there are no classics of the socialist
realism, which were to be published in the following years.

The first school exercise book of literature, from 1933, by the pupil L
Kaplan in the seventh year at the ‘model school’ in Voronezh which, on the
basis of the 1932 dispositions, presented literature chronologically, contains
compositions about L.N. Tolstoi, A.P. Chekov and M. Gorkii amongst which
we can read some parts of the October 14™ composition «Lesson Lev Tolstoi
as a reflection of the Russian Revolution». It is interesting to note that, without
text books, the teacher gave a lesson based on a very famous article by V.I.
Lenin on Tolstoi whose hypotheses are repeated almost verbatim, although the
pupil’s description is characterised by harsher words (see Pics. 1a-c)?®:

Scheme.

1. The contradictions in the works and in Tolstoi’s opinions are jarring.

2. On the one hand, he was a writer of genius, who produced high level works for world
literature, and on the other, he was a landowner who carried out crazy acts in the name of
Christ.

24 The first attempt to theorise the teaching methodology for literature was only made in 1938,
by V.V. Golubkov, who based himself on the Marxist-Leninist interpretation of authors and on
literary tendencies, see Krasnousov, K sorokaletiju sovetskoj metodiki prepodavanija literatury, cit.,
pp. 45-46; Caroli, I quaderni di scuola e la didattica della lingua, della letteratura e delle scienze
naturali in Russia e in Unione Sovietica (1860-1940), cit., pp. 1070-1071.

25 Krasnousov, K sorokaletiju sovetskoj metodiki prepodavanija literatury, cit. pp. 39-52.

26 We are referring to the Italian version V. Lenin, Lev Tolstoj come specchio della Rivoluzione
russa, in V. Lenin, Opere scelte in sei volumi, Roma, Editori Riuniti-Edizioni Progress, s.d., vol. IL.,
pp. 22-26 (corresponding to the Russian one of the volume vol. XVII, pp. 206-213).
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3. On the one hand, he is a man who sincerely protests against social lies and falsehood, and
on the other he is a Tolstoian and therefore a hysterical intellectual who devotes himself to
moral self-perfection.

4. On the one hand, he levies pitiless criticism on capitalistic exploitation, and condemns
State violence, and on the other he preaches not to oppose evil with violence.

5. On the one hand, there is sober realism, on the other, he preaches religion.

6. With these contradictions, Tolstoi would not be able to understand either the revolutionary
movement or the Revolution of 19035.

7. The contradictions in L. Tolstoi’s opinions and theories — are the reflection of the
contradictory conditions of Russian life in the last quarter of the XIX century [...].

8. [...]

9.[...].

10. [...].

11. The oppression of serfdom and the disappointment of the reforms made peasants want
to sweep away the official Church, the landowners, the government of the landowners and
to create communities of small peasants, free and equal. But the peasants did not understand
what this community should be like, and how and under whose direction to attain freedom.
12. Only a small number of the 7peasants he effectively fought in the Revolution of 1905,
most of them wept, prayed [...]*".

In the same exercise book, writing about the writer and dramatist Anton
Chekov, the pupil stated that

In his work ‘Peasants’ (1905), Chekov draws the countryside only with negative strokes.
Everywhere there is drunkenness, indolence, and incomprehension of the general and
personal interests, mutual hostility [...]. Chekov sees the way for a better life not in the
revolutionary struggle, but in civilization and in peaceful progress?®.

In another exercise book, belonging to G. Koliago in the seventh year at the
Rybinsk schoolin 1934, we can find a composition with the title « The educational
significance of the work The mother (1906) by Maksim Gor’kii, who oriented
himself towards social and revolutionary themes». The protagonist of the novel
The mother is Pelageia Vlasova, mistreated by her husband who is always drunk
and dies. The pupil, who enriches his composition with illustrations probably
cut from magazines for children, stresses the educational role of the son on his
mother, writing (see Pics. 2a-d):

During the factory workers strike (the marsh kopek), Pavel protests against the collection of
the kopek for reclamation of the marsh and all the workers support him. The kopek for the
marsh was the first economic strike which tried to assert the rights of the workers. Pavel’s
speech in the trial expresses the attitude of the first line vanguard of the proletariat and of
the workers. He intervened sincerely, his speech was nothing other than the Bolsheviks’

27 Archive RAQ, Fond 17 (Section of the school materials), op. 1, delo 308 [Literature exercise
books from the model secondary school N. 5 of Voronezh and of the school N. 1 of the city
Rybinsk, 1934 (Tetradi po literature 5-oj srednej obrazcovoj shkoly Voronezha i I srednej shkoly
N. 1 g. Rybinska, 1934)].

28 Ibid.
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political programme. Pavel says: Now we want have so much freedom that this will
give us the opportunity to win, in time, all power. Our slogans are simple ‘Down with
private property, all the production means to the people, work is compulsory for all’. And
throughout the novel Gor’kii shows how the mass of workers grows and strengthens, and
how together with her, his mother with all the worries of an illiterate woman, becomes
a strong class fighter. The mother gets interested in Pavel’s revolutionary work, she has
observed his every step and afterwards she too beings to take part in this work. The mother
had begun her revolutionary activity out of love for her son, she helps him to distribute
papers and forbidden literature. Perquisitions, conversations with revolutionaries, contact
with the police awake the mother’s revolutionary sentiments®’.

Another school exercise book contains a collage about the The Mother by
Gor’kii and also the composition «The leader and the masses» — from the 7%
year of the Rybinsk secondary school, a literature collage which describes how
peasants and the working mass seized power after the Revolution. In comparison
with the previous topic, the composition The mother in this exercise book pays
greater attention to the woman’s realization in the revolutionary struggle:

One can judge their cultural level from this post-card (by the artist Makovskii). The image
of the mother Nilovna is very good, from forgotten woman, religious, she sides with the
revolutionary stru%%le, is re-educated as professional revolutionary and sacrifices her life for
the revolution [...]°".

Very interesting too, from the point of view of the history of literary
composition, is the collage contained in another seventh year exercise books
belonging to the pupil Plotkina. Entitled «The leader and the masses», it
describes the revolutionary years as armed insurrection and with particular
vehemence:

Throw off the yoke of the exploiter! Against the enemies! Go on! Go on! Life or death
awaits! ... Thus responded the inhabitants of the Kuban to the attack of the white cowards,
with only one steadfast wall against which beat a inhuman heart [...] (see Pics. 3a-d)3L.

Finally, among the school exercises books there is also a noteworthy album
from 1937 which celebrated the centenary of the death of A.S. Pushkin, the
famous romantic poet, author of the well known Evgenii Onegin, whose love
for the Russian land and for Russian traditions were a source of patriotic feeling
for children. The album contains programmes for the celebrations and some
lines of verse from his fairy tale, illustrated by children’s drawings of particular
ability?2.

29 Ibid.

30 Ibid.

31 Ibid.

32 Archive RAO, Fond 17, op. 1, delo 331 [Album devoted to the Centenary of Pushkin’s
death, created by the pupils of the Ul’javov primary school (Al’bom posvjashchennyj stoletiju so
dnja smerti A.S. Pushkina sostavlen uchenikami Ul’janovskoj nachal’noj shkoly, 1937)].
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The celebration, about which one can find several examples in the school
life of the time, finds a brilliant realisation in this album created by the pupils
of the Uljanov primary school. According to the plan, the matinee of the
celebration in Pushkin’s honour, comprised several parts (biography, recital of
his poems and parts of his fairy tales, and the singing of a choir). The album
also contained illustrated fairy tales, including the ones about the tsar Saltan,
the dead tsarina and the seven bogatyr, and the golden cockerel®?, beloved by all
Russian children because of the literary and linguistic value of Pushkin’s prose
verse (see Pics. 4-7).

2. The correspondence of Pioneer children, orphans, and abandoned children
with the governmental Authority: in search of full citizenship

The letters sent to governmental Authorities are the most frequently-
encountered type of ‘children’s writing’ in the Archives of eminent personalities
such as Lenin’s wife, N.K. Krupskaia (1869-1939), vice-Commissar for the
Enlightenment, in the archives of the Communist Youth and in the governmental
institutions charged with the care of abandoned children during the Twenties
and Thirties®*.

In complete contrast to Italian Archival norms concerning correspondence
with users, these personal documents — often defined by historians as ego-
documents because the writers speak about themselves — were preserved with
something approaching veneration, notwithstanding the manifestation of
dissent and protest which crops up in the letters, almost as if to indicate that
memories of the truth were not to be destroyed but rather locked up in the
Archives until the Fall of Communism. If we compare this writing with that of
fascist Italy, for example, what we notice immediately is the ‘mass’ character
of Soviet writing, and, even it reveals the strong presence of the communist
ideology, unlike writing from Fascist Italy whose aim was to cultivate the child-
soldier, they also manifest evidence of a complex evolution of the educational
models implemented by the regime. Indeed, if fascist children’s correspondence
primarily centred around requests for help and allowances, written in a more or
less stereotyped style and reflecting the politics of nationalisation of childhood
aimed at the consolidation of a patriotic sentiment®’, children’s correspondence

33 Ibid.

34 D. Caroli, Il bambino collettivo, in O. Niccoli (ed.), Infanzie. Funzioni di un gruppo liminale
dal mondo classico all’Eta moderna, Firenze, Ponte alle Grazie, 1993, pp. 301-326; D. Caroli,
Lettere autobiografiche dei bambini abbandonati in URSS (1924-1936), in E. Becchi, A. Semeraro
(eds.), Archivi d’infanzia. Per una storiografia della prima eta, Milano, La Nuova Italia, 2001, pp.
199-229.

35 1. Guerrini, M. Pluviano, “Mi rivolgo a lei essendo padre di tutti”: lettere di bambini a
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with the authorities in post-revolutionary Russia reveal that a method of learning
to write was being actively pursued within the educational institutions (most of
all school and the orphanages). This coincided not only with a move towards
the political mobilisation of the new generation, target of indoctrination into
the cult of the political leaders who initiated the Revolution, but also with
the «children of the State» educational policy which saw political leaders as
idealised parents.

The notion that children belonged to the State, over and above their own
parents, made the Authorities the privileged interlocutor for the new generation
who saw Moscow as a beacon of light, illuminating the country with the
memory of Lenin’s teachings, both as a revolutionary and as a the leader of a
new way of life. This explains the mass production of letters from the Pioneers
who were the first group of children to start writing to the authorities.

The analysis of this correspondence, beyond the question of where adult
influence ends and the child’s spontaneity begins, significantly enhances our
knowledge of the history of the communist organisation for adolescents, the
«V.I. Lenin» Pioneer Organisation which formed spontaneously in 1922.
Although it was to offer an educational and recreational programme for the
omnilateral education of the collective child it suffered from the structural and
organisation problems of the school system, and, at the end of 1924, was joined
to the school in order to remedy the lack of educators and suitable teaching
spaces. The Organisation’s educational model foreshadowed the moral of the
good communist because it promoted rules and habits, symbols and rituals
aimed specifically at adolescents who, over time, fell into line with the official
ideology. The particular diversity that characterised the young generation was
at the heart of somewhat instable and heterogeneous support across Soviet
territory, which was exacerbated by the policy of excluding adolescents who
were not of proletarian origin. Indeed, it has been remarked several times that
Soviet youth was subjected to a project of nationalisation and militarization
similar to that imposed by the Fascist regime in Italy, yet revealed, paradoxically,
the extent to which their desire to participate in the building of the new society
was stifled?®.

The mass of letters sent during the Twenties and the Thirties to N.K.
Krupskaia by the Pioneer adolescents demonstrate, albeit in stereotypical form,
the successes of educational policy, achieved through the methods of the active
school set up by the Revolution, in a way which would not be possible by
analysing the local authority’s reports. Yet they also reveal the day-to-day reality

Mussolini, in Antonelli, Becchi (eds.), Scritture bambine, cit., pp. 121-142 (cfr. p. 125); A. Gibelli,
Il popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla Grande Guerra a Salo, Torino, Einaudi, 2005, pp.
277-290.

36 D. Caroli, Giovani generazioni russe fra societa zarista e regime comunista, in P. Dogliani
(ed.), Giovani e generazioni nel Mondo contemporaneo. La ricerca storica in Italia, Bologna,
Clueb, 2009, pp. 41-57.
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of the local section which demanded help to make up for the organisations
shortages, as well as help for the pupils themselves or their families. In doing so,
the mechanisms of the Pioneers’ development, the reasons given for supporting
it, and the exclusion of members without proletarian origin all emerge as
part of the contradictions and the evolution of the first communist adolescent
organisations®’.

Pioneers wrote to Lenin’s widow in order to offer help to the foreign
children saying «We greatly thank our old revolutionaries, who liberated the
working class and who lead the workers, the peasants and ourselves along the
illuminated path, and do so firmly, and we do not veer from our course» (Orel
region, 1924); «We have a big request, which is the following: be good, send us
your biographical data, your activity, because in our city, a thing such as your
photograph is very difficult to find» (Blagoveshchensk, 1924); «Our protector
gave us the money for a handcraft laboratory and we are slowly beginning to
work. All our section takes part to the International organisation in helping
the fighters of the Revolution (Mopr). We are keen to come to Moscow, see
the grave of our teacher V.I. Lenin» (Leningrad, 1924). Amongst the numerous
letters, there is one sent by three girls whose father died and who say:

They don’t send us to school to study, but we attend all the same and sometimes we cry on
the way there [...] But it is better to feel offended each day because we have to study. What
happens without study? Anyone who is not able to utter a word, from the words is not able
to string phrases together. Perhaps the proverb is right: Study is light and the ignorance is
darkness [...] Dear Nadezhda Konstantinova, help us, we ask you, please, to write a answer
and to give us at least a suggestion on what we should do after the sixth class, where is it
better to continue? (Gor’kii region, 1927).

In another letter, which was probably implicitly asking for help like the
previous one, we read that

Our school took part in the liquidation of illiteracy. Several pupils also entered the section for
the illiterates and paid the members fees. Pupils actively take part in the Pioneer movement
and the school has organised a volunteer base (forpost) which is very active, which we think
we will intensify in the future and we have a link with the communist Youth. Our school
was called the seven year school, but now it is called school for the peasant youth. With this
we moved to the Dalton Plan, and the work is conducted on the basis of clubs. Besides the
remaining lessons, there are work lessons: for the girls sewing, while for the boy, gardening
(Krasnodarsk region, 1927)38.

37 D. Caroli, Ideali, ideologie, modelli formativi. Il movimento dei Pionieri in Urss (1922-1939),
pref. di N. Siciliani de Cumis, Milano, Unicopli, 2006; V. Bezrogov, ‘Old Crow Quills Draw the
New World’? An elementary school and Children’s Written exercises in the 1920’s-1930’s Russia:
Draft Reconstruction of the Writing World of the First Soviet generation, in Meda, Montino, Sani
(ed.), School exercise books. A complex Source for a History of the Approach to Schooling and
Education in 19" and 20" Centuries, cit., vol. II, pp. 1451-1477 (see pp. 1456-1469).

38 A.L. Valevskaja, L.I. Davydova, EI. Sharonov (eds.), Drug bol’shoj, zabotlivyj. Perepiska
N.K. Krupskoj s pionerami 1924-1939, Moskow, Molodaja Gvardija, 1987, pp. 10, 13, 16-17,
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The letters sent to Stalin also contain simple requests such as «Comrade
Stalin, it would be nice if we had your biography and for this reason we are
writing to you to ask if you will dedicate several minutes to us and to send
us your photograph» but also more complexes ones «As Pioneers who have
taken your name [for the section], we ask that you will give disposition to the
trade unions to support children of the communist movement and to support
them from the material point of view» complaining about the fact that the
Communist Party and the Communist youth neglected the political education
of children (1924-1925)%.

Amongst the request letters sent to Nadezhda K. Krupskaia (see Pics. 9a-
c), as the years go by, the request for personal help are more frequent. The
adolescents justify these by asking for a biography and some information
about the family, revealing the deep divisions which were forming in society for
example with the privation of civil right to citizens without proletarian origins
(craftsmen with employees, factories owners, ministers of religion). In a letter
written during 1930 by a 15-year old adolescent, daughter of parents devoid of
civil rights, we read:

How can I be enemy of the working class, if I was born only two years before the arrival of
the Soviet power? I also want to live and bring benefit to others, but now they don’t admit
me anywhere and they don’t gave me any permission, as if I were a enemy for everybody.
I ask you to help me to become a citizen with complete right like the other workers. Of
course, only one word of yours is enough for this. Let them come and examine my situation,
interrogate the neighbours. You will surely receive many of this letters: I’ve decided to write
to you as last resort because it was the only thing left. Or I could throw myself in the placid,
nice Dnepr’, whose waves seem to bring a lot of joy to us future builders of socialism™.

By showing that this generation was paradoxically excluded not only by the
Pioneer Organisation but from society as a whole because of the non proletarian
social origin of the parents, while it should have constituted a fundamental
resource for the education of socialism, this letter demonstrates that the very act
of writing to the Authority become the only weapon in order to claim the right
to the citizenship of the new Soviet State.

Of the requests sent during 1930, three letters stand out with their childish
handwriting and ungrammatical language, due to their request to attend school.
A girl wrote:

Respectable Nadezhda Knstantinovna! I’ve read that you write that all the young communists
and all the young Pioneers — are all your sons. Since my mum died, I’'ve known that I have
another mother which is you. I've been very happy. 'm a little Pioneer I’'ve decided to write
you a letter. I only just joined the Pioneers. The day our dear leader Lenin died, I gave my

29-30, 30-31.
39 Caroli, Ideali, ideologie, modelli formativi, cit., pp. 86-93 (see 87-89, 91).
40 Ibid., pp. 165-166.
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solemn promise that I will be sure and firm and defend the interest of the working class in
this struggle for the conquests of the Revolution. That I will do my best to obey II’ich’s laws,
the laws and customs of the young Pioneers. I’ll be 10 soon. I study in the labour school of
the second Group I’'m the Secretary of the class committee and took part in the competition.
Please, when you have time, answer my question. I’ll wait for your answer. Your daughter,
Fira Lipcer (see Pics. 10a-d)*!.

Although more explicit in her request, another girl from primary school
wrote:

I’ve stopped going to school because I’'ve no shoes, and because of my health I can walk only
with heavy shoes while from birth by leg hurts. My father is employed in the collective farm
M.O.S.P.O. «Workers Solidarity» earns 70 roubles. My family has 8 people, six children
(the oldest is 15 years old and the youngest 5) four going to school. My daddy can’t get
shoes for all of us at the market because the salary is not enough for food. We do not have
land. And with the prices of the cooperative we can’t get them [...]. At school they have
given 4 pairs of shoes for 90 pupils and the teacher has refused to get shoes for the other
pupils. And when I’ve said to the teacher that I could not attend the school without shoes he
answered «What can I do, I can’t help you». It is a shame for me to fall behind my friends
in the moment of the introduction of the general education |...] Dear grandmother, be kind
and tell me what to do (see Pics.11a-d)*2.

Another child wrote from Kazan’ in order to ask help for himself and for all
the family:

I attend the sixth class of the N. 6 factory and workshop apprenticeship school. My health
is weak. The teacher says that it would be better for me to study in the forestry school but
there isn’t one here in the Tatary. Also my daddy is sick and his right arm hurts and when
he writes he holds it with the left one. He is just 45 and has to retire already. My father has
been a member of the Party since 1919, he had to work hard. From his stories I knew how
difficult the years of the civil war were, now he works in the Tatary executive committee in
charge of the sector of distance education. There are three of us, me and two sisters, one is
a young communist, the other one is a Pioneer and I’'m a Pioneer too. My mum is finishing
the Economic Institute, as daughter of a worker they let her attend the doctorate [...] (see
Pics.11a-d)*.

The letters sent in the early Thirties also reveal an awkwardness and a general
widespread unease among the youth who describe the constant disregard
by adults both inside and outside the school. The Pioneers of the German
community of the Volga and of the Magnetic Mountain (in Siberia) requested
different forms of help. In two letters of 1932 children wrote that

41 A-GARF (State Archive of the Russian Federation), Fond 7279 [(Segretary office of
the vice-Commissariat for Enlightenment N.K. Krupskaia (Sekretariat zamestitelja Narkoma
Prosveshchenija N.K. Krupskoj), 1927-1939], op. 8, delo 15, 1. 8, 1l. 39-40.

42 A-GARE, Fond 7279, op. 8, delo 15, 1l. 255-256.

43 A-GARE, Fond 7279, op. 11, delo 11, 1I. 112-1120b.
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Since the weather is bad, there are several absences, because we do not have shoes and
clothes. The cooperatives don’t give food for the boarding-school, so that not all pupils can
come to school and often they are absent for a whole month. There’s no point complaining
and asking.

In another we read that

A lot of children want to become Pioneers, but the parents beat them for this. These villains
say to the teacher «Children are ours while she says «no they are ours». She never get angry
but says «Whose side are you on? With the kulaki or with Lenin? it’s shocking!».

In one sent from the Ural regions, the adolescent wrote that he had worked
in the Magnetic Mountain and wanted to travel in order to combat ignorance
in the country:

I know very well that we have to build socialism in a terrible cultural condition, of
backwardness, darkness and ignorance. There are still 19 million blind children here because
they are not literate... Could they be good builders of socialism? But they are not able, they
can’t build it because they are not literate. They are not able, they are not able to build it
because they are blind. Who should help them? Who? Without doubt us. Us! The young
builders of socialism [...].

Other Pioneers would continue their studies but they write «There are not
enough places at the secondary school and in the school of rural apprenticeship,
while the kolchoz accepts from the age of 16 onwards»*4.

The situations just described surely reflect the reality of a movement that was
losing its way and for this reason the diaries of the Pioneer sections conserved
amongst the school exercise books of the model school are a exception. If
we come across diaries such as the Diary of the “Voroshilov section” of the
Rtishchev elementary school (Saratov region) which describes a demonstrative
rally which took place in 1934 inside the school, we cannot help but think
that the school hopes to get a prize or special funding, or that the school was
attended by the sons of the Party or working elite who were faithful to the
regime:

The day is icy. The sun appeared rarely and the children had their fourth lesson. A bell rings.
The children rush to get home because today there is a demonstrative rally «For the cup
of tea». We all ran home and the ice stung our noses. Once home we cleaned our uniforms
and ironed our ties. Today we have a demonstrative rally «For a cup of tea» dedicated to
the anniversary of Kirov’s death. The presidents of the ‘Lenin’s way’ publication will be
present at the rally, as will the presidents of the local section of the popular education, the
municipal Soviet and the guides of the Pioneers of the city schools. They will come and see
how we conduct our interesting meetings and in order to transmit their experience to the
sections and in the clubs of the school. It is four thirty. The children run back school. They
run, are happy and laugh, they have ice-cold hands, and all the children run [...]. Vera was

44 Caroli, Ideali, ideologie, modelli formativi, cit., pp. 157-158, 158, 162.
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already at school and they were doing something. The head of the school Elena Ivanovna
and other educators were there. Then comrade Zakharov president of the section of the
popular education, the comrade, the responsible of the section of the Pioneer, Kamiagina,
the parents and some Pioneers guides arrived. At five o’clock Vera opened the lines of the
Pioneer guides and the guides of the clubs gave their report (see Pics. a-d)*.

Certainly these were ideal situations of euphoria and discipline that
characterised more these model schools than they did the reality of the Pioneer
Organisation and of normal schools, which had to cope with disorder, rebellion
and violence. Generally in the second half of the Thirties, one can say that the
conditions of childhood and of educational institutions seem to have worsened
dramatically with respect to the preceding years, because of the phenomenon of
violence directed toward abandoned children. In particular these emerge in the
letters written on exercise books by the children housed in orphanages in the
years which followed the famine of the summer 1921. They wanted to leave the
orphanage but they meet several obstacles because they were not accepted by the
schools either. The enormous quantity of letters sent by orphan children can be
explained by the fact that Soviet Union of the Twenties was the country which
first had to face up to the problem of a great number of orphans as a result of
war (WWI and the civil war) and of the terrible famine of 1921, described in
detail in the international press of that time, but most of all because they were
at the centre of a heated debate because they represented the ideal children
of the new regime*®. The attentive analysis of these letters, however, enriches
our knowledge of this social phenomenon because it highlights the presence of
different generations of street children. To those who were the victims of the
famine, we can add the children of the victims of land collectivisation (which
began in 1930), of those denied civil rights, and of those who were arrested
following the denunciation and the repression of the years 1936-1938, when
any child could be half-abandoned even when there was a family.

Amongst the letters sent from the orphanages, there is the one from a group
of adolescents who, in 1930, wrote to the President of the Executive Committee:

We, the sons of a father who died during the war of 1919 and who are now orphans ask You
to send us money for shoes, clothes and food. If you can’t help us, then we ask you, please,
to send us at least the shoes.

45 Archive RAO, Fond 17 [(Central Pedagogical Laboratory of the People Commissariat
for Enlightenment. Section of School Materials (Central'naja Pedagogicheskaja Laboratorija
Narkomprosa. Otdel Materialov Shkoly)], op. 1, delo 226 [(Materials on the activity of the Pioneer
Organisation in the FZD N. 7, Vyborg district, and of the I secondary school of the district of
Smolensk, of the city of Leningrad, and others (Materialy o rabote pionerskoj organizacii v FZD
N. 7 Vyborskogo rajona i I srednej shkoly Smolenskogo rajona, goroda Leningrada i drugich mest,
1934)].

46 Caroli, Il bambino collettivo, cit., pp. 317-326.
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There is also the letter sent to N.K. Krupskaia from a child wanting to
continue school;

I don’t want to live on the street and because it is not for me to live the life of a vagabond,
take notice of me and send me in a orphanage in Moscow. I hope that you will send me in a
orphanage in Moscow. I wait for an urgent answer. With the communist Pioneer greeting*’.

Nevertheless, in the first half of the Thirties we can find numerous letters
that report the mistreatments suffered by the orphanage staff and the hardships
caused by the chaos that characterised the life of educational institutions and
school in general. In 1933 a group of adolescents who left the orphanage to
study at the Chvalinsk school wrote:

The school has been closed for a month. The actual conditions are bad. They give us 300
grams of bread every day and the cabbage soup is full of beetroot which we don’t like. We
study 8 hours a day and we can’t keep going because we don’t eat enough. As young we
have to become healthy cadres but we are not at all healthy, we are exhausted!*®

In December 1934 a group of adolescents wrote the following letter to
Krupskaia from an agricultural colony for minors:

We ask you to turn your attention to the condition of the wards of the colony. First: the bad
situation with the food. Second, they dress us badly, they gave us outfits which we’ve been
wearing for two months already. The directors don’t pay any attention to us at all, they treat
us like street children, the children have begun to get sick from lack of food children are
getting sick and end up swollen, starving. They make us crawl into the cellar for potatoes
and beets. Along with the bad food and clothes, we have bad premises we live in, they
assigned the premises where the livestock was before, and it isn’t heated and hasn’t been
converted [...|*

Another child wrote from the orphanage:

They feed us very badly. They give us almost raw cabbage soup. They give us a spoon of
frozen potatoes. They push us out into the street undressed for two hours as if we were going
to the cinema [...] The director [...] leads us to his office and beats us with whatever he find.
If we ask to eat, they do not give us and they say to go to the cellar and take potatoes. He
beats us and throws us out into the street without any clothes [...].

And other child writes «They feed us badly. All the children, hungry, go to
the market to get a piece of bread»; and another one wrote in 1936:

47 Caroli, Lettere autobiografiche dei bambini abbandonati in URSS (1924-1936), cit., pp.
214, 215.

48 A-GARE, Fond 7279, op. 11, delo 11, 1. 64.

49 C.A. Frierson, S.S. Vilensky (eds.), Children of the Gulag, Yale, Yale University Press, 2010,
p. 119.
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Nadezhda Konstantinovna Krupskaia, we don’t want comrade U. he did scandalous things
in orphanage N. 2. The comrade U. and his wife beat themselves in the orphanage. He
drinks vodka, steals stuff and also the children’s food>°.

During 1932 two children wrote to Krupskaia to report the great poverty of
their family and to protest against the government, saying

Neither our teachers nor our parents know when they will give us bread, milk, butter and
sugar. At home our parents curse, saying that they fought for freedom. They insult comrade
Stalin and his sons who eat white bread and sweets and butter and lards and we don’t even
see all this. The sons of the military eat well so that their father doesn’t allow strikes. In
the newspapers they write that comrade Stalin says to everybody that he takes care of our
children, as if foreigners did not see that it is not true. Why do they write things like that?
Our government should tell the truth. Grandmother, please do something so that they give
us food, we need to grow up. Do something that will make us love our country.

Finally another child wrote:

We are four children, two girls and two boys, 'm the eldest one and 'm 10 years old. I'm
very tired. My mother is angry, she always cries, wants to eat and worries about us. On
December the 17t 1934 my mother presented a request to the court for them to give her back
the right to vote, but the executive committee of district did not answer, while the procurer
told her that they have to give her back the right to vote. Nadezhda Konstantinovna, why
are we guilty, my mother and us. Because our father was a deacon? They won’t give him a
job either. My mummy sends us to beg and we cry. The other children beat us and they have
stolen our bread and I’ve said that we’ll not go anymore. My father has sold everything and
now there is nothing more to sell>".

The request letters are always of an autobiographical character so that they
move the addressee, and they beg for intervention from high up to address
dramatic situations, in which children found themselves in a state of deep social
deprivation and, in general, because of the deprivation of citizenship or the
arrest of their parents. These letters enriched the study of the social problem
of abandoned children by offering several subjective aspects which highlight
the variety of situations of abandonment, and not only of orphan children,
street vagabonds, and victims of the 1921 famine. Children’s writing, even if
prompted or guided by adults, became the only way to express the concrete
claiming and in order to request some help from the high because at local level
the citizens were increasingly deprived of the right to be heard.

50 Caroli, Lettere autobiografiche dei bambini abbandonati in URSS (1924-1936), cit., pp.
217, 2109.
SU Ibid., pp. 228-229.
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3. Diaries, autobiographies and war memories: from protest to patriotism

Diaries, autobiographies and war memories feature frequently in Soviet
‘children’s writings’, and these allow us to study how the private character of
the end of the Twenties gradually yielded to the political dimension until it
disappeared completely during the years of Great Terror®2.

Amongst the most famous, albeit little researched, diary collections is the
one of the philosopher of education M.M. Rubinshtein, Youth in diaries and
autobiographical notes (1928)3. In his work, the description of adolescents’
private lives dominates, the Soviet code of behaviour playing no role in
accounting for their feelings and behaviour. The generation described by
Rubinshtein was almost completely removed from the political life of the time,
and terribly inward-looking; it preferred Russian authors over Soviet ones,
and viewed both people and nature as if politics had no influence over them
whatsoever®®. Furthermore, when politics did emerge, it appeared through
stock phrases, of abstract ideas unrelated to political action, which results in
a somewhat contradictory presentation of people and events, as found in the
following extract:

a young communist, 18-years old, student at the Workers Faculty, notes that she «has always
loved solitude, did not get on well her peers, [...] was a difficult person in the boarding
house», who at the same time felt the need for friendship and love, and thought constantly
about ‘the fight for communism with the proletariat™.

Yet Rubinshtein recognizes the youngsters’ propensity to idealise reality,

corresponding to the feelings of sacrifice found in revolutionary romanticism>®.

However there are diaries, including that of a young communist who
is compelled to collaborate with the regime even thought he denounces it
vehemently, as the German historian Jochen Hellbeck has shown. Thanks to the
discovery of a diary of a communist youngster, he has investigated the question
of individual subjectivity or the ‘notion of self’ of a youngster who describes the
nature of his participation in the formation of the Stalinist political system, in
spite of the repression of his father, a peasant, by the regime®”.

Amongst the ‘children’s writings’ written within the family setting, which

with time, and in particular in the mid-Thirties become the focal point for

52 V. Garros, N.Korenevskaya, T. Lahusen (eds.), Intimacy and terror: Soviet diaries of the
1930s, [transl. by C.A. Flath], New York, New Press, 1995, pp. xi-xviii.

53 M.M. Rubinshtejn, Junost’ po dnevnikam i avtobiograficheskim zapisjam, Moskow, Izdanie
Vysshich Pedagogicheskich Kursov pri Moskovskom Vysshem Technich. Uchilishche, 1928.

54 Ibid., pp. 131-139, 169-177.

55 Ibid., p. 132.

56 Ibid., p. 135.

57 J. Hellbeck, Fashioning the Stalinist Soul: The Diary of Stepan Podlubnyj (1931-1939),
«Jahrbiicher fir Geschichte Osteuropas», 44, 3, 1996, pp. 344-373.
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the education of future citizens, there are diaries which describe everyday life
in the first phase of Stalinism, revealing different attitudes toward the values
of the communist life. Amongst these the most famous are those written on
notebooks by two girls with the same name, Nina. The first, Nina Lugovskaia
reveals attitudes of a more evident protest®®, while the second, Nina Kosterina,
describes the attitude of an adolescent who sees communism as a supreme value
with respect to injustices endured.

Fourteen-year-old Nina Lugovskaia was the daughter of an anti-Tsarist
revolutionary who was tried and convicted as leader of a counterrevolutionary
organisation in 1937. Following this came the arrest of his wife and two
daughters, sentenced to 5 years of forced labour in the Kolyma prison. Nina
kept a diary during the years 1932-1937 and described everyday life at school
and in the family and the first search of her house. The following day of the
search, she wrote about a rally organised by the school:

While I walked on the cold and muddy soil, in the damp and dim light of this autumn day
and we beat our frozen feet during our rests, I silently insulted Soviet power with all its
inventions, their boasting in front of foreigners etcetera, and I winced when I thought of all

that singing they make us do, always out of tune and out of time. I decided not to go to the
rally and this restored my self esteem a little bit”.

One can also observe her critical view of the regimes in other episodes,
including the funeral of Stalin’s wife: «I was not sorry for his wife: anyway,
there’s no way Stalin’s wife could be nice since she in any case was a Bolshevik».
After her father was refused an identity card in 1933 she wrote:

I paced up and down_in my room, I cursed, I came to the conclusion that we’ll have to kill

those scoundrels. It sounds ridiculous but it is not a joke. For some days, lying on my bed,
I’ve been imagining how I will kill him. The promises of a dictator, a swindler and rascal,

wimp of a Georgian who is crippling the Rus’. How it is possible? The great Rus’ and the
great Russian people have fallen into the hands of a coward [...].

and also

I could never agree with those who recognize true socialism in the current system and think
that the horrors awful things which we see fall within the proper order of things60.

Nina is an attentive observer of reality, and reports on the 1933 famine in
Ukraine, but as far as our analysis is concerned, it is her description of school
life which are of interest:

38 We are referring to the Italian version N. Lugovskaja, Il diario di Nina, transl. by E.
Dundovich, ed. by E. Kostioukovitch, Milano, Frassinelli, 2006.

59 Ibid., pp. 26-27. Underlining in original.

60 [bid., pp. 28, 54, 79. Underlining and italics in original.
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Yesterday, at the Pioneer rally, Liza, slandered me and the other Pioneer comrades who left
the organisation. Nobody liked her before that anyway, but now we hate her even more.

and

Homework, my god, how much homework. Bolshevik bastards! They don’t think at all
about us young people, they don’t think, they don’t think that we are people too. A certain
Bubnov, the devil knows what he is because he isn’t a man like the all the others, spouts
nonsense. He writes newspaper articles about the school saying that it is necessary to increase
study and discipline. But nobody of them is able to understand the simplest thing which is
that in this way they reduce our progress at school. I myself am aware that ve started to
study less, any interest I had has gone, I’'m sick and tired of everything. This morning I was
thinking that ’ll have to grow up as soon as possible and get away from this country of
barbarians and savages“.

Finally, after the arrest of her father, she writes in January 1936:

Today went to the Political Red Cross and presented a petition. It is a strange institution,
which puts out a lot of propaganda and doesn’t lift a finger. I listened to what the people
around me were saying, people who have been going there for several years without
obtaining anything good®2.

And in November 1936, she wrote about the teachers:

We have a terrible attitude toward our teachers; something repressed, spiteful; it is not

pleasant and it is not what now they call ‘Soviet’ feeling [...] I am repelled by these stu}pid
and pig-headed beings and it takes some effort to control myself and stay on their side®.

These short extracts indicate the consciousness of an adolescent who rebels
against the injustices of Stalinism interlaced with typically adolescent scorn
aimed at adult authority. In contrast, the diary written by a fifteen-year-old,
Nina Kosterina, in the years 1936-1941 and which became well-known during
the postwar period (it was published in 1964 with a foreword by the famous
children’s writer Lev Kassil’), was held up as a sort of model for the behaviour
of the younger generation during the postwar period®®. Nina Kosterina did
not present anything extraordinary in the description of her life as a young
adolescent, her feelings and aspirations, and the things she was reading. Because
her father was sentenced to five years of detention for being a dangerous
element» during the Purges at the end of the Thirties, she moved to another city
in order to attend school. When asked by the director of the institute, Nina told
the truth, but she was reproached for doing so by her aunt. Yet she writes, «No,

61 Ibid., pp. 86-87.

62 Ibid., pp. 397-398.

63 Ibid., p. 445.

64 Dnevnik Niny Kosterinoj. Pred. Lva Kassilja, Moskow, Detskaja Literatura, 1964.



224 DORENA CAROLI

for me the honour of being a young communist is more precious»®. She moves
to Baku and she is admitted two months later to the Institute of geology. In spite
of this event, after the invasion, Nina decided to take part in the defence of her
country and left for the front, as did many others of the same age, on November
16, She died a month later®®.

There is a great deal of children’s writings from the Second World War, and
it poses different problems for interpretation. Most of these stem from the
children’s desire to write about the dramatic experiences they saw with their
own eyes®’, in order to set them down for posterity. Indeed, of the children’s
writings during the siege of Leningrad, the most famous is without doubt Tania
Savicheva’s diary. This became the icon of the siege because it described the
death of his family, who were engaged in the Leningrad defence from December
28™ 1941 to May 13t 1942, the day his mother died®®. The pages of this young
Pioneer’s diary inspired the poem by the famous writer and journalist Sergey
Smirnov — who contributed to the creation of the cult of «the living and the
dead» in the postwar period — and who affirms that the diary was used as
evidence during the Nurnberg Trial®’.

Equally compelling evidence of the Nazis’ barbarism can be found in the
pages of children’s writings from the years 1942-1943, published by the Soviet
historian Nina Petrova as War through children’s eyes. This valuable collection,
drawn from the Archives of the Communist Youth (Russian State Archive of
Socio-Political History, RGASPI), contains descriptions concerning dramatic
and unforgettable episodes regarding the death of a parent or other family
member”’.

The majority of the memories here presented were collected in the orphanages
that children were evacuated to from the occupied territories, and all describe
the arrival of the Germans, of bombing, of the escape and of the death of
members of the family and acquaintances, a terrible experience in the life of
any child and of the whole population who saw their families decimated by
the invaders. Leaving aside the collaboration of the population of Ukraine and
Byelorussia with the Germans’! and the instrumentalisation of the children’s

65 Ibid., p. 81.

66 Ibid., pp. 137-138.

67 See Bruno Bettelheim’s preface to I. Grudzinska-Gross, J.T. Gross, War Through Children’s
Eyes. The Soviet Occupation of Poland and the Deportations, 1939-1941, foreword by B.
Bettelheim, introduction by J.T. Gross, transl. by R. Strom, D. Rivers, Standford University,
Stanford, Hoover Institution Press, 1981, pp. xxi-xxviii.

68 L.A. Kirschenbaum, Innocent Victims and Heroic Defenders. Children and the Siege of
Leningrad, ]J. Marten (ed.), foreword by R. Coles, New York and London, New York University
Press, 2002, pp. 279-291 (see pp. 283-284).

69 S. Smirnov, Serce i dnevnik. Poema, Moskow, Sovremennik, 1971.

70 N. Petrova (ed.), Vojna glazami detej. Svidetel’stva ochevidcev, Moskow, Veche, 2011.

71 See the introduction to J.T. Gross to the volume Grudzinska-Gross, Gross, War Through
Children’s Eyes. The Soviet Occupation of Poland and the Deportations, 1939-1941, cit., pp. 26-
27.
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writings to demonstrate German brutality, it is true that in the period when
they were collected, war experiences were opening a real wound in the national
conscience. These writings perhaps, as Amir Weiner would say, «made sense of
war», of the desire for imminent vengeance and of the antifascist education of
the postwar period but most of all of the fact that, in an instant, life was not as
it had been before”2.

A child living in an orphanage in Tashkent described the death of his mother
during the bombing along the river Dnestr:

One terrible day the sirens gave the alarm, the factories, the industries and the trains. The
fascists appeared in the city. I was alone at home. I ran out to escape along the Dnestr to
hide on the rocky banks. I was my mother running on the other side of the street. And a
bomb exploded between us. My mother fell, but she stood up and began to run again. Other
bombs blew near her up. My mother fell again and I saw that this time she was injured. The
blood was flowing down her face and her side. But she stood up and began to run again. We
were close by then, and she shouted to me. And then the third explosion came. I fell and so
did my mum. Then I moved closer and saw that she was already dead”>.

Another girl from the same orphanage wrote:

The Germans began to bomb the houses and with my friend Geniia we were very frightened,
we were so frightened that we ran into the street to the woods. There were a lot of women,
old people and children in the woods: some of the children were with their mother, others
alone like us. We stayed in the wood until the morning. Trucks full of escapees were on the
road near us. Geniia and I asked one, and they took us. We covered the sides of this truck
with birch leaves so that from their planes the Germans wouldn’t think that it was a truck but
some wood. But when we arrived at Minsk, the German planes began to shoot at our truck.
As they began, how the machines-guns began to roar. We got out of the truck and escaped
to the rocks. We remained there a long time. The Germans bombed and shot everyone who
was running into the fields. Not far from us they dropped nine bombs; seven people were
injured by shrapnel and two were killed. After that our fighter planes appeared and drove
the Germans out. Then we came out from the rocks and carried on along the road. We
arrived in Minsk and turned back immediately — the whole of Minsk was in flames and only
stones were left. We asked to get into another truck and went in the direction of Smolensk.
Along the read we saw a lot of injured people and dead bodies. A woman was lying in one
place, with an injured leg and shoulder. We run to her, and she said, crying, «girls, take my
headscarf and use it to bind my leg». And we took her headscarf off and bound her leg with
it. She had a good coat near her. She said: «girls, take the coat, for you», but we didn’t take
it because we thought that today we are alive and tomorrow the same thing will happen:
they will kill or injure us. On June 24, at six o’clock in the morning, we arrived in Mogylev
and they put us on the convoy [...]. Now I live in Tashkent, at the orphanage, and I study in
the fifth class. At the beginning when I arrived in Tashkent, everything seemed so wild and
it was hot. Now I’ve got used to it and I feel OK”%.

72 A. Weiner, Making sense of war: the Second World War and the fate of the Bolshevik
Revolution, Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2001.

73 Petrova (ed.), Vojna glazami detej. Svidetel’stva ochevidcev, cit., p. 47.

74 Ibid., pp. 47-48.
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The following story also reveals the dramatic events that the children were
obliged to witness:

With Lusia we jumped into the garden using a rope, but German suddenly started dropping
bombs. He began to throw bombs with timers. I saw that a bomb fell in front of the
condominium committee. The committee was standing there quietly and then suddenly they
were gone. This day they began bombing, and the day after they declared: the Germans are
not far from us. We felt that the Germans would arrive and the neighbours and us grabbed
the small children and ran far from the Russian border. We had already seen the Germans in
1939, when they took the keys and kicked us out of our apartments: «Go where you want,
it is not our problem». We hid with my mother in the woods near a village [...] When we
escaped, we passed dead people and horses. We walked during the day and hid during the
night. There on the moss lay a girl, her hands, her legs and her fingers, everything was in
pieces. Here the girl, there a leg and there a finger. A German shot another girl with a rifle
and we knew her. Genichka had very fair hair. She lived in the house nearby. My mother told
her: «We will get away too, Genia we have to get away». And she said: «My mother is not
here, I'll stay here, 'll die in my little bed». My mother said: «Just like your mum and sister
got away, you also have to get away» [...]. And here the German started bombing from the
cannons and hit the girl’s head. Blood poured from her ears and nose. Her hair was white-
blonde, but was red with blood and she wasn’t alive any more. My mother went to her and
saw that Genichka wasn’t alive any more. So we ran away and hid, ran and hid”>.

Some writings from 1943, whether memories or letters, betray a sense
of vengefulness which was to become a very important aspect of antifascist
education. In a 1943 letter we read:

To grandfather Stalin. Dear grandfather Stalin! 'm nine years old. I attend the Third class
of the school Bol’she-Valiaev of Ternov district of the Penza region. My father is at the
front. He is attacking the Fascists. I want to help him and I offer a thousand roubles for the
construction of a plane’®.

Also another girl wrote that she lived in Byelorussia near the Polish border
when the war broke out, and the Germans occupied the village;

A lot of us escaped. And all the mothers with their little children. We were the only ones
crossing to the other side of the river and suddenly we heard somebody shout «Halt!».
Everybody stopped, the children began to cry. Then after the order we heard a gunshot. A
lot of people fell, you could hear the moaning and shrieking. Some just managed to find
time to lie down on the ground. We did too. Then the fascists began to fling mines. It was
terrible, and impossible to escape the gunfire. The guns kept firing. We stayed down, waiting
for them to kill us. A mine flew overhead and exploded. Boom! The earth exploded. When
things went quiet, we looked at our mum — she was lying dead, her eyes closed, bleeding
from her head and chest. Liudochka was scared. She was clinging to her mother and saying;:
«Mummy, let’s get away. Mummy, I hurt too». Liudochka also had an injured shoulder and
was crying. We decided to go back to the village. We took Liudochka and escaped, but the

75 Ibid., pp. 48-49.
76 Ibid., p. 11.
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German shot at us from behind. We ran home and sat on the little corner of the stove, and
Malvina put a bandage over her sister’s eye, but we couldn’t calm her down. Suddenly three
Germans came in. They’d had the time to rob the storehouse and were drunk. They ordered:
«Go to the command centre [...]». A German officer arrived during the night and took our
last stuff: meal, salt and bread. We did not want to let them have it, we begged and pleaded.
They beat us with their guns and they took everything. The officer was as evil as a wolf. He
seized Malvina by the hair and pulled so strongly that a chunk of it fell out. Malvina shouted
and fell. Galia ran at the officer and bit his hand with all the strength she had. The officer
slapped her hard. Then they left. We lay on the floor for a long time — we couldn’t get up
because they had beaten us. Liudochka could not even cry, she just moaned. They had taken
the last of our food. We were left without even any bread. We began to eat grass. Liudochka
soon died, from starvation and her wound. We buried our little sister in the garden. We
never found our mum. The Germans very probably burned all the victims. An officer came
to our house another time, looked at Malvina and said: «This girl is gooder». Malvina was
fatter than Galia. They took Malvina away. Nobody said where. She came home two days
later pale and weak. The fascists had taken her blood. They took two glasses at a time.
Malvina was so debilitated that she was hardly able to stand. «It is painful, it is painful, she
said». Every day was worse and more terrible [...]. We opened the door and our papa came
in. How delighted we were! Our papa gave us some bread. We told him that they had killed
mummy, and that Liudochka was died and that the soldiers had beaten us, about everything,
everything. My father cried. In the darkness we did not see his tears, but when he kissed us,
his face was all wet. Our papa took us away from the village, and we crawled on the grass
for four kilometres. After that he took us to the railway station, he put us on the train with
the wounded soldiers and we went to our aunt in the city of Penza. Our papa did not come
with us, but he said «I can’t leave here, girls. Who will avenge mummy and Liudochka? You
must be intelligent, study hard and wait for me [...]»"7.

Other wartime memories worthy of attention were also written in the
postwar period in order to document the tragic conditions of children’s life
during the War. Amongst these, there are particularly harrowing accounts
from Rzhev (from January 8% 1942 to March 8% 1943), which describe the
German barbarities, ranging from theft and maltreatments to the murders of
the civil population, including children. The Germans were described as beasts,
cowards, dogs, and these descriptions persisted well into the postwar period”®.
All these tragic experiences contributed to the emergence of the so called cult
of «the living and the dead» in the postwar period, around which collective
memory of Soviet heroic deeds during the second World War was built.

Finally, all forms of children’s writings are very important sources,
representing extremely precious documents not only from the point of view of
the history of writing in itself — even if they provide evidence of the population’s
literacy rate as well as an awareness of writing as a tool for communication (with
the adult world in general) and for setting down memory for posterity. Thus

77 Ibid., pp. 65-67.

78 See D. Caroli, New sources for the teaching of history and of the Constitution in the Soviet
Union. Textbooks and school exercise books (1945-1965), «History of Education & Children’s
Literature», vol. 4, n. 2, 2009, pp. 251-278 (see pp. 269-272).
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they are original sources for studying the communist educational programme
with its values and morals in relation to changes of ideology, the history of
the educational culture of the school, and the everyday life of children and
adolescents during Stalinism and the war period.
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Pics. la-c. Composition “Lev Tolstoi as a reflection of
the Russian Revolution” from the literature exercise book
(1933). Archive RAO, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical Labora-
tory of the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment), op. 1,
delo 308.

Pic. 1b.

Pic. 1c.
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Pics. 2a-b. Pages from the composition “The educational sig-
nificance of the work The mother” by Maksim Gor’kii (1933).
Archive RAO, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical Laboratory of the
People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment), op. 1, delo 308.

Pic. 2a.

Pic. 2b.

Pics. 3a-d. “The leader and the masses” — from the 7™ year of the Rybinsk second-
ary school (1934). Archive RAO, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical Laboratory of the
People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment), op. 1, delo 308.
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Pic. 3c.

Pic. 3d.
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Pic. 4a.

Pic. 4b.

Pics. 4a-b. Pages from the album about the Matinee of the celebra-
tion in Pushkin’s honour (1937). Archive RAO, Fond 17 (Central peda-
gogical Laboratory of the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment), op.
1, delo 391.
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Pics. Sa-b. Pages about the Pushkin fairy tale “The golden cockerel” (1937).
Archive RAO, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical Laboratory of the People’s Commis-

sariat of Enlightenment), op. 1, delo 391.
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Pic. 6. Pages about the Pushkin fairy tale “The tsar Saltan” (1937). Archive
RAOQ, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical Laboratory of the People’s Commissariat of
Enlightenment), op. 1, delo 391.

Ciistf 0 EPT80 LAPEBHE 10 it

Pic. 7. Pages about the Pushkin fairy tale “The dead tsarina and the seven bogatyr” (1937).
Archive RAO, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical Laboratory of the People’s Commissariat of Enlight-
enment), op. 1, delo 391.

Pics. 8a-d. Pages from the Diary of the ‘Voroshilov’ class of the Rtishchev
elementary school (Saratov region, 1934). RAO, Fond 17 (Central pedagogical
Laboratory of the People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment), op. 1, delo 226.
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Pics. 8a-b.

Pics. 8c.

Pics. 8d.
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Pics. 9a. Pics. 9b.

Pics. 9a-c. Letters to Nadezha Konstanti-
novna Krupskaia. A- Garf, 7279, op. 8, delo
15, 1. 8; 1l. 10-100b.

Pics. 9c¢.
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Pic. 10a. Pic. 10b.

Pic. 10c. Pic. 10d.

Pics. 10a-d. Letters to Nadezha Konstantinovna Krupskaia. A- Garf, 7279, op. 8, delo 15, 1l
39-40.
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Pic. 11a. Pic. 11b.

Pic. 11c. Pic. 11d.

Pics. 11a-d. Letters to Nadezha Konstantinovna Krupskaia. A-7279, op. 8, delo 15, 1L
255-256; op. 11, delo 11, 1. 112-1120b.
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Pics. 12a-b. Cover of school exercise books (1936). Archive RAO, Fond 17, op. 1, delo 279.
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Mio caro Duce
Sono un piccolo e giovane balilla. Mio padre che ti voleva molto bene e che sempre parlava di
te con ammirazione, € morto in A.O. nel fare il suo dovere. Ma anche se mio papa e morto io
non piango perché mi hanno insegnato che i romani non piangevano per i loro padri ed i loro
figli caduti in combattimento. Erano invece orgogliosi. Ed io sono orgoglioso di essere figlio
di un ufficiale caduto in A.O. nel servire la Patria e te o Duce. Anch’io come mio padre sento
di volerti molto bene ancora piu di prima e quando la mamma cara ¢ triste io le parlo tanto di
te perché tu sei buono e fai tanto bene a tutti gli Italiani e a tutti i bambini. Io ho 11 anni e ho
due fratellini. Uno ha sei anni ed ¢ balilla come me. Laltro ha tre anni ed e Figlio della lupa.
Non aspettiamo che di diventare grande per andare a combattere ed a morire per te Duce come
il caro papa. Perche cosi devono essere i balilla di Mussolini. Io ho scritto per farti sapere che
anch’io sono pronto a «credere, obbedire, combattere». Come mio papa. Sempre ai tuoi ordini.
Ivan L.

Balilla moschettiere’.

I Letter from LL. 2/5/1936 Archivio Centrale dello Stato (hereafter cited as ACS), Segretaria
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1. Examining childboods past: policy, praxis and... agency?

Fascist youth policy is perhaps one of the best-documented aspects of
the Mussolini regime, and the images associated with the mobilization and
militarization of children are among the most emblematic in popular memory
of the period. The bureaucratic record regarding school reform and fascist
youth organizations, the contemporary treatises on childhood and education,
the period’s increasing variety of children’s literature and educational
material, and the records kept by various officials have left ample testimony
to what the regime expected of Italian youth. Sources like individual school
or youth organization records and teachers’ and administrators’ reports and
correspondence have lent nuance to the picture and helped scholars explore the
variations in how central directives were applied®. The result is an impressive
assortment of scholarly treatments that, while by no means in agreement in
their ultimate assessments, make clear how much children were at the center of
concerted efforts to nationalize the masses and mold «new men» according to
fascist tenets>.

Less evident, though, is how children themselves experienced fascist
educational and social policy. Reception is of course always more difficult
to assess than official programs, most notably because the written record is
dramatically skewed in favor of the latter. When the historical subjects that
interest us are children, the problem increases. The kinds of documents produced
by rather than about them are too often ephemeral, leaving only sporadic traces
for the historian to work with, and even those that survive are quite often the
product of some outside intervention. When we come across a document like the
one above, the temptation is strong to read it simply as verification that fascist
indoctrination efforts bore fruit and/or to allow it to speak not only for its author,

Particolare del Duce Carteggio Ordinaria (hereafter cited as SPDCO) b. 2793. All quotations from
letters preserve any original erroneous or idiosyncratic spelling, grammar and syntax.

2 For treatment of some of this literature see A. Scotto di Luzio, L'appropriazione imperfetta.
Editori, biblioteche e libri per ragazzi durante il fascismo, Bologna, Il Mulino, 1996; and R. Sani, C.
Covato, Percorsi dell’editoria scolastica nel ventennio fascista. A proposito di un recente volume,
«History of Education & Children’s Literature», vol. 1, n. 2, 2006, pp. 369-376; R. Sani, Catholic
educational publishing between the two wars: the case of the publishers SEI of Turin and La Scuola
of Brescia, «History of Education & Children’s Literature», vol. 4, n. 1, 2009, pp. 231-242; and
Id. The «fascist reclamation» of textbooks from the Gentile reform to the school charter of Bottai,
«History of Education & Children’s Literature», vol. 3. n. 2, 2008, pp. 305-335.

3 See, for example, T.M. Mazzatosta, Il regime fascista tra educazione e propaganda (1935-
1943), Bologna, Cappelli, 1978. T.H. Koon, Believe, obey, fight: political socialization of youth in
fascist Italy, 1922-1943, Chapel Hill N.C., University of North Carolina Press, 1985. M. Bacigalupi,
P. Fossati, Da plebe a popolo: I'educazione popolare nei libri di scuola dall’Unita d’Italia alla
Repubblica, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1986. S. Soldani, G. Turi, Fare gli italiani: scuola e cultura
nell’ltalia contemporanea, Bologna, Il Mulino, 1993. M. Dei, Colletto bianco, grembiule nero: gli
insegnanti elementari italiani tra I'inizio del secolo e il secondo dopoguerra, Bologna, Il Mulino,
1994.
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but also for the multitudes of children who seem to have left no writing behind.
Despite these difficulties, and as part of a more general historiographical trend
towards writing history «from below», a number of scholars have taken up
the challenge of recovering children as historical subjects, using non-traditional
sources like school notebooks, compositions and children’s letters in the
attempt to understand how children were active participants in their own lives
rather than simply the passive targets of official control. In Italy thanks also to
an expanding interest in collecting and preserving popular writing, work done
since the 1990s has greatly enriched our understanding of childhood between
the World Wars, by privileging where possible the testimony left by children
and providing useful models for examining the ways that children mediated
official discourses*. The best of these more recent works have highlighted some
of the problems and possibilities of young people’s writing as a source for
understanding childhood during the fascist period, and it is with these in mind
that I have approached the letters used in this study.

By even a conservative estimate, Italian children wrote tens of thousands
letters to Mussolini during the fascist ventennio. Written for a variety of motives,
such letters offer important insight into the political socialization of children
under fascism and can be cautiously placed alongside children’s literature, the
schoolroom, and youth organizations as sites where individual child met regime.
In particular an examination of how young letter writers presented themselves
in their writing provides clues about the performance of identity in fascist Italy
and allows us to speculate about the degree to which children were active in
imagining and constructing their place in the regime. My aim here is to take up
the problem of «national identity from below» and to consider the possibilities
and the limitations of children’s letters to Mussolini for this purpose’.

Using some unpublished letters from the Central State Archives in Rome, as
well as taking into consideration letters that have been recovered and published
in other studies, this paper adapts Judith Butler’s notion of performativity® as
a way of reading children’s epistolary compositions of fascist selves. Butler’s
work is concerned with gender, which she argues should be understood not
as a fixed identity which gives rise to various beliefs and actions but rather as,
«an identity tenuously constructed in time, instituted in exterior space through
a stylized repetition of acts». For Butler behaviors socially classified as specific

4 Notable examples include D. Montino, Le parole educate: libri e quaderni tra fascismo e
Repubblica, Milano, Selene, 2005; A. Gibelli, Il popolo bambino: infanzia e nazione dalla Grande
Guerra a Sald, Torino, Einaudi, 2005; Q. Antonelli, E. Becchi (eds.), Scritture bambine: testi
infantili tra passato e presente, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 1995; and J. Meda, D. Montino, R. Sani (eds.),
School exercise books: a complex source for a history of the approach to schooling and education
in the 19" and 20" centuries, 2 vols., Firenze, Polistampa, 2010.

5 For the uses of “ordinary writing” as sources relevant to national identity formation see M.
Lyons, ‘Ordinary writings’ or how the ‘illiterate’ speak to historians, in Id. (ed.), Ordinary writings,
personal narratives, Bern, Peter Lang, 2007, pp. 29-31.

6 J. Butler, Gender trouble: feminism and the subversion of identity, London, Routledge, 1990.
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to a particular gender serve to give an outwardly coherent appearance, but the
«appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative
accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors
themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of belief»”. This way
of viewing identity as simultaneously socially constructed and participatory can
be applied also to categories other than gender, like class, ethnicity or national
identity and seems an especially promising lens for examining developing
social identity in young people. T.E. Woronov, for example, in his work on
the political socialization of contemporary Chinese children, has convincingly
applied Butler’s theory to illuminate how national identities likewise consist in
repeated performance; Woronov explains:

Rather than being an a priori subject onto which the nation is either forced (through
propaganda) or chosen (by children who elect to become patriotic), an approach based
in performativity argues that the child is instead constituted as a national subject through
repetitive performances of the nation. [...] rather than positing the child as a pre-national
subject who learns what it means to be part of a nation through cognitively-based material
and then chooses his or her national identity, a performative analysis argues that part of the
maturation process for contemporary children entails repeated gerformances of the nation,
which then, over time, constitute the child as a national subject®.

In the work that follows I suggest that writing to the Duce can be viewed
as a key element of the performance of fascist childhood. As with youth group
drills and parades or the rote memorization and recitation of fascist pledges,
mottos and decalogues, children practiced the rules of the form, creating
demonstrations of their belonging to a national community centered on the
figure of the Duce. Moreover, letter writers had to find ways to represent
their performance in writing, that is to offer a narration of themselves that
could display that they were «getting it right». That their performances were
frequently piloted, modeled, channeled and corrected by others is a given; after
all, almost all children’s activities are observed and controlled in some way.
But performativity theory, rather than viewing such control as an obstacle to
understanding identity formation, views it as an integral part of the process
and thus renders it — or rather renders the interaction between controller and
controlee — an object of inquiry.

7 Ibid., pp. 140-141. The emphasis is Butler’s.

8 T.W. Woronov, Performing the nation: China’s children as Little Red Pioneers,
«Anthropological Quarterly», vol. 80, n. 3, 2007, pp. 655-656; for a similar approach see X. Xu,
“Chairman Mao’s child”: sparkling red star and the construction of children in the Chinese Cultural
Revolution, «Children’s Literature Association Quarterly», vol. 36, n. 4, 2011, pp. 381-409.
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2. Children’s letters to the Duce: getting it right

We know that children wrote to Mussolini throughout the ventennio and for
a variety of reasons. An accurate statistical analysis is impossible since many
letters have been lost or destroyed. Nonetheless, indications are that letters
increased in number as the regime matured and that young people wrote most
often seeking some kind of assistance — poor relief, a job, the possibility of
continuing studies — either for themselves or for family members’. Others wrote
requesting smaller favors, like a bicycle or new clothes, or simply asked for
autographs or photos of Mussolini. Special occasions, either familial, like the
Duce’s birthday or that of one of his children, or public, like the celebration of
a state holiday or the occasion of a visit by Mussolini to a child’s hometown
might also elicit letters — either spontaneously or at the prompting of a teacher,
parent or youth-group leader. Thank you letters were common when assistance
or other favors were granted. Still other letter-writers sent expressions of
admiration, comments on current events or assurances of their fascist faith.
Frequently letters combined more than one of these motives — a special occasion
might serve as the pretext for a request, for example, or a letter of thanks
occasion a new round of admiration.

There is, of course, variation among individual letters, and there are
discernible models employed according to the various goals of the letter
writer, but what is most striking in correspondence directed at Mussolini is
the consistency of language and sentiment employed by writers across a wide
range of letter types. Letter writers send their «piu possenti saluti fascisti» or
offer their letters «romanamente»'?. Over and over again we find statements of
personal faith in Mussolini couched in terms recognizable, even directly lifted,
from propaganda. He is addressed with religious awe as a father, a saint, a
savior!!. Likewise, young correspondents regularly cobble together fascist
phrases and slogans — like the «credere, obbedire, combattere» of the letter that
opens this paper — and show remarkable uniformity in presenting themselves by
identifying their grade of membership in fascist youth organizations. In letter

9 Existing studies that use children’s letters to Mussolini support this conclusion. See I. Guerrini,
M. Pluviano, Mi rivolgo a lei essendo padre di tutti. Lettere di bambini a Mussolini, in Antonelli,
Becchi (eds.), Scritture bambine, cit., pp. 121-142; D. Montino, Bambini che scrivono, «SIGNO.
Revista de Historia de la Cultura Escrita», n. 12, 2003, p. 93; Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, cit.,
pp. 277-290. This was also true of letter writers in general. T.M. Mazzatosta, C. Volpi, L’ltalietta
fascista: lettere al potere, 1936-1943, Bologna, Cappelli, 1980, pp. 30-32; G. Boatti, Presentazione,
in Caro duce: lettere di donne italiane a Mussolini, 1922-1943, Milano, Rizzoli, 1989, pp. 13-18.

10 Such expressions or similar ones appear in many children’s letters, these specific examples
come from letters found in ACS, SPDCO b. 2793 and b. 3082. See also Mazzatosta, Volpi,
L'ltalietta fascista, cit., pp. 51, 87, 106, 110, 128, XLIV-XLVIIL, and Caro Duce, cit., pp. 26, 61,
97-98, 133-134, 137, 156.

11 For the various images of Mussolini cultivated during the ventennio see L. Passerini,
Mussolini immaginario, Roma-Bari, Laterza, 1991, pp. 153-233.
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after letter especially in the latter years of the regime we find children offering
to take up arms and/or bear great sacrifices. «sono pronto anch’io» writes one
boy, «benché piccolo, ad offrire tutto quello che posso per la grandezza di Roma
Imperiale»'2. Another announces himself, «ora e sempre pronto sino alla morte
agli ordini del Duce Fondatore dell’Impero»'3.

Under different circumstances, the repetitive and consistent nature of the
language used, the adoring phrases, the militant declarations, would perhaps
entice one into a relatively secure and simple hypothesis regarding the success
of fascist propaganda and Italian children’s identities in the first half of the
last century. However, the very context of the sources in question makes them
problematic for this purpose despite their abundance and consistency. On the
one hand these are the most plentiful examples of children’s letters we have;
letters to authority are, of course, generally preserved more systematically and
thus in far greater numbers than more personal correspondence or other forms
of children’s writing. When we add to this the length of Mussolini’s rule, the
cult of personality that was so central to it, and its coincidence with a period of
expanding literacy, we find an unparalleled trove of young peoples” words on
paper — one we cannot ignore.

On the other hand, letters to the Duce are subject to all of the usual caveats
when dealing with correspondence and more besides. First, there is the problem
of representativeness'*; only rarely can we be certain of having a complete record
of any individual correspondence, and even a well preserved and documented
corpus of letters, of course, can tell us nothing about those who did not or could
not write. Second, as previously mentioned, although it is tempting to view letter
writing as a personal and autonomous act, it is frequently subject to external
intervention, and self-fashioning involves significant degrees of conscious
or unconscious self-censorship. Even letters between the most intimate of
correspondents, can contain gaps, omissions or falsehoods!’. Children’s letters
to Mussolini were almost always the product of explicit control ranging from
the actual decision to write to the content and form of the letters themselves!®.
Epistolary technique had been a central focus of public education since the 19t
century; practicing letters to authority was a regular activity for schoolchildren.

12 Letter from «Balilla Moschettiere I.C.», ACS, SPDCO b. 2793.

13 Letter from «piccolo balilla B.C.», reprinted in Mazzatosta, Volpi, L'ltalietta fascista, cit.,
p. 128.

14 For the problem of representativeness in the use of correspondence, see Gerber, Authors of
their lives, cit., pp. 5-7.

15 D. Gerber, Acts of deceiving and withholding in immigrant letters: personal identity and
self-presentation in personal correspondence, «Journal of Social History», vol. 39, n. 2, 2003, pp.
315-330.

16 For a discussion of this problem in children’s writing more generally see Montino, Le
parole educate, cit., and also Meda, Montino, Sani (eds.), School exercise books, cit., especially
the introductory essays by the editors and the various contributions under the heading Subtle
propaganda: the exercise book as a tool of mass communication, pp. xv-xxxiv, 211-485.
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During the regime «Write a letter to Mussolini» became a common assignment,
with the change, of course, that the figure of the Duce made frequent appearances
in other lessons as well'”. Such letters might be addressed and sent or not, but
their content was regularly suggested, corrected, revised or even dictated by
teachers, parents or other intermediaries'®. Third, as letters to authority they
were governed by implicit codes even beyond those that usually apply to the
social practice of letter writing!®. That letter writers so often were seeking some
specific action on the part of Mussolini, even if just a simple reply, is important
to bear in mind when examining their self-narratives; like all supplicants, they
had to present themselves as worthy of the response they sought. Finally, our
understanding of the content of these letters must be framed by the knowledge
that these were children writing to someone who did not know them and whom
they did not know personally, but whom they likely knew more about than any
other person outside their immediate circle.

The existing scholarship that uses children’s letters to Mussolini is sensitive
to their problematic nature as sources, and most often adopts approaches
that carefully sift through the repetition of official formulae and rhetoric to
find elements of daily life that transcend the fascist identity project. Davide
Montino’s work provides one model; he cautions us to remember that young
writers, «sono bambini, cio¢ individualita ben precise, seppur destinatari di
un’educazione piu o meno omologante, pertanto € sempre possibile che in questi
scritti traspaia la soggettivita del bambino, i suoi desideri, le sue aspettative.
Allo stesso modo, tra le maglie del discorso ufficiale, che inevitabilmente
schiaccia ’espressivita spontanea, possono farsi largo squarci di quotidianita

17 Guerrini, Pluviano, Mi rivolgo a lei, cit., pp. 121-142.

18 Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, cit., 277-290; see also Montino, Bambini che scrivono, cit., p.
98; and Mi rivolgo a lei, cit.

19 On the forms and characteristics of letters to authorities see A. Gibelli, Lettere ai potenti:
un problema di storia sociale, in C. Zadra, G. Fait (eds.), Deferenza, rivendicazione. supplica.
Le lettere ai potenti, Treviso, Pagus edizioni, 1991. See also C. Himmerle, Requests, complaints,
demands. Preliminary thoughts on the petitioning letters of lower-class Austrian women, 1865-
1918, in C. Bland, M. Cross (eds.), Gender and politics in the age of letter writing, 1750-2000,
Ashgate, Aldershot, Hants, England; Burlington 2004, pp. 115-134; and R.S. McElvaine (ed.),
Down & out in the Great Depression: letters from the ‘forgotten man’, Chapel Hill [N.C.],
University of North Carolina Press, 1983. For a discussion of the «rules of the game» in relation
to correspondence, see T.S. Gaul, S.M. Harris (eds.), Letters and cultural transformations in the
United States, 1760-1860, Farnham, England; Burlington, VT, Ashgate, 2009, pp. 1-7; and T.L.
Ditz, Formative ventures: Eighteenth-century commercial letters and the articulation of experience,
in R. Earle (ed.), Epistolary selves: letters and letter-writers, 1600-1945, Ashgate, Aldershot, Hants,
England; Brookfield, Vt. 1999, pp. 59-78. For examples of children’s letters to authority in another
national context see R. Cohen (ed.), Dear Mrs. Roosevelt: letters from children of the Great
Depression, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 2002, pp. 35-38.
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che quel discorso mettono in crisi»?’. Similarly, Antonio Gibelli in his treatment
of Italian childhood during the interwar period demonstrates how some young
writers cleverly adopted fascist precepts to their own goals?!.

These approaches have the advantage of privileging individuals and the
realities of their daily lives, and demonstrate that even within the somewhat
formulaic and determined structure of letters to power, we can learn about
more than just children’s relationship to the regime. However, in this instance it
is precisely that relationship that interests me. To that end I believe it important
to look at rather than past the formulaic and official discourse. What do all the
«saluti fascisti» and the fervid «romanita» that fill children’s letters mean? Can
they tell us anything? It is here that I believe an analysis that adopts performativity
can be of most use. Often we are reluctant to ponder the implications of
such statements for children’s identity formation. Aware of the incessant and
reverberating force of fascist propaganda, and with the hindsight regarding the
regime’s manipulative intentions, we want to look past it, to peel it away in the
hope of revealing an «authentic» subject underneath. However, framing the
inquiry in that way flies in the face of theories of childhood development — many
of which assign great importance to the media children consume, authority
figures they come into contact with and the groups they belong to, viewing such
influences as contributing to a complex whole rather than as in conflict with or
superficial to some more genuine core personality?2. If we consider the letters
that children wrote as part of their performance of a fascist national identity,
then writing such phrases become a way for children to assure the recipient that
their inner lives matched their outward practice. Moreover, if rather than trying
to separate what is «spontaneous» or «authentic» from what is manipulated or
even dictated we instead look at letter writing’s place in a larger performance,
we can begin to see how both children and those charged with their upbringing
used letters to claim a place in the body politic.

In the following section I will turn to a small group of letters from the Central
State Archives in Rome, to provide further explication of the approach laid
out above. Before doing so though, I want to emphasize that a performative
approach to children’s letters is fully in keeping with theories both of epistolary
practice and of childhood literacy. Scholars since Jiirgen Habermas?® have

20 Montino, Bambini che scrivono, cit., p. 100.

21 Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, cit.; see also D. Montino, Da scolari a bambini¢ Scritture
disciplinate e scritture personali neli quaderni di scuola, in Meda, Montino, Sani (eds.), School
exercise books, cit., vol. II, pp. 1289-1303.

22 D. Mastro, M. Ortiz, Media and communication theories: implications for a multicultural
perspective,in J.K. Asamen, M.L. Ellis, G.L. Berry (eds.), The SAGE handbook of child development,
multiculturalism, and media, London, SAGE Publications, 2008, pp. 191-203.

23 ], Habermas, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der
biirgerlichen Gesellschaft, Darmstadt, Luchterhand, 1975; En. transl. The structural transformation
of the public sphere: an inquiry into a category of bourgeois society, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press,
1989, pp. 27-56.



«VI SALUTO ROMANAMENTE!». SELF-NARRATION AND PERFORMANCE IN CHILDREN’S LETTERS TO MUSSOLINI 249

argued that the specific act of writing letters was central to the reflection and
self-fashioning that gave rise to the modern subject. Drawing on the work of
Janet Gurkin Altman, literary scholars and historians working across various
areas of specialization have convincingly argued that letters construct rather
than reproduce reality as correspondents negotiate the identities of writers
and recipients as well as shaping the world they describe?*. These arguments,
although admittedly all predicated on the adult citizen-subject, seem to be valid
nonetheless for children’s writing. They are, in fact, remarkably compatible
with contemporary sociocultural theories of emergent literacy. Such theories
argue that «young children are both witnesses to and participants in» literary
practices and emphasize that conventionally understood literacy is part of a
much larger «meaning making»?* project — one that is ongoing throughout
childhood and adolescence. Linguists and psychologists have demonstrated in
numerous ways that children in print-saturated cultures develop an interest in
the written word even when pre-literate. Through observation, imitation and
play children construct their own meanings and associations with the written
word?®. Certainly, for urban children at least, Italy between the wars can be
considered print-saturated. On a daily basis Italian children likely encountered
street advertising, newsprint and the public displays of the regime that frequently
made use of aphoristic phrases, mottos and repetition alongside images of the
Duce. In all likelihood these children quite literally learned to read and write
through the language of fascism — starting even before they began learning to
spell by being assigned words like «Mussolini» or to conjugate verbs using
mottos like «credere, obbedire, combattere». Their adoption of such terms to
perform their own places within their social environment is hardly surprising.

24 1.G. Altman, Epistolarity: approaches to a form, Columbus, Ohio State University Press,
1982. Also see L. French, German women as letter writers, 1750-1850, Madison, Fairleigh
Dickinson University Press, 1996; D.A. Gerber, Authors of their lives: the personal correspondence
of British immigrants to North America in the nineteenth century, New York, New York University
Press, 2006; and the collections: T.S. Gaul, S.M. Harris (eds.), Letters and cultural transformations
in the United States, 1760-1860, Farnham, England; Burlington, VT, Ashgate, 2009; R. Earle (ed.),
Epistolary selves: letters and letter-writers, 1600-1945, Aldershot, Hants, England; Brookfield, Vt.,
Ashgate, 1999; and C. Bland, M. Cross (eds.), Gender and politics in the age of letter writing, 1750-
2000, Aldershot, Hants, England; Burlington, VT, Ashgate, 2004.

25 J. Gillen, N. Hall, The emergence of early childhood literacy, in N. Hall, ]J. Larson, J. Marsh
(eds.), Handbook of early childhood literacy, London, SAGE Publications, 2003, p. 7.

26 For an overview of evolving understanding of childhood literacy see ibid., pp. 3-12. For a
discussion of the sociocultural view of emergent literacy in particular see A. Razfar, K. Gutiérrez,
Reconceptualizing early childbood literacy: the sociocultural influence, ibid., pp. 34-47; and J.P.
Gee, A sociocultural perspective on early literacy development, in S.B. Neuman, D.K. Dickinson
(eds.), Handbook of early literacy research, New York, Guilford Press, 2001, pp. 30-42.
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3. Letter writing, performativity and national identity

In February of 1942 the Segretaria Particolare del Duce received the following
note addressed to Mussolini by a Florentine middle school teacher: «Alcuni
miei scolaretti hanno avuto I’idea di scrivere a Voi per ricevere il libro Parlo
con Bruno. Aderisco al loro nobile desiderio ed invio con le lettere personali
anche la loro volontaria offerta»2’. Accompanying the note were 22 lire and the
following four letters, each of them a request for a copy of the book Parlo con
Bruno, a brief volume written by Mussolini following the death of his eldest
son in 194128:

Letter 1:

Amatissimo Duce,

sono una piccola italiana della scuola Aurelio Saffi dopo aver sentito leggerre dalla mia
maestra il libro scritto da voi in onore del vostro figlio Bruno che immolsi la sua vita per la
Patria Vi mando la mia piccola offerta per poterlo avere?”.

G.M. Grazia

[address follows]

Letter 2:

A Sua E. il Cav. Benito Mussolini

Capo del Governo

Amato Duce del Fascismo,

Sono un Ballila della scuola Aurelio Saffi di Firenze (Classe 1 C) dopo aver sentito leggere
della mia Insegnante il libro che Voi avete scritto in memoria di Vostro figlio Bruno, chi ha
immolato la sua giovinezza per la Patria, desiderei averlo per arricchire la mia bibliotechina.
Mando la mia piccola offerta.

Con ferma fiducia nella vittoria, Vi Saluto

Il Balilla L. Marcello

[address]>°

Letter 3:

A sua Eccellenza Benito Mussolini

Amatissimo Duce

Sono un balilla di Firenze e desidero di leggere il libro da voi scritto sull’eroica giovinezza di
vostro figlio. Spero che me lo invierete e io offro a tale scopo la mia piccola offerta di £ 4.
Con ferma volonta di resistere per la certa vittoria,

27 «Corrispondenza fra i Gioveni Italiani del Littorio», letter from Anna G., ACS, SPDCO b.
2023.

28 Bruno Mussolini was killed in August of 1941 when the engine of the plane he was flying
failed during a landing. Benito Mussolini wrote Parlo con Bruno in the following months and
published at the beginning of 1942.

29 Letter from M.G., ACS, SPDCO b. 2023.

30 Letter from M.L., ACS, SPDCO b. 2023.
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Duce v’invio i miei saluti piu fervidi: Balilla
C. Giancarlo

[address — ending with «Firenze!»]

Vincere! Vinceremo!3!

Letter 4:

A S. Eccellenza Benito Mussolini

Capo del Fascismo

Il sapervi infinitamente buono e generoso mi da ’animo di scrivervi, eccellenza, e di rivolgere
a voi, tanto indulgente verso i ragazzi, una viva preghiera.

Ho il desiderio ardente di leggere, di meditare il libro che Voi scriveste per il vostro Bruno
per quello spirito fulgente che & si caro ricordo ed esempio nobilissimo a tutta la gioventu
italiana — e di porre il volume prezioso al posto d’onore della mia piccola biblioteca.

To spero tanto di essere esaudite e nel dirvi con tutto il cuore il mio grazie riconoscente — mi
firmo, Eccellenza,

Vostro devotissimo

Ivano F

[address]??

There is no doubt that these letters were subject to intervention; the
performance here was collaborative, with the children, the teachers, and even
Mussolini — as both the destined recipient of the letters and author of Parlo
con Bruno — taking part. At the very least, it was the teacher who read to the
students; she collected the money; she selected and posted the letters, and she
wrote the note that placed them in a specific context. In fact, it seems clear that
the sending of these letters constituted part of her own performance of fascist
identity. Her assertion that the idea to write and ask for the book came from her
students and that she was merely «complying with their noble desire» along with
the careful definition of the enterprise as «voluntary» were essentially offered
as evidence that she had performed well. She allowed the children’s letters to
convey the information that she read the book in question to her students, and
whether or not she dictated, suggested or shaped the contents of each one, she
used them to speak for her, the official rhetoric in the mouths — or rather from
the pens — of her «little scholars» a testimony to her success as a model.

This group of letters is only one example, but the same tactic seems to have
been employed frequently by teachers, youth group leaders, even parents in
order to put the children in their care on exhibit and thus demonstrate how
well they were instilling fascist values and the cult of the Duce. There are other
collections like this one, gathered and sent together by teachers or other authority
figures. Similarly, there are collections of compositions or other schoolwork
that were singled out for their patriotic fervor and sent to Mussolini. Though
it is difficult to know for sure, some letters from children seeking assistance

31 Letter from G.C., ACS, SPDCO b. 2023.
32 Letter from LE, ACS, SPDCO b. 2023.
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seem to have been written at the behest of family members, maybe for practical
reasons, like the higher degree of literacy in the younger generation, but also
perhaps because a well-performed letter from a child served as proof of not
only the child’s good faith but also that of their family. It seems, too, that it was
never too early to begin the display. For example, I recently came across a letter
that one women wrote in the «voice» of her one-year-old son. «Sono piccolo ho
appena dodici mesi, ma sono gia un vostro fedele soldato [...]. Spero che voi o
Duce vorrete accettare il reverente omaggio, unito a I’elogio, ed un bacio figliale
di un piccolo bimbo che tanto ti ama. W il Duce»®3.

In most cases, however, the young letter-writers themselves were more than
mere props in the production. The letters reproduced above, in fact, demonstrate
that their writers, while certainly drawing from a delimited assortment of terms
and concepts, nonetheless contributed their own work to recapitulate fascist
identities. They did this with varying degrees of sophistication, owing most
probably to their individual facility with the written word, but we cannot
exclude differing degrees of intervention. We can never be certain, of course,
how much of their letters’ specific contents were suggested by their teacher;
nonetheless the variation in the way that the children applied certain tropes and
the fact that errors within them were not corrected®* allow for the hypothesis
that the piloting of these letters did not include outright dictation or total
revision. Instead, the young correspondents made use of the language of regime,
drawing on (as writers inevitably do) the words, images, and ideas that made
up their world in order to identify themselves as proper subjects; the very fact
of their writing was offered as proof.

The first letter is the most laconic, and its writer seems to be the least versed in
letter writing technique. Unlike the other three she includes no formal heading,
beginning instead directly with «Beloved Duce». After a brief self-identification
by youth group and school, her letter is a single sentence describing the process
through which she came to ask for the book. Her performance is very basic, but
she «gets it right» nonetheless. She presents herself as performing the correct
role for a young fascist girl, not only by belonging to the piccole italiane and
going to school, but by listening to her teacher and taking appropriate action as
a result. Letter writer number two produces a very similar narrative. He likewise
first identifies himself by youth group and school and then describes listening
to his teacher read the book and wanting it for himself. These two students
let the letters’ recipient — and us — reconstruct the didactic process involved in
eliciting fascist performance. The word «immolated» selected by both writers is
a useful clue in this respect; to the modern reader its somewhat jarring presence

33 Letter from (the mother of) «il Balilla» A.C., ACS, SPDCO, b. 2793.

34 Then again, leaving errors uncorrected may have been part of the teacher’s strategy to
underline the letters’ spontaneity. For an example of the deliberate use of errors in this way see A.
Wingenter, Voices of Sacrifice: letters to Mussolini and ordinary writing under fascism, in M. Lyons
(ed.), Ordinary Writings, Personal Narratives, Bern, Peter Lang, 2007, p. 169.
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is a reminder of the kind of rhetoric that saturated the children’s environment —
especially once Italy had mobilized for war. Perhaps their teacher used it during
the letter writing process, or perhaps the children were reiterating Mussolini
himself. Parlo con Bruno as well as the press surrounding Bruno Mussolini’s
death and the book’s release made frequent use of such language. In fact the
explicit emphasis on Bruno as a model for young people renders him, or at least
the idea of him, part of the process as well.

The addition by both letter writers two and three of victory slogans relative
to the war in progress are further reminders of the immediate context, and
that these young boys associated themselves — or at least knew that they
should associate themselves — with the war effort. In the case of letter three
the postscript, «Vincere! Vinceremo!» taken from Mussolini’s 1940 speech
announcing war on France, or from the propaganda posters and postcards that
regularly reproduced it, also acts as a kind of written equivalent of a physical
act. Giancarlo C. effectively shouts the slogan, punctuating his letter with it
the way one in a crowd might interject such a chant. Such additions are not
uncommon in children’s letters; young writers seem to have frequently included
not only the mottos and aphorisms of the regime but also physical descriptions
or written approximations of corporeal gestures®’. Some, like the self-described
dry-eyed boy whose letter opened this essay, portray themselves controlling
their bodies and emotions in ways conforming to the fascist ideal. Others stand
at attention, raise their arms in roman salutes, or pepper their correspondence
with phrases from pledges typically recited out loud. Although further research
of a comparative nature is necessary, the frequent presence in children’s letters
to Mussolini of language that reproduces or evokes the ritual actions associated
with fascism seems to place the physical act of writing itself among the bodily
performances of national belonging.

Letter four is the most sophisticated of the group and a model of supplication.
The address, the salutation, the anticipatory thank you for the expected positive
response, and the final assurance of devotion all demonstrate facility with letter-
writing conventions. However, the young author does more than simply cobble
them together. He does not include the formulaic self-identification as a balilla,
nor does he rely wholly on fixed phrases or slogans to «speak» for him. Instead
Ivano E in impeccable epistolary style constructs and presents an appropriately
fascist interiority using more subtle elements. Like Giancarlo C. in letter 3 he
makes no mention of the teacher instead claiming as his own the initiative to
send to Rome for the book. However, Ivano goes further than the other boy by
suggesting that it is his knowledge of the Duce that has encouraged him to write.
In just a few lines he displays himself as a loyal subject, in his actions, thoughts
and desires. What is more, by announcing his «ardent» intention to ponder the

35 Numerous examples of ritualistic language and descriptions are noted and examples
provided in: ibid.; Guerrini, Pluviano, Mi rivolgo a lei, cit.; and Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, cit.
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«noble example» of Bruno Mussolini, he assures his future conformity as well.
The letter serves as both practice and evidence of his rightful place in the fascist
national community.

4. Conclusions and suggestions for further research

We cannot know how deeply felt or enduring the fascist identities performed
in the above letters were. It is entirely possible that the children’s immediate
concern was simply to please their teacher or to outdo one another. They may
have had consciously manipulative intentions or been fully sincere in their
declarations when they made them. But if we look at fascist identity as something
children do rather than as something they are, these distinctions do not really
matter in any but the most academic sense. What becomes clear instead is that
children’s letters to Mussolini, executed as they so often were under the watchful
eyes of authority, were part of a continual loop of performance, surveillance,
correction and reward. Moreover, the conventions of letter writing, which held
letters’ contents to be intimate expressions of the thoughts and feelings, offered
young writers and those charged with their care the opportunity to narrate
selves in accordance with fascist models of childhood.

An important element of performativity theory, though, is that the identities
it constructs are never fully fixed. Rather, according to Butler they are always
citations of a norm, inherently unstable, subject to continual discipline3®.
Performance of identity requires not only constant repetition by the individual,
but also that the performance be mirrored throughout the social cohort,
corrected when it deviates from the norm, rewarded when the citation is
successful. Failure in any step, while not necessarily constituting resistance, can
raise doubts about the truth of the model or inadvertently reveal flaws that
threaten the whole project. Furthermore, since individuals perform the nation
simultaneously with other identities — gender, religion, class — contradictions
can arise, the resolution of which can lead to the challenging of any or all of the
models that are in contention with one another®’.

For these reasons further and more wide-ranging research into children’s
writing of the period is necessary. Though letters to the Duce offer invaluable
insight into how children and the adults in their lives collaborated under
determined circumstances to enact national identities, by themselves such letters

36 ]. Butler, Bodies that matter: on the discursive limits of ‘sex’, London, Routledge, 1993, p.
220.

37 The implications of contradictory models have been most explored for gender. See V. De
Grazia, How fascism ruled women: Italy, 1922-1945, Berkeley, University of California Press,
1992.
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are of limited use for understanding the potential contradictions or instability
within this identity project. They show us children in moments when they were
focused on what it meant to be part of Mussolini’s Italy, but cannot tell us
how influential or anomalous such moments were. For that we need to consult
an assortment of writing from at least comparable individuals so that we can
track how young writers performed identity under varying circumstances. Do
children construct similar selves in their writing to relatives, to friends, to pen
pals, to diaries? What about in letters to other public figures? What patterns
emerge, for example, in letters to members of the royal family or to religious
figures? The answers to such questions could help us better understand the
ways that children used writing to make places for themselves in the multiple
contexts they moved through.
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ABSTRACT: On May 12, 1965 a great exhibition on the Resistance was inaugurated at
the headquarters of the Centro Didattico Nazionale di Studi e Documentazione (CDNSD)
in Florence, by express will of Enzo Petrini (director of the CDNSD and former partisan
commander). On that occasion, a national competition was held in which the students of
primary and secondary schools were asked to recall one of the final episodes of the Resistance
in April 1945, with a text supplemented with a drawing. Those texts and drawings represent
an extraordinary source to understand what civil imagery the Republican leadership was
able to pass on to younger generations in the aftermath of the WWIL.
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1. Premessa

Sono sempre stato convinto che una delle migliori applicazioni storiografiche
delle espressioni grafiche infantili oggetto di questo convegno internazionale
sia quella di utilizzarle per determinare Peffettiva incidenza della mediazione
educativa esercitata dalla scuola e dalle altre istituzioni educative nella
determinazione dell’immaginario infantile (laddove, al fine di evitare equivoci,
con questa espressione s’intende non I'immaginario elaborato dall’infanzia in
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sé e per sé, che costituirebbe un miraggio, bensi quello elaborato dagli adulti
ad uso e consumo dell’infanzia stessa) e a questo personale convincimento
cerchero di dare ulteriore fondamento col presente contributo.

Despressione grafica infantile, sia essa scritta o figurata, € spesso contraddi-
stinta da una significativa limitazione dell’autorialita infantile primaria a causa
della non sporadica intromissione — tanto nella fase preliminare di definizione
dei contenuti ed attribuzione del mandato espressivo, quanto in quella conclu-
siva di revisione e valutazione dell’espressione grafica in sé — dell’adulto, in qua-
lita di genitore, insegnante o membro d’una commissione giudicatrice. Questo
assunto ¢ alla base della non automatica compatibilita tra quella che é la reale
percezione di un evento da parte del bambino e la sua espressione grafica, vi-
ziata — proprio in virtu del processo sopra descritto — tanto a livello sostanziale
(poiché I’evento descritto € solo raramente esperito direttamente, bensi tramite
la mediazione dell’adulto) quanto formale (poiché la rappresentazione di quel-
lo stesso evento tende a conformarsi al modello espressivo proposto, ancora
una volta, dall’adulto). Le espressioni grafiche infantili, pertanto, tendono ad
essere maggiormente attendibili quando sono utilizzate per dimostrare ‘come’
un bambino vede una determinata cosa, piuttosto che per determinare ‘cosa’
esattamente vede.

Ne consegue la redditivita di questo particolare genere di fonti nell’ambito
degli studi — ancora pionieristici in campo storico-educativo — sull’immaginario
pubblico e le sue declinazioni infantili. Ambito al quale — dopo aver ad esso
dedicato gia alcuni studi nel recente passato! — desideriamo appunto ricondurci
col presente contributo, cercando di mostrare quale immagine della lotta armata
condotta tra il 1943 e il 1945 contro le truppe d’occupazione tedesche e quelle
collaborazioniste italiane emerga dai componimenti e dai disegni presentati
dalle scuole elementari e medie inferiori al concorso nazionale bandito dal
Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione (CDNSD) di Firenze
nel 1965, in occasione delle celebrazioni per il ventennale della Resistenza®.
Questi eccezionali esempi di espressione grafica infantile, infatti, costituiscono
un’occasione senza precedenti per comprendere quale immaginario pubblico

1 Si fa qui in particolar modo riferimento a: J. Meda, Propaganda a mano libera: i disegni dei
bambini spagnoli durante la guerra civile, «Zapruder», n. 10, maggio-agosto 2006, pp. 74-81;
Id., Venti d’amicizia. 1l disegno infantile giapponese nell’Italia fascista (1937-1943), «Memoria e
Ricerca», n. 22, maggio-agosto 2006, pp. 135-164.

2 Conviene qui specificare che il concorso preso in analisi non costitui quasi certamente un
caso isolato e anzi ¢ lecito ritenere che altri concorsi analoghi siano stati promossi in tutto il Paese,
anche e soprattutto a livello locale, in occasione di una ricorrenza cosi importante; uno di questi fu
senz’altro quello promosso dal Comune di Faenza nell’ambito delle scuole cittadine, cortesemente
segnalatomi da Riccardo Bottoni delPINSMLI: Concorso tra gli studenti delle scuole faentine per
una prova letteraria o figurativa su un tema della Resistenza: celebrazioni del ventesimo annuale
della Resistenza: sala del consiglio comunale, 10 dicembre 1964, Faenza, Stab. Graf. Lega, [1964?].
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la classe dirigente repubblicana sia stata concretamente in grado di sviluppare
ed affermare nel corso del primo ventennio di vita democratica e come esso sia
stato recepito ed eventualmente rielaborato dalle giovani generazioni.

2. Il contesto

Nel corso dei primi due decenni di vita democratica (1945-1965), la
rappresentazione della Guerra di Liberazione in ambito scolastico ed educativo
— cosi come del resto in altri contesti istituzionali — € stata tutt’altro che coerente
col mito della «Repubblica nata dalla Resistenza», sul quale avrebbe dovuto
in buona sostanza fondarsi la rinnovata identita democratica di un popolo su
cui gravava ancora lo spettro del massiccio consenso tributato (con maggiore
o minore enfasi) a un regime totalitario che lo aveva poi condotto alla rovina.
A questo riguardo, seppur nell’ambito di una piu generale riflessione sulla
memoria pubblica di quel periodo storico, nella introduzione agli atti di un
interessante convegno svoltosi a Roma nell’ottobre del 1995 lo storico Nicola
Gallerano osservava che:

La storia della Resistenza e la sua memoria hanno conosciuto uno svolgimento tutt’altro
che lineare, segnato fortemente dalle vicende politiche del paese, tanto che non bisognerebbe
forse parlare di memoria al singolare ma di memorie, che dialogano, si intrecciano e piu
spesso confliggono tra loro®.

Gallerano offriva quindi una elementare periodizzazione del fenomeno
per il periodo successivo al deterioramento del tema dell’unita antifascista
che era stata in grado di compattare forze politiche estremamente eterogenee
fino al 1947, la quale — per il ventennio preso in considerazione — si articolava
fondamentalmente in due fasi: nel corso della prima si precisavano — in base
alla logica delle appartenenze politiche contrapposte — due fondamentali
interpretazioni della Resistenza, vale a dire quella della Resistenza come «guerra
di popolo», sostenuta sia pure con diverse sfumature dai partiti aderenti al
Fronte popolare, e quella come «secondo Risorgimento», sostenuta dai liberali
e dai moderati; nel corso della seconda fase, apertasi alle soglie degli anni
Sessanta, invece, queste due interpretazioni si ricomponevano all’interno di
una memoria pubblica intesa in senso meramente celebrativo («antifascismo
istituzionale»). Gallerano faceva terminare la seconda fase nel 1968, a partire
da quando prendeva avvio un vivace dibattito politico e culturale, che ruotava
attorno al tema della Resistenza come occasione mancata («Resistenza

3 N. Gallerano (a cura di), La Resistenza tra storia e memoria, Milano, Mursia, 1999, pp. 11-
12; a cura dello stesso autore, a tal proposito, si veda anche: L'uso pubblico della storia, Milano,
Franco Angeli, 1995.
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tradita») e — nell’ambito della sinistra extra-parlamentare — poneva I’accento
sull’antifascismo armato del periodo 1919-1922 e sull’interpretazione della
Resistenza come «lotta armata», cioé¢ di una lotta i cui caratteri e i cui obiettivi
coincidevano sostanzialmente con quelli dei movimenti giovanili antagonisti di
quegli anni, impegnati nella lotta contro il crescente neofascismo®.

In base a questa periodizzazione, con la quale concordiamo appieno,
dunque, il concorso nazionale bandito dal Centro didattico nazionale di studi e
documentazione (CDNSD) di Firenze nel 1965 ¢ da collocarsi all’interno della
seconda fase individuata da Gallerano, nel corso della quale - in coincidenza
della fase politica del Centro-Sinistra, che vide i socialisti dare prima I’appoggio
esterno a governi monocolore moderati e poi entrare definitivamente nella
coalizione di governo —si rileva la tendenza a riscoprire in chiave essenzialmente
celebrativa lo spirito antifascista unitario degli inizi.

Cio premesso, € necessario precisare che ancora insufficienti e scarsamente
organici studi sono stati promossi su questo tema specifico per affermare con
certezza che la periodizzazione proposta a livello generale da Gallerano in
relazione all’'uso pubblico che della Resistenza ¢ stato fatto a livello politico
e istituzionale possa essera valida anche in ambito scolastico ed educativo;
purtuttavia, questa € 'ipotesi dalla quale muoviamo, per una complessa serie di
ragioni, che cercheremo di spiegare qui di seguito.

Il rapporto tra scuola e Resistenza — ovvero il mito fondativo della repubblica
democratica che era da poco subentrata a un regime totalitario come quello
fascista che proprio alla scuola aveva imposto una ferrea liturgia politica,
basata appunto sulla celebrazione di una complessa serie di ‘miti fondativi’
(dal Natale di Roma alla Marcia su Roma) — € stato fin dall’inizio un rapporto
molto contraddittorio®. Proprio li, infatti, dove si puntava a formare la prima
generazione di cittadini democratici, la presenza della Resistenza con le sue
vicende, i suoi protagonisti e piu che altro il patrimonio di valori che I’aveva
animata risultava fortemente deficitaria. Emblematiche, da questo punto

4 Su questo tema, si veda anche: J. Meda, Il fumo delle barricate. La memoria dell’agosto 1922
nei fumetti, in W. Gambetta, M. Giuffredi (a cura di), Memorie d’agosto. Letture delle Barricate
antifasciste di Parma del 1922, Milano, Edizioni Punto Rosso, 2007, pp. 217-239.

5 Per un pit ampio excursus del rapporto tra scuola e Resistenza nel biennio 1943-1945 e nei
primi decenni repubblicani, si veda la voce Scuola e Resistenza curata da Remo Sensoni (preside
nei licei) in Enciclopedia dell’antifascismo e della Resistenza, Milano, La Pietra, 1987, vol. V, pp.
449-453 (e in particolare p. 453). Sul medesimo tema, si vedano anche gli atti dei due importanti
convegni promossi su questo tema negli anni Settanta: Istituto storico della Resistenza bresciana,
La Resistenza e la scuola: atti del Convegno (Brescia, 10-11 aprile 1970), Brescia, La Scuola, 1971;
N. Raponi (a cura di), Scuola e Resistenza: atti del Convegno (Parma, 19-21 maggio 1977), Parma,
La Pilotta, 1978. Per un attento esame delle possibili declinazioni pedagogiche delle idee e dei valori
che avevano animato la lotta partigiana, invece, si vedano: E. Petrini, La lezione della Resistenza,
Farigliano, Nicola Milano Editore, 1965; Q. Casadio, Gli ideali pedagogici della Resistenza,
Bologna, Alfa, 1967.
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di vista, appaiono le riflessioni affidate nel 1965 dall’antifascista Agostino
Marucchi (all’epoca funzionario del Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione) ad un
breve editoriale comparso sulla rivista «I Diritti della Scuola», in cui si legge:

Mancano al nostro popolo, o sono rarissimi, riti civili nei quali possa riconoscersi e
immedesimarsi con pienezza di partecipazione, assumendoli come il simbolo di un
patrimonio morale e storico appartenente a tutti i cittadini. Mancano o, ad essere piu precisi,
a quelli, che il tempo e le vicende storiche hanno affievolito — come ¢ accaduto, troppo
affrettatamente per certe ricorrenze risorgimentali — non si & sostituita con immediatezza
’onda portante di nuove consapevolezze. Eppure, si dira, il nostro calendario e le cronache
quotidiane sono pieni di commemorazioni, anniversari, cerimonie e discorsi |[...] Ma forse,
¢ proprio questa gara, a chi arriva primo al traguardo dell’opinione pubblica, che denuncia
ancora una volta il carattere episodico di certe manifestazioni e il non avvenuto possesso,
da parte di tutti, di valori universali e permanenti che non consentono improvvisi e distratti
entusiasmi ricorrenti, ma impongono alle coscienze un costante abito di vita, un riferimento
saldo e duraturo, un punto fermo e indiscutibile della storia patria [...] simboli veri di un
costume nazionale, motivi per esprimere insieme I’animo e 'unione dei cittadini®.

Luomo di scuola proseguiva poi osservando che le sue constatazioni
risultavano particolarmente appropriate se riferite alla Resistenza e auspicando
che — in occasione del ventennale — essa non divenisse solo un pretesto
commemorativo, ma fornisse piuttosto ai giovani lo stimolo «a non conoscere
soltanto i fatti, ma a riconoscersi in essi, a scoprire in quel momento eroico i
motivi profondi e perenni che conducono gli uomini a lottare per la liberta, a
conquistarla e a difenderla contro chiunque e sopra ogni cosa»’.

Marucchi coglieva nel suo editoriale una questione fondamentale: I’incapa-
cita da parte del sistema scolastico repubblicano di imporre al proprio interno
un nuovo modello di cittadinanza democratica, in grado di produrre la piena
integrazione delle giovani generazioni rispetto al patrimonio civile, etico e ide-
ale che costituiva senza dubbio Peredita piu diretta della guerra partigiana, la
quale coincideva spesso con una nemmen tanto velata ostilita nei confronti di
quei pochi insegnanti che gia nell’immediato dopoguerra — in ragione anche
della straordinaria diffusione delle teorie pedagogiche freinetiane — erano im-
pegnati a far sperimentare ai propri alunni nel corso dell’attivita didattica quo-
tidianamente svolta in classe i principi fondamentali di liberta, eguaglianza e
democrazia sanciti dalla Costituzione®. La Resistenza, insomma, era presentata

6 A. Marucchi, La Resistenza, «I Diritti della Scuola», LXV, n. 14, 15 aprile 19635, p. 9.

7 Ibid., p. 10.

8 Basti qui richiamare: i Convitti scuola della Rinascita animati da Sergio Rossi, Rosina Lama,
Luciano Raimondi, Lia Finzi, Girolamo Federici, Claudia Maffioli, Anna Maria Princigalli e
numerosi altri educatori e sostenuti da esponenti del mondo della politica e della cultura (tra cui il
filosofo Antonio Banfi e gli psicologi Guido Petter e Cesare Musatti); il Movimento di cooperazione
educativa (MCE) e Iattivita svolta al suo interno dagli educatori Giuseppe Tamagnini, Aldo Pettini,
Bruno Ciari e Mario Lodi col sostegno costante di pedagogisti del calibro di Lamberto Borghi,
Raffaele Laporta e Aldo Visalberghi; la costante promozione dei principi e dei metodi dell’éducation
nouvelle portata avanti dai Centri di esercitazione ai metodi dell’educazione attiva (CEMEA) fin dal
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il pit delle volte come un evento bellico tra tanti, di cui era auspicabile celebrare
la ricorrenza ogni anno in classe, e spogliata dei propri contenuti etici e civili
per il timore delle loro possibili implicazioni politiche.

Questo fenomeno risulta particolarmente evidente laddove lo si verifichi
all’interno dei libri di testo e dei libri e periodici destinati all’infanzia.

Esistono inchieste coeve’ e studi successivi che hanno dimostrato come tra il
1945 e il 1965 la Resistenza era quasi completamente assente dai libri di testo
della scuola elementare e media. Questo dato ¢ facilmente spiegabile col fatto che
nei primi programmi scolastici repubblicani il limite della storia contemporanea
era stato simbolicamente fissato al 1918 (al termine cioé dell’ultima guerra
vinta dall’Italia e prima dell’esplosione delle tensioni sociali e politiche che
avrebbero condotto all’avvento del fascismo) e che poco era cambiato dopo la
promulgazione della circolare del Ministro della Pubblica Istruzione n. 443 del
19 novembre 1960 che — a pochi mesi dalla caduta del governo Tambroni e dei
tragici fatti di Genova e Reggio Emilia — stabiliva un significativo ampliamento
dei programmi di storia fino alla Seconda guerra mondiale ed alla Resistenza.

In un interessante studio di qualche anno fa sulla rappresentazione della
Resistenza nei manuali di storia per le scuole medie superiori nel decennio
1960-1970, Domenico Rizzo notava che «I’esame di un considerevole numero
di manuali, editi negli anni Sessanta, consente di rilevare, in linea generale,
una diffusa interpretazione moderata della Resistenza»'%; una interpretazione
— quella moderata — che proponeva la classica lettura della Resistenza come
Secondo Risorgimento e metteva in atto un tentativo di de-ideologizzazione
della Resistenza stessa, che ne alterava i connotati di lotta politica per
presentarla come un semplice conflitto armato. Rizzo proseguiva poi notando
come a partire dalla meta degli anni ’60 facessero la propria comparsa manuali
che trattavano la Resistenza in termini problematici e non soltanto di epica o
cronaca bellico-militare e come tra la fine degli anni ’60 ed i primi anni *70 il tono

1950; ma anche I’esperienza del Centro educativo italo-svizzero di Rimini diretto da Margherita
Zobeli e quella promossa da don Lorenzo Milani presso la scuola di Barbiana, in Mugello.

9 A questo proposito, si vedano: G. Quazza, F. Parri, A. Monti, R. Ramat e G. Tramarollo, Scuola
e Resistenza, «’Eco della Scuola Nuova», 1955, suppl. al n. 4; F. Catalano, Per I'insegnamento
della storia della Resistenza, «Belfagor», n. 2, 1964, pp. 234-241; L. Ganapini, R. Gruppi Farina,
M. Legnani, G. Rochat e A. Sala, La storia contemporanea nella scuola: note sui libri di testo, «Il
Movimento di Liberazione in Italia», n. 75, 1964, pp. 68-98; M. Legnani, L'antistoria dei manuali
scolastici, «Belfagor», n. 5, 1965, pp. 596-599; C. Cesa, La storia contemporanea nella scuola
media superiore: considerazioni e proposte, «Il Movimento di Liberazione in Italia», n. 84, 1966,
pp- 71-79; P’inchiesta condotta dagli insegnanti genovesi iscritti alla CGIL-Scuola, poi pubblicata
col titolo Ideologia borghese, mistificazioni e stupidita nei testi delle scuole elementari, «Didattica
di Riforma», suppl. di «Riforma della Scuola», n. 5, 1970, pp. ii-xii; G. Rochat (a cura di), Inchiesta
sui testi per linsegnamento della storia contemporanea nella scuola italiana, <1l Movimento di
Liberazione in Italia», n. 101, 1970, p. 4; ma anche numerose inchieste sulla scuola pubblicate su
«Il Ponte» negli anni Cinquanta e gia note alla critica.

10 D. Rizzo, La Resistenza nei manuali di storia per le scuole medie superiori (1960-1971), in
Gallerano (a cura di), La Resistenza tra storia e memoria, cit., p. 85.
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trionfalistico di certa manualistica scomparisse definitivamente. Osservazioni
simili emergevano anche dal complementare studio sulla rappresentazione della
Resistenza nei libri di testo della scuola media negli anni Sessanta curato da
Cecilia Orfei e Carla Sparita, presentato allo stesso convegno romano del 19935,
in cui — tra le altre cose - si legge

Nei libri scolastici del periodo esaminato esiste dunque una immagine di fondo della
Resistenza, un nucleo di elementi rappresentativi, che prevale nei testi e si raccoglie intorno a
due caratteristiche fondamentali: la Resistenza viene presentata come guerra di Liberazione
dai Tedeschi, e dunque come guerra patriottica, ed € intesa come movimento essenzialmente
spirituale e ideale con forti connotazioni etiche" .

Le autrici, infine, dopo una attenta disamina da cui emerge la quasi totale
assenza nei libri di testo studiati d’una dimensione politica del fenomeno
resistenziale (che inizia ad acquisire una maggiore evidenza a partire dal 1965),
concludono:

Attraverso I’esame di questi manuali si giunge alla conclusione che essi trasmettono una
mentalita e un modello di cittadino che contengono i valori piu tradizionali e storicamente
dominanti in Italia. La memoria della Resistenza viene recuperata, pit che come esaltazione
di un fondamentale momento di cambiamento, come fase eroica di riaffermazione della
tradizione storica italiana, che il fascismo aveva interrotto. La stessa affermazione della
democrazia nel dopoguerra, che viene enfatizzata e proposta come momento terminale di
un processo di sviluppo che aveva le radici nel Risorgimento, sfugge, quasi del tutto, alla
decisiva discriminante fascismo-antifascismo su cui la Repubblica si & costituita'~.

Alle stesse conclusioni, sarebbe giunta un decennio piu tardi anche Anna
Ascenzi, che in un suo saggio del 2004 confermava il fallimento del progetto
di radicare nella popolazione un costume democratico e una nuova idea di
cittadinanza attraverso la promozione tra i giovani di modelli culturali e civili
altamente alternativi rispetto a quelli propagandati dal fascismo, anche e
soprattutto attraverso ’insegnamento nelle scuole — in quanto uniche strutture

capaci di promuovere ai diversi livelli, accanto all’istruzione e alla formazione

professionale, un ethos collettivo — della storia e dell’educazione civica'>.

1 La rappresentazione della Resistenza nei libri di testo della scuola media negli anni Sessanta
tra storiografia e tendenze politico-culturali, in Gallerano (a cura di), La Resistenza tra storia e
memorida, cit., p. 102.

12 [bid., pp. 110-111.

13 A. Ascenzi, L'educazione alla democrazia nei libri di testo: il caso dei manuali di storia, in
M. Corsi, R. Sani (a cura di), L'educazione alla democrazia tra passato e presente, Milano, Vita e
Pensiero, 2004, pp. 63-85; sempre su questo tema, si veda inoltre della stessa autrice: Education
for democracy in textbooks: the case of history texts in Italian schools in the years following the
Second World War, «History of Education & Children’s Literature», vol. 2, n. 1, 2007, pp. 173-
194. Per una panoramica piu generale sull’insegnamento della storia nella scuola italiana, si faccia
riferimento a: Ead., Metamorfosi della cittadinanza: studi e ricerche su insegnamento della storia,
educazione civile e identita nazionale in Italia tra Otto e Novecento, Macerata, eum 2009.
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Nonostante si disponga di assai meno inchieste e studi in proposito, non
meno deficitaria appare la rappresentazione della Resistenza nella narrativa e
nella stampa periodica (a fumetti e non) destinate all’infanzia'*. Enzo Petrini,
che ritroveremo presto in qualita di promotore del concorso i cui disegni e
componimenti saranno oggetto della nostra analisi, in un articolo pubblicato
nel 1964 sulla nota rivista della sezione Letteratura giovanile del Centro
didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione di Firenze, rilevava come nelle
letture per bambini e ragazzi la Resistenza fosse rimasta cornice e pretesto e — a
tal riguardo — aggiungeva:

E un mondo lontano, un breve tempo per chi sopravvive: e se il sopravvissuto tenta di fare
storia scade nella cronaca; se racconta, lo fermano al bivio letterario polemica ed apologia. Il
terreno di casa diviso, la comunita spezzata fanno ammutolire il cuore; esperienze diverse in
una stessa Patria persuadono alla reticenza e all’omerta e i ragazzi si tediano se tutto si riduce
a una lunga conta di morti. Non si puo andare contro natura: non la dimostrazione occorre
di cio che [i giovani lettori], magari vagamente, sanno; ma I’emozione poetica che trasfiguri
fatti e personaggi e racconti come esaltante avventura umana in vicende di momenti cruciali
della storia dell’Italia, ma anche di altri popoli vicini e lontani Il racconto della nostra
Resistenza va messo a fuoco cosi, affinché lieviti nel sentimento della Resistenza, con taluni
ideali di fondo calati nel cuore dei nostri ragazzi, nel loro modo di andare incontro alla vita.
Dopo venti anni gia ¢ tempo che anziché di contrapposizione, si parli di superamento degli
antagonismi per una nuova sintesi costruttiva e concorde .

Riprendendo il tema due anni piu tardi, in occasione del terzo corso
residenziale sulla didattica della storia e della geografia per ’aggiornamento
dei maestri elementari promosso dal Centro didattico nazionale per la scuola
elementare a Prato nel 1966, Enzo Petrini sarebbe stato ancora piu preciso:

In Italia la divulgazione storica non ha avuto fortuna: poche sono le opere che essa annovera;
mentre numerosi sono i racconti di pseudo-divulgazione storica, il cui prototipo puo essere
configurato ne «La piccola vedetta lombarda», dove predominano la piena dei sentimenti
e la forza delle passioni. La maggior parte delle opere di divulgazione storica — cio¢, di
opere che si propongono almeno il tentativo dell’oggettivita — sono traduzioni di opere di
autori stranieri. Anche la letteratura giovanile sulla Resistenza ha poche unita nel proprio

14 Su questo tema, si vedano — oltre ai riferimenti successivi — anche: E. Rotondo, Da Pin a
Rosa Bianca con occhi di bambini: la Resistenza, la Seconda Guerra Mondiale e I’Olocausto in
cinquant’anni di libri per ragazzi da Calvino e Arpino a Innocenti e Petter, «Sfoglialibro», VIII, n.
3-4, maggio-agosto 1995, pp. 10-17; Id., Bambini che resistono, «LiBeR», n. 69, 2006, p. 46-47;
W. Fochesato, Raccontare la guerra: libri per bambini e ragazzi, Novara, Interlinea Edizioni, 2011
(in particolare i capitoli Quel che successe poi..., pp. 123-137, € Dai nidi di ragno agli occhi di Rosa
Bianca: tra deportazione e Resistenza, pp. 139-159).

15 E. Petrini, La resistenza oltre la resistenza, «Schedario», n. 70, maggio-giugno 1964, pp. 1-2.
Sempre su «Schedario» si segnala anche il testo della comunicazione presentata da Duilio Gasparini
(Universita degli Studi di Trieste) il 25 marzo 1965 al Congresso di editori e di esperti di letteratura
giovanile organizzato dalla casa editrice Mladinska-Knjiga a Lubiana: D. Gasparini, La Resistenza
italiana nei libri per ragazzi, «Schedario», n. 77, luglio-agosto 1965, pp. 1-4.
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catalogo: alcuni libri occasionali, poche antologie, qualche riduzione di libri per adulti con
poca o molta fortuna letteraria. [...] Manchiamo a tutt’oggi di una storia divulgata della
Resistenza, scritta per i ragazzi; né pare che se ne sia fatto il tentativo, forse, perché quel
tempo € ancora troppo vicino, forse, perché non riusciamo ad essere obiettivi*°.

Petrini citava poi un breve elenco di opere gia segnalate da «Schedario» e
«Manuale del bibliotecario per ragazzi», il cui quantitativo appariva del tutto
inadeguato ad assolvere alle nobili finalita che avrebbero dovuto essere ad esse
assegnate. In effetti, i libri per bambini e ragazzi scritti tra il 1945 e il 1965
ed esplicitamente dedicati — del tutto o in parte — alla lotta partigiana erano
poco piu di trenta'”. C’erano i dodici volumi della collana «Visioni e racconti
di guerra»'® della casa editrice “La Vela” di Firenze, selezionati attraverso un
concorso nazionale per racconti di carattere educativo per adolescenti aventi
come oggetto la guerra, allo scopo di «imprimere nell’animo dei giovanetti il
ricordo della dolorosa tragedia degli Italiani, seguendo le diverse regioni per
dove la guerra é passata, mediante brevi narrazioni e vive descrizioni di episodi
locali, di atti di valore e di fraterna solidarieta (parlando di incursioni aeree,
di famiglie o paesi distrutti, di deportazioni, di fucilazioni in massa, di campi
di concentramento, di lotta di partigiani, di eroismo di sacerdoti, ecc.)»'’.
C’erano poi i cicli di racconti a puntate da leggere a scuola «Bambini di guerra»
e «Ragazzi alla sbarra», pubblicati dalla scrittrice Laudomia Bonanni sulla
rivista «I Diritti della Scuola»?’, i racconti e le storie a fumetti comparsi su

16 E. Petrini, Dalla divulgazione storica ai racconti sulla Resistenza nella letteratura per ragazzi,
«Il Centro», XV, fasc. doppio, dicembre 1966, pp. 42-44 (supplemento a «Schedario», n. 84-85,
settembre-dicembre 1966).

17 Si vedano, a tal proposito, le opere segnalate all’interno del rapporto bibliografico presentato
nel 1965 dal Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione alla Commissione scuola del
Comitato nazionale per la celebrazione del Ventennale della Resistenza, che coincidono in larga
parte con quelle che presenteremo di seguito (cfr. Archivio dell’Agenzia nazionale per lo sviluppo
dell’autonomia scolastica di Firenze, serie «Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione»,
sottoserie «Mostre», busta «Mostra della Resistenza», fascicolo «Documenti»; d’ora in avanti:
AsANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fasc. «Documenti»).

18 La collana era composta dai seguenti volumi: E. Barbera Lombardo, Trentatre giorni al
buio: Maurizio racconta (1947); 1. Belski Lagazzi, Ascolta: ¢ una rondine (1947); A. Bonfili, Fiori
sulla roccia a Belvedere (1947); G. Carli, Giorni vissuti: il sacrificio di Maddalena (1947); E.M. De
Simone, Un fiore nella tormenta (1947); L. Di Carlo Matarrelli, Passione di Fiume: Trieste, Spalato,
Zara (1947); M. Pascucci, Sulla linea Gotica: Romagna eroica (1947); C. Patelli, Il grido del chin:
racconto (1947); O. Molinatti e C. Gianni Tenchio, Il papa di Annarita | Un Piccolo paradiso a
ferro e fuoco (1947); L. Nicolini Burgatti e E. Scala, La mia guerra | Tra I’Arno e la Chiana (1947);
G. Salvadeo, Le imprese ardite di cinque ragazzi (1947); A. Visani e M. Pelanda, Martirio d’inermi
| E il silenzio I'avvolse (1947).

19 Un concorso per racconti educativi, «I Diritti della Scuola», XLVI, n. 8, 30 gennaio 1946,
pp. 109-110. Sullo stesso tema, vedi anche: Concorso a premi per racconti di guerra, «I Diritti
della Scuola», XLVIL, n. 2, 30 ottobre 1946, p. 32; Concorso ‘Questa povera Italia’, <1 Diritti della
Scuola», XLVIL, n. 3, 15 novembre 1946, p. 47; Collana “Visioni e racconti di guerra’, «Rassegna
di Pedagogia», V, n. 1-2, gennaio-giugno 1947, p. 98.

20 L. Bonanni, Bambini di guerra, «I Diritti della Scuola», XLXIIL, n. 11, 15 marzo 1953, p.
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alcuni periodici per ragazzi d’orientamento progressista e in particolare su «II
Pioniere» comunista tra il 1948 ed il 1962%! e alcuni libri per bambini usciti
tra il 1946 e il 1965%2. C’erano perd soprattutto le opere uscite a ridosso del
ventennale della Resistenza, come il bel volume dedicato da Ermanno Libenzi ai
ragazzi decorati al valore durante la Guerra di Liberazione, vincitore nel 1965

del premio Bancarellino?, e i volumi usciti tra il 1964 e il 1965 nella collana

«Giovane Resistenza»24, edita dalla casa editrice Nicola Milano di Farigliano?’.

Una collana quest’ultima, sulla quale converra soffermarci brevemente, in
quanto legata direttamente al concorso nazionale bandito dal Centro didattico
nazionale di studi e documentazione nel 1965. La piccola casa editrice
scolastica cuneese, infatti, intratteneva rapporti diretti col CDNSD di Firenze
e in particolare col suo direttore, di cui — proprio in occasione del ventennale

239; Ead., Bambini di guerra: la corda, «I Diritti della Scuola», XLXIIL, n. 15, 15 maggio 1953, p.
343; Ead., Bambini di guerra: la bomba, «I Diritti della Scuola», XLXIV, n. 1, I ottobre 1953, pp.
7-8; Ead., Ragazzi alla sbarra: il fucile, «I Diritti della Scuola», XLXIV, n. 11, 28 febbraio 1954,
pp. 221-222.

21 T racconti ai quali si fa qui riferimento sono stati successivamente raccolti e pubblicati in:
D. Rinaldi (a cura di), Per la liberta: antologia partigiana, Bologna, Edizioni del Pioniere, 1974.
Nello specifico, sul tema della rappresentazione della Resistenza nella stampa periodica a fumetti
per ragazzi del secondo dopoguerra, all’interno della quale sono sostanzialmente rilevabili le
medesime dinamiche gia riscontrate nella letteratura per I'infanzia, si faccia riferimento a: J. Meda,
Cose da grandi. 1dentita collettive e valori civili nei fumetti italiani del dopoguerra (1945-1955),
«Annali di storia dell’educazione e delle istituzioni scolastiche in Italia», n. 9, 2002, pp. 285-336
(in particolare il paragrafo La Resistenza: il mito fondante della patria, pp. 325-333); P.L. Gaspa,
Per la liberta: la Resistenza nel fumetto, Pistoia, Settegiorni Editore, 2009; J. Meda, Partigiani con
le stellette o patrioti senza divisa? La Resistenza come ‘Secondo Risorgimento’ nei fumetti (19435-
1965), «Zapruder», n. 25, maggio-agosto 2011, pp. 100-107.

22 E. Petrini, Piccole fiamme verdi, Brescia, La Scuola, 1946; P. Reynaudo, Vita di Pierre,
ragazzo piemontese, Firenze, Marzocco, 1946; 1d., Prunello: ragazzo fiorentino, Firenze, Marzocco,
1948; R. Ammannati, L'eroica avventura di un ragazzo, Firenze, Le Monnier, 1949; V. Fraschetti,
Le cose pin grandi di loro: romanzo, Torino, SEI, 1952; C. Picchio, Scarola: romanzo per ragazzi,
Firenze, Marzocco, 1956; O. Bonafin, Ai margini della tormenta: storia di un ragazzo, Brescia, La
Scuola, 1959; A. Coppo, La marcia di Bandi, Torino, Paravia, 1959; E. Bossi, Pierino in guerra:
avventure di un bimbo pacifico, Firenze, Vallecchi, 1960; P. Ballario, L'erba cresce d’estate: storia
della Repubblica dell’Ossola, Firenze, Bemporad-Marzocco, 1963; R. Pieri, Marino e il grifone,
Forli, Forum, 1964; A. Jemolo Morghen, La trottola, Napoli, Morano, 1965; A. Pentecoste,
Ragazzi della Resistenza: racconti patriottici, Resina, ONAOMCE, 1965.

23 E. Libenzi, Ragazzi della Resistenza, Milano, Mursia, 1965.

24 La collana era composta dai seguenti volumi: A. Fossa, L'assalto al forte di Monte Crocetta
(1964); L. Valdre, La banda di Ringo (1964); 1. Cannella, Ciao, ragazzi! (1964); E. Sacco, Il
partigiano Marco (1964); R. Bergamini, Il cuore della valle (1964); R. Ariaudo, La barricata
della Doganella (1964); C. Patelli, Pattuglia eroica (1965); E. Seppia, Il ragazzo rana (1965);
M.Ottolenghi Minerbi, ‘O partigiano portami via’ (1965); O. Spaziani (a cura di), Il messaggio
(1965): una antologia di testi italiani e stranieri sul tema della lotta al nazifascismo.

25 T volumi della collana furono selezionati attraverso il concorso nazionale «Rievocazione e
racconti per ragazzi sulla Resistenza», bandito dall’editore in memoria del fratello Beppe, caduto
nella guerra partigiana (cfr. N. Milano, Venti mesi di ‘naja’ partigiana per la generazione di Vian e
Beppe Milano, «La Vedetta», 21 aprile 1955, pp. 3-4).
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— avrebbe pubblicato La lezione della Resistenza®®; rapporti che emergono
chiaramente nella parte conclusiva della circolare inviata dallo stesso editore
nel novembre 1964 allo scopo di promuovere la propria collana:

Nell’attuarla ho inteso dare un contributo concreto alla realizzazione dell’auspicata nuova
letteratura giovanile che finalmente parli di cose attuali e modernamente educative. Ho
voluto parlare ai ragazzi della Resistenza: serenamente, mostrando soprattutto il suo aspetto
ideale di lotta per la liberta. Non mi ha pagato nessuno, non servo nessuno, non voglio fare
della retorica: sono un ex-combattente e un insegnante e cio le fara comprendere il perché
della mia iniziativa. Un anno fa ho bandito il concorso «Rievocazione e racconti per ragazzi
sulla Resistenza» e ora le opere prescelte sono pronte, ben stampate e illustrate da pittori
di primo piano. La Fondazione Corpo Volontari della Liberta (che, come Lei sa, raggruppa
sia PANPI, sia la FIAP, sia la FIVL), ha concesso il suo patrocinio e il Centro didattico di
studi e documentazione di Firenze ha curato I’aspetto didattico delle opere: cio Le dira
dell’imparzialita e della serieta delliniziativa®’.

Non ¢ un caso dunque se la collana fu promossa — come si evince da un
cartoncino allegato alla suddetta circolare — nell’ambito della mostra sulla
Resistenza di cui parleremo tra poco e messa in vendita al prezzo speciale di

9.000 lire, oltre che indicata come «antologia sussidiaria per le scuole elementari

superiori e per la scuola media unificata»?%.

3. Le iniziative promosse dal Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documen-
tazione di Firenze in occasione del ventennale della Resistenza®®

Dopo aver delineato il contesto all’interno del quale va inquadrata la nostra
riflessione, ¢ il caso ora di descrivere le iniziative promosse dal Centro didattico

nazionale di studi e documentazione di Firenze®® in occasione del ventennale

della Resistenza, determinandone le ragioni, chiarendone il carattere e

26 Petrini, La lezione della Resistenza, cit.

27 AsANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fasc. «Documenti».
Questi particolari sono riportati anche in: Narrativa per ragazzi sulla Resistenza, «Scuola e
Didattica», X, n. 13, 25 marzo 1965, pp. 1014-1015.

28 AsANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fasc. «Documenti».

29 Per una pit ampia panoramica sulla rappresentazione della Resistenza nelle mostre
promosse in Italia nel secondo dopoguerra si rimanda al catalogo della mostra promossa
dall’Istituto nazionale per la storia del movimento di Liberazione in Italia in occasione del 60°
anniversario della Liberazione: A. Mignemi, G. Solaro (a cura di), Un’immagine dell’Italia.
Resistenza e ricostruzione. Le mostre del dopoguerra in Italia, Milano, Skyra, 2005.

30 La lunga e tormentata storia dell’istituzione fiorentina ¢ stata recentemente ricostruita in: P.
Giorgi (a cura di), Dal Museo nazionale della scuola alPINDIRE: storia di un istituto al servizio
della scuola italiana (1929-2009), Firenze, Giunti, 2010.
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indicandone le finalita. Si trattava — in realta — di un complesso di iniziative
integrate, di vario genere, composte da un convegno nazionale di studio, da una
mostra e dal concorso nazionale per le scuole ad essa collegato.

Le ragioni di questo eccezionale impegno erano molteplici: da un lato c’erano
senz’altro motivi di opportunita politica, in quanto istituzione fiorentina era
vigilata direttamente dal Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione che nel 1965 —nella
fase forse piu delicata del Centro-Sinistra e sotto la guida di Luigi Gui, animatore
della resistenza cattolica nel padovano — doveva ritenere ormai improrogabile
’avvio di una seria riflessione sul complesso tema dell’insegnamento della
Resistenza all’interno della scuola italiana; dall’altro un ruolo centrale in questa
operazione fu senza dubbio svolto da Enzo Petrini, direttore del CDNSD dal
1952 al 1975, che durante la guerra aveva lungamente militato nelle formazioni
partigiane bresciane, in qualita prima di commissario politico e poi di vice-
comandante generale delle Fiamme Verdi?!, e che nel 1946 —ispirandosi appunto
a quell’esperienza — aveva edito presso la casa editrice La Scuola di Brescia
il libro Piccole fiamme verdi, indicato all’epoca dalla critica come il ‘Cuore
partigiano’. Non é un caso, d’altronde, che gia negli anni precedenti I’istituzione
fiorentina avesse posto la Resistenza al centro di altre innovative iniziative —
soprattutto se considerate all’interno del contesto precedentemente delineato —,
come il corso di aggiornamento di storia contemporanea per insegnanti della
scuola elementare e media, organizzato nel 1963 in collaborazione con I’Istituto
per la storia della Resistenza di Modena, I'universita e gli enti locali*? o come
il corso di aggiornamento di storia contemporanea per insegnanti organizzato
tra il febbraio 1963 e il marzo 1964 in collaborazione con I’Istituto nazionale
per la storia del movimento di Liberazione, ’universita e il comune di Milano,
articolato in una serie di lezioni pubbliche e nel lavoro di quattro gruppi di
studio, tra cui uno dedicato ai «problemi della storia d’Italia contemporanea

attraverso i libri di testo»3.

Le celebrazioni iniziarono il 19 marzo 1965, con Papertura a Firenze dei
lavori del convegno nazionale di studio «Scuola e Resistenza», organizzato in
collaborazione con I’Istituto nazionale per la storia del movimento di liberazione
in Italia. Il convegno vide la partecipazione di numerosi e autorevoli relatori, tra
cui Giovanni Calo, Ferruccio Parri, Giorgio Spini e Giuseppe Flores d’Arcais,
e alcuni tra i promotori delle inchieste sulla rappresentazione della Resistenza
nei libri di testo precedentemente citate, come Claudio Cesa, Massimo Legnani

31 La trascrizione di una testimonianza orale rilasciata a chi scrive da Enzo Petrini il 14 aprile
2005 & scaricabile dal sito web ufficiale dell’Agenzia nazionale per lo sviluppo dell’autonomia
scolastica di Firenze.

32 Cfr. Notizie dagli Istituti provinciali: Modena, «La Resistenza in Emilia Romagna», numero
unico, maggio 1970, p. 156; citato in: M. Baiardi, Enzo Collotti e la scuola italiana: appunti, in
S. Soldani (a cura di), Enzo Collotti e ’Europa del Novecento, Firenze, Firenze University Press,
2011, pp. 145-165.

33 Cfr. Notiziario, «Il Movimento di Liberazione in Italia», n. 70, 1963, p. 92.
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e Franco Catalano®*. Nella sua prolusione, il prof. Calo, fondatore e storico
presidente del CDNSD, nonché autorevole esponente del Partito liberale
italiano, — dopo aver chiarito I’interpretazione della Resistenza alla quale
era necessario far riferimento, ovvero quella di un periodo «che riscatta, che

rida nobilta e liberta al nostro Paese e si ricollega direttamente a tutte le lotte

del Risorgimento, che hanno costituito I'unitd e Pindipendenza italiana»®® —

rivolgeva ai relatori una raccomandazione:

La storia di questi ultimi cinquant’anni della vita italiana europea e mondiale [...] noi
vogliamo che sia insegnata con spirito sereno, con spirito di obiettivita, con rispetto della
verita, della documentazione, direi senza odio, senza polemiche, senza passioni, ma, ripeto,
con I’onesta e con I’obiettivita che studia e presenta gli avvenimenti per quello che sono, sicuri
che cio che scaturisce da questi avvenimenti € un linguaggio che parla alle nostre coscienze e
che ci dice quello che dagli avvenimenti stessi noi dobbiamo onestamente ricavare>®.

Questo preliminare richiamo all’onesta e all’obiettivita testimoniava la
consapevolezza da parte degli organizzatori di muoversi — come in effetti era —
su un terreno scivoloso, oggetto nel recente passato di spartizioni ideologiche e
strumentalizzazioni politiche piu che concreta occasione di coesione nazionale.
I lavori si svolsero ordinatamente, senza polemiche, individuando le principali
questioni da risolvere (come I’adeguamento dei programmi didattici e dei libri
di testo e il consolidamento dell’insegnamento della storia contemporanea) e
delineandone le possibili soluzioni, che furono raccolte all’interno di una mozione
conclusiva approvata all’'unanimita per essere poi sottoposta all’esecutivo. In
sostanza, la mozione raccomandava che:

- Pinsegnamento della storia contemporanea e in particolare quella del periodo 1919-1948
facesse parte di diritto di qualsiasi programma d’insegnamento storico, a livello elementare
e medio di I e II grado, sia liceale che tecnico;

34 Dettagliati resoconti sui lavori del convegno e sulle numerose relazioni presentate sono state
pubblicate in: «Servizio informazioni del Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione»,
II, n. 12, aprile-maggio 19635, pp. 1-3; Convegno nazionale di studio su ‘Scuola e Resistenza’, «Il
Centro», suppl. a «Schedario», n. 79, novembre-dicembre 19635, pp. 27-30; Il Convegno nazionale
su ‘Scuola e Resistenza’, «Atti e studi dell’Istituto storico della Resistenza in Toscana», n. 6, gennaio
1966, pp. 21-42; C. Cesa, Un convegno su scuola e Resistenza, «Belfagor», n. 3, 1965, pp. 359-
363.

35 Convegno nazionale di studio su ‘Scuola e Resistenza’, cit., pp. 27. Relativamente a questa
tendenza interpretativa, d’altronde, piu in generale, converra ricordare che con circolare n.
72117/368 del 15 marzo 1965 il Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, dopo aver incaricato i capi
d’istituto di organizzare commemorazioni pubbliche, li invitava ad assegnare a tutte le classi un
tema «riguardante il significato storico e morale della Resistenza, considerata come epilogo del
processo risorgimentale e come premessa indispensabile per 'instaurazione del nuovo ordinamento
democratico e sociale» (C. Cesa, Un convegno su scuola e Resistenza, cit., p. 359). La Resistenza
come epilogo del processo risorgimentale, dunque, e non della dittatura fascista e del disastroso
conflitto nel quale aveva coinvolto 'talia.

36 Ibid.
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— nelle Facolta di Lettere e Filosofia, di Magistero e di Scienze Politiche fosse organizzato
un corso di laurea in scienze storiche, destinato a formare gli insegnanti destinati a ricoprire
le cattedre di storia nelle scuole medie di I e II grado, e fosse inoltre istituita una cattedra o
un incarico di storia contemporanea, la cui competenza fosse estesa almeno fino al 1948;

— in sede di riforma e di riorganizzazione delle scuole medie di Il grado, sia liceali che tecnici,
fosse garantita una maggiore specializzazione all’insegnamento storico, tramite ’istituzione
di una cattedra di storia o di storia e geografia o I’affidamento di un congruo numero di ore
settimanali di storia ad un solo insegnante;

— la ripartizione della disciplina storica all’interno dei programmi della scuola media di II
grado fosse modificata in modo che il suo insegnamento all’ultimo anno del quinquennio
avesse inizio col 1870;

— il Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione promuovesse in ogni provincia — mediante comitati
locali in cui fossero rappresentati anche gli Istituti storici della Resistenza — corsi di
aggiornamento in storia contemporanea ed educazione civica rivolti ad insegnanti di ogni
ordine e grado’’.

La suddetta mozione, infine, si chiudeva significativamente con questo
auspicio:

Il Convegno di fronte ai gravi errori storici contenuti in alcuni manuali di storia, e in
parecchi manuali di educazione civica in ordine ai riferimenti storici in essi inseriti fa appello
alla Societa degli storici perché costituisca una sua commissione con il compito di esaminare
periodicamente i manuali in commercio e di segnalare gli errori eventualmente riscontrate,
le inesattezze, etc. agli editori, agli autori e, ove il rimedio non apparisse poi efficace, anche
allopinione 3pubblica e in particolare ai docenti delle scuole medie attraverso le riviste
specializzate’®.

Gli interventi proposti erano numerosi e circostanziati. Le proposte senza
dubbio piu innovative erano quelle relative all’istituzione da parte della Societa
degli storici di una commissione nazionale per ’esame dei manuali di storia
e alla sistematica promozione a livello provinciale di corsi di aggiornamento
in storia contemporanea ed educazione civica per insegnanti di ogni ordine
e grado. Corsi che — come abbiamo visto — il Centro didattico nazionale di
studi e documentazione di Firenze aveva iniziato a promuovere fin dal 1963-
1964 e in merito ai quali nel 1965 aveva presentato alla Commissione scuola
del Comitato nazionale per la celebrazione del ventennale della Resistenza un
apposito rapporto Orientamenti per i corsi di aggiornamento degli insegnanti
da tenere in occasione del Ventennale della Resistenza, curato dal Petrini, nel
quale — tra le altre cose — si leggeva:

37 Ibid., pp. 29-30.

38 Ibid., p. 30. La mozione conclusiva del convegno fu pubblicata anche in «Il Movimento di
Liberazione in Italia», n. 78, 1965, pp. 126-127; nelle stesse pagine era riportata anche la notizia
del convegno di insegnanti di scuola media inferiore e superiore La storia della Resistenza nella
scuola attuale, organizzato dal Comitato cuneese per le celebrazioni del ventennale della Resistenza
a Lurisia (Cuneo) dal 19 al 20 marzo 19535, la cui mozione conclusiva era sostanzialmente identica
a quella approvata al termine del convegno fiorentino (Ibid., p. 127).
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I cinque lustri del fascismo e della Resistenza sono oggi compresi nei nostri programmi
scolastici, superando I’assurda diga che nell’insegnamento era stata innalzata davanti
agli avvenimenti posteriori al 1918, quasi che tante vicende umane, le piu vicine e le piu
importanti per la concezione del mondo e per le condizioni di vita anche spirituale, della
presente generazione, non fossero accadute o costituissero un tabu insuperabile all’indagine,
alla critica, allo studio, alla meditazione [...]. E percid necessario che anche i giovani siano
edotti e illuminati obiettivamente, largamente documentati attingendo alle fonti rigorose
dell’indagine storica, e non della propaganda, su idee e fatti che hanno preferito e condizionato
il nostro attuale modo di essere uomini e cittadini. I giovani hanno il diritto di ricevere da
parte dagli anziani una prospettiva critica verace di cio che di fatto fu il fascismo, non certo
identificabile nella sua essenza, come ancora taluni, e non sempre ingenuamente, vanno
ripetendo, con un «regime di ordine reso necessario dalle circostanze» [...]. Il fascismo fu un
fenomeno complesso e proprio per tale complessita la scuola ha il dovere non di politicizzare
— troppo si € unilateralmente peccato in tal senso, svuotando di costruttivita legittimi motivi
polemici —, bensi di storicizzare un’epoca della vita europea e italiana che segna un punto di
svolta rispetto ad un processo che ha le sue lontane origini nel secolo scorso>’.

E ancora:

Nella democrazia la scuola ¢ il cuore, il centro motore della comunita; i, con i convenienti
mezzi, e con una accurata preparazione dei docenti, si assicura il domani dando a tutti la
possibilita di essere il meglio di se stessi. Tra i suoi compiti appare anche quello di tradurre
I’esperienza storica della Resistenza in ammaestramento ed educazione civica. Il problema
radicale della nostra scuola ¢ il problema stesso della Nazione e della sua spirituale unita,
ed appare tutto investito dei riflessi e dei residuati di quella lunga crisi della societa italiana,
di cui la Resistenza fu, da ultimo, lo stato febbrile in cui le energie sane si raccolsero
spontaneamente in azione unitaria in uno di quei momenti della storia, da cui un popolo
esce stremato oppure rinnovato con un equilibrio ristabilito, con una piu armoniosa e
precisa definizione della sua socialita. Chi ancora indugia sulla contrapposizione retorica
di fascismo e antifascismo non ha ascoltato la lezione piu alta della Resistenza, quella che
non deve andar perduta. Percio, attraverso la severita dello studio e la valutazione critica
dei fatti, si pongano i giovani integralmente di fronte alla verita della storia, mostrando che
I'Ttalia di oggi ¢ stata riscattata e ricostruita non soltanto dall’antifascismo politico e tuttavia
fu solo la Resistenza al fascismo che gettdo un ponte verso I’avvenire, che ravvivo le speranze
di autentico progresso e la certezza dell’'umana dignita, che richiese un concreto impegno
sociale, qualunque sia la responsabilita di cui si risponde non come un privilegio ma come
un servizio per giungere ad una comunita nazionale in cui i cittadini siano uguali tutti e
tuttavia diversi per i talenti da mettere a frutto per sé e per il bene comune*’.

Il sistematico piano d’intervento predisposto dal Petrini, tuttavia, non
produsse gli esiti auspicati*!, se — come emerge da una prima indagine — i

39 AsANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fasc. «Documenti», p. 1.

40 AsANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fasc. «Documenti», pp.
10-11.

41 Un decennio piu tardi, in occasione del trentennale della Resistenza, dal febbraio all’aprile
1975, si sarebbe svolto presso la sede del Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione di
Firenze il corso di perfezionamento didattico per gli insegnanti delle scuole elementari e medie La
storia contemporanea e la letteratura della Resistenza, i cui elaborati finali — tra cui quelli di Bruna
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corsi residenziali sulla didattica della storia e della geografia promossi per
’aggiornamento dei maestri a livello provinciale dal Centro didattico nazionale
per la scuola elementare di Roma e dai rispettivi provveditorati agli studi tra
’aprile 1965 e il settembre 1966 furono poco piu di una decina, per di pit — se si
escludono quelli tenutisi a Foggia (20-29 ottobre 1965) e a Civitella del Tronto
(21-30 aprile 1966) — organizzati esclusivamente nelle regioni del Centro-Nord,
ovvero quelle in cui si era materialmente consumata la guerra partigiana, con
una completa assenza di corsi di aggiornamento per gli insegnanti distaccati nel
Mezzogiorno d’Italia.

E in questo contesto di seria riflessione scientifica e lucida iniziativa
culturale, oltre che di pubbliche celebrazioni, che s’inserisce la Mostra della
Resistenza inaugurata nella storica sede di Palazzo Gerini il 12 maggio 1965, il
cui obiettivo — come si legge in una breve presentazione — era quello di «offrire
ai giovani una visione degli aspetti pit notevoli del periodo storico 1919-19435,
con particolare riferimento all’opposizione aperta o clandestina al Fascismo ed
alla Guerra di Liberazione»*?,

La mostra della Resistenza — curata da Renzo Ammannati — era articolata
in quattro distinte sezioni: la prima era dedicata alla crisi politica e sociale
del primo dopoguerra (1919-1922) e al fascismo; la seconda alla Resistenza
italiana (25 luglio 1943-25 aprile 1945); la terza alla deportazione e ai campi
di sterminio nazisti; Iultima alla lotta clandestina dei partiti politici antifascisti.
A complemento della mostra, al secondo piano di Palazzo Gerini, fu allestita
un’esposizione bibliografica con le opere storiche piu importanti pubblicate in
epoca fascista e post-fascista, le opere letterarie ispirate alla Resistenza, alcune
antologie e una raccolta di libri per ’infanzia ispirati alla Resistenza.

La struttura espositiva consente gia di fare una riflessione. Non puo infatti
non colpire, considerato ’ampio arco cronologico preso in esame, ’assenza
di una sezione riservata al fascismo e alle sue realizzazioni sociali e politiche;
il fascismo € presentato esclusivamente in quanto antiteticamente Opposto
all’antifascismo delle origini prima e alla Resistenza poi, nel suo esordio e nel
suo crollo cioe, con la completa esclusione del periodo del consenso di massa,
che il popolo italiano non era evidentemente ancora in grado di elaborare
criticamente e risolvere, come quello tedesco avrebbe invece iniziato a fare
dopo il gesto simbolico compiuto da Willy Brandt nel dicembre 1970 di fronte
al monumento in ricordo della rivolta del ghetto di Varsavia, contribuendo a
quello che é stato definito Vergangenheitsbewiltigung. Questa evidente lacuna
indurrebbe a presupporre una sostanziale adesione degli organizzatori della

Gorini, Maria Bruschi, Antonella Santori Scala, Cristina Formelli, Elisabetta Poggianti, Paolo
Capaccioli, Luigi D’Isa ed Edro Mescoli sulla rappresentazione del fascismo e della Resistenza nei
libri di testo — sono altresi conservati presso archivio storico ANSAS.

42 La mostra della Resistenza (s.d.), in AsSANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della
Resistenza», fasc. «Documenti».
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mostra alla interpretazione storiografica del fascismo come una ‘parentesi della
storia nazionale’, una sorta di ‘malattia morale’ contratta dal popolo italiano al
termine della Prima guerra mondiale, elaborata nel 1944 da Benedetto Croce;
interpretazione che divergeva completamente con quella che del fascismo aveva
formulato la tradizione marxista, considerandolo come un prodotto della
societa capitalista e della reazione della grande borghesia contro il proletariato.

La seconda riflessione proviene invece dall’analisi dei pannelli originali
della mostra, conservati presso larchivio dell’Agenzia nazionale per lo
sviluppo dell’autonomia scolastica di Firenze*’, da cui emerge la particolare
enfasi tributata alla ‘resistenza militare’ piuttosto che a quella ‘politica’. Sulla
Resistenza delle formazioni azioniste di Giustizia e Liberta, delle Garibaldi
comuniste, delle Matteotti socialiste, delle formazioni autonome e dei GAP,
infatti, prevale nettamente una Resistenza fatta dell’eroica difesa di Roma da
parte dei granatieri nel settembre 1943, del sacrificio del carabiniere Salvo
d’Acquisto, degli eccidi di Corfu, Cefalonia e Spalato e delle ventiquattro
medaglie d’oro concesse ai militari italiani nei Balcani dopo 1’8 settembre, del
rifiuto dei militari italiani internati nei campi di concentramento tedeschi di
aderire alla Repubblica Sociale, di sbarchi e rifornimenti aerei alleati, della
guerra combattuta dal Corpo Italiano di Liberazione a fianco degli Alleati, ma
anche del minamento del forte di San Martino di Vallalta da parte del tenente
colonnello Carlo Croce ritratto come un novello Pietro Micca e delle eroiche
gesta degli scugnizzi durante le quattro giornate di Napoli, rievocanti quelle dei
martinitt durante le cinque giornate di Milano.

La Resistenza rappresentata nei pannelli della mostra, insomma, ¢ intesa a
tutti gli effetti come Secondo Risorgimento nazionale, il cui obiettivo era — da
un lato — quello di preservare Iintegrita territoriale del Paese, conquistata a caro
prezzo nel corso delle ‘patrie battaglie’ e pregiudicata dopo ’armistizio dell’8
settembre 1943 dalla disgregazione della penisola in piu parti e — dall’altro
— quella di riaffermare Pindipendenza della Patria e di cacciare lo ‘straniero
oppressore’, nel quale si ravvisava il degno successore degli eserciti comandati
da Radetzky prima e da von Hotzendorf poi.

Una interpretazione moderata della Resistenza, d’altronde, ribadita — come
abbiamo gia avuto modo di notare — dallo stesso Giovanni Calo nella sua
prolusione al convegno di qualche settimana prima, in cui aveva definito la
Resistenza come il periodo «che riscatta, che rida nobilta e liberta al nostro
Paese e si ricollega direttamente a tutte le lotte del Risorgimento, che hanno
costituito I’unita e I'indipendenza italiana»**. Una sovrapposizione, questa tra
Resistenza e Risorgimento, che — come vedremo a breve — non manchera di
influenzare fortemente anche Pespressione grafica dei giovani che parteciparono
al concorso nazionale bandito in occasione della mostra fiorentina.

43 AsANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fascc. «Pannelli».
44 Convegno nazionale di studio su ‘Scuola e Resistenza’, cit., pp. 27.
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Il 31 maggio 19685, infatti, il presidente e il direttore del Centro didattico
nazionale di studi e documentazione di Firenze inviarono ai provveditori agli
studi una circolare con numerose copie del bando del concorso nazionale
promosso in occasione della Mostra della Resistenza, pregandoli di invitare
a parteciparvi tutte le scuole elementari e medie, pubbliche e private®. In
questa circolare, inoltre, era richiesto ai provveditori di costituire un’apposita
commissione giudicatrice provinciale, incaricata di selezionare trenta lavori —
dieci per la scuola elementare, dieci per la scuola media inferiore e dieci per la
scuola media superiore — da inviare entro il 30 ottobre 1965 alla commissione
giudicatrice nazionale nominata dalla Consulta del CDNSD, la quale avrebbe
raccolto tutti i lavori all’interno di una esposizione didattica prevista per
’autunno dello stesso anno e avrebbe assegnato loro premi consistenti in
diplomi, libri, dischi e altri articoli offerti da produttori di sussidi didattici.

Nel bando del concorso erano indicate le varie tipologie di elaborati ammessi
al concorso, con gli ordini e gradi di istruzione corrispondenti:

1. SCUOLA ELEMENTARE E SCUOLA MEDIA INFERIORE

Rievocazione di uno degli episodi conclusivi della Resistenza nell’aprile dell’anno 19435, con
un racconto integrato da un disegno.

II. SCUOLA MEDIA SUPERIORE

A scelta:

— un periodo o un avvenimento della Resistenza, presentato con notizia e copia allegata di
scritti, documenti, testimonianze inediti;

— interpretazione figurativa di un avvenimento della Resistenza;

— valutazione critica di un’opera o autobiografica o di narrativa che abbia come argomento
principale la Resistenza;

— racconto filmato o foto-racconto di un episodio o di un periodo della Resistenza;
soggetto per cinematografo o per teatro;

— composizione in versi 0 composizione musicale;

— saggio a carattere sistematico di interpretazione della Resistenza sul piano della educazione
civica e del costume democratico;

— saggio di informazioni e documentazione sui movimenti di Resistenza in Europa®®.

Lesatto numero dei lavori giunti alla commissione giudicatrice nazionale
non ¢ noto, tuttavia all’interno del fondo «Concorsi nazionali e internazionali
di disegno» dell’archivio storico dell’Agenzia nazionale per lo sviluppo
dell’autonomia scolastica di Firenze sono riemersi 117 componimenti scritti e
illustrati, 4 giornalini scolastici e 177 tra disegni e dipinti presentati nell’ambito

45 Lettera del Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione di Firenze ai Provveditori
agli studi del 31 maggio 1965, in AsSANSAS, s. CDNSD, ss. «<Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza»,
fasc. «Documenti».

46 Bando del Concorso nazionale in occasione della Mostra della Resistenza (s.d.), in ASANSAS,
s. CDNSD, ss. «Mostre», b. «Mostra della Resistenza», fasc. «<Documenti»; il bando fu pubblicato
anche in: «Schedario», n. 76, maggio-giugno 1963, p. 32.
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di quel concorso. Si tratta di un campione significativo, seppur non esaustivo, che
oltretutto potrebbe essere opportunamente integrato con le raccolte di disegni
inviati tra il maggio e il settembre 1965 alle varie commissioni giudicatrici
provinciali eventualmente conservate all’interno degli archivi storici degli Uffici
scolastici provinciali, anche se al momento tale verifica — che consentirebbe
di prendere visione degli scarti e quindi anche di comprendere meglio i criteri
adottati dai selezionatori (dei quali non conosciamo nomi, né qualifiche, né
eventuali orientamenti politici) — non € ancora stata possibile.

4. Analisi dei componimenti e dei disegni presentati al concorso del 1965

Proprio per le caratteristiche sopra elencate, questo aggregato di fonti rischia
di apparire un ‘caso isolato’, una specie di ‘blocco monolitico’, le induzioni
avanzate sulla base dei dati estrapolati dal quale hanno valore solo se riferite
ad esso stesso e difficilmente riferibili ad altri contesti. In attesa che lo spettro
delle fonti si estenda ed ulteriori verifiche siano possibili, tuttavia, riteniamo
che questi esempi di espressione grafica infantile possano essere utilizzati — a
condizione d’una esegesi rigorosa e d’una adeguata contestualizzazione storica,
che credo di avere offerto nei primi tre paragrafi — al fine di determinare quale
fosse "immaginario resistenziale dei giovani italiani e delle giovani italiane che
nel 1965 parteciparono a questo concorso.

Innanzitutto, € necessario sottoporre queste fonti ad una analisi quantitativa,
per precisarne meglio le caratteristiche. Il primo dato che balza all’occhio & che
sono conservate solamente rievocazioni di uno degli episodi conclusivi della
Resistenza (con un racconto integrato da un disegno) presentati dalle ultime
tre classi delle scuole elementari e dalle scuole medie inferiori, mentre non v’¢
traccia delle otto tipologie di elaborati attribuiti alle scuole medie superiori*’.
Le ragioni di questa lacuna possono essere tre: la prima ¢ che le scuole medie
superiori non abbiano partecipato al concorso, anche se — pur non disponendo
di un elenco dei lavori ricevuti dalle varie commissioni provinciali né dei verbali
delle sedute della commissione nazionale — questa ipotesi non pare probabile;
la seconda ¢ che gli elaborati mancanti siano stati danneggiati irreparabilmente
dallalluvione che nel novembre del 1966 investi Firenze e compromise
gravemente parte del patrimonio di Palazzo Gerini; la terza ¢ che questi elaborati
—diversamente dagli altri — non siano stati ritenuti meritevoli di conservazione e
siano stati scartati una volta chiuso il concorso. 'unica certezza a tal riguardo,
tuttavia, € che questi elaborati non ci sono.

47 Si precisa che nella raccolta sono presenti anche due «interpretazioni figurative di un
avvenimento della Resistenza», redatte da alunne dell’Istituto magistrale «Benedettine S. Pietro»
di Montefiascone.
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Un altro dato interessante & quello relativo alla provenienza degli elaborati
conservati: dei 117 componimenti scritti ’81% ¢ proveniente dal Centro-Nord,
il 21% dal Centro-Sud e solo il 2% dalle isole (in particolare la Sicilia); i 4
giornalini scolastici provengono tutti dal Centro-Nord; dei 177 disegni e dipinti,
invece, il 98% proviene dal Centro-Nord e solo il 2% dal Centro-Sud, senza
alcun contributo dalle isole. In generale, le regioni piu rappresentate sono —
nell’ordine — la Lombardia, la Toscana, il Piemonte e ’Emilia Romagna, seguite
da Liguria, Veneto e Trentino; il Centro-Sud é inspiegabilmente rappresentato
quasi unicamente dal Lazio e in particolare dalla provincia di Viterbo; risultano
quasi completamente assenti o assenti le scuole di Abruzzo, Basilicata, Calabria,
Campania, Friuli, Marche, Molise, Puglia, Umbria e delle isole. Il dato appare
senz’altro indicativo: le regioni da cui provenivano la maggior parte degli
elaborati, infatti, cosi come si era gia riscontrato anche per quelle in cui erano
stati organizzati i corsi residenziali sulla didattica della storia, erano quelle in cui
si era materialmente consumata la guerra partigiana; quelle meridionali, invece,
— che, pur essendo state liberate per prime dalle truppe alleate, avevano subito
al pari delle altre la brutale repressione nazifascista e avevano visto militare
molti dei propri uomini tra le file delle formazioni partigiane operanti nell’Italia
settentrionale — disertarono del tutto il concorso, a conferma della gia rilevata
rimozione di quegli eventi e direi meglio di quella intera stagione nella memoria
collettiva delle popolazioni meridionali (refrattarie all’ondata di rinnovamento
sospinta fin li dal ‘vento del Nord’) e della conseguente problematicita della
costruzione di una nuova identita collettiva, ispirata ai valori di liberta, giustizia
e democrazia*®. Emerge, dunque, da questa prima analisi, 'immagine di una
Italia ‘a due velocita’, incapace di rapportarsi univocamente ad un fenomeno
come quello resistenziale, che — come abbiamo mostrato — era gia stato oggetto
di innumerevoli interpretazioni e strumentalizzazioni.

I giovani e le giovani che avevano partecipato al concorso, dunque,
risiedevano in larghissima parte tra la Lombardia, la Toscana, il Piemonte e
I’Emilia Romagna. Questo dato di fatto, tuttavia, non ci deve indurre a far
coincidere I’elevata incidenza avuta dalla Resistenza e dai valori da essa
incarnati all’interno dell’identita collettiva elaborata al termine della guerra

48 Su questo tema, in particolare, cfr.: A. Monti, [l movimento della Resistenza e il Mezzogiorno
d’Italia, «Rinascita», n. 4, 1952, pp. 207-211; A.M. Imbriani, Vento del Sud. Moderati, reazionari,
qualunquisti (1943-1948), Bologna, Il Mulino, 1996; G. Chianese (a cura di), Mezzogiorno:
percorsi della memoria tra guerra e dopoguerra, «Nord e Sud», vol. 45, fasc. mon., novembre-
dicembre 1999; L. Paggi, Alle origini del credo repubblicano: storia, memoria, politica, in 1d. (a
cura di), Le memorie della Repubblica, Roma, Carocci, 1999, pp. vi-xui; L. Masella, Antifascismo
e anticomunismo nel Mezzogiorno repubblicano, in F. Lussana, G. Marramao (a cura di), L'Italia
repubblicana nella crisi degli anni Settanta, Soveria Mannelli, Rubbettino, 2003, pp. 469-495; G.
Gribaudi, La Resistenza vista dal Mezzogiorno, «Italia contemporanea», n. 255, 2009, pp. 249-
256.
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dalle popolazioni di quelle regioni con la percezione che di quel fenomeno
e di quei valori avevano le nuove generazioni, in quanto non erano tra loro
direttamente proporzionali.

Poco prima che il Centro didattico nazionale di studi e documentazione
organizzasse la Mostra sulla Resistenza e bandisse il relativo concorso, infatti,
sulle pagine della nota rivista fiorentina «Il Ponte» erano stati pubblicati i risultati
di una inchiesta svolta nelle scuole superiori di Voghera per determinare il livello
di conoscenza di fascismo e antifascismo, che rivelava una realta estremamente
pit complessa e che € oggi in grado di offrirci — almeno in parte — un indicatore
per stabilire il livello di effettiva partecipazione col quale i giovani autori dei
componimenti e dei disegni presi in esame avessero aderito al concorso nazionale;
livello di partecipazione ai temi trattati che — soprattutto quando non si tratta
di eventi sperimentati direttamente dai giovani autori — € indispensabile al fine
di determinare il reale livello di spontaneita dei prodotti dell’espressione grafica
infantile oppure la loro natura ‘d’occasione’, frutto d’una interpretazione del
mandato ricevuto dall’adulto episodica e impersonale. L’inchiesta di Voghera,
infatti, forni risultati sorprendenti sulla percezione che dell’antifascismo e della
Resistenza aveva il mondo giovanile, rivelando come ci si trovasse di fronte a
«una generazione essenzialmente moderata, inseritasi e facilmente adattatasi
negli schemi di vita che la societa ha loro — e non solo a loro — imposto»*’. Era —
come la definiva qui efficacemente Claudio Bertoluzzi — la generazione dei «nati
dopo», coloro che non avevano vissuto personalmente la guerra partigiana,
i quali non solo non erano in grado di fornire una collocazione cronologica
né tanto meno una definizione di Resistenza, ma rivelavano gia allora i primi
segnali di quella estraneita nei confronti degli ideali e dei valori che avevano
animato la lotta al nazifascismo che costituisce oggi una triste norma.

Ecco dunque tracciato un identikit degli autori dei componimenti e dei disegni
che prenderemo ora in esame: sono bambini e bambine d’eta compresa tra gli 8
e 1 15 anni, risiedenti in larga nelle regioni del Centro-Nord, che appartengono
alla generazione dei «nati dopo» e che — come abbiamo dimostrato — hanno
in larga parte ricevuto nella scuola una preparazione inadeguata rispetto alla
Resistenza e ai suoi risvolti etici e civili.

Veniamo ora all’analisi qualitativa dei componimenti scritti e dei disegni che
parteciparono al concorso e iniziamo a fare alcune osservazioni preliminari. Per
prima cosa, cerchiamo di comprendere meglio che tipo di Resistenza emerge
da queste carte. I fatti narrati coincidono in molti casi con quelli celebrati dalla

49 Cfr. C. Bertoluzzi (a cura di), I nati dopo. 1003 studenti delle scuole medie superiori
di Voghera rispondono su Fascismo e antifascismo, «Il Ponte», n. 3-4, 1965, pp. 398-527. La
periodicita decennale delle inchieste condotte nelle scuole — quella successiva, che suscito pari
scalpore della presente, ¢ quella condotta nelle scuole di Avigliana in occasione del trentennale della
Resistenza, edita dall’ANPI di Torino col titolo Antifascismo e fascismo nella scuola nel 1975 — ben
testimonia Pepisodicita dell’interesse tributato dalle pubbliche istituzioni alla questione.
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liturgia resistenziale (come le Fosse Ardeatine, Marzabotto, Boves e i luoghi
di altri barbari eccidi), ma piu spesso i giovani autori presentano episodi
minori della Guerra di Liberazione, avvenuti nei pressi dei paesi nei quali essi
stessi vivono con le proprie famiglie o comunque vissuti direttamente da loro
conoscenti e famigliari. In effetti, d’altronde, il principale canale d’informazione
utilizzato — per loro stessa ammissione — da questi bambini e da queste bambine
sono si gli insegnanti, ma soprattutto i genitori ed i nonni, che mantengono
all’interno delle famiglie il ruolo indiscusso di mediatori della memoria, i quali
conservano ricordi vivissimi di quel periodo travagliato per averlo vissuto in
prima persona e li mettono a disposizione dei piu giovani. Ecco che allora,
accanto ai fatti assurti tristemente agli onori delle cronache, si affiancano quelli
meno noti, i quali hanno il merito di ricondurre il fenomeno resistenziale a
una sfera piu direttamente intelligibile da parte dei giovani autori, oltre che di
definire ancor meglio ai loro occhi i contorni di quella immane tragedia.
Un’altra resistenza che emerge da questi elaborati € quella combattuta dai
‘piccoli partigiani’ e dalle ‘piccole staffette’, che si richiamano al vecchio e un
po’ logoro cliché letterario del ‘giovane eroe’ pronto a immolarsi per la Patria,
proprio come la ‘piccola vedetta lombarda’ deamicisiana, il ‘piccolo alpino’
di Gotta e il balilla eretto a simbolo stesso della gioventu fascista. Ecco allora
emergere dalle carte la storia di un quindicenne che distrugge un carro armato
nei pressi della stazione di Novara il 28 aprile 1945°°, quella di un suo coetaneo
mitragliato a Milano da un blindato tedesco in fuga il 25 aprile 1945°!, quella
del sedicenne Adolfo Ortolani immolatosi per consentire la fuga dei compagni
della brigata partigiana «Erminio Ferretto»>? nei pressi di Treviso, e ancora
quelle della “fatina di Carpi’ che distribuiva pane ai deportati che passavano
dalla stazione ferroviaria della cittadina emiliana, stipati nei vagoni merci’?, e
dell’undicenne Domenico Luciano, arruolato come staffetta nelle formazioni
garibaldine operanti nei pressi di Torino e caduto sotto il piombo tedesco
all’alba del 23 febbraio 1945%*. Gli esempi potrebbero proseguire. La cosa non
puo stupire, sia perché — come abbiamo gia notato — si faceva ancora assai
frequentemente ricorso nell’ambito della letteratura per I’infanzia al cliché
letterario del ‘giovane eroe’ (caratterizzato sin nel nome dal ricorso a diminutivi
e vezzeggiativi), inteso proprio per la sua giovinezza come un modello etico al
quale i suoi coetanei potevano ispirarsi con maggiore partecipazione emotiva in

50 AsANSAS, fondo «Concorsi nazionali e internazionali di disegno», serie «Concorso sulla
Resistenza (19635)», sottoserie «Componimenti», C.SE.01 (d’ora in avanti: ASANSAS, f. CNID, s.
CsR, ss. Comp.).

5t L. Sobrero, Rievocazione di uno degli episodi della Resistenza nell’aprile dell’anno 1945, in
AsANSAS, f. CNID, s. CsR, ss. Comp., C.SE.03.

52 E Catone, Rievocazione di uno degli episodi conclusivi della Resistenza nell’ aprile dell’anno
1945, in AsANSAS, f. CNID, s. CsR, ss. Comp., C.SE.28.

53 A.R. Massimi, s.t., in AsSANSAS, f. CNID, s. CsR, ss. Comp., C.SE.30.

54 G. Bussolino, ‘Undici’ - Bandiera bianca, in AsSANSAS, f. CNID, s. CsR, ss. Comp., C.SE.36.
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virtu di un naturale moto d’identificazione, sia perché nell’opinione pubblica di
quegli anni era stato dato un grande risalto ai nomi dei ragazzi e delle ragazze
che erano caduti nella guerra partigiana ancor prima di raggiungere la maggiore
eta e ai quali erano state in alcuni casi concesse anche medaglie e onorificenze,
come nel caso delle medaglie d’oro al valor militare concesse alla memoria dei
quattro scugnizzi d’eta compresa trai 12 e i 17 anni caduti nel settembre 1943
nel corso delle quattro giornate di Napoli*®.

Nella maggior parte dei casi, dunque, la Resistenza narrata dai giovani
autori presi in esame ha una dimensione locale ed ¢ mediata da figure parentali
oppure viene incarnata dal ‘giovane eroe’ che si immola non tanto in nome di
qualche ideale politico, ma per il bene della patria. Entrambe queste ‘resistenze’
sono senza dubbio funzionali ad una piu agevole assimilazione dei contenuti
da parte del minore, che riesce a stabilire con essi un rapporto piu diretto in
quanto i fatti narrati avvengono in un contesto a lui noto (il paese) o comunque
sono mediati da figure ad esso vicine (i genitori e/o i nonni) oppure vedono
come protagonista un proprio coetaneo, che seppur distante nel tempo e nello
spazio € pero prossimo da un punto di vista anagrafico. Si tratta sempre e
comunque — proprio perché i giovani autori appartengono, come abbiamo gia
detto, alla generazione dei «nati dopo» — di una ‘resistenza mediata’, in buona
parte raccontata dagli adulti nelle occasioni conviviali o durante le veglie serali,
additata ad esempio dagli insegnanti in occasione di particolari ricorrenze, vista
le domeniche nelle sale cinematografiche oppure letta sui libri o nei racconti
edificanti pubblicati sui periodici per bambini.

La Resistenza narrata in questi componimenti, tuttavia, presenta un’altra
caratteristica interessante, che merita di essere messa in evidenza: le modalita
di rappresentazione del nemico. In questi elaborati, infatti, il nemico € solo in
minima parte il fascista in camicia nera o il milite repubblichino ed & invece
quasi sempre costituito dal soldato tedesco, truce e inumano, capace di ogni
nefandezza. Questo dato — alla luce delle riflessioni sin qui condotte — risulta
estremamente significativo, perché testimonia la rimozione a posteriori dalla
memoria collettiva nazionale dell’indole in parte fratricida della guerra
partigiana, che aveva opposto coloro i quali in seguito alla disfatta militare
avevano maturato sentimenti profondamente antifascisti a coloro i quali erano
invece rimasti fedeli al passato regime. Per questo motivo il nemico contro il

55 Su questo tema specifico, cfr.: Libenzi, Ragazzi della Resistenza, cit. Si tenga presente che
questi ragazzi e queste ragazze — specie a livello locale — sono diventati i protagonisti di brevi
‘agiografie laiche’, rivolte soprattutto ai lettori pit giovani, come: G. Castagno, Renzo Cattaneo:
eroe della gioventu italiana e socialista, Roma, ETIL, 1955; A. Contino Giordano, Scugnizzi sulle
barricate, Salerno, Grafikart, 1970; Franco Centro: storia di un ragazzo partigiano, Mondovi, La
Voce, 1978; D. Guarnieri, Ludovico Ticchioni, un liceale partigiano, Ferrara, Liceo classico “L.
Ariosto”, 1998; D. La Corte, Diventare uomo: la Resistenza di Baletta, Imperia, Ennepilibri, 1999;
S. Bertotto, Il ragazzo al fulmicotone: Guerrino Nicoli, una storia partigiana, Torino, Centro studi
piemontesi, 2005.
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quale combattono i partigiani ¢ nella maggior parte dei casi I’esercito tedesco,
che — proprio perché straniero — consentiva ai giovani autori che non avevano
vissuto in prima persona la guerra di non percepire il clima di guerra civile
(definizione ancora adesso mal digerita da parte della storiografia italiana)®®
nel quale si erano consumati gli ultimi anni di essa e di proiettare all’esterno un
odio e un risentimento potenzialmente forieri di ulteriori divisioni all’interno
della neonata e ancora fragile repubblica democratica. Spesso, all’interno
dei componimenti, ai tedeschi si alterna un nemico piu generico e sfumato,
i nazifascisti, che perod poi — se si entra nello specifico — coincidono piu coi
militari germanici che con i collaborazionisti italiani, a conferma di quanto
osservavamo prima.

Il tema della ‘guerra civile’ ci consente di fare un’altra riflessione. Nonostante
la chiarezza del mandato affidato ai giovani autori all’interno del bando del
concorso promosso dal CDNSD, infatti, € singolare notare come nessun autore
abbia confuso, assimilato o sovrapposto la resistenza antitedesca combattuta
tra il 1943 e il 1945 e la lotta antifascista combattuta tra il 1919 e il 1925,
prima alla luce del sole e poi clandestinamente. Dato che — come mostreremo
a breve nella parte di questo studio dedicata all’analisi dei disegni — questo
concorso diede adito a ben altri fraintendimenti storiografici, viene da chiedersi
come mai nessun autore citi le bastonature e I’olio di ricino, gli arditi del popolo
e 'opposizione popolare al fascismo, il delitto Matteotti e I’assassinio dei
fratelli Rosselli o il contributo di tanti italiani alla Guerra civile spagnola, che
pure i nonni di questi bambini — che abbiamo detto essere stati tra i principali
mediatori dei fatti narrati — dovevano aver vissuto direttamente o indirettamente
e dei quali dovevano in ogni caso aver sentito parlare. Ritengo che la ragione di
tale assenza risieda in parte nella ritrosia da parte della stragrande maggioranza
della popolazione a ricordare una stagione come quella della lotta antifascista
combattuta prima nelle strade e nelle piazze e poi nella clandestinita, al confino
o allestero che aveva sanguinosamente contrapposto gli italiani e aveva
tutte le caratteristiche di una vera e propria guerra civile; in parte, inoltre,
su tale assenza gravava anche il sistematico sradicamento della memoria
dell’antagonismo politico nella cultura popolare italiana e la censura imposta
su di essa dal fascismo nel corso di quasi un ventennio di dominio assoluto,
che faceva si che i sopraccitati nonni omettessero di raccontare episodi del
primo antifascismo e del fuoriuscitismo politico e di proporli come antesignani
della lotta partigiana®’. La Resistenza, d’altronde, consentiva di identificare

56 La polemica fu innescata nel dibattito storiografico italiano dall’uscita del saggio: C. Pavone,
Una guerra civile: saggio storico sulla moralita nella Resistenza, Torino, Bollati Boringhieri, 1991.

57 Sarebbe da questo punto di vista interessante confrontare il tasso di rap