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Abstract 
 

The Futurist Imagination in the Radio Age 
 

by 
  

Julia Kathleen Nelsen 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Comparative Literature 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor Barbara Spackman, Chair 
 
 
Radio waves not only transformed how bodies interacted with each other, but also gave 
modern writers and artists a new vocabulary with which to describe such connections. 
The “wireless imagination,” coined in 1912 by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, would 
famously adopt the nascent technology of wireless communication as a model for the 
innovative poetics and electrified sensibility of the futurist movement. This dissertation 
reconsiders the influence of radio on Italian futurism in order to reorient our 
understanding of the avant-garde itself: from an aesthetics of shock and opposition 
towards one of receptivity and relation. In conversation with contemporary media 
theory, I challenge a dominant identification of the “wireless imagination” with a 
mechanized, militant subjectivity through case studies of texts that have received little 
critical attention. Futurism’s interest in radio, as I demonstrate, extends beyond the 
technology itself, and its association with war, to a broader preoccupation with radio as 
radiance, a metaphor for sensation, connectivity, and address. I displace a broadcast 
model of one-way transmission in favor of a relational paradigm that complicates key 
tropes often associated with the avant-garde: its technocentrism; its hyper-masculinity; 
its ambivalent rapport with mass culture and politics. Across the dissertation’s three 
chapters, I describe modes of wireless interactivity that shed new light on the futurist 
subject and its relationship to others, within and outside the bounds of the texts under 
consideration. My analysis of Luciano Folgore’s Ponti sull’oceano (1914) in Chapter 
One reexamines futurist technophilia and its rhetoric of destruction through an emphasis 
on physical sensation and sympathetic vibrations. Chapter Two considers the gendered 
dynamics of communication through the subversive figure of the woman-as-wave, from 
F.T. Marinetti’s “Miss Radio” (1928) to Benedetta Cappa Marinetti’s Astra e il 
sottomarino (1935). Shifting from an individual and interpersonal to a collective 
wireless imagination, Chapter Three reads Fortunato Depero’s Liriche radiofoniche 
(1934) in the context of Italian broadcasting under fascism in order to reevaluate the 
avant-garde’s fraught integration with cultural and political life. This tension is the 
focus of the dissertation’s coda, which considers the fate of the “wireless imagination” 
on the eve of the Second World War in order to interrogate the possibilities and limits 
of the avant-garde itself. 
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The Futurist Imagination in the Radio Age 
 
Introduction 

 
Conosco il simbolo la cifra il legame 
Elettrico 
La simpatia delle cose lontane1 

 
Such communication was no longer a 
letter and not yet a voice.2 
 
Only connect!3 

 
“Il futurismo è anteriore alla radio” [Futurism is anterior to radio], remarked 

Cesare Cavallotti in 1941, long after futurism and radio had both left their mark on the 
modern media landscape. Reviewing Violetta e gli aeroplani, the radio play by Filippo 
Tommaso Marinetti that had first aired nearly a decade prior, Cavallotti noted that the 
work of the futurists predated the broadcast tunes and news that had become so familiar 
to Italian ears. Yet he also sensed the relationship between the airwaves and the “new 
current” of the avant-garde: “da quando la nuova corrente postulava fin dagli albori, era 
facile intuire che la radio, con le sue possibilità, sarebbe stata una miniera, una fucina 
degli esperimenti futuristici, per le parole in libertà e per alcune ricerche di sensazioni 
capillari” [since the new current asserted itself, from the very beginning, it was easy to 
intuit that radio, with its possibilities, would become a goldmine, a hotbed, for futurist 
experiments, words-in-freedom, and the search for certain capillary sensations].4 

Without saying so, what Cavallotti names, in essence, is the “wireless 
imagination” itself, asserting the mutual influence between radio and futurist artistic 
expression that is by now beyond dispute. “Together we will invent what I call the 
wireless imagination,” Marinetti had proclaimed long before, in 1912, launching a 
“more essential art” that would “renounce the need to be understood.”5 The ingredients 
of this wireless imagination are well known. In place of the inspired content of 
traditional lyric poetry, sonic data comes to the fore as tiresome human psychology 
disappears behind mechanical noise. Transformed into an antenna, the modern poet 
must now render the “analogical foundation of life, telegraphically, with the same 
economical swiftness that a telegraph imposes on reporters and war correspondents.”6 

                                                
* Unless otherwise noted, throughout the dissertation, all translations are my own. 
1 “I know the symbol the figure the electric / bond / the sympathy of faraway things.” Ardengo Soffici, 
“Arcobaleno,” 1919. 
2 Bernhard Siegert, Relays, 1999. 
3 E.M. Forster, Howards End, 1910. 
4 Cesare Cavallotti, “Il radioteatro futurista,” Radiocorriere XVII.40 (28 September 1941): 7.  
5 “Noi inventeremo insieme ciò che io chiamo l’immaginazione senza fili. Giungeremo un giorno ad 
un’arte ancor più essenziale. […] Bisognerà, per questo, rinunciare ad essere compresi. Esser compresi, 
non è necessario.” Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista,” in Teoria e 
invenzione futurista, ed. Luciano De Maria (Milan: Mondadori, 1983), 53 (hereafter cited in text as TIF). 
6 “Egli darà così il fondo analogico della vita, telegraficamente, cioè con la stessa rapidità economica che 
il telegrafo impone ai reporters e ai corrispondenti di guerra, pei loro racconti superficiali.” Marinetti, 
“Distruzione della sintassi – Immaginazione senza fili – Parole in libertà (11 Maggio 1913),” TIF, 70-71. 
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For all its importance to futurism, however, radio’s presence has remained 
curiously limited to this origin story, as told in the manifestos, and to Marinetti himself. 
Even when not mentioned by name or enacted in the free-flowing forms of parole in 
libertà, however, a wireless imagination also permeated other aspects of the futurist 
psyche and figured elsewhere in texts that have tended to remain on the fringes of the 
criticism, where the founding father’s shadow looms large. It is this wireless counter-
canon that forms the core of this dissertation. Through readings of texts by Luciano 
Folgore, Benedetta Cappa Marinetti, and Fortunato Depero—as well as a lesser-studied 
work by Marinetti himself—I offer a fuller account of the futurist wireless imagination 
as it is represented by these figures that the scholarship has obscured. In so doing, I seek 
to reexamine a term that has become so commonplace as to be taken for granted. This 
dissertation probes in detail the heterogeneous representations of the wireless 
imagination as a constitutive figure of futurist aesthetics—one that can be traced from 
futurism’s origins in telegraphic words-in-freedom, to its twilight, with the rise of 
broadcasting under the fascist regime. For the futurists, radio designated a technology, 
an element, a creative impulse, and, more importantly, a channel for the kinds of 
“capillary sensations” that the modern artist should communicate. 
 
 
Defining the “wireless imagination” 
 

What do we mean when we say “wireless”? The futurist immaginazione senza 
fili most obviously owes its debt to the wireless telegraph that Guglielmo Marconi 
introduced in 1895. It was the Italian “father of wireless” who, on 12 December 1901, 
first successfully transmitted an “S” across the Atlantic in Morse code, triggering a 
revolution in telecommunications that had been decades in the making and whose 
history remains contested. If Marconi ultimately took credit for the first telegram to 
make use of these radio waves, the development of his patented technology owed much 
to Oliver Lodge and Nikola Tesla, as well as other inventors whose lineage he claimed 
(André-Marie Ampère, Joseph Henry, and Michael Faraday among these). The idea of 
wireless communication was very much in the air by the time Marinetti co-opted the 
term, yet wireless signals themselves remained weak and difficult to amplify, still 
limited to the dots and dashes of Morse code rather than high-frequency voice 
transmissions. Only decades later would wireless communication become a widespread 
reality of everyday life.7 

Though wireless was not yet a fully workable medium, it had already entered the 
cultural imaginary as the marker of an electrified, accelerated state of being, 
synonymous with the experience of modernity itself. Among the many media 
technologies that animated avant-garde aesthetics, radio exerted a particular influence. 
The collective fascination with being able to experience sounds removed from their 
source, and to communicate across vast distances, expressed itself in the new aesthetic 
forms of modernism. The iconic Eiffel Tower, whose colossal radio antenna represented 
the potency of the télégraphie sans fil, was invoked by poets such as Blaise Cendrars 
                                                
7 For historical background, see Sungook Hong, Wireless: from Marconi’s Black-box to the Audion 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001); Tapan K. Sarkar et al., History of Wireless (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-
IEEE Press, 1996). 
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and Guillaume Apollinaire to celebrate a cosmopolitan circuit of communication that 
transgressed geographic, national, and linguistic boundaries.8 Wireless transmissions 
both figured prominently as a cult theme of modernist poetics, and radically shaped 
literary language itself. As John J. White has shown, the “possibilities of wireless 
telegraphy and the kind of telegraphic idiom that such communications demanded, 
rapidly became leitmotifs of a certain Futurist lyricism, the poetry of the ‘telegraphic 
voice’” that radiated throughout the avant-garde, from Robert Delaunay to Velimir 
Khlebnikov to Ezra Pound and H.D.9  

For the Italian futurists in particular, Marconi’s invention not only 
revolutionized poetic expression but also engendered the combative spirit on which the 
movement was founded. Marinetti seized on the wireless to encapsulate the dynamism 
needed to reinvigorate a languishing world. The early manifestos, Aaron Toscano has 
claimed, “reflected the industrial world’s cult of efficiency more than any link to actual 
telegraphic writing practices” and therefore aimed to inspire “humanity’s progress(ion) 
away from an irrelevant past.”10 The lightning-fast transmissions of contemporary 
telecommunications capture the forces of industry, electricity, and aeronautics, and 
especially of war, as the outbreak of World War I saw Marconi’s invention put to use as 
a technology of battle. Avant-garde poetics, in many cases, reinforced the longstanding 
link between radio and its military usage.11 Influenced by Marinetti’s own role as a 
correspondent during the Italo-Turkish war in Libya, the futurist wireless imagination 
has been thought of in terms of militancy and aggression. Combining the swiftness of 
telegraphy with the aggression of war, the futurist style of fragmented syntax, infinitive 
verbs and metonymic associations has been understood in terms of a “radio-bomb” 
detonated to shock and incite chaos.12 

But if words-in-freedom were “born on two battlefields Tripoli and 
Adrianopole,” as Marinetti tells us13, the wireless imagination also extended beyond the 
manifestos and their militant rhetoric to capture a broader spectrum of meanings, which 
remain obscured if we take Marconi’s device to be the only operative model for futurist 
aesthetics. In the futurist lexicon, “radio” indeed designates not only the familiar 
apparatus made of transmitters and receivers, through which waves carry information, 
but also, as its semantic root indicates, a more expansive notion of radiant energy (from 
the Latin radius, or “ray”). Before radio evolved into the communications technology 
we know today, the term was initially used in conjunction with electromagnetic 
radiation, whose existence was predicted in 1865 by James Clerk Maxwell and later 
proven by Heinrich Hertz. This radical meaning reveals an important and occluded 

                                                
8 See Tim Conley, ‘“Hive of Words”: The Transnational Poetics of the Eiffel Tower,” Modernism / 
Modernity 17.4 (2011): 765-777. 
9  John J. White, Literary Futurism: Aspects of the first Avant-Garde (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1990), 154, emphasis in the original. 
10 Aaron A. Toscano, Marconi’s Wireless and the Rhetoric of a New Technology (Dordrecht and 
New York: Springer, 2012), 109, 120. 
11 See Ryan Bishop and John Phillips, Modernist Avant-Garde Aesthetics and Contemporary Military 
Technologies: Technicities of Perception (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010). 
12 Toscano, Marconi’s Wireless, 113. 
13 Marinetti, “From the Café Bulgaria in Sofia to the Courage of the Italians in the Balkans and the 
Military Spirit of Désarrois,” in Marinetti: Selected Writings, ed. R.W. Flint (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 1972), 332. 
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genealogy for the futurist wireless imagination, which originates from and evolves in 
tandem with an interest in radiant waves, from electromagnetics, to X-rays, to 
radioactivity. 

It is this broader dimension of radiance that I will explore in the chapters that 
follow. In this project, I am indebted to the important work that Margaret Fisher has 
done to unearth futurism’s forgotten radio history. Fisher’s extensive research on the 
1933 “Manifesto futurista della radio” and its context has greatly augmented the critical 
understanding of radio’s importance to futurism, both as a technology and as a 
concept.14 Building on this scholarship, I seek here to offer a thorough analysis of the 
many radios that populate futurist artistic production, zooming out from the oft-
discussed 1933 manifesto by Marinetti and Pino Masnata to consider a series of 
wireless texts that emerged before and alongside of it. If the art of radia “temporarily 
redirected the Futurist embrace of technology from machines to the physics and 
metaphysics of radio waves,” as Fisher has observed15, I demonstrate that this radio 
sensibility was not limited to postwar experiments with the broadcast medium, but 
indeed inflected all of futurist expression. Though the broadcast system of radio 
ultimately proved not viable to actualizing the kind of communication that the futurists 
envisioned, as Cavallotti tells us16, the radio wave itself remained a strong and 
pervasive figure for what avant-garde art itself could (and could not) do. 

Throughout the dissertation, as in all of the texts that it considers, radio 
therefore remains a heuristic term that resists codification. Indeed, the futurists 
themselves privileged a capacious and malleable definition of the wireless imagination. 
Anticipating Allan Weiss, these writers and artists remind us that “There is no single 
entity that constitutes ‘radio’; rather, there exists a multitude of radios. Radiophony is a 
heterogeneous domain, on the levels of its apparatus, its practice, its forms, and its 
utopias.”17 I am as interested in testing the meanings of “radio” and “wireless” (terms I 
use interchangeably, in the spirit of their original usage) as I am in interrogating 
futurism itself as a stable construction. In asking “What is the wireless imagination?” I 
echo the question posed by the editors of the Autumn 2010 issue of New Literary 
History: “What is an avant-garde?” As they note, “whether the avant-garde represents a 
discrete moment or series of moments in the intellectual history of modernity or a more 
diffuse aesthetic or political ethos, its currency resides as much in the history of 
grappling with its valences as in the diverse works and movements collected under its 
name.”18 Following this, my aim here as well is less to produce a rigid definition of the 
wireless imagination, and of futurism more broadly, than to complicate and reevaluate 
the assumptions that have contributed to its construction, in line with current critical 

                                                
14 Fisher’s work has been crucial to scholarly re-evaluations of futurist radio. See her essay “Futurism and 
Radio,” in Futurism and the Technological Imagination, ed. Günter Berghaus (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 
2009), 229-262; as well as the section on futurism in her monograph Ezra Pound’s Radio Operas 
(Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2002), 45-62. Fisher’s recent edition of Radia: A Gloss of the 1933 
Futurist Radio Manifesto by Pino Masnata (Emeryville: Second Evening Art, 2012) has proven crucial to 
my project. 
15 Fisher, Radia, 1. 
16 “Ma di fatto gli esperimenti non sono stati effettuati, né i futuristi ci hanno dato una produzione 
artistica radiofonica.” Cavallotti, “Il radioteatro futurista,” 7. 
17 Allen S. Weiss, Phantasmic Radio (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 2. 
18 Jonathan P. Eburne and Rita Felski, “Introduction,” New Literary History 41 (2010): vi. 
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reassessments of the movement since its centennial in 2009.19 Radio, as medium and 
metaphor, offers a fruitful terrain on which to approach these questions. Indeed, many 
of the tensions that the radio wave brings to light mirror those that structure our 
understanding of futurism: solidity and scattering; masculine and feminine; public and 
private; communication and its opposite. 

Reconsidering futurism through the heterogeneous framework of “radio” allows 
us, I argue, to deepen the connections between avant-garde aesthetics and this crucial 
technology, while complicating our understanding of futurism itself. I take up radio in 
order to essay a “weak theory” of the avant-garde, following Paul Saint-Amour, that is 
“less axiomatic, more conjectural, more conjunctural” and encompasses “a dynamic set 
of relationships, practices, problematics, and cultural engagements with modernity 
rather than a static canon of works, a given set of formal devices, or a specific range of 
beliefs.”20 I thus aim to air out and unsettle the kind of “strong theory” that identifies 
futurism, and the avant-garde more generally, with a paradigm of conflict and 
aggression, opposition, and war. In so doing, I work to reorient our attention away from 
a singular paradigm of the wireless imagination based on the formal and stylistic tenets 
of Marinetti’s early manifestos and the militant ideology they are assumed to espouse 
and enact, in favor of an alternative model of radiance based on the exchange of shared 
vibrations/waves. I mainly want to make this alternative dimension of radio visible: 
from a mode of opposition to one of relation. 
 
 
Futurism and radio studies 

 
Though my analysis works primarily within the confines of Italian futurism, it 

remains informed by the comparative and interdisciplinary approach of what is now 
known as “literary radio studies.”21 Scholarly attention to radio has come in the wake of 
a newfound aesthetic appreciation for aurality, evidenced by the so-called “sonic turn” 
in literary and cultural criticism. Since R. Murray Schaefer tuned us in to our acoustic 
environments with his pioneering study of The Soundscape (1977), critics have 
attempted to map the sonic terrains of modernity, from Jonathan Sterne’s The Audible 
Past (2003), to Emily Thompson’s The Soundscape of Modernity (2004), to the 
perspectives collected in the Sound Studies Reader (2012). In recuperating the material, 
cultural, and historical significance of sound, much focus has been granted to its 
inscription and reproduction via phonography, audiotape, and telephony, with radio 

                                                
19 Among the many recent studies, I am thinking in particular of the essays collected in Back to the 
Futurists: The Avant-garde and its Legacy, ed. Elza Adamowicz and Simona Storchi (Manchester: 
Manchester UP, 2013); the recent special issue of the Journal of Modern Italian Studies 18:4 (2013); The 
History of Futurism: The Precursors, Protagonists, and Legacies, ed. Geert Buelens and Monica Jansen 
(Plymouth, UK: Lexington Books, 2012). In 2014, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York 
presented a vast multidisciplinary exhibition, Italian Futurism, 1909–1944: Reconstructing the Universe, 
curated by Vivien Greene. 
20 Paul K. Saint-Amour, Tense Future: Modernism, Total War, Encyclopedic Form (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 41. 
21 Ian Whittington uses the term to “designate research at the intersection of traditional literary studies 
and radio studies”; see his useful overview of the current scholarship in “Radio Studies and 20th-Century 
Literature: Ethics, Aesthetics, and Remediation,” Literature Compass 11.9 (2014): 634-648. 
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only recently appearing on the scholarly radar. Long considered a “forgotten medium,” 
as dubbed by the editors of a landmark volume22, radio is now more firmly embedded in 
discussions of technology and aesthetics. Its recovery has coincided in general with a 
“new modernist” approach based on reevaluating the technological and mass-cultural 
dimensions of works previously considered immune to, or critical of, the pressures of 
modernity.23 Like the cinema and the typewriter, telephones and phonographs, radio 
would have a dramatic—if hard to trace—impact on subjectivities and publics at the 
turn of the last century. Yet, because of the ephemerality and invisibility of sound 
waves, and the lack of a tangible archive of recordings in many cases, its influence was 
for a long time overlooked. 

Moving beyond historical and sociological investigations of radio’s influence on 
twentieth-century culture,24 scholars have sought to restore the place of radio within the 
sonic landscape of modernism, exploring not only how modernist writers contributed to 
the development of broadcasting but also, more importantly, how the presence of 
wireless made itself felt in their works. As Debra Rae Cohen, Michael Coyle, and Jane 
Lewty note in their introduction to the seminal Broadcasting Modernism (2009), radio 
“intermittently ebbed and flowed as a direct subject matter, as a platform for artistic 
expression, or a subliminal force shaping the dynamics of Modernist textualities.”25 The 
resurgent critical interest in the broadcast medium and its attendant “radio imaginary”26 
encompasses a broad range of perspectives, ranging from readings of modernist voices 
on the airwaves to theoretical considerations of radio as a formal model and thematic 
concept that resonates in the artistic production of its era. Recovering the importance of 
wireless for modernism involves addressing its role as both medium and metaphor, 
Cohen teaches us, in a formulation that has been helpful to my thinking here: “the very 
idea of radio served as a constitutive pressure in the formation of modernist 
subjectivities, aesthetics, and texts,” and its “ephemeral, unrecoverable” traces “sound” 
throughout modernist works that are “in dialogue with the voice of radio itself.27 
Attentive to this sonic dimension, Douglas Kahn and Gregory Whitehead’s edited 
collection Wireless Imagination (1992) was the first to reconstruct a radio history of the 
avant-garde, spanning widely from Marinetti to Antonin Artaud, from Luigi Russolo’s 
“Art of Noises” to Samuel Beckett. Examining how contemporary poets and artists have 
negotiated media discourses, both Marjorie Perloff in Radical Artifice (1991) and 

                                                
22 Radio: The Forgotten Medium, ed. Edward C. Pease and Everette E. Dennis (New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 1995). 
23 See Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz, “The New Modernist Studies,” PMLA 123.3 (2008): 
737-48. 
24 Major radio histories include Asa Briggs, History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom, 5 vols. 
(London, New York: Oxford University Press, 1961-1995); and Paddy Scannell and David Cardiff, A 
Social History of British Broadcasting, Vol. 1, 1922-1939, Serving the Nation (Oxford, UK: Basil 
Blackwell, 1991). For socio-historical analyses, see Communities of the Air: Radio Century, Radio 
Culture, ed. Susan Merrill Squier (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Susan Douglas, Listening In: 
Radio and the American Imagination (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004). 
25 Debra Rae Cohen, Michael Coyle, and Jane Lewty, “Introduction: Signing On,” in Broadcasting 
Modernism, ed. Cohen et al. (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009), 2. 
26 The phrase is Timothy Campbell’s, as defined in Wireless Writing in the Age of Marconi (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2005), xiii. 
27 Debra Rae Cohen, “Modernism on Radio,” in The Oxford Handbook of Modernisms, ed. Peter Brooker 
et al. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010), 582–98. 
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Adalaide Morris, in her edited collection Sound States (1997), also pay particular 
attention to the impact of acoustic technologies on the experimental poetics of postwar 
avant-garde movements. 

Though approaches to radio vary, much of the scholarship to date has centered 
primarily on the “radiogenic” inflections of twentieth-century writing in Britain and the 
United States, perhaps owing to the largely Anglo-American-oriented framework of 
modernist studies more broadly. Numerous studies have addressed the radio 
engagements of Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf, among other 
modernists involved with and interested in broadcasting. 28  The predominance of 
Anglophone works remains evident in the 2014 edited volume Broadcasting in the 
Modernist Era, and in Michelle Dinsman’s recent Modernism at the Microphone 
(2016). From a more global perspective, German radio has received significant 
attention, both for its close links to the Nazi regime and because many early theories of 
the medium were rooted in Frankfurt School thought.29 Farther afield, scholars such as 
Anke Birkenmeier, Ruben Gallo, and Tom McEnaney have done significant work on 
French and Latin American encounters with the medium, thereby extending radio’s 
reach into other national literary traditions.30 

Within this scholarly landscape, Italian modernism has remained somewhat of 
an outlier. Implicitly or explicitly, the wireless imagination seeps throughout futurism, 
making its radio history more prominent than that of its contemporaries. Critical 
attention, though, has tended to focus primarily either on Marinetti’s early wireless-
inspired writings (notably in the work of Timothy Campbell31) or on the 1933 radia 
manifesto, considered a foundational document for avant-garde radio and experimental 
                                                
28 Of the many noteworthy studies, see, for instance, Margaret Fisher’s above cited Ezra Pound’s Radio 
Operas; Todd Avery, Radio Modernism: Literature, Ethics, and the BBC (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 
2006); Jane Lewty, “Joyce and Radio,” in A Companion to James Joyce, ed. Richard Brown (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2008), 390-406; James A. Connor, S.J. “Radio Free Joyce: Wake Language and the 
Experience of Radio,” James Joyce Quarterly 30.4/31.1 (1993): 825-43; Emily C. Bloom, “Yeats’s 
Radiogenic Poetry: Oral Traditions and Auditory Publics,” Éire-Ireland 46.3-4 (Fall/Winter 2011): 227-
251; Pamela L. Caughie, “Virginia Woolf: Radio, Gramophone, Broadcasting,” in The Edinburgh 
Companion to Virginia Woolf and the Arts, ed. Maggie Humm (Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 332-
347. 
29 Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, and Bertolt Brecht, notably, all engaged with radio in theory and in 
practice. See Radio Benjamin, ed. Lecia Rosenthal (London: Verso, 2014); Adorno, Current of Music: 
Elements of a Radio Theory, ed. Robert Hullot-Kentor (Cambridge: Polity, 2009); Brecht on Film and 
Radio, ed. and trans. Marc Silberman (London: Methuen, 2000). 
30 For discussions of radio practices in the French avant-garde, see Anke Birkenmeier, “From Surrealism 
to Popular Art: Paul Deharme’s Radio Theory,” Modernism/Modernity 16.2 (April 2009): 357-374; for a 
cultural history of French radio, see Rebecca P. Scales, Radio and the Politics of Sound in 
Interwar France, 1921-1939 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Joelle Neulander,  
Programming national identity: the culture of radio in 1930s France (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 2009). For the Latin American context, see Anke Birkenmeier, Alejo Carpentier y la 
cultura del surrealismo en América Latina (Madrid: Vervuert Iberoamericana, 2006); Rubén Gallo, 
“Poesía Sin Hilos: Radio y Vanguardia,” Revista Iberoamericana LXXIII.221 (Oct-Dec 2007): 827-842; 
Gallo’s chapter on “Radio” in Mexican Modernity: The Avant-garde and the Technological Revolution 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005); Tom Mc Enaney, “No Transmitter: Clandestine Radio Listening 
Communities in Ricardo Piglia’s The Absent City,” Cultural Critique 91 (Fall 2015): 72-97. 
31 In addition to the above cited Wireless Writing in the Age of Marconi, see Campbell’s more recent 
“Marinetti, Marconista: The Futurist Manifestos and the Emergence of Wireless Writing,” in 
Broadcasting Modernism, 51-67.  
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music. Though futurist-centric, such studies remain the exception to largely historical 
accounts of radio in Italy with a notable focus on its usage under fascism, offering little 
formal and aesthetic analyses of the medium’s impact on the literary production of the 
twentieth century.32 Among these, Massimo Ragnedda’s recent contribution continues 
to emphasize the totalitarian context in which Italian radio developed, focusing on the 
tense commingling of jazz and tango with fascist propaganda.33 Despite—or perhaps 
because of—the extensive critical attention paid elsewhere to futurism’s machine 
aesthetics, the essays collected in Italian Modernism, edited by Luca Somigli and Mario 
Moroni (2004), mention neither the “wireless imagination” nor the influence of media 
technologies on literature. More research remains to be done on the writers and artists 
who engaged with radio outside of the futurist cohort, including Gabriele D’Annunzio, 
Luigi Pirandello, Carlo Emilio Gadda, and Alba de Céspedes, though a dearth of 
recordings and disparate archival documents have made such work difficult. One 
promising source for further scholarship is the complete digital library of Radiocorriere, 
the official magazine from 1925 to 1995 of RAI (Radiotelevisione italiana), Italy’s 
national public broadcasting company—a boon for scholars interested in delving into 
the connections between Italian literature and history, media, and public culture.34 By 
drawing on some of these primary materials and putting them in dialogue with lesser-
studied wireless texts of the avant-garde, my own analysis seeks to bring to the fore a 
“return of the radio repressed” that might be traced from the futurist canon to Italian and 
transnational modernisms more broadly.35 
 
 
Futurism as radio 
 

While radio studies furnish the general framework for this project, my account 
of futurism and radio ends where many others begin, with the 1933 radia manifesto and 
the cultural context of fascism. Chronologically, the chapters that follow chart the 
evolution of futurism’s wireless aesthetics, from their roots in the electromagnetics of 
Luciano Folgore’s Ponti sull’oceano (1914) to Fortunato Depero’s forays into 
                                                
32 Important sources are Philip V. Cannistraro, “The Radio in Fascist Italy,” Journal of European Studies 
2 (1972): 127-154; Cannistraro, La fabbrica del consenso: fascismo e mass media (Bari: Laterza, 1975); 
Franco Monteleone, La radio italiana nel periodo fascista: studio e documenti, 1922-1945 (Venice: 
Marsilio, 1976); Alberto Monticone, Il fascismo al microfono: radio e politica in Italia (1924-1945) 
(Rome: Studium, 1978); La Radio: storia di sessant'anni, 1924-1984, ed. Franco Monteleone and 
Peppino Ortoleva (Turin: ERI, 1984); Andrea Sangiovanni, Le parole e le figure: storia dei media in 
Italia dall'età liberale alla Seconda Guerra mondiale (Rome: Donzelli Editore, 2012). Recent surveys of 
the scholarly literature include Enrico Menduini, “An unheard story? The challenge for radio studies in 
Italy,” The Radio Journal – International Studies in Broadcast and Audio Media 2.1 (2004): 45-56; 
Gianni Isola, “Italian Radio: history and historiography,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and 
Television 15:3 (1995): 393-399. Paolo Giovannetti discusses literary treatments of radio in his Retorica 
dei media: Elettrico, elettronico, digitale nella letteratura italiana (Milan: Edizioni Unicopli, 2004), 105-
138. 
33 Massimo Ragnedda, “Radio Broadcasting in Fascist Italy: Between Censorship, Total Control, Jazz and 
Futurism,” in Broadcasting in the Modernist Era, 195-211. 
34 Raccolta Storica, Radiocorriere TV. http://www.radiocorriere.teche.rai.it/. Last accessed 3 April 2017. 
35 Thus Michelle Hilmes has described the renewed critical attention to a medium whose presence often 
remains invisible. See Hilmes, “Rethinking Radio,” in Radio Reader: Essays in the Cultural History of 
Radio, ed. Hilmes and Loviglio (New York: Routledge, 2002), 8. 
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broadcasting during the 1930s. While I follow this rough historical outline, however, I 
will be less interested in tracing the technological development of the medium itself 
than in mapping a “wireless” sensibility through its various iterations. The inventor of 
the immaginazione senza fili would preface its tenets (in the manifesto of the same 
name) by declaring that “Futurism is based on the complete renewal of human 
sensibility that has occurred as a result of scientific discoveries,” chief among these the 
“diverse forms of communication, transportation, and information” that “exert such a 
decisive influence upon the psyches” of their users.36 For Folgore, Benedetta, Depero, 
and Marinetti himself, the idea of radio encapsulates precisely this “magnification of 
human sensation and urgent need to fix, at every instant, our relationships to all of 
humanity” (TIF 69)—a perpetually networked state of existence prefiguring our 
present-day condition of “wirelessness.”37  

Central to this wireless feeling is a preoccupation with connectivity and 
receptivity, and with the bodily transformations that such processes entail. Accordingly, 
the works I examine negotiate the complexities and consequences of the strange new 
embodied connections that wireless makes possible, even when the technology itself 
remains only tangential or implicit. The body functions as a communications medium 
through which to transmit and intercept “sentimental vibrations,” a notion which recurs 
throughout the futurist radio repertoire.38 As I read it here, the wireless imagination 
points up not only how social relations are reconfigured through technologies of 
transmission, but also the sensory and affective effects of such changes. Technology 
itself, from this perspective, is not a “neutral force” or “objective apparatus” but a 
“generative cultural intensity that makes us just as much as we make it.”39 

If the “wireless imagination” is a mode of being, it is also a medium. Here I 
define the term in accordance with its usage in media studies today, following James 
Carey, meaning not only a device to be used or listened to for the purpose of 
transmitting messages and information, but primarily a system that cannot be thought 
separately from society and culture.40 Contemporary theories of media indeed furnish a 
new vocabulary for thinking about the wireless imagination as a cultural disposition—
“a thing to think with, an agency for the alteration of ideas,” as Carey would define the 

                                                
36 “Coloro che usano oggi del telegrafo, del telefono e del grammofono, del treno, della bicicletta, della 
motocicletta, dell’automobile, del transatlantico, del dirigibile, dell’aeroplano, del cinematografo, del 
grande quotidiano (sintesi di una giornata nel mondo) non pensano che queste diverse forme di 
comunicazione, di trasporto, e d’informazione esercitano sulla loro psiche una decisiva influenza.” 
Marinetti, “Distruzione della sintassi - Immaginazione senza fili - Parole in libertà,” TIF, 65-66. 
37 Adrian Mackenzie, Wirelessness: Radical Empiricism in Network Cultures (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2010). “Wirelessness designates an experience trending toward entanglements with things, objects, 
gadgets, infrastructures, and services, and imbued with indistinct sensations and practices of network-
associated change. Wirelessness affects how people arrive, depart, and inhabit places, how they relate to 
others, and indeed, how they embody change” (5). 
38 In his gloss to the radia manifesto, Pino Masnata muses, “Will we, in the future, become radio 
receivers without the radio apparatus?” (Fisher, Radia, 90). In a later “synthesis” penned for radio, but 
never broadcast, Masnata writes: “con questo apparecchio riesco a captare le vibrazioni sentimentali di 
tutti gli esseri della terra” [with this gizmo I can tap into the sentimental vibrations of all earthly beings]. 
Pino Masnata, “8 Sintesi radiofoniche,” trans. Margaret Fisher, Italogramma 4 (2012): 466. 
39 Alex Goody, Technology, Literature and Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), 1. 
40 James Carey, Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society (1988; repr. New York: 
Routledge, 2009). 
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telegraph41 —that arises in response to the state of connectedness that Marinetti 
describes above. The way in which futurist writers and artists conceptualize radio 
echoes a current understanding of media as “socially realized structures of 
communication,” in the words of Lisa Gitelman, “where structures include both 
technological forms and their associated protocols, and where communication is a 
cultural practice, a ritualized collocation of different people on the same mental map, 
sharing or engaged with popular ontologies of representation.”42 It is this notion of the 
medium that anchors my readings across the dissertation’s three chapters. I examine not 
only how radio shaped avant-garde form, but also how wireless media impacted 
futurism’s understanding of the act of communication. Beyond its effect on literary 
form, radio inhabits the entire “discourse network” of futurism: the wireless imagination 
is deeply entangled with and shaped by what Friedrich Kittler has called a condition of 
“mediality” that shapes all cultural and social interactions.43 In making this claim, I do 
not assume an uncomplicated or deterministic relationship between the avant-garde and 
technology; rather, my readings seek to trouble the idea of techno-fetishism that has 
long been applied to futurist experimentation and to address the often contradictory 
ways in which “wirelessness” is conceived of and represented by the subjects who 
experience it. 

Rather than futurism and radio, then, we might better approach futurism as 
radio. Whereas the conjunction of the first phrase suggests a relationship of mere 
influence and imitation, the coordinating “as” of the second points instead to the two as 
mutually constitutive. Technological media are never simply a matter of machines, but a 
cultural and cognitive system of signification: as Niklas Luhmann instructs, “we do not 
want to regard the work of these machines, nor indeed their mechanical or internal 
electronic internal workings, as an operation within the system of the mass media. […] 
It makes good sense, therefore, to regard the real reality of the mass media as the 
communications which go on within and through them.”44 Media, in other words, 
represent a self-reflexive set of communications that continually produce descriptions of 
their social world. In a similar way, the formal and aesthetic apparatus of futurism can 
be understood as a medium in its own right, which reflects upon and constructs its own 
imaginative reality. Such a perspective emerges, in fact, in a classic account by Renato 
Poggioli—media theorist avant la lettre?—who approaches the avant-garde “not so 
much as an aesthetic fact as a sociological one”; thus the avant-garde is to be described 
“not under its species as art but through what it reveals, inside and outside of art itself, 
of a common psychological condition, a unique ideological fact.”45 Radio, in my 

                                                
41 Ibid., 204. 
42 Lisa Gitelman, Always Already New: Media, History and the Data of Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2008), 7. 
43 In Kittler’s phrasing, “media determine our situation.” Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans. 
Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), xxxix; 
see also Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900, trans. Michael Metteer with Chris Cullens (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
44 Niklas Luhmann, The Reality of the Mass Media, trans. Kathleen Cross (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2000), 3.  
45 Renato Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Gerald Fitzgerald (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1981), 3-4. 
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analysis, turns out to be a representation of futurism itself, a medium whose inner 
workings reveal changing embodied, social, and political dynamics of communication. 

 
 
From transmission to relation 
 

When approaching futurism from a media perspective, though, the dominant 
paradigm has remained one of “transmission, broadcast, and communication dependent 
on the new technology of electricity,” as Johanna Drucker, for instance, has 
characterized the driving concept behind Marinetti’s words-in-freedom.46 Broadcasting 
indeed fascinated the futurists, for whom the lightning-fast motion of the radio wave 
encapsulates the desire to transcend time and space. Accounting for the multiplicity of 
radios in futurism, however, also means looking past the broadcast model of one-way 
address to consider other ways in which the wave functions: namely, as a figure for 
relation, rather than a missive aimed at a receiver. 

In his introduction to Wireless Imagination, Douglas Kahn usefully 
distinguishes between the figures of transmission and vibration within the avant-garde’s 
sonic framework. Whereas transmission implies movement across, from an origin 
toward a destination, vibration refers instead to movement to and fro, an unceasing 
oscillation that does not tend toward or stop at a single endpoint. Transmissions flow in 
one direction; vibrations pulsate and reverberate. Implicit in vibration, more 
importantly, is a sense of exchange and mutuality that transmission lacks, a reciprocal 
movement that is absent from common narratives of futurist radio practices: in 
vibration, Kahn notes, “sound [has] no autonomy but [is] always relational, being 
somewhere or something else, a constant deflection.”47  

Crucially, futurist radio as I describe it here involves waves traveling in these 
unexpected directions. Against a model of communication as “the transmission of 
signals or messages over distance for the purpose of control,”48 the texts I consider here, 
rather, stage moments of what I am calling wireless interactivity. What is the experience 
of “wirelessness” itself, if not being put into relation? “Only connect,” the epigraph 
from E.M. Forster that opens this introduction, reveals a deep preoccupation with 
bridging gaps and overcoming distances, one that often pit physical proximity against 
the technologically-enabled encounters of the fin de siècle. By invoking the phrase, 
however, I do not wish to emphasize personal, physical bonds over virtual ones; instead, 
the appeal to connect captures the essential, embodied intersubjectivity that I argue 
characterizes the wireless scenarios that unfold in the following chapters. In them, 
bodies are not reduced to mad vessels for electrified flows of acoustic data, as many 

                                                
46 Johanna Drucker, The Visible Word: Experimental Typography and Modern Art, 1909-1923 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), 208. 
47 Kahn, “Introduction: Histories of Sound Once Removed,” in Wireless Imagination, 15. See also Steve 
Goodman, for whom an “ontology of vibrational force delves below a philosophy of sound and the 
physics of acoustics toward the basic processes of entities affecting other entities”; Goodman, “The 
Ontology of Vibrational Force,” in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne (New York: 
Routledge, 2012), 70. 
48 Carey, Communication as Culture, 12. 
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readers have described the avant-garde’s “schizophonic” radio subjects.49 While it is 
true that the human body at this historical moment is reconceptualized in technological 
terms, as a communications medium, I propose in my readings an alternative version of 
the futurist subject that does not err exclusively on the side of a posthuman fusion of 
man and machine. Radio, in this sense, operates as an embodied channel through which 
shared sensory vibrations and affective flows travel, and through which the futurist 
subject negotiates its position in the world and its connection to other bodies. 

A focus on vibration over transmission—or, better, on the interplay of these two 
figures—thus allows us to unsettle the broadcast model with which futurism is typically 
associated. In its place, I understand the futurist wireless imagination through the lens 
of what Nicolas Bourriaud, in another context, has termed “relational aesthetics.” 
Denoting art that is rooted in, and able to stimulate, intersubjective connections, 
“relational aesthetics” entail artistic practices that reflect self-consciously on the 
interrelationships between people through the use of formal strategies that privilege 
collaboration, participation, and intervention. The artwork, in this case, does more than 
simply display itself to the viewer; similar to the medium as theorized by Luhmann, it 
exists as part of a system of relationships with its environment, its viewers, and 
discourse itself, all of which interact to produce meaning. 50  This intersubjective 
impulse, which Bourriaud locates primarily within contemporary visual and 
performance art, also animates the texts I read here, as my analysis will demonstrate. 
Via the concepts of vibration and relation, I argue for a revised understanding of futurist 
“wirelessness” that displaces the desire for control and transcendence in favor of an 
impulse toward embodied connections. 

From this perspective, we may posit the wireless imagination as a vibratory 
medium—a two-way radio of sorts, evocative of the ideal broadcast network that 
Bertolt Brecht would envision in 1932. As voices and programs proliferated in the 
ether, offering up all manner of entertainment, Brecht laments, radio’s purported ability 
to bring people together has failed: “It is a pure instrument of distribution; it merely 
hands things out.” In contrast, Brecht dreams up a radio “capable not only of 
transmitting but of receiving”—no longer a “distribution system,” but a 
“communication system.” 51  Such is the communicative function of the wireless 
imagination, rooted in shared vibrations and shifting connections: between organic and 
inorganic bodies, human and machine; between the paradigmatic masculine subject of 
futurism and its feminine others; and between the individual and the wider collectivity 
of a nation. Through this relational model, we might thus begin to rethink many of the 
views that have remained dominant in critical accounts of the avant-garde itself: moving 

                                                
49 For Gregory Whitehead, the “schizophonic” principle of radio art entails the production of hysterical, 
psychotic bodies beyond reason, characterized by chaotic vibrations; see his “Principia Schizophonica: 
On Noise, Gas, and the Broadcast Disembody,” Art and Text 37 (1990): 60-62. This hysterical, typically 
futurist body is also discussed by Joe Milutis, “Radiophonic Ontologies and the Avant-Garde,” The 
Drama Review 40.3 (Fall 1996): 63-79. 
50 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods (Dijon: Les 
Presses du Réel, 1998/2002). Bourriaud’s theory of relational aesthetics is based on his reading of the 
French Situationists, the avant-garde group led by Guy Debord that in the 1950s and 1960s called for the 
replacement of traditional aesthetic forms with direct encounters between art, people, and politics. 
51 Bertolt Brecht, “Radio as a Means of Communication,” trans. Stuart Hood, Screen 20.3/4 (Winter 
1979/80): 25. 
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from a mode of shock, chaos, and disruption toward one of receptivity, mutuality, and 
exchange.52 
 
 
Challenging fascism 
 

As an alternative to transmission, the concept of relation is essential to begin 
complicating the easy equation of radio with the entire media infrastructure, and 
political structure, of fascism. Owing to the accidents of history, the rise of broadcasting 
coincided with two world wars and the establishment of totalitarianism across Europe. 
What we now know as “radio studies” essentially began with critical considerations of 
the medium’s sinister flipside, which was perceived to stand in stark contrast to its 
revolutionary communicative potential. As Marconi’s device was eventually pressed 
into the service of mass persuasion—on the part of authoritarian regimes as well as the 
culture industry, more broadly—early theorists such as Brecht, Walter Benjamin, and 
Rudolf Arnheim would note that radio’s democratic impulse coexists with fascist 
tendencies; the exhilarating freedom to dial one’s way around the globe finds its 
counterpart in the singular voice that transfixes. At once individual and collective, this 
electronic medium has the dual power to unite and disperse, to disband and “retribalize 
mankind,” in a famous phrase by Marshall McLuhan.53 The experience of listening in 
isolation is the obverse of radio’s “oceanic” feeling, as Alice Kaplan put it, mobilized 
by the “demagogue” who seizes the airwaves.54 Echoing those dictatorial voices, Ezra 
Pound’s fanatical broadcasts for Radio Rome are often invoked to align the medium 
with militant propaganda and crowd control. 

In the Italian context, the medium’s resonance with the discourse of the regime 
has been equally strong. Alessandro Galante Garrone was among the first to chronicle 
the “fascistization of radio,” aligning the rhetoric of the regime with the declamatory 
style of marinettismo.55 Futurism’s wireless imagination and its primary spokesman 
have in fact been subject to filtering through “fascist symbolic, somatic, and political 
values,” as Timothy Campbell has argued, identifying “wireless writing” with “an 
apocalyptic tone and rhetoric meant to generate alarm in its subjects.”56 Even when 
futurist aesthetics have been understood to work against standardized, homologized 
broadcast content, as I will discuss in Chapter 3, critics tend to invert the authoritarian, 
dictatorial voice and replace this with another version of the same, in Marinetti’s own. 

                                                
52 For another way of thinking about the avant-garde and/as radio, see the recent PhD dissertation by 
Anna Friz, “The radio of the future redux: Rethinking transmission through experiments in radio art” 
(York University, Canada, 2011), which applies the Brechtian concept of transception to contemporary 
artistic practices using wireless media in order to establish a “resonant rather than radiant paradigm for 
transmission” (iv). 
53 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964; repr. Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2002), 304. 
54  Alice Kaplan, Reproductions of Banality: Fascism, Literature, and French Intellectual Life 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), xxii. 
55 Alessandro Galante Garrone, “L’aedo senza fili (L’EIAR),” Il Ponte VIII.10 (October 1952): 1403-
1429. 
56 Campbell, Wireless Writing, xvi. 
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The “weak theory” of the wireless imagination that I advance here seeks to 
trouble such assumptions about (futurist) radio as an inherently fascist medium. By 
privileging a relational model of contact, I attempt to put pressure on the dominant 
critical narrative that would claim futurism’s collusion with fascism. My intent in doing 
so is not to skirt the more problematic aspects of the avant-garde’s leanings (its 
militancy and misogyny, for instance), but to work against the assumption that the only 
politics of futurism is a fascist politics. Rather, I will demonstrate that these scenarios of 
relation already suggest a political dimension unto themselves, by virtue of the fact that 
they engage with the dynamics of the body, of gender, and of mass-mediated society. 
When reframed in terms of relation and interactivity, versus one-way address, 
metaphors of wireless communication therefore lead us to consider the ways in which 
futurism’s players reshape the function of the wave itself, in order to produce and 
reflect upon moments of intersubjectivity that are political at their core. 
 
 
The avant-garde and communication 
 

By positing futurist poetry as a telegraphic machine, Marinetti is fully conscious 
of literature’s changing role among myriad forms of data processing, denying its 
traditional medial practices in favor of a new lirismo fully merged with the technology 
of wave-borne communication. The implications of this imitative, emulative aesthetic 
have been understood in different ways. In one account, avant-garde writing is thought 
to respond urgently and anxiously, and with a marked self-consciousness, to the 
question of its place in an increasingly crowded media landscape. In Multimedia 
Modernism, Julian Murphet attempts to account for the ways in which “‘literature’ was 
obliged in the second industrial revolution to become a phatic argument on behalf of its 
own propagation,” in essence, to justify its existence as a medium.57 Only when 
confronted by a new and daunting array of media technologies, Murphet argues, did the 
artistic production of the early 20th century truly discover its own material specificity, as 
manifested in the various textual, visual, sculptural and performative shapes that 
modernism would take. Conscious of its status as a medium, the avant-garde becomes a 
“parasitic” irritant in the media system that surrounds it and from which it takes 
inspiration, as Arndt Niebisch has observed. Futurism and Dada did not simply 
celebrate and engage directly with the technologies and communications media of their 
time, but “abused” them in subversive ways, simultaneously disturbing existing 
discourses and generating new communicative values through a dynamic fusion with 
their media environment.58 

With this in mind, we might begin to revisit Marinetti’s founding 
pronouncement about the wireless imagination—an art that “renounces the need to be 
understood”—not to negate communication, or to annihilate existing discourse, but to 
redefine it. As a media system, the avant-garde “does indeed communicate—about 

                                                
57 Julian Murphet, Multimedia Modernism: Literature and the Anglo-American Avant-Garde (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 9. 
58 See Arndt Niebisch, Media Parasites in the Early Avant-Garde (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012). 
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something. About something else or about itself.” 59  Put another way, futurism’s 
wireless aesthetics are more than the manifestation of its jostling for position in a 
competitive media ecology; radio serves as the model and metaphor by which futurism 
self-reflexively interrogates its own communicative potential. As Mark Goble has 
argued, “modernism itself desired communication and the many forms it took, not just 
as a response to the power of media technologies in the twentieth century but as a way 
of insisting that this power was already modernism’s own.”60 Futurism, as radio, 
remains deeply interested in its own ability to pulsate and reverberate, to cast its waves 
across geographical and linguistic boundaries, and to affect other bodies—physical and 
political—at a distance. Across the dissertation’s three chapters, I therefore describe a 
mode of wireless interactivity that extends from the individual futurist subject and its 
others to the relationship between writers and readers, art and social world. 
 
 
Chapter outlines 
 

The first chapter of the dissertation revisits the origins of the futurist 
immaginazione senza fili through the lens of the lesser-studied poet Luciano Folgore, 
whose 1914 collection Ponti sull’oceano (Bridges Over the Ocean) demonstrates a 
marked interest in emergent discourses of electromagnetism and radiation. Departing 
from more familiar representations of Futurist technophilia, the texts that comprise 
Ponti sull’oceano blend technology, science, and the occult to formulate a vibratory 
poetics of physical sensation. Through them, I reorient what has become a 
commonplace notion of futurism’s “mechanical man” in favor of a new understanding 
of the wireless imagination that places the organic body at its center. Folgore marks a 
shift from a prosthetic model of the poet-as-medium, toward a wireless aesthetics 
rooted in embodied tactile sensations. The wireless imagination, here, refers less to a set 
of formal prescriptions than to a phenomenology of sorts, in which “words-in-freedom” 
cannot be thought separately from the new sensibility they are meant to signify. What I 
call Folgore’s mode of “radio-activity” offers a new way of reading the futurist subject, 
by challenging traditional notions of selfhood and psychology without doing away 
entirely with the human frame. In Folgore’s poetry, thus, the quintessentially wireless 
experience of “scattering” (sparpagliamento) comes to signify both a heroic 
transcendence and a more threatening breach of corporeal boundaries, enacting a 
fundamental paradox between spirit and matter that lies at the core of futurist 
subjectivity. Folgore’s embodied mode of receptivity and connectivity posits an 
alternative and a corrective to Marinetti’s militant rhetoric of dissolution and self-
annihilation, instead emphasizing wirelessness as the exchange of sympathetic 
vibrations between poet, reader, and material world. 

Moving from individual to interpersonal experiences of wirelessness, Chapter 2 
takes up the radio wave in order to reexamine the gendered dynamics of 
communication, and of the avant-garde. Here I focus on two wireless romances of 
postwar futurism, Marinetti’s short story “Miss Radio” (1928) and Benedetta Cappa 
                                                
59 Luhmann, Reality of the Mass Media, 4-5. 
60 Mark Goble, Beautiful Circuits: Modernism and the Mediated Life (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2010), 3. 
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Marinetti’s novel Astra e il sottomarino: Vita trasognata (Astra and the Submarine: 
Dream Life, 1935), which trade on a fantasy of erotic desire unfettered from corporeal 
longings and affective needs.  In these tales, the male subject seeks to overcome the 
constraints of his terrestrial existence by reaching the ideal condition of the radio 
wave—a wave gendered feminine, according to the key cultural trope in which 
technology is coded female. But if the woman-as-wave represents the fulfillment of an 
untroubled celestial ideal, reliant on a model of mastery over the feminine that is 
figured in terms of connectivity, the wave also reveals a crisis within the masculine 
subjectivity that produces that very fantasy. In dialogue with recent feminist approaches 
to new media, I argue that the woman-as-wave functions as a cyborg of sorts whose 
unruly, immaterial body undermines the very communication she appears to enable and, 
with it, the ideally virile state to which the futurist aspires. Shifting from “Miss Radio” 
to Astra, I contend that Benedetta redefines the woman-as-wave from a mere conduit 
for male desire to a subversive figure of pure relation, in order to posit a feminist 
critique of connectivity and, ultimately, of the gendered dynamics of the avant-garde. 

While Chapters 1 and 2 consider the radio wave as a metaphor for embodied and 
intersubjective experiences, Chapter 3 turns to radio as a mass medium and therefore 
extends my focus from individual, gendered bodies to the collective body of the 
listening public. Against the backdrop of Italian broadcasting in the 1930s, I examine 
Fortunato Depero’s Liriche radiofoniche (Radiophonic Lyrics, 1934) in order to 
reevaluate the avant-garde’s fraught relationship to popular culture, and to the various 
publics that both engage. Like the 1933 futurist radia manifesto, from which they take 
inspiration, Depero’s lyrics test the communicative and creative possibilities of the 
broadcast medium via a process of remediation. By recasting the radio wave in print, 
Depero performs a critique of mainstream broadcasting from within the limits of those 
official institutional channels of communication. I push back on the commonplace that 
futurism is complicit with fascism to argue instead that Depero’s experiments exist in 
tension with the regime’s use of radio as a tool for shaping the body-politic through the 
dissemination of shared cultural values. The Liriche thus challenge not only what goes 
on the air, but also, and more importantly, how listeners consume and interact with 
radiophonic content, substituting the traditional model of one-way address with a 
dialectical experience of receptivity that echoes the vibrations I explore in Chapter 1. 
The contradictory posture of the futurist radio artist—caught between rejecting and 
engaging the “public”—encapsulates the paradox of the avant-garde itself in its effort to 
integrate aesthetic autonomy with social and political life. This paradox is the focus of 
the dissertation’s coda, which examines the continued possibilities, and failures, of the 
wireless imagination in an increasingly crowded media landscape. 
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Chapter 1 
 
A Body that Scatters: Radio-Activity as Sensory Experience 
in Luciano Folgore’s Ponti sull’oceano 

 
 

J’écris seulement pour vous exalter 
Ô sens ô sens chéris1 
 
Fate prima vibrare i sensi, e farete vibrare anche il cervello!2 
 
La mia coscienza è un globo di luce che saetta i suoi raggi 
tutt’intorno secondo la forza che le è propria sulle cose di 
questo mondo, oltre la luna, il sole e le stelle, per la notte 
cosmica che non è un limite ma una difficoltà.3 

 
 

In a humorous piece penned for his successful broadcast program, Il 
grammofono della verità (The Gramophone of Truth), futurist poet turned radio host 
Luciano Folgore would describe a metamorphosis unique to his chosen medium: 
 

Col progresso il cuore umano 
S’è cambiato in modo strano. 
L’energia molecolare, 
L’elettrone e la corrente 
L’hanno fatto diventare 
una radio ricevente.4 
 
[With progress, the human heart 
has changed in odd ways. 
Molecular energy,  
the electron, and electricity 
have turned it into  
a radio receiver.] 

 
The joke is on the listener: the very device she sits before and listens to already exists 
within her. Every human heart—even the oldest and rustiest—is a remarkably sensitive 
and selective transmitter, Folgore tells us, tuned in not only to the “operettas, songs, 
music, and chatter” borne on the airwaves into Italian living rooms, but to the changing 
channels of life itself: “Piglia tutto / l’onde medie e l’onde corte / piglia il bello, piglia il 

                                                
1 “I write simply to exalt you / O senses, o dear senses.” Apollinaire, “Liens,” Calligrammes, 1913-1916. 
2 “Make the senses vibrate, and the brain’s vibrations will follow!” Luigi Russolo, “L’Arte dei rumori,” 
1913. 
3 “My consciousness is a globe of light that, by its own force, sends its rays everywhere, like a lightning 
bolt, upon the things of this world—beyond the moon, the sun, and the stars, through the cosmic night, 
which is not a limit but a challenge.” Ardengo Soffici, “Raggio,” 1914. 
4 Luciano Folgore, “La radio del cuore” (undated, c. 1932), n.p. Luciano Folgore Papers, Getty Research 
Institute, Collection 91041, Box 15.  
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brutto / dei programmi della Sorte” [It grabs all it can / short waves, long waves / good 
and bad / from the radio programs of Destiny]. And so it goes, turning the “dial of 
desire” on and on through the years, until the show’s over.5 
 With these playful—even prescient—verses, Folgore captures in rhyme the 
cybernetic pairing of human and machine that is becoming increasingly common in 
today’s thoroughly hi-tech world. While it may seem quaint to contemporary readers, 
the idea of the heart as a radio receiver was as surprising as it was cemented in the 
cultural imaginary of Folgore’s day. By the 1930s, radio was so in vogue as to become a 
“fixture of life itself,” leading to the total embroiling of body and machine, as we read 
in another fantastical tale that appeared some years before Folgore’s poem in 
Radiocorriere, the official weekly of Italy’s state broadcasting company. The irksome 
feeling of a stuffy headset covering listeners’ ears is no bother for the “radiophonic man 
of the future,” the titular character of Vittorio Cardin’s 1929 story, born with an 
“electro-dynamic device” in place of a brain. Fitted with this permanent receiver, the 
man’s eyes emit sparks as his ears prick up, in tune with invisible wavelengths. Even 
the heart itself, a once sensitive “propulsor” of feeling, atrophies under the weight of 
mechanization, until feeling itself grows obsolete: “Il sentimento, che traeva la sua 
origine dalle opere e dalla individualità, non contava più. Sentimento?—sentire?—
sentire che cosa?—Nulla!” [Sentiment, which originated with human works and 
individuality, now counted for nothing. Sentiment? Feeling? To feel what? Nothing!] 
Finally, equipped with metallic wings, the radio-body goes vertical (horizontal travels 
are passé in the wireless world of the future, we learn), defying gravity, until he plunges 
deep into the ocean in a final gesture of self-annihilation: “l’uomo, che aveva teso ogni 
suo sforzo alla perfezione, aveva annullato se stesso” [the man, who had made every 
effort to attain perfection, had eliminated himself].6 

In more than just name, Cardin’s radiophonic being represents the doppelganger 
of Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s mechanized man—“l’uomo meccanico dalle parti 
intercambiabili”—whose moniker has largely become shorthand for the movement as a 
whole. Metallized and superhuman, both figures embody the “prosthetic gods” with 
which many readers of futurism are familiar.7 The “wireless imagination,” too, has long 
remained synonymous with an art as mechanistic as the body of the poet who creates it. 
In the 1912 Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature, Marinetti is unequivocal: 
“Distruggere nella letteratura l’io. […] Sostituire la psicologia dell’uomo, ormai 
esaurita, con l’ossessione lirica della materia” [In literature, destroy the I. Replace 
human psychology, by now exhausted, with the lyrical obsession of matter].8 In place of 
inspired and sentimental content, sonic data and telegraphic analogies come to the fore 
as words-in-freedom reproduce the non-humanized matter of modern life: the roaring 
engine, the strafe of machine-gun fire, the whirring propeller. Futurism has no room, it 
seems, for the body of flesh and blood, and the psychology that inhabits it. 

While it clearly functions as an interface between man and machine, however, 
Folgore’s “radio of the heart” seems less a metallic prosthesis designed to augment the 

                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 Vittorio Cardin, “L’uomo radiofonico dell’avvenire,” Radiocorriere 47 (1929): 12-13. 
7 See Hal Foster, Prosthetic Gods (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004). 
8 Marinetti, “Manifesto tecnico della letteratura futurista,” in Teoria e invenzione futurista, ed. Luciano de 
Maria (Milan: Mondadori, 1983), 50 (hereafter cited in text as TIF). 
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body’s capacities than an integral element of its sensory experience. In this wireless 
scenario, the body is not annulled and replaced by mechanical appendages, but remains 
the central conduit in a wireless system that fuses the corporeal and the technological. 
What place is there for the “human heart” amidst flows of “molecular energy”? What 
kinds of signals can this radiophonic body channel? Such questions would preoccupy 
Folgore long before he took up the microphone, in one of his earliest works, Ponti 
sull’oceano.9 Published in 1914, this collection provides a fruitful terrain on which to 
examine the role of the body in the wireless poetics of the avant-garde. Overlooked in 
the critical literature, or mentioned only in passing, the poems of Ponti enable us to 
write the organic body back into a narrative of futurism that has so often skewed 
towards a rhetoric of mechanization. 

It is well known that electronic media are conceived of as prosthetic extensions 
of the human nervous system, we have learned from Marshall McLuhan.10 As David E. 
Wellbery notes, “the human body is the site upon which various technologies of our 
culture inscribe themselves, the connecting link to which and from which our medial 
means of processing, storage, and transmission run.” 11  With the emergence of 
telegraphy, telephony and other electrical technologies during the nineteenth century, 
the physical body would take on a new form and function as a communications medium 
in its own right. Modern writers and artists, fascinated by the revolutionary new force of 
electricity, thus began to represent the human body a networked entity, one able to 
receive and transmit messages via its own internal circuitry. Linking organic and 
technological webs of connection, the body is understood as “the most familiar of all 
communicative modes, as well as the sensible center of human experience.”12 Signals 
were imagined to travel through the nerves, on the skin, and even between brains, as 
electronic media “challenged the traditional notion of the delimited, bounded 
individual” and sparked anxieties regarding the increasingly porous boundaries dividing 
bodies from devices.13 

In light of this context, the poetry of Ponti offers a productive site for 
approaching the many tensions and anxieties that characterize futurism’s electrified 
bodies. The futurist subjectivity that I explore in this chapter circulates around the 
notion of what is known in media studies as the “techno-body”; in Anne Marie 
Balsamo’s words, it is “a boundary figure belonging simultaneously to at least two 
previously incompatible systems of meaning—‘the organic/natural’ and ‘the 
                                                
9 Known for his poetry as well as his radio broadcasts in the 1920s and ’30s, Folgore was part of the early 
cohort that formed the ranks of Lacerba and the first Poeti futuristi anthology of 1912. The most 
comprehensive study of Folgore remains Claudia Salaris, Luciano Folgore e le avanguardie (Florence: 
La Nuova Italia, 1997); see also Anna Maria Nerucci, “Luciano Folgore, poeta Futurista: ‘Il canto dei 
motori,’” Cristallo: Rassegna di varia umanità 34.1 (April 1992): 63-78; Katia Pizzi, “Pinocchio and the 
Mechanical Body: Luciano Folgore’s Papers at the Getty Research Institute Library,” in Pinocchio, 
Puppets and Modernity: The Mechanical Body, ed. Katia Pizzi (New York: Routledge, 2012), 135-162. 
10 See, especially, McLuhan’s seminal Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964; repr. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002). 
11 David E. Wellbery, “Foreword,” in Friedrich Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900 (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1990), xiv. 
12 Carolyn Marvin, When Old Technologies Were New: Thinking About Electric Communication in the 
Late Nineteenth Century (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1988), 109.  
13 See Laura Otis, Networking: Communicating with Bodies and Machines in the Nineteenth Century 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001), 10. 
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technological/cultural.’”14 As I will argue in the pages that follow, Folgore’s wireless 
poetics complicate the binary between “information technology,” on the one hand, and 
physiology on the other.15 While it is true that this body bears the indelible mark of its 
scientific and technological context, like the cardial radio with which I began, it also 
challenges the dominant image of the futurist subject as a superhuman assemblage of 
metallic parts. If Marinetti’s uomo meccanico represents a breaking free of the flesh, 
Folgore’s wireless poetics suggest instead, to quote Joe Milutis, that “the body is 
source, substance, and medium of radio.”16 In this way, Ponti steers us away from the 
prosthetic model of futurism that has remained dominant in the criticism toward a 
scientifically-inspired aesthetics—a term I take, after Terry Eagleton, in its original 
meaning as a discourse of the body.17 I will demonstrate how Folgore anatomizes 
connectivity within the sensing body, conceived of variously as an electrified antenna 
and a radioactive mass through which energy flows, signals are received, and messages 
are sent. The wireless imagination, then, functions primarily as a sensory channel 
through which ethereal vibrations are experienced phenomenologically. 

 
 
A science of feeling 
  

Invoked in Folgore’s collection as one of many “arcs” traced over sea and sky, 
the title of Ponti sull’oceano points up the communicative networks that a host of 
technological innovations, from train to telegraph, had made possible at the turn of the 
last century: 
 
  Costruzione: diecimila ponti sull’oceano 
    armature: vittorie della snellezza 
     schiene lustre da uragani 
   TRENI D’ARIA TRENI D’ACQUA 
  TRENI DI FUOCO prolungamenti plastici 
  di macchine da un continente all’altro 
  fluidità di vagoni angoli 
  neri tutto ferro fuggenti  materia lunga 
  di velocità  Binari di cristallo 18 
 

[Construction: ten thousand bridges over the ocean 
                                                
14 Anne Marie Balsamo, Technologies of the Gendered Body: Reading Cyborg Women (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 1996), 5. 
15 As Friedrich Kittler put it, with the rise of electronic media and mechanized forms of writing, “So-
called man becomes physiology on the one hand and information technology on the other”; Kittler, 
“Gramophone, Film, Typewriter,” in Literature, Media, Information Systems: Essays, ed. John Johnston 
(Amsterdam: G+B Arts International, 1997), 46. Alternatively, in New Philosophy for New Media 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), Mark Hansen focuses on the relation between cognition and new media, 
examining how information technologies help rethink embodiment in “digital” and “nonhuman” ways. 
16 Joe Milutis, “Radiophonic Ontologies of the Avant-Garde,” The Drama Review 40.3 (Autumn 1996): 
70. 
17 Terry Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic (Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1990), 13. 
18 Luciano Folgore, Ponti sull’oceano: Versi liberi e parole in libertà (Milan: Edizioni futuriste di Poesia, 
1914), 111 (hereafter cited in text as P). 
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    armor: conquests of slenderness  
     backs polished by hurricanes 
   TRAINS OF AIR TRAINS OF WATER 
  TRAINS OF FIRE plastic extensions 
  of machines from one continent to the next 
  fluid cars  all-iron 
  black corners fleeting  matter stretched 
  with speed  Crystal rails] 
 
The “crystal rails” that span the earth relay messages and bodies across once 
unthinkable distances, exploding “i densi tubi della lontananza” [the dense tubes of 
distance] with their speed and power (P, 112). In this scenario, radio waves are 
indistinguishable from the “plastic extensions” of locomotives, ships, and airplanes. At 
least stylistically, “Arcate” remains consonant with the “telegraphic precepts” of 
futurism and with the accelerated, mechanized poetics we have come to expect of the 
“wireless imagination.”19 And in establishing this textual “construction” itself as one of 
“ten thousand bridges over the ocean,” Folgore self-consciously claims a place for his 
poetry within this vast network of transits and communications. 

Nowhere else in Ponti, however, do these technologies make an appearance. 
While Folgore’s first collection of poetry, Il canto dei motori (The Song of Motors, 
1912), praises the likes of engines, battleships, and submarines, Ponti marks an about-
face of sorts from the macchinolatria of early futurism to introduce a poetics that is less 
overtly mechanistic but no less influenced by the scientific and technological advances 
of its day. Not simply the expression of Marconian telegraphy, the “matter stretched 
with speed” of “Arcate” alerts us to a broader preoccupation within futurism, and across 
early modernism as a whole, with dynamic vibrations. The “wireless imagination” itself 
is untethered from a single technological model, linked not only to telegraphy but 
encompassing a broader preoccupation with energy and vibrations. Folgore’s collection 
signals what Bruce Clarke and Linda Henderson have termed “the transition from the 
era of energy to the information age,” spanning from the late nineteenth century to the 
First World War.20 During this time, the once-empty air was revealed to be suffused 
with invisible stirrings, from the prediction of electromagnetic waves by James Clerk 
Maxwell in 1865 to Heinrich Hertz’s proof of them in 1888. X-rays, discovered in 1895 
by Wilhelm Röntgen, illuminated what lay hidden beneath opaque surfaces. More 
generally, modernists and scientists shared a common fascination with the ripples and 
undulations of the ether, the unseen and omnipresent substance thought to serve as the 
vehicle for electromagnetic waves.21 From thermodynamics to radioactivity to quantum 

                                                
19 John J. White has described Folgore as “one of the most faithful adherents to the letter of Marinetti’s 
telegraphic precepts,” linking Ponti to the tenets outlined in the early futurist manifestos; White, Literary 
Futurism: Aspects of the First Avant-Garde (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 189. 
20 Bruce Clarke and Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Introduction,” in From Energy to Information: 
representation in science and technology, art, and literature, ed. Clarke and Henderson (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2002), 1. 
21 The scientific basis of ether had been ruled out by Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity in 1905, but 
continued to resonate in the cultural imaginary well into the 1910s and 1920s to explain how waves 
propagate through space. On the important role of the ether for the avant-garde, see Joe Milutis, Ether: 
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physics, modern science uncovered the dense web of vibratory forces that modern 
artists, in turn, would seize upon to give new expression to their world.  

It is only relatively recently that critics have begun to divorce futurism’s early 
experiments from Marconi’s apparatus and its militant overtones, tempering the 
movement’s aggressively technophilic thrust with a broader attention to the many other 
influences that set its “wireless” poetics in motion. As a number of scholars have 
shown, the waves and vibrations of experimental science, the ether, and the occult were 
indeed as crucial to shaping modernist art and literature as the roaring engines of 
industry.22 With respect to futurism, much of the scholarship to date, led by the 
important recent work of Luciano Chessa and Simona Cigliana, has focused on 
Marinetti, Umberto Boccioni, Luigi Russolo, and the group of writers and artists 
associated with the journal L’Italia futurista.23 For many critics, Boccioni remains the 
primary representative of an “etherial” avant-garde that is less strictly techno-centric 
and more interested in the intermingling of science, technology, and the supernatural.24 
The present chapter builds on and extends these discussions to Folgore, whose writings 
both reflect striking affinities with, and in some cases anticipate, the (para)scientific 
aesthetics of his contemporaries. While we lack extensive or systematic 
pronouncements on these phenomena from Folgore (others such Boccioni and Marinetti 
will have more to say), the poems of Ponti do much of this work for us, and will 
constitute the focus of my analysis here. Inspired by radically shifting notions of matter, 
energy, space and time, Folgore infuses the verses of Ponti with a language of 
electromagnetics and quantum physics, X-rays and radioactivity, charged particles and 
pulsing waves. (Indeed, such energies are inscribed in the poet’s own name—literally 
“Lucian Lightning,” the alias of the decidedly less Futuristic Omero Vecchi, or “Old 
Homer.”) Titles such as “Fosforescenze,” “Infinitesimi” and “Oscillazioni” attest to 
Folgore’s abiding curiosity with the hidden stirrings of matter, consistent with the 
shared futurist aim to “give flesh and blood to the invisible, the impalpable, the 
imponderable, the imperceptible.”25 

Part of my aim in recovering Ponti from its largely overlooked place in the 
futurist canon is to bring this text, and its author, into the fold of the vibratory aesthetics 
common across early modernism, in order to shed further light on the mutual and 
overlapping discourses of science and occultism that characterize the avant-garde’s 
early experiments. One of the primary goals of this chapter is to examine the way in 
which Folgore shuttles between these registers to describe embodied experience and to 
articulate what we might call a science of feeling. In celebrating all manner of waves 
                                                                                                                                          
The Nothing That Connects Everything (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), especially 
Chapter 3, “Radio, Ether, and the Avant-Garde.” 
22 In addition to From Energy to Information, see the essays collected in Vibratory Modernism, ed. 
Anthony Enns and Shelley Trower (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
23 See Luciano Chessa, Luigi Russolo, Futurist: Noise, Visual Arts, and the Occult (Berkeley: UC Press, 
2012); Simona Cigliana, Futurismo esoterico: contributi per una storia dell'irrazionalismo italiano tra 
Otto e Novecento (Naples: Liguori, 2002), as well as her essay “L’immateriale nell’avanguardia,” in Il 
futurismo nelle avanguardie, ed. Walter Pedullà (Rome: Ponte Sisto, 2010), 441-456. 
24 Chessa, Luigi Russolo, 13. Henderson also analyzes the connections in Boccioni’s work between ideas 
of ether and occultist writings on mediumistic materializations; see Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism: 
Boccioni, Kupka, and the Ether of Space,” in From Energy to Information, 126-149. 
25 Giacomo Balla and Fortunato Depero, “Futurist Reconstruction of the Universe,” in Futurism: An 
Anthology, ed. Lawrence Rainey et al. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 209. 
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and vibrations that crisscross the ether, Folgore also celebrates the sensory faculties of 
the futurist who tunes in to them—at once a scientist and a spiritualist medium of sorts 
who can access what lies beyond the reach of ordinary perception. Writing on 1 January 
1914 for Lacerba, in an essay titled “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica” (“Synthetic 
Lyricism and Physical Sensation”), Folgore would call the poet a “hypersensitive” 
being uniquely equipped to communicate the “refined and barely perceptible 
sensations” of modern life: “Il poeta essendo un ipersensibile deve insegnare la 
sensibilità agli altri, perché ognuno possa godere con maggiore intensità sensazioni 
raffinate e quasi impercettibili” [The poet, as a hypersensitive being, must teach 
sensibility to others, so each person may enjoy refined, nearly imperceptible sensations 
with greater intensity].26 It is perhaps unsurprising that Folgore’s observations here 
should resonate with Boccioni’s 1914 account, in Pittura scultura futuriste, of Futurist 
“ultrasensitivity.” Like Folgore and the rest of his cohort, Boccioni conveyed through 
his art a deep fascination with “steam, electricity, motor fuels, Hertzian waves, and the 
many discoveries of biology and chemistry,” all of which transformed the physical 
environment—and the human sensorium—in radical ways. 27  Attentive to the 
“boundless mazes of energy” revealed by science and technology, the futurist, in 
Boccioni’s words, “non guarda, non osserva, non misura, non pesa; egli sente, e le 
sensazioni che lo avvolgono gli dettano le forme e i colori che susciteranno le emozioni 
che lo hanno fatto agire plasticamente” [does not look, does not observe, does not 
measure or weigh; he feels, and the sensations that envelop him dictate the forms and 
colors that inspire the emotions that led him to act in a plastic way]. 28 

It is this emphasis on sensation, which recurs explicitly in “Lirismo sintetico” 
and more implicitly throughout Folgore’s poetry, which will guide my analysis of Ponti 
here. In many ways a primer for that collection, the Lacerba essay outlines a dynamic 
form of expression able to render the “fast currents of our manifold daily existence” and 
the sensations they inspire: 

 
La nuova sensibilità futurista impone al genio lirico, veramente 
moderno, una più profonda e rapida espressione della vita nostra, poiché 
il periodo tradizionale (otre gonfio di vento in cui ronza una mosca-
pensiero) viene fatalmente urtato e sorpassato dalle veloci correnti della 
multipla esistenza quotidiana. […] Soltanto col lirismo sintetico e con 
l’immaginazione senza fili espressi in una forma rapida e telegrafica, si 
può uscire da tutti gli stili, evitare assolutamente la cifra letteraria e 
andare verso una espressione impersonale, aderente al soggetto, 
espressione che rende facile ai diversi temperamenti l’interpretazione 
lirica delle cose, con una assoluta varietà di ritmi interiori.29 
 

                                                
26 Folgore, “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” Lacerba 2.1 (1 January 1914): 2. 
27 “il vapore, l’elettricità, i gaz carburanti, le onde Hertziane, e tutte le ricerche biologiche e chimiche.” 
Umberto Boccioni, Pittura scultura futuriste (Dinamismo plastico) (Milan: Edizioni futuriste di “Poesia,” 
1914), 45-46. On the impact of modern technology on sensory experience more broadly, see Sara Danius, 
The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2002). 
28 Boccioni, Pittura scultura futuriste, 325, 329. 
29 Folgore, “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” 1-2. 
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[The new futurist sensibility demands of a truly modern lyric creativity, a 
deeper and more rapid expression of our life, since traditional syntax 
(that swollen barrel of wind, in which a thought-fly buzzes) is fatally 
shocked and surpassed by the fast currents of our manifold daily 
existence. […] Only with synthetic lyricism and the wireless 
imagination, expressed in rapid, telegraphic form, may we depart from 
all styles, absolutely avoid the literary mark, and move toward an 
impersonal expression that adheres to the subject, an expression that 
enables different temperaments to achieve a lyrical interpretation of 
things, with an absolute variety of inner rhythms.] 
 

Read with the Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature in mind, Folgore’s recourse to 
the immaginazione senza fili seems initially to draw us into the realm of the Marinettian 
“lyrical obsession of matter,” as the traditional lyric I disappears behind mechanical 
noise. Yet his account also blurs the lines between a kind of expression that is 
“impersonal” (telegraphic, mechanized) and one that is closely linked to the changing 
“inner rhythms” of the “hypersensitive” poet-medium who channels these energies. 
Folgore’s emphasis on physical sensation, reworking the wireless imagination, thus 
manages to accommodate both inhuman waves and pulsations, and the inner rhythms of 
the human sensorium, without sacrificing “all the vibrations of his ‘I’” to those of 
inhuman matter. 30  What results is a poetics that, while highly modern in its 
attentiveness to the material world exposed by modern science and technology, also 
remains strangely “primitive” in its emphasis on organic matter and on the sense of 
touch.31 I will show how Folgore anticipates the “tactile” aesthetics that would find 
expression nearly a decade later in Marinetti’s Manifesto del tattilismo. Through this, I 
argue, they allow us to reassess the hyper-virile, mechanistic consciousness with which 
pre-WWI Futurism has become synonymous. 

 
 
Folgore’s body electric 

 
It is well known that the Futurist wireless imagination heralds a new 

understanding of poetic faculties in the electronic age. As much as Marinetti boasts of a 
clean break from what came before,32 the wireless imagination is less an outright 
rejection of poetic lineage than a superimposition of the new upon the old. Marinetti 
invokes the Imagination of the Romantics alongside Marconi’s device in order to 
resignify the creative power of the artist and transform the lyric I into a wireless 
operator, animated by an electrical spark. Now the vessel for a new mechanical Muse, 

                                                
30 “Unica preoccupazione del narratore rendere tutte le vibrazioni del suo io.” Marinetti, “Distruzione 
della sintassi – Immaginazione senza fili – Parole in libertà,” in TIF, 70. 
31 Here I am echoing and adapting David Trotter’s concept of “techno-primitivism,” which, he argues, 
“took shape within and against the increasing intensity of the technological mediation of experience”; see 
Trotter, Literature in the First Media Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 37. 
32 Some twenty years after the Technical Manifesto, Marinetti would claim in “La tecnica della nuova 
poesia” that words-in-freedom “spaccano in due nettamente la storia del pensiero e della poesia umana, 
da Omero all’ultimo fiato lirico della terra” [split in two the entire history of human thought and poetry, 
from Homer to the last lyric breath of the earth] (TIF, 211-12).  
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the futurist becomes “less a writer in the traditional sense than a body that writes down 
the endless sounds of endless movement,” as Timothy Campbell has described the 
Marinettian metamorphosis from inspired medium to cyborg-like marconista, the early 
wireless operator of Marconi’s era.33 “Essentially, Marinetti substitutes a previously 
hallucinating Romantic imagination with a creative spirit called a wireless one,” 
Campbell observes, “and so […] gestures toward a radically different form of literary 
production based on the dictation of objects in freedom to a writing hand.”34 

Similarly, in Il Canto dei motori, Folgore would celebrate electricity as the 
“lightning-quick will” (“volontà fulminea”) that empowers the poetic voice.35 If these 
earlier odes mainly hail the technological and mechanical marvels of wondrous 
elettricità, Ponti roots the electrified forces of the wireless imagination more firmly in 
the occultist theories and practices of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.36 
With the rise of electric media, the magnetic fluids and invisible vibrations thought to 
be contained within sensitive mediums found an analogue in the electromagnetic waves 
that filled the air. Within the spiritualist circles that would inspire many Futurist 
experiments, telecommunications simply offered confirmation of the “animal 
magnetism” they already believed existed.37 

Demonstrating an affinity with this fin-de-siècle understanding of 
telecommunications as a form of spiritual contact, Folgore’s poem “Messaggi” sings the 
“body electric” much like Whitman would, making explicit the interplay between these 
electrified signals and their mystical counterparts. Here the poet rewrites clairvoyance 
in an electric key, revisiting the image of light-filled eyes associated with the visionary 
seer to stage a moment of extraterrestrial contact with an alien planet: 
 

Due sole pupille aperte, 
due macchie d’intelligenza 
a traverso le tenebre.  
Un cervello di slancio 
alla stazione rossa di Marte. (P, 54)  
 

                                                
33 See Campbell, “Marinetti, Marconista: The Futurist Manifestos and the Emergence of Wireless 
Writing,” in Broadcasting Modernism, ed. Debra Rae Cohen et al. (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 2009), 58. For an additional discussion of the marconista, see also his Wireless Writing in the 
Age of Marconi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005). 
34 Campbell, “Marinetti, Marconista,” 60. 
35 “O ingranaggi potenti, / superbi figli dell’Elettrico / che stritolate il sogno e la materia, / odo le vostre 
sibilanti note / concorrere da tutte le fabbriche, / da tutti i cantieri,/ […] e magnificare / divinamente / la 
volontà / che ogni prodigio fa / la libera Elettricità.” Folgore, “L’Elettricità,” Il Canto dei motori (Milan: 
Edizioni futuriste di Poesia, 1912), 68-69. Folgore also finds inspiration in the actual electrification that 
since the 19th century had been taking place across the Mediterranean. In his 1915 “vision-hypothesis” for 
the Italy of the future, Marinetti would similarly describe the transformation of the “immenso mare 
glauco” into a sea filled with “due milioni di dinamo” and “vivificata, scossa e imbrigliata dalle nuove 
forze elettriche” (“Guerra elettrica,” TIF 319). 
36 For background, see Roger Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 1870-1901 (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002). 
37 On the impact of occultism on futurist art, in addition to Cigliana, see Germano Celant, “Futurism and 
the Occult,” Artform 19 (January 1981): 9-42; Maurizio Calvesi, “L’écriture médiumnique comme source 
de l’automatisme Futuriste et surréaliste,” Europe: Revue littéraire mensuelle 53:551 (1975): 44-48. 



 26 

[Two open pupils, 
two specks of brilliance  
through the darkness.  
A brain launched 
to the red station of Mars.] 

 
At once precociously sci-fi and uncannily primitive, the mediumistic subjectivity in this 
scenario is equipped with an antenna-like brain capable of intercepting cosmic 
vibrations, reflecting a dominant and influential link established in psychical research 
between the human brain and wireless communications.38 This image of cerebral waves 
fuses the telegraphic and the telepathic, as the “messages” exchanged throughout the 
poem vacillate between “arabesques of light” that evoke the sparks and flashes of an 
early Marconian transmitter, and the “invisible currents” of a séance that conjure up 
otherworldly voices: “Due segni, due raggi; / prima, / poi, / distanziati, uguali, 
messaggi… segnali… / di nuovo chiari, divini: Si vive!” [Two signals, two rays; / first, / 
then, / at regular intervals, messages… signals… / clear once more, divine: We live!] 
(P, 55-6) Animated by the radiant energy that flows through him, the poet-medium is 
set aflame like a lightning rod: “Un uomo ritto al di fuori del mondo, / quasi nel cielo, 
punto di fiamma” [A man standing straight up, outside the world, / nearly celestial, a 
point of flame] (ibid.).  

The channeling of electromagnetic waves implies a hallucinatory experience not 
unlike that which Marinetti describes in the Technical Manifesto of Futurist Literature, 
where the inspired stirrings of the spirit give way to the sonic flows of a whirring 
propeller.39 The inspired stirrings of the spirit give way to data flows filtered through a 
mechanized ear and captured on paper by a hand so quick that it detaches from the 
body, writing as if of its own accord, so that it becomes “impossible to determine 
exactly the moment in which unconscious inspiration ends and lucid will begins” (TIF, 
56). In Campbell’s account of this moment, the futurist poet does not compose but 
rather transposes the noise that the propeller dictates to him, mimicking the acoustically 
adept wireless operator armed with headset and notepad who must parse meaningful 
sounds from static. The psychological and sentimental stuff of lyric yields in this way to 
sonic flows filtered through a technologically-enhanced ear, as Marinetti the marconista 
intercepts and transcribes the propeller’s noise into words-in-freedom. What results is 
an unconscious experience not unlike the one invoked in a Romantic account of poetic 
inspiration.40  

For Marinetti, this experience of intuizione hinges primarily on the sense of 
hearing. In spite of his efforts to establish a new futurist aesthetics, the primacy of the 
ear in the Technical Manifesto still attests to an understanding of hearing as the “ideal” 
sense, according to a traditional hierarchy of the senses in which sight and hearing are 
granted noble status. As the most “theoretical” and least “practical” of the sensory 

                                                
38 Enns and Trower, “Introduction,” in Vibratory Modernism, 5-8. 
39 “In aeroplano, seduto sul cilindro della benzina, […] io sentii l’inanità ridicola della vecchia sintassi 
ereditata da Omero. […] Ecco che cosa mi disse l’elica turbinante” [In an airplane, sitting on the gas 
cylinder, I heard the ridiculous inanity of the old syntax inherited from Homer. This is what the whirring 
propeller told me] (TIF, 46). 
40 Campbell, “Marinetti, Marconista,” 55-8. 
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organs, the eye and ear best lend themselves to aesthetic contemplation; only by 
hearing, however, may the perceiving subject access the spiritual interiority of the 
object perceived, since sound serves as the vehicle for the spirit.41 In this sense, 
Marinetti therefore seems to adhere to a fundamentally idealist, Romantic principle of 
aesthetic perception that we would assume the marconista to have rewritten. Acoustics 
offer a means for Marinetti to “penetrate the essence of matter and destroy the silent 
hostility that separates it from us.” The hallucinatory state of intuizione resolves itself in 
the transcendence of the body, enabling the poet to “overcome the seeming irreducible 
divide that separates our human flesh from the metal of motors.”42  

Though Folgore similarly filters Romantic inspiration through an electrified 
channel, the scenario of “Messaggi” moves away from the phonocentrism of the 
Technical Manifesto. While hearing offers an important path through which to access 
the “analogical basis of things” in Folgore’s poems, it is not the only operative sense, 
nor is it as idealized as in the Technical Manifesto. Throughout Ponti, in fact, Folgore 
turns down the volume to create a radio space that engages more than just the ear. In the 
collection’s opening poem, “Città ferma—Sciopero generale” (Still City—General 
Strike), all is quiet: “Non lotta. Non fervore. / […] Mare di calma. / Oceano 
d’ossessionante tranquillità” [No fight. No fervor. / Sea of calm / Ocean of obsessing 
tranquility] (P, 11). As Claudia Salaris has pointed out, Folgore’s is a strikingly 
subdued futurism compared to the one to which many readers are accustomed, 
exhibiting a restraint that tones down the strident zangs and tumbs of Marinetti’s words-
in-freedom.43 While Salaris reads this quietness as symptomatic of a more moderate, 
“right-wing” futurism (a political implication left undiscussed, which I pick up on later), 
I wish to push her observations further by arguing that Folgore’s move away from noise 
indeed represents a different understanding of the wireless imagination altogether, one 
that privileges tactility over and above aurality. 

In the case of “Messaggi,” tactility refers less to the sense of touch proper than 
to a somatic experience that engages the entire nervous system, of which the brain is the 
central node. No longer only the seat of reason and intellect, the brain becomes the 
crucial interface of electrically-induced stimulation that affects the body as a whole, 
from dilated pupils to shaky limbs: “Tremore dei ginocchi, cuore in sosta / al margine 
oscuro” [Knees trembling, heart hovering / over the dark edge] (P, 54). Here is useful to 
revisit Marshall McLuhan’s discussion of the tactile dimension of electric media: 
“Electricity offers a means of getting in touch with every facet of being at once, like the 
brain itself. Electricity is only incidentally visual and auditory; it is primarily tactile.”44 
For Folgore’s poet-medium, the experience of intuizione culminates in a moment of 
inspired revelation that is fittingly called the “folgorazione lirica dell’anima”—literally, 
the “lyrical electrocution of the soul” (P, 56). The highly tactile experience of 

                                                
41 I am helped here by Sara Danius, who offers a lucid summary of the Hegelian theory of aesthetic 
perception in The Senses of Modernism, 194-95. See also Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of 
Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: UC Press, 1993). 
42 “penetrare l’essenza della materia e distruggere la sorda ostilità che la separa da noi.” “Manifesto 
tecnico della letteratura futurista. […] Mediante l’intuizione, vinceremo l’ostilità apparentemente 
irreducible che separa la nostra carne umana dal metallo dei motori” (TIF, 52, 54). 
43 Salaris, Luciano Folgore e le avanguardie, 16-29. 
44  McLuhan, Understanding Media, 249. 
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electrification, then, entwines the physiological and the spiritual, in keeping with a 
nineteenth-century understanding of electricity as a force animating body and soul.45  

Indeed, the out-of-body experience of the “folgorazione lirica dell’anima” is 
very much of the body. It is through this blurring of body and spirit that I interpret 
Folgore’s mode of “wirelessness” as it plays out throughout Ponti. At the height of this 
tactile experience, the solitary medium of “Messaggi” embodies the duality of reflective 
thought and corporeal sensation within electricity itself: “Un uomo in attesa / al culmine 
dei suoi sensi / un uomo di solo pensiero” [“A man who waits, / at the peak of his 
senses; / a man of pure thought”] (P, 55). The wireless imagination, from this 
perspective, entails more than just the channeling of noise over the airwaves; it is a 
sensory experience, communicated on and through the body. 

 
 
Radio-activity 

 
If “Messaggi” gestures to a technological model of wireless transmission, 

predicated on the body as receiver, the poem “Radio” marks a shift from the 
electromagnetics associated with Marconi’s wireless apparatus to engage the body as a 
radiant emitter of waves. Metaphors of radiance recur throughout the futurist repertoire, 
but Folgore’s text stands out for its specific treatment of radioactive matter; the “radio” 
in question is not la radio, the feminine noun synonymous with wireless telegraphy, but 
il radio, the stuff of X-rays and radioactivity. Following Wilhelm Röntgen’s discovery 
of the X-ray in 1895 and the subsequent identification in 1898 of radium by Pierre and 
Marie Curie, radiance would come to signify the creative energies of early modernism, 
bridging experimental science and the occult.46 Folgore’s “Radio” mobilizes all of these 
figures in order to represent the extraordinary perceptual faculties of the poet-as-
medium. What was earlier a cosmic signal connecting the poet’s electrified brain to 
Mars, is here a ray of light that travels in two directions, at once entering forcefully into 
the body and issuing from it: 
 

Pugno di luce nel cervello, 
pensiero che vede se stesso 
nell’impeto della nascita! 
 
Vibratile onnipotenza del radio! (P, 66) 
 
[Blow of light in the brain, 
thought that sees itself  
in the impetus of being born! 
 
Vibratory omnipotence of radium!] 

 

                                                
45 See Christoph Asendorf, Batteries of Life, trans. Don Reneau (Berkeley: UC Press, 1993), especially 
Chapter 11, “Nerves and Electricity.” 
46 See, in particular, Simone Natale, “A Cosmology of Invisible Fluids: Wireless, X-Rays, and Psychical 
Research around 1900,” Canadian Journal of Communication 36 (2011): 263-275. 
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Radium here exceeds its elemental state to become a vital, psychical force, analogous to 
the power of the imagination. The spontaneous production of luminescence by 
radioactive matter parallels the birth of human thought and the creative alchemy of 
poeisis in a uniquely depersonalized manner, reminiscent of Ezra Pound’s definition of 
poetry as “a sort of energy, something more or less like electricity or radioactivity, a 
force transfusing, welding, and unifying.”47 Folgore’s depiction of this generative 
moment is conversant with a widespread cultural understanding of radium as an agent 
of life. At the turn of the century, as Luis Campos has observed, the newly discovered 
element was considered “stimulating, effervescent, life-giving, and omnipresent—if not 
omnipotent,” giving rise to an abundance of investigations aimed at detecting 
radioactive properties within the human body.48 This particular iteration of the futurist 
wireless imagination owes a great debt to the perceived connection between radiant 
energy and the projection of states of mind. Decades after Ponti, Pino Masnata would 
entertain the notion, in his gloss to the 1933 futurist radio manifesto, that “radio ought 
to be the instrument best suited to investigate” the universe, itself understood as “only 
thought.”49 Futurism’s metaphysical leanings would have been informed by the para-
scientific experiments of Augustin Charpentier and René Blondlot, for instance, which 
linked radiation to cognitive activity in the form of “N-rays” emitted by brain and nerve 
tissues.50 In Folgore’s poem, the vital glow of radium similarly finds its match in the 
spark of the human intellect—itself “un elemento vivificatore, un’anima” [“a vivifying 
element, a soul”], as Raffaele Palladino would note in a 1919 article for the Corriere di 
Napoli, summarizing Blondlot’s findings; the materialization of thought as represented 
in the verses above indeed foregrounds the explicit link between “radium and 
intelligence” in Palladino’s account.51 

Vivified by the “vibratory omnipotence” of this wondrous element, the poet-
medium essentially becomes a radioactive mass in his own right. The release of light 
and heat that occurs during radioactive decay finds its equivalent in the 
dematerialization of the body: 
 

La carne che si sparpaglia 
a mazzi, 
a fiocchi, 
a spume, 

                                                
47 Ezra Pound, “The Serious Artist,” in Literary Essays, ed. T.S. Eliot (New York: New Directions: 
1968), 49. In “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” Eliot himself would famously compare the 
“impersonal” process of writing poetry to “the action which takes place when a bit of 
finely filiated platinum is introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur dioxide”; cit. in The 
Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1921), 47. 
48 Luis Campos, “The Birth of Living Radium,” Representations 97.1 (2007): 17. 
49 Pino Masnata, “Il nome radia / Radia not radio,” in Radia: Pino Masnata’s Gloss of the 1933 Futurist 
Radio Manifesto, trans. Margaret Fisher (Emeryville: Second Evening Art, 2012), 91. 
50  For background on “N-rays” and similar parascientific phenomena, see Clément Chéroux, 
“Photographs of Fluids: An Alphabet of Invisible Rays,” in Chéroux et al., The Perfect Medium: 
Photography and the Occult (New Haven: Yale UP, 2005), 114-125; Robert Brain, “Materialising the 
Medium: Ectoplasm and the Quest for Supra-Normal Biology in Fin-de-Siècle Science and Art,” in 
Vibratory Modernism, 118-137. 
51 Raffaelle Palladino, “Radio e intelligenza,” in Piscopo, Futurismo a Napoli: ‘Corriere di Napoli’ e 
Futurismo, 1915-1928 (1919; repr. Naples: Tullio Pironti Editore, 1981), 87. 
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entro i canali della materia, 
per l’assorbimento del dolce, 
dell’agro, del violento. (P, 67) 
 
[The flesh scatters 
in bunches, 
in flakes, 
in sprays, 
within the channels of matter, 
absorbing all sweetness, 
all bitterness, all violence.] 

 
Sparpagliare, sparpagliamento: in its variations, noun or verb, this is a key term in 
Folgore’s poems, which underpins the futurist wireless imagination as a whole from its 
earliest formulations. The moment of bodily disintegration staged here represents one of 
many iterations of the “need to destroy and scatter oneself” at the core of Futurist 
aesthetics, as the 1912 Technical Manifesto prescribes: “L’arte è un bisogno di 
distruggersi e di sparpagliarsi” [Art is the need to destroy and scatter oneself] (TIF, 54). 
The condition of sparpagliamento resonates with what Freud would later dub the 
“oceanic” feeling, “a sensation of ‘eternity,’ a feeling as of something limitless, 
unbounded,” whereby the ego feels inseparable from the outer world.52 For the futurist, 
the dispersal of the poetic consciousness into the ether involves a condition of 
immortality achieved through self-annihilation. Perhaps the most familiar expression of 
such “scattering” may be found in Marinetti’s mechanized, “multiplied man,” for whom 
the shattering and dispersal of the self culminates in the “imminent, inevitable 
identification” of human flesh with the steely motor whose vibrations the poet must 
render.53 By tapping into the hidden life of matter, the human being might “externalize 
his will” and sprout metallic wings to fully inhabit the engine, the ultimate symbol of 
the dynamic speed that animates all things (TIF, 299). For the uomo moltiplicato to 
activate this latent energy is therefore to overcome the division of matter and spirit, and 
hence cast the body beyond its mortal state, as we read in the 1933 Futurist Radio 
Manifesto: “Superamento della morte ‘con una metallizzazione del corpo umano e la 
captazione dello spirito vitale come forza macchina’” [“Overcoming death ‘through the 
metallization of the human body and seizing on the vital spirit as mechanical force’”] 
(TIF, 206). 

Even as it seeks to harness the vital energy within matter, Folgore’s account of 
sparpagliamento in “Radio” departs from the Lamarckian hypothesis of bodily 
transformation to which Marinetti subscribes. The disintegration of the radioactive body 
does not necessarily entail its metamorphosis into steel; rather, it owes more to a 
biological model of elemental transmutation, whereby unstable radioactive bodies 

                                                
52 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, trans. James Strachey (1929; repr. New York: Norton, 
2010), 64. 
53 “Bisogna dunque preparare l’imminente e inevitabile identificazione dell’uomo col motore, facilitando 
e perfezionando uno scambio incessante d’intuizione, di ritmo, d’istinto e di disciplina metallica.” 
Marinetti, “L’uomo moltiplicato e il regno della macchina,” TIF, 299. 
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progressively evolve from heavier to lighter forms.54 Read from this perspective, 
Folgore’s radioactive subject follows the evolutionary trajectory of all living beings, not 
metallized yet aspiring all the same to transmute into new and ever-changing forms of 
energy. So Palladino, in “Radio e intelligenza,” reminds us that human intelligence 
possesses a “half-life” equivalent to that of a radioactive substance, which evolves into 
“forms that we are unable to discover with our present means” and “perfects” its 
perceptual faculties in the process: “Le sostanze radioattive posseggono ognuna una vita 
media […] Non altrimenti l’intelligenza possiede una vita media dopodiché si 
trasforma, si evolve in forme che i nostri mezzi sono ancora impossibilitati a scovrire. E 
colla evoluzione dell’intelligenza, si va perfezionando nello stesso tempo i mezzi a sua 
disposizione per la percezione delle cose esterne.”55 We might say, then, that the 
“vibratory omnipotence” of “Radio” is achieved not by transcending the carnal body, 
but by working through it. Like the electrified currents of “Messaggi,” the vitalistic 
discourse of radium captures an experience that fuses the intellectual and the somatic, 
marking a shift from metallization to what I will call embodied “radio-activity”: an 
internalized mode of receptivity to sensory impressions that mediates the vibrations of 
matter into a corporeal, tactile response. 

In this radio-active experience, radiation meets radioscopy. As the Futurist 
painters had done, Folgore aligns the power of X-rays with the “sharpened and 
multiplied sensibilities” of the modern artist.56 Just as the X-ray cuts through opaque 
surfaces to produce luminous images of what lies beneath, the mediumistic subjectivity 
of “Radio” is endowed with a clairvoyance able to penetrate “deep in the fibers between 
cell and cell” and disclose the “whisper of the unknown” within solid matter: “Giù nelle 
fibre tra cellula e cellula / bisbiglio di ignoto, / avviso improvviso, / ma tenue, / dello 
stupore del nuovo” (P, 67). Taking on a curiously biological cast, X-ray vision yields to 
a microscopic gaze that magnifies cellular tissues invisible to the naked eye. If X-rays 
typically connote a certain spectrality in recording what lies beneath the flesh, these 
verses do not accentuate the ghostliness of the body but somehow amplify its fleshiness. 
Thus radiant waves not only penetrate and emanate from the skin; they are also of the 
skin: 
 

Trasmigrazione lenta degli occhi    
su strade di raggi,      
verso i continenti del chiaro,     
vibrante passeggiata delle dita,     
lungo i giardini dell’impercettibile,  
nella raccolta di brividi floreali. (P, 66-7) 
 
[Slowly the eyes migrate  
over paths of rays, 

                                                
54 See Campos, “Birth of Living Radium,” 4-5. 
55 Palladino, “Radio e intelligenza,” 87. 
56 The 1910 Technical Manifesto of Futurist Painting, signed by Boccioni, Carlo Carrà, Luigi Russolo, 
Giacomo Balla, and Gino Severini, notes: “Who can still believe in the opacity of bodies, since our 
sharpened and multiplied sensibilities have already grasped the obscure manifestations of mediums? Why 
should we continue to create works that don’t take into account our growing visual powers which can 
yield results analogous to those of X rays?” (cit. in Futurism: An Anthology, 65). 
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toward continents of light, 
vibrant passage of the fingertips, 
along the gardens of the imperceptible, 
gathering floral shivers.] 

 
Whereas the X-ray registers the body in ethereal rays of light, radio-activity here is at 
once deeply evanescent and deeply epidermal. The hand—so prominent an image for 
X-ray technology57—takes on a new importance here as Folgore again casts a visionary 
moment in tactile terms, as eye and fingertips alike travel along “paths of rays” to enter 
the “gardens of the imperceptible.” In a way, then, pure pensiero comes into being 
through “shivers” intercepted on the skin’s surface. We may therefore read Folgore’s 
radio-activity in terms of what Abbie Garrington has called the “psycho-physiological 
flicker” of the haptic, a poetics of feeling at once literal and metaphorical, as physical 
sensation and psychical activity.58 The haptic, for Folgore, represents a sort of third 
faculty lodged between sensi and pensiero, cognition and corporeal experience. 
 
 
Haptic poetics 
  

The shift from eye and ear to fingertips and cellular fibers is important to 
Folgore’s broader project of rewriting the wireless imagination through the language of 
touch. Strikingly, the poetics of “Radio” anticipate many of the concepts that Marinetti 
would theorize nearly a decade later in the Manifesto del tattilismo, or Tactilist 
Manifesto, futurism’s best-known contribution to an aesthetics of touch.59 The tactile 
manifesto has been understood to mark a moment of rupture within futurism—“Punto, e 
a capo” (period, and from the top)—and a re-evaluation of its premises from the 
combativeness of its heyday to a subjectivity that is less aggressive and more vulnerable 
to myriad sensations.60 But the wireless imagination seems to be rooted in the sense of 
touch already prior to the Tactilist Manifesto’s clearly punctuated new beginning, as I 

                                                
57 The first X-ray image showed the hand of Röntgen’s wife Bertha. 
58 See Abbie Garrington, Haptic Modernism: Touch and the Tactile in Modernist Writing (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 22. 
59 There were actually two versions of the tactilist manifesto, in 1921 and 1924. The most extensive study 
of tattilismo is Lorenzo Mango’s La scoperta di nuovi sensi: Il tattilismo futurista (Naples: Città del Sole, 
2001). See also Barbara Spackman, “Touching the Future: Marinetti’s Haptic Aesthetic,” in Beyond 
Futurism: Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, Writer, For the Centennial Anniversary of the Italian Avant-
Garde, eds. Gino Tellini and Pierpaolo Valesio (Florence: Società Editrice Fiorentina, 2011), 159-171; 
Pierpaolo Antonello, “‘Out of Touch’: F.T. Marinetti’s Il tattilismo and the Futurist Critique of 
Separation,” in Back to the Futurists: The Avant-Garde and its Legacy, ed. Elza Adamowicz and Simona 
Storchi (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2013), 38-55.  
60 In the “sensuous swimming body” of the narrator that introduces Marinetti’s manifesto, Spackman 
reads a futurism susceptible to the psychosomatic effects of the First World War, with a leader coming 
down from the bellicose euphoria of the earlier manifestos and suffering the bad hangover of trench 
warfare (“Touching the Future,” 162). 
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will argue here. The poet-medium of Ponti sull’oceano already signals a proto-tactilist 
imagination at work, long before Marinetti would give it a name.61 

Though tactilism itself is never mentioned, Folgore’s poetics of sensazione 
fisica in many ways articulate the principles of the manifesto in poetic form. Conflating 
sight and touch, Folgore previews what Marinetti would call the interscopia that 
emboldens the tactilist to see inside opaque bodies, including his own (TIF, 178). Just 
as the 1924 Manifesto locates thought on the body’s “epidermal frontiers,” so too is the 
glowing pensiero that materializes in “Radio” inextricable from shivers felt on the 
surface of the skin. In Folgore’s verses, as in the manifesto they foreshadow, tactility 
entails more than touch, strictly speaking, referring instead to a “confusion of 
interlacing senses, typical of the human machine,” that have yet to be defined.62 This 
diffuse sense is especially relevant to the mediumistic capabilities of the futurist poet, as 
a form of synaesthesia that bridges the physical and the metaphysical.63 Equipped with 
this all-encompassing sensory faculty, Marinetti’s tactilist possesses “clairvoyant 
hands” (“mani veggenti,” TIF, 178) that are especially suited to the task of laying bare 
the hidden stirrings of the universe. This mode of seeing that is born at the tips of the 
fingers enables the Futurist to better “penetrate the true essence of matter” and, 
ultimately, abolish the distinction between matter and spirit; indeed, it denotes a new 
mode of cognition that exceeds the abilities of the brain itself.64  

The representation of haptic cognition in Ponti extends from the materialization 
of thought that is “Radio” to the synaesthetic, free-word tableaux that conclude the 
collection. Subtitled sensazione fisica, these free-word experiments in many respects 
might be understood as “tactile tables” avant la lettre. “Marcia nel mare” (Sea March), 
in particular, reads like an origin story of sorts for tactilism itself. The sensing subject 
represented in this poem echoes the narrator of Marinetti’s first tactile manifesto, 
“naked in a sea of flexible steel” (TIF, 159), who revels almost erotically in the waves 
that ripple against his bare flesh: 

 
  Un poligono di brividi nella tesa vastità 
  del sangue   Dita fresche 
  della sabbia intorno ai piedi 
  M a r c i a l e n t a  Una 
  tazza d’acqua e luce a piccoli sorsi nei 
  sensi  gambe leggere nell’acqua che 
  palpa 
  Serpeggianti colonne di salsedine alla 
  scalata delle narici pettini azzurri 

                                                
61 The only reader, to my knowledge, to notice a link to Marinetti’s manifesto is Salaris, in Luciano 
Folgore, 29. While she mentions the tactile manifesto only in passing; I press this connection further in 
what follows. 
62 “quel confuso assieme di sensi intrecciati che costituisce le forze tipiche della macchina umana.” 
Marinetti, “Tattilismo,” TIF, 179.  
63 Chessa points out that “Futurism was always characterized by a strong synaesthetic component,” 
linking Marinetti’s tattilismo and the occultist notions in the works of Boccioni (Luigi Russolo, 21-22). 
64  “Attraverso quella probantissima ipotesi che considera la materia come un’armonia di sistemi 
elettronici, siamo giunti a negare la distinzione tra spirito e materia. […] Col Tattilismo ci proponiamo di 
penetrare meglio e fuori dai metodi scientifici la vera essenza della materia” (TIF, 179). 
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  di brezza che traversano le chiome 
   Marcia su nastri invisibili 
  che slittano 
   slittano  Labbra tiepide 
  dell’acqua sulla schiena e la pancia 
  obsesa e volubile del mare sul torace 
  chiuso-chiuso (P, 165) 
 
  [A polygon of shivers in the tense vastness 
  of the blood   Cool fingers 
  of sand around the feet 
  Slow   march  A 
  cup of water and light in small sips through the 
  senses  light legs in the water that 
  pulses 
  Serpentine columns of saltiness at the 
  nostrils   blue combs 
  of breeze that cut through locks of hair 
   March on invisible ribbons 
  that slip 
   slip  Warm lips 
  of water on the obese and volatile  
  back and stomach of the sea on the chest  

closed-closed] 
 

For this hydrophilic futurist, too, creative inspiration comes not from the breath of the 
machine, but from marine waters. The sensing body of “Marcia nel mare” serves as an 
underwater analogue to the poet-medium of “Messaggi,” taking us from the “red station 
of Mars” to the depths of the sea. This body emits and transmits signals in a similar way 
as the human antenna: the poet’s eyes here remain equally open to the beams of 
“liquefied sun” that refract through the waves like crystal prisms, his ears also invaded 
by “currents of Bronze in sonorous tumult against the dense shutters of the eardrums” 
(P, 167). Again, however, that sensory information travels from the eyes and ears to the 
epidermis, as the skin becomes the primary conductor of vital energy and “electricity,” 
here mapped onto liquid waves. 

In Ponti, I want to suggest, tactility functions as more than a cognitive mode that 
reveals the vibrations around and within material bodies. “Radio” in fact mobilizes a 
tactile sensibility—diffuse and synaesthetic though it may be—not only to perceive 
what lies beyond the bounds of the body; through tactility, the body of the poet-medium 
also makes sense of itself. I am as interested in this affective, experiential kind of 
touch—what Mark Paterson has termed a “‘felt’ phenomenology”—as I am in the 
cutaneous dimension of the skin itself. 65  As Jennifer Fisher points out, “haptic 
perception” is “affective touch, a plane of feeling distinct from actual physical contact. 
And inside the skin, it is interoception, an aspect of the haptic sense which perceives the 

                                                
65 See Mark Paterson, The Senses of Touch: Haptics, Affects, and Technologies (Oxford: Berg, 2007), 6. 
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visceral workings and felt intensities of our interior bodies.”66 For Folgore, then, the 
tactile also emerges as a proprioceptive mode. As X-ray eyes give way to seeing 
fingertips, tactility enables a double vision of sorts, of the body’s inner workings and of 
its place amid the “atoms and cells” that the Futurist is meant to disclose: “Una visione 
di se stesso / nel complesso / degli atomi, delle cellule” (P, 67). It is this kind of 
affective perception that is most operative here and throughout Ponti, I argue. Through 
it, the poet’s “hypersensitive” subjectivity negotiates its very state of being in space, as 
well as the limits of the flesh, which are felt as increasingly porous. Embodied radio-
activity therefore involves at once a sensory analysis and affective reflection on the 
position of the body amid the atomic molecules and radiant waves that surround and 
constitute it. Garrington’s formulation is again useful here: “The haptic is intimately 
connected to the constitution of the self, and it is so by virtue of its very intimacy, its 
operation on the carnal border between self and world.”67 

To speak of a “self” would seem contrary to the futurist objective of annulling 
any trace of a unifying I, particularly in light of the (para-)scientific discoveries I have 
been addressing. As Fausto Curi notes, “overwhelmed” by what science and technology 
enable the human senses to perceive, all the futurist can do is aim to reproduce these 
phenomena; a subjectivity may subsist only inasmuch as it chooses to “annihilate itself 
in order to give life to the ‘geometric and mechanical splendor’ of ‘matter.’”68 Yet I 
would contend that an attention to the haptic complicates this accepted account of the 
futurist “self” and of the body to which it is linked, putting into question the euphoric 
dispersiveness with which prewar futurism, especially, has often been identified. 
Folgore’s poetic emphasis on physical sensation allows for an interpretation of a futurist 
body that simultaneously inhabits the “splendor” of matter but also resists the kind of 
self-annihilation that this experience entails. 

 
 

sparpaglia / compenetra:  
scatter / interpenetrate 
 

To approach this question, I turn to “Materia.” Subtitled “sensazione fisica,” like 
the “Sea-March” discussed above, Folgore’s free-word poem makes explicit the 
relationship between the “refined sensations” of the poet-medium and their 
representation, putting into practice the principles outlined in the Lacerba essay with 
which I began. For the “hypersensitive” poet, as Folgore explains in his account of 
“Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” physical sensation serves as an interpretive 
mode through which to make sense of, and render, the “analogical basis of things” (“il 
fondo analogico delle cose”).69 “Materia,” as its title suggests, reflects the futurist desire 
to “divine” the world of pure matter, unencumbered by psychology—“its forces of 
compression, dilation, cohesion, disintegration, its heaps of molecules massed together 

                                                
66 Jennifer Fisher, “Relational Sense: Towards a Haptic Aesthetics,” Parachute 87 (July-Sept. 1997): 5. 
67 Garrington, Haptic Modernism, 17.  
68 Fausto Curi, “Marinetti, il soggetto, la materia,” Annali d’Italianistica 27 (2009): 296, 302. 
69 Folgore, “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” 2. 
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or its whirlwind of electrons,” as prescribed by the 1912 Technical Manifesto.70 Yet 
Folgore’s representation of matter emerges not as an “incomprehensible and inhuman 
cohesion of molecules or electrons,” but under a strikingly human guise (TIF, 50-1). At 
the core of “Materia,” in other words, is the body itself as matter: 
 

Pareti a piombo Lungo sotterraneo 
   del freddo   Corsa di 
   tutte le membra nude coi piedi morsi 
   da pavimenti di brividi Incrostazioni 
   di rosso ghiacciato  nodi di 
   viola opaco rigidità giallastra verdastra 
   arancione rattratta sul precipizio 
   sonoro dei passi  Tre corridoi 
   a punta nel cervello  Groviglio 
   dei nervi in tumulto 
    A destra 

    a sinistra  ? 
    nel centro  
   ondulazioni dell’istinto  A 
      capofitto  

(P, 147) 
 

[Steep walls  Long tunnel 
of cold   Every naked limb 
racing with feet bitten by  
floors of shivers  Crusts  
frozen red  Knots  
opaque purple stiffness yellowish 
greenish orange strained on the 
resounding precipice of steps Three 
sharp corridors in the brain Tangle 
of nerves in turmoil 

   right 
   left    ? 
   center 

instinctual undulations   
    headlong] 

 
In a way, “Materia” is a “drama of matter that has been humanized,” apparently in 
contradiction to the tenets of the Technical Manifesto, which seeks to guard against 
such slippage (“Non si tratta di rendere i drammi della materia umanizzata,” TIF, 50). 
The text allows us to approach Futurism’s proverbial “obsession with matter” less as an 

                                                
70 “Guardatevi dal prestare alla materia i sentimenti umani, ma indovinate piuttosto i suoi differenti 
impulsi direttivi, le sue forze di compressione, di dilatazione, di coesione, e di disgregazione, le sue torme 
di molecole in massa o i suoi turbini di elettroni” (TIF, 50). 
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outright negation of the I than as a meditation on its sensory capabilities, here staged on 
what reads like a strenuous climb through a mountainous landscape. The “matter” in 
question consists of the sensory elements of that experience, engaging the full scope of 
the tactile, from color to texture to pressure and temperature. In keeping with the 
Futurist demand for impersonality, feeling is re-circuited from human psychology to the 
naked soles of the feet and the nerve endings of the brain. Sensory responses ripple on 
the body’s surface and in the breath, rendered in the “gasp gasp” of a depersonalized 
subjectivity that inspires and perspires, an io lirico that is all skin and nerves.  

In one sense, the body is again reduced to a mediumistic antenna of sorts, simply 
channeling this sensory data. But the information that issues from this fragmented body 
does not come from the vibrations of metal or steel. This is a different sort of parolibero 
than the one to which most readers of Futurism are accustomed, far from the rapid-fire 
“mechanical synaesthesia” that Johanna Drucker reads in Futurist words-in-freedom.71 
Untethered from the aggressive address of the manifestos, “Materia,” rather, reorients 
the centrifugal thrust of Marinetti’s bombastic zangs and tumbs toward a more 
centripetal poetics of tactility in which the play of language is anchored in shifting 
somatic sensations, mimicking the “tangle of nerves” of the sensing subject. 

The principles of “Lirismo sintetico” make this clear. Consistent with the “rapid 
and telegraphic” style of the wireless imagination, Folgore’s poetics of sensation does 
away with the clumsy baggage of traditional grammar and syntax, but with significant 
differences. The forceful thrust of the infinitive gives way to nouns that hover in a 
tremulous space between sound and action, stasis and motion, solidity and dynamism. 
In “Materia” and throughout Ponti, action-nouns convey repeated yet barely perceptible 
oscillations that never seem to come to a head (an in-betweenness that is hard to render 
in translation):  

 
 Spalancarsi improvviso di fontane 
 di luce stretta da spire dense di caldo 
  picchiettìo 
  folgorìo 
  saltellìo 
 di grani incandescenti sulle chiare tele 
 dell’aria elastica (P, 150-1) 
 
 [Fountains of light suddenly fly open 
 surrounded by dense spires of heat 
  pattering 
  flickering 
  leaping 
 of incandescent grains on the bright canvas 
 of elastic air] 
 

Prepositions, too, replace verbs to take on an almost molecular function as the primary 
conduits (“ascensori e propulsori”) for the “lyrical sensations” that the Futurist text 
                                                
71 See Johanna Drucker, The Visible Word: Experimental Typography and Modern Art, 1909-1923. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 105-116.  
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intends to convey.72 Through an emphasis on this tactile dimension, “Materia” also re-
valorizes the medium of literature itself, placing new emphasis on the materiality of its 
textual elements. If, as Kittler notes, “poetry supplements the data of the senses in a way 
that was reproducible and multiplicatory,” Folgore makes sensory experience 
communicable through the connective tissue of the page, combining the “electric 
shock” sparked by new technologies with the sensual flows of language.73 The aesthetic 
and literary elements of poetry do not “count for less,”74 in this sense, but function as an 
integral part in the wireless circuit that connects the poet-medium to other vibrating 
bodies. Folgore’s poetics of sensation therefore depart from the technological paradigm 
often attributed to the wireless imagination to suggest a new way of understanding the 
page of parole in libertà: no longer a sounding board for mechanical (and militant75) 
noise, but a dynamic tactile surface—itself a kind of “skin”—that mediates the 
“instinctual undulations” between the body and what encircles it.  

This haptic imagination, in turn, activates an interconnected sensibility between 
the poet-medium and the audience that receives his sensory interceptions. Folgore 
reorients our idea of “wirelessness” as the forging of sympathetic connections—
between the individual body and its surroundings, and between poet and reader. 
“Materia” follows the telepathic model of “sympathetic vibrations” that radiate 
outwardly from the “hypersensitive” subject to other equally receptive bodies.76 Thus 
Folgore reminds us, in “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” that the poet-as-medium 
must teach the reader to hone her own sensorium, “perché ognuno possa godere con 
maggiore intensità sensazioni raffinate e quasi impercettibili” [so that each person may 
enjoy, with greater intensity, refined and barely perceptible sensations].77 (So, too, 
                                                
72 “Abolito il verbo, il movimento alle masse liriche può venire impresso dalle preposizioni che agiscono 
[…] da ascensori e propulsori, e spostano sui diversi piani delle nostre emozioni ed impressioni, le 
sensazioni liriche.” Folgore, “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” 2. 
73 Kittler, Discourse Networks, 115. In “Gramophone, Film, Typewriter,” Kittler describes the “end” of 
literature as a result of modern technology: “As long as the book had to take care of all serial data flows, 
however, words trembled with sensuality and memory. All the passion of reading consisted of 
hallucinating a meaning between letters and lines: the visible or audible world of romantic poetry. And all 
passion of writing was […] the poet’s wish ‘to pronounce the inner being’ of these hallucinations ‘in all 
its glowing colors, shadows, and lights’ in order to ‘hit the favorable reader as if with an electric shock.’ 
Electricity itself has brought this to an end” (40). 
74 For Campbell, Marinetti’s “lyrical obsession with matter would demonstrate that with the growth of 
wireless media, knowledge, aesthetics, and literature count for less” (“Marinetti, Marconista,” 66) 
75 Through an emphasis on touch, Folgore’s lirismo sintetico detaches the wireless imagination from the 
militant, nationalist poetics associated with the Marinettian marconista. Ponti marks a shift away from 
the more overtly patriotic discourse of Il Canto dei motori, which combines wireless thematics with 
nationalist fervor. The poem “Le antenne,” for instance, plays on the polysemy of antenna in Italian 
(denoting the mast of a ship and a radio tower) in order to link the language of telegraphy to the heroic 
“people of the sun” in light of Italy’s colonial campaign in Libya in 1912. Compare my reading of 
“Materia” above to Jeffrey Schnapp, for instance, who has linked the expansion of the wireless body to 
the construction of “a perpetually mobilized collective subject and a corresponding nationalist politics of 
expansionism and war”; see his “Forwarding Address,” Stanford Italian Review 8.1/2 (1988): 73; see also 
Schnapp, “Politics and Poetics in Marinetti’s Zang Tumb Tuuum.” Stanford Italian Review 5.1 (1985): 
75-92. For a discussion of futurist nationalism more generally, see Harsha Ram, “Futurist Geographies: 
Center, Periphery, and the Struggle for Aesthetic Autonomy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Global 
Modernisms, ed. Mark Wollager and Matt Eatough (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2013), 313-340. 
76 See Enns and Trower, Vibratory Modernism, 5-8. 
77 Folgore, “Lirismo sintetico e sensazione fisica,” 2.  



 39 

Raffaello Palladino observes another important property of the radio-active body in 
“Radio e intelligenza”: that of radio-activating other bodies that surround it.78) In its aim 
to transform the reader herself into an equally sensitive medium, Folgore’s pedagogy of 
sensation anticipates what Marinetti would later propose in his tactilist manifesto: 
“Intensificate le comunicazioni e le fusioni degli esseri umani. Distruggete le distanze e 
le barriere che li separano nell'amore e nell'amicizia” [Instead of destroying human 
agglomerations, we must perfect them. Intensify the communications and fusions of 
human beings. Destroy the distances and barriers that separate them in love and 
friendship] (TIF, 161). Poetry becomes the radio-active agent through which direct, 
sensory communication happens, a task made possible through the “old” media of the 
printed page, as textuality and typography themselves serve as vehicles for the kind of 
sensory telepathy that Folgore is after.79 Emphasizing relation and mutuality over 
dispersal, Folgore ultimately reframes our understanding of the communicative scenario 
built into the wireless imagination, from a mono-directional transmission to an 
intersubjective, dialogical model of futurist poetry.  

In lending verbal shape to feelings, akin to the cerebral emanations recorded in 
“Radio,” Folgore transmutes into parolibero the “mediumistic materializations” that the 
futurist painters would aim to capture on the canvas, assigning each sensation and 
sentiment a particular hue in accordance with Boccioni’s concept of colors as “feelings 
in themselves.”80 A key intertext for “Materia,” indeed, is Boccioni’s 1912 painting of 
the same name, understood to represent the projection of shifting states of mind.81 We 
might read Folgore’s sensory renderings as poetic translations of the ectoplasmic 
“thought-forms” that researchers from Hippolyte Baraduc to Charles Leadbeater and 
Annie Besant attempted to record on fluorescent photographic plates; such experiments 
indeed proved highly influential for Futurist aesthetics.82 These “effluvia” exist outside 
the sensing subject, but also emanate from within; thus Folgore establishes a Futurist 
correspondance of sorts between the veins and their verdant surroundings, a “vibratory 
confluence” of dynamic matter: 
 

Accordi tra boschi e giardini 
tra macchie e cespugli entro la sonorità 
dell’anima confluenza vibratile 
di vene di verde in amore Crescere 
lento di steli dentro gli occhi e 
strisciare sottile lungo le membra di 
filamenti umidi (P, 148) 
 

                                                
78 Palladino, “Radio e intelligenza,” 86. 
79 As Tim Armstrong observes, “literary production is incandescence”; more than just metaphors, 
electricity and radiation offer “a model for communication, for the energies of the text, transferred via a 
series of relays to the reader”; Armstrong, Modernism, Technology, and the Body (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 19. 
80  “Per noi il mistero biologico della materializzazione medianica è una certezza, una chiarezza 
nell’intuizione del transcendentalismo fisico e degli stati d’animo plastici.” Boccioni, Pittura scultura 
futuriste, 318, 329. 
81 See Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism,” 136ff. 
82 See Chessa, Luigi Russolo, 27-8.  
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[Harmonies among forests and gardens 
among bushes and brush within the resonance of 
the soul  vibratory confluence 
of verdant veins in love  Slow 
growth of stalks within the eyes and 
slight slithering of damp filaments 
along the limbs] 

 
In this sense-scape, it is hard to parse out where skin ends and surroundings begin, as 
the sensing subject becomes ever more indistinguishable from the flows of matter that 
enfold it. Conceived in such vibratory terms, the body grows increasingly amorphous, 
dissipating into the “one all-permeating substance that binds the whole of the particles 
of matter together,” as Oliver Lodge would describe the ether.83 As physical sensation 
intensifies, so does the tendency towards dissipation: 
 

           a  di zampe gambe e braccia 
          t 
       i   spinta 

    l 
    a    caduta 
          s 
     ritorno 
 
   Ancora-ancora lungo strati di eccitazione 
     L’istinto sforza i pori 

sparpaglia i corpi compenetra 
   forma a forma (P, 150)    
 
 
    b of paws legs and arms 
               m 
              i       thrust 
                    l 
              c   fall 
   return 
 
  Again-again along strata of excitement 
   Instinct strains the pores 
  scatters bodies  fuses form 
  to form 
 
The sensory exhilaration of “Materia” recalls the experience of sparpagliamento that 
we have encountered before, as electromagnetic energies trigger a radical vitalization of 
matter akin to the thrill of radio-activity. The opposite of scattering is compenetrazione, 
                                                
83  Sir Oliver Lodge, Continuity; the Presidential Address to the British Association for 1913 (New York 
and London: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1914), 66. 
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or the interpenetration of the individual into an amalgam of “forms with forms.” 
Interpenetration here also marks the reverse of atomization, highlighting the fusion of 
singular particles into an “oceanic” mass. In Marinetti’s poetics, compenetrazione 
allows the futurist to dispose of the clumsy I and its attendant weakness by merging the 
individual into “infinite molecular life” (TIF, 74). The self, once shattered in this way, 
would finally expand and affirm a new subject more heroic and more powerful than the 
single body, in the form of the metallized superman. The binary construction of 
atomization and its obverse points to a fundamental paradox that is not of course unique 
to “Materia” but constitutive of the broader tension within the Futurist subject, torn 
between spirit and matter, between feminine nature and the masculine realm of ideal 
weightlessness. The radical vitalization of matter, staged here and in “Radio,” is figured 
as a means of resisting against decay—both of the flesh, and of the social and cultural 
fabric more broadly, thought to be degraded and compromised by modern progress. 
Jeffrey Schnapp’s account is useful here: 

 
Waging its war against decline even on the molecular level, the 
movement turned to double-bind structures or “addiction loops” in order 
to engender the types of polarization, intensification, and arousal that it 
deemed necessary to overcome Europe’s turn-of-the-century crisis: loops 
that pitted escalating demands for energy, speed, sacrifice, and self- 
expenditure and ever more steely human subjects, struggling to sustain 
such demands, against an array of fatal historical, biological, and telluric 
laws that would potentially frustrate all efforts at resistance.84 

 
What Folgore makes especially explicit in “Materia,” and elsewhere, is the liminal 
position of the sensing body caught between these opposing forces. Here the body that 
scatters is also one pushed to the limits of exertion, encumbered by its own heft: “Peso 
della volontà che scivola lungo / il pendio dei sensi / L’istinto in marcia / faticosa spinta 
di masse molli / sulle vene più grevi / Un limite” [“Weight of the will that slithers along 
/ the cliff of the senses / The instinct marches / strenuous push of soft masses / on the 
fullest veins / A limit] (P, 149).85 Like the textual fabric, in flux between free-floating 
letters and heftier blocks, the sensing body oscillates from fleshy substance to “uprooted 
fibers” and back again. 

This interplay of dispersal and its opposite is matched at the stylistic level, as 
Folgore is careful to underline: though the practitioner of his sensory poetics should 
render dynamic impressions “without giving the intellect time to define, explain, or 
comment upon them,” the prevalence of nouns (“sostantivi”) over verbs ensures “a 
greater corporeality of expression, formed of tangible, ponderable elements, which 
never falls into the indeterminate and indefinite.”86 I propose that we take seriously this 
emphasis on sostantivi as substance—an emphasis that extends from an artistic and 
                                                
84 Jeffrey Schnapp, “The Fabric of Modern Times,” Critical Inquiry 24.1 (Autumn 1997): 198. 
85 Strikingly, that same heft emerges in Folgore’s “origin story” of tactility: “Tutto sotto naufragio / dei 
capelli / invasione di / centomila bocche (assorbimento d’ogni pesantezza)” [All underneath a shipwreck / 
of hair / invasion of / a hundred thousand mouths (absorbing all heaviness)] (P, 166). 
86 “Ne deriva quindi una maggiore corposità dell’espressione, che risulta perciò formata da elementi 
ponderabili, tangibili, e non cade mai nell’indeterminato e nell’indefinito.” Folgore, “Lirismo sintetico e 
sensazione fisica,” 2. 
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stylistic concern to a broader conceptual preoccupation with the fleshiness of the body 
itself. Just as the prevalence of substantives keeps the text from devolving into the 
“noncommunicative, nonlinguistic visual chaos” of Marinettian words-in-freedom, to 
borrow Drucker’s phrasing,87 the body that is fragmented into a collection of vibrating 
fibers and filaments nonetheless retains a measure of the corporeality that the 
mechanized man would aim to negate. 

Within Folgore’s poetics of physical sensation, then, I am inclined to discern a 
certain ambivalence toward the self-shattering implied by sparpagliamento, if not an 
outright attachment to maintaining the bounds that separate the carnal body from 
evanescent matter.88 The futurist body that senses itself scattering through the ether, and 
across the page, in this case, is also a body that continues to “matter,” but differently. 
This chapter’s title, with a nod to Judith Butler, highlights the troubled demarcation 
between the materiality of the body and its disembodiment. As Butler writes in another 
context, even the most material of “bodies tend to indicate a world beyond themselves, 
[a] movement beyond their own boundaries, a movement of boundary itself.”89 While I 
do not engage theories of gender and its performance here (that is the stuff of another 
dissertation), at the risk of stretching Butler’s terms too thin, I find that her argument 
regarding the unstable construction of gendered bodies also applies to Folgore’s futurist 
subject. Rather than an outright shattering, sparpagliamento signifies this ever-shifting 
boundary. As electromagnetic energies and vibrations extend bodies out into space, dis-
assembling and re-constructing them in the process, they also point up the very limits 
that the wireless imagination seeks to overcome.  
 
 
A body that matters? 
 

When invoked by Folgore, sparpagliamento betrays a more complex and 
conflicted understanding of “wirelessness” and the euphoric, virile, dispersive 
consciousness with which it is associated. The poet-medium of Ponti in many ways 
represents the fleshy, feminine foil to Marinetti’s uomo meccanico, a body that is 
subject to penetration. Just as the vibrations of “Materia” puncture the skin and break 
down cellular fibers, so too in “I carichi” (The Wagon Loads) bodily tissues are etched 
like grooves on a record: 
 

Sparpagliamento del torpore    
(lame metalliche strisciano    
sulle metalliche corde dei nervi).    
Fuga d’ogni stanchezza, d’ogni abbandono  
(punte d’acciaio rigano     
la vitrea lastra dei sensi).    
Sbalzi e rimbalzi dell’ira    

                                                
87 Drucker, The Visible Word, 107. 
88 In this respect, too, the poetic “Materia” approaches its pictorial counterpart; see Christine Poggi’s 
reading of Boccioni’s Materia in Inventing Futurism: The Art and Politics of Artificial Optimism 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 2009), 165-170. 
89 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter (London and NY: Routledge, 2011), viii.  
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(eserciti di fragori invadono i timpani). (P, 16) 
 
[Torpor scatters 
(metallic blades creep 
along metallic wires of nerves). 
All fatigue, all abandon escapes 
(steel points scratch 
against the glassy sheet of the senses). 
Anger surges and rebounds 
(armies of noise invade the eardrums).] 
 

Because Folgore’s medium is, ultimately, fleshy and not mechanized, metallic energies 
cut abrasively against the nerves. The parentheticals, too, intensify this sense of 
perforation on the surface of the text: as the skin is written upon, so is the page. Even as 
the body revels in the vibrations and stirrings that the flesh intercepts, it also expresses 
in its quivering a certain angst at the possibility of invasion by the energies that encircle 
it. If Marinetti’s tactile swimmer ultimately hardens in defense against the vulnerability 
that sensory receptivity implies, Folgore keeps the body open to sensation, neither 
metallized nor anaesthetized.90 Though “impersonal,” Folgore’s hapticity does not 
result by default in a “vulcanized” body; the skin never morphs into a steel carapace; 
more than just scratched at, it is actually subject to penetration. 
 If we may read Marinetti’s tactile manifesto as a reaction to the technological 
malaise produced by the Great War, within the broader context of “second futurism,” I 
want to suggest that the trembling skin and nerves of Folgore’s subject foreground a 
sensory crisis of futurist macchinolatria already from the movement’s so-called 
“heroic” beginnings.91 Enlivened though it may be by the electrified and radioactive 
flows of which it is a part, the “hypersensitive” subjectivity of Ponti also expresses a 
certain angst at the possibility of dissolution, approaching but ultimately unable to fully 
transcend the gap that separates the fleshy body from the ultimate vitality of matter. 
Folgore’s poet-medium exists in a liminal state, between “cielo di nubi lanose” [wooly 
skies] and the “terra di calma” [calm earth], his heart suspended from “fili interminabili 
/ dell’ignota paura” [interminable wires / of unknown fear] (P, 29). So too is the 
ethereal “bridge” on which Ponti hinges recast as both a connective circuit and a 
terrifying precipice: thus the poet-medium of “Messaggi” stands “Sul ponte estremo 
dell’angoscia” [On the extreme bridge of angst], hyper-receptive to sensation yet 
anxious of what he may feel (P, 54). To the “violent opening of worlds” that “vibratory 
omnipotence” makes possible, the subject of “Radio” reacts with surprising caution, his 
senses at once “unbound” and “timid” before such freedom: “Apertura violenta di 
mondi; / sensi vagabondi, / sensi scarcerati, / sensi timidi avanti a troppa libertà” (P, 
66). Once the radiant body begins to dematerialize, in fact, it comes finally to rest with 
                                                
90 As we read in the 1921 version of the tactilist manifesto: “Il sole con le sue lunghe fiamme torrefacenti 
vulcanizzava il mio corpo e bullonava la chiglia della mia fronte ricca di vele” [With its long and 
towering flames, the sun vulcanized my body and bolted the keel of my forehead, rich with sails] (TIF, 
159). 
91 See, for instance, Günther Berghaus’s argument in “Futurism and the Technological Imagination: 
Poised Between Machine Cult and Machine Angst.” In Futurism and the Technological Imagination, ed. 
Günther Berghaus (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), 1-39  
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a “strenuous return” to thought that interrupts this transcendent experience at its most 
intense. I quote the poem’s conclusion in full: 

 
Tormento. 
Un attimo di indecisione.  
Poi faticoso ritorno  
con un fardello immenso 
nel pensiero 
con un carico di mistero 
entro ogni senso, 
E tutta una solitudine di lavoro, 
una visione di se stesso, 
nel complesso 
degli atomi, delle cellule, 
che svolgono 
a fior degli occhi, delle dita, dell’anima 
una luce, un brivido, un’angoscia. (P, 67)  
 
[Torment. 
A moment of indecision. 
Then, strenuous return 
with an immense burden 
to thought 
loaded with mystery 
within every sense, 
And solitary labor, 
a vision of oneself, 
amid the matrix 
of atoms, of cells, 
which unfold 
on the surface of the eyes, the fingertips, the soul 
a light, a shiver, an angst.]  

 
I am interested in this final move from disintegration to isolation, from weightlessness 
back to embodiment—an experience in which sparpagliamento is imbricated, as it has 
been all along, with feeling, both literal and metaphorical. It has been claimed that a 
renewed preoccupation with the sense of touch follows from the emergence of modern 
media technologies.92  Though (wireless) technology is conspicuously absent from 
Ponti, the text’s attentiveness to organic substance—on the heft of the body, on nerves 
and tissues—might indeed be taken as symptomatic of such responses to the machine, 
both in terms of its dulling of the senses, and its effect on interpersonal relations. For 
instance, in “Lo sgorbio,” Folgore describes the human figures within the poem as “due 
pali diritti e mortali, / di fronte ad uno zig-zag eterno” [two erect, mortal poles / facing 
an eternal zig-zag] (P, 32). Making contact brings awareness that one’s consciousness is 
                                                
92 On these critical debates, see Sarah Jackson, Tactile Poetics: Touch and Contemporary Writing 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015). 
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impenetrable and incommunicable. Amid this “zig-zag,” the uncanny vision activates a 
momentary, diaphanous joy that disappears just as soon as it is sensed: “Improvvisa 
torre d’ilarità / che vacilla, / tremolante atmosfera di gioia / tra noi. / E poi? / Nulla” 
[“Sudden tower of hilarity / that vacillates, / trembling atmosphere of joy / between us. / 
And then? / Nothing”] (ibid.). 

I would stress, however, that Folgore’s emphasis on tactility does not simply 
communicate nostalgia for embodied, physical presence in the face of technological 
mediation. Nor should it only be understood as a way to mourn the inability of the self 
to transcend earthly limits, as Glauco Viazzi has observed; so the optimistic posture of 
Il Canto dei motori, in his analysis, gives way to the “lacerated” consciousness of Ponti, 
signaling “no longer the impetus of a communal conquest, but the squalor of an 
individual defeat. […] The we, now impossible, returns to an I; the collective abdicates 
to the singular,” as the futurist “aspiration towards the horizon and the heights of the 
cosmos yields to a deep identification with the objective reality of everyday life.”93 

As noted above, the dialectic of an “individual” versus a “communal” 
experience lies at the heart of sparpagliamento. Yet we might instead hypothesize the 
return to touch, in “Radio” and throughout Ponti, as a “tragic” alternative that is also an 
implicit corrective to the rhetoric of dissolution that underpins the heroic fantasy of the 
Futurist superuomo. It is again the “shiver” of radio-activity that serves to bridge 
thought and sensation in the lines above. But if pensiero earlier went hand in hand with 
the “lyrical electrocution of the soul” and the experience of intuizione, here it is 
synonymous with the “immense burden” of radium itself, which weighs the body down 
and keeps it grounded (no accident, perhaps, that radium is one of the heavier 
elements). By emphasizing physical sensation over the scattering of the flesh, Folgore 
preserves an embodied experience of registering feeling, rather than severing the 
material connections between bodies—or, losing the integrity of one’s own in an 
oceanic mass. We may thus revisit Viazzi’s claim from a new perspective: 
sparpagliamento, in this sense, is not only impossible for the poet-medium of “Radio” 
who makes a “strenuous return” to individual thought and sensation; the collective, 
communal impulse that such scattering implies is also ultimately threatening to the 
autonomy of the sensing body, and indeed to its capacity to feel altogether. Ultra-
receptive to feeling, the hypersensitive poet-medium seems equally to fear not being 
able to feel anything at all. Perhaps, Folgore suggests, the finite limits of the human 
sensorium must be obeyed. 

In making this claim, I want briefly in conclusion to connect Folgore’s poetics 
of sensazione fisica to the tactile aesthetic proposed by Walter Benjamin in “The Work 
of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” There, linking futurism’s fascination 
with war and destruction to the doctrine of fascism, Benjamin famously identifies and 
indicts the sensory alienation that lies at the core of the regime’s “aestheticization of 
politics”: “‘Fiat ars-pereat mundus’ says Fascism, and expects war to supply, just as 
Marinetti confesses that it does, the artistic gratification of a sense perception that has 
been altered by technology. […] Its self-alienation has reached such a degree that it is 
capable of experiencing its own destruction as an aesthetic enjoyment.”94 In order to 
                                                
93 Glauco Viazzi, I Poeti del futurismo, 1909-1944 (Milan: Longanesi, 1978), 190. 
94 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, ed. 
Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1988), 242. 
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counteract the sensory anaesthetization of fascism, which futurism’s “unnatural” use of 
technology is thought to directly anticipate, Benjamin locates in the artwork an ethical 
imperative to reverse such self-alienation via the intimacy of touch, understood as a 
haptic interface between the human body and technological media.95 Read with these 
lines in mind, Folgore’s poetry of sensazione fisica, I argue, achieves similar aims. It is 
not my intention here to draw a straight line from futurism to fascism—an easy equation 
that I think Folgore complicates, as I have attempted to show, through the mode of 
radio-activity represented in Ponti and its emphasis on touch. Implicit in the poet-
medium’s desire to maintain the bounds of the sensing body is a skepticism and a 
resistance not only against sparpagliamento, but against compenetrazione broadly 
speaking—the interpenetration of the individual into a vibrating “tangle of nerves,” the 
collectivity of the futurist enterprise, and the nationalism and alleged proto-fascism of 
Marinetti’s wireless imagination.96 

If for Benjamin the political work of tactility happens through cinema, which 
holds the potential to educate the human sensorium and stimulate action through mutual 
sensory engagement, Folgore takes up a similar task for poetry by reconfiguring the 
futurist page as a haptic interface in its own right, as I have suggested above. It is the 
cutaneous sensibility of the haptic that both opens up the poet-medium of Ponti to 
otherwise invisible, imperceptible vibrations, and communicates those sensations to 
others, while also keeping the body’s surface intact. Thus tactility simultaneously casts 
the “hypersensitive” futurist beyond the limits of ordinary perception, and delimits 
some sense of “self.” Folgore’s poet-medium therefore remains divided in equal 
measure between solid corporeal mass and weightless spirit, simultaneously fused with 
matter (“nel complesso / degli atomi, delle cellule”) and bounded by his own skin. In 
this sense, the poetics of physical sensation capture the paradox at the heart of the 
futurist body: radio-activity is at once what enables the poet-medium to access matter 
and what establishes the very boundaries that he would otherwise aim to overcome. If 
the wireless experience of sparpagliamento implies the ultimate exteriorization of the 
will, freeing the subject from mortality, the “hypersensitive” subject of Ponti does not 
overcome its earthbound state but remains, at its most “vertiginous” moment, purely 
conscious of its terrestrial existence, reveling in the experience of simply being: 
 

Malessere  Benessere  
essere 

essere 
essere (P, 152) 

                                                
95 I am helped here by Susan Buck-Morss’s discussion of Benjamin’s essay: “He is demanding of art a 
task far more difficult—that is, to undo the alienation of the corporeal sensorium, to restore the instinctual 
power of the human bodily senses for the sake of humanity's self-preservation, and to do this, not by 
avoiding the new technologies, but by passing through them”; Buck-Morss, “Aesthetics and Anaesthetics. 
Walter Benjamin’s Artwork Essay Reconsidered,” October 62 (Autumn 1992): 5. 
96 Conversely, Daniel Tiffany has argued that the “‘radiant’ corpse” of the modernist Image, as seen in 
the poetry of Ezra Pound, “becomes the voice of fascism”; see Tiffany, Radio Corpse: Imagism and the 
Cryptaesthetic of Ezra Pound (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 228. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Oscillations: Desiring the Woman-as-wave from Marinetti to Benedetta 
 

 
Puisque nos dieux et nos espoirs ne sont plus que scientifiques, 
pourquoi nos amours ne le deviendraient-ils pas également?1 

 
Cyborgs are ether, quintessence.2 
 
Chiedo a me di non sparpagliarmi, ma cristallizare il mio 
essere in un vertice di estrema purezza che tocchi l’essenza 
dell’Universo.3 

 
 

More than a decade after the first futurist manifesto, in what would become the 
preface to his 1930 collection of stories Novelle colle labbra tinte (Novellas with Painted 
Lips), F.T. Marinetti had not yet exhausted his enthusiasm for the conquering of time, 
space, and sentiment by the marvels of modern technology: 

 
Le grandi velocità vanno distruggendo le distanze e quindi i distacchi 
laceranti delle anime e dei corpi. 
La nostalgia sparirà dalla vita e dall’arte. 
La terra è rimpicciolita e le distanze oceaniche non piangono più. 
Il piacere schizza fuori dalla gabbia del tempo-spazio; onnipresente e 
simultaneo esige forme letterarie e plastiche simultanee.4 
 
[Great velocities are destroying distances and with them the tormenting 
separations of souls and of bodies. Nostalgia will disappear from life and 
art. The earth is made smaller and oceanic distances no longer weep. 
Pleasure bolts out of the cage of space-time; omnipresent and 
simultaneous, it requires simultaneous literary and plastic forms.] 

 
Exemplary in form and theme of the kind of literature that should “amuse, nourish and 
dynamize the spirit” (“divertire, nutrire e dinamizzare gli spiriti,” 22) Marinetti’s tales 
essentially serve as a how-to manual of sorts in the principles of “simultaneity.” By 
proposing a set of à la carte guidelines for a “simultaneous” life (“Programmi di vita con 
varianti a scelta,” as they are termed), the Novelle are meant to “accelerate, train, and de-
provincialize” the reader’s spirit with the “extralogical gymnastics” and “artificial 

                                                
1 “Since our gods and our hopes are no longer anything but scientific, why shouldn’t our loves be equally 
so?” Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, L’Eve Future, 1886. 
2 Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” 1985. 
3 “I ask myself not to scatter, but to crystallize my being at the apex of extreme purity, that I may touch the 
essence of the Universe.” Benedetta, Le forze umane, 1924. 
4 F.T. Marinetti, “La simultaneità in letteratura,” in Marinetti, Novelle colle labbra tinte, ed. Domenico 
Cammarota (Florence: Vallecchi, 2003), 21, emphasis in the original. 
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optimism” needed to conduct a wireless existence.5 Here, however, the usual futurist 
cocktail of speed and simultaneity is served with an erotic twist. Not only does velocity 
conquer distance and, with it, the longings of the flesh; bodily pleasure itself, Marinetti 
tells us, also exceeds all earthly limits, making sex among mere mortals a thing of the 
past, hence demanding new aesthetic modes to capture this erotic revolution. 
 By the time Marinetti penned these lines, the wonders of “radio-listening and 
telephony” had already made possible the realization of sexual experiences outside of the 
limits of time and space. 6  The improvement of telecommunications and voice 
transmissions, especially after the First World War, had triggered unprecedented 
transformations in the dynamics of interpersonal contact, rendering bodies themselves 
uncannily disembodied and transportable. 7  This changed understanding of bodies 
radically altered the nature of desire itself, taking intimacy outside of the bedroom and 
into the ether. Futurist poet Fillia would entertain this tantalizing possibility in his aptly 
titled collection Lussuria radioelettrica (Radioelectric Lust, 1925). Lending some 
scientific credence to the futurist enterprise, Dr. Ernesto Falchetti of the Istituto 
Radiologico Nazionale prefaced Fillia’s collection with an essay investigating “Quel che 
sarà il mondo col dominio del radio” (What the World Will Become Under the Dominion 
of Radio). In a remarkably prescient account, sounding much like an iPhone commercial 
avant la lettre, Falchetti waxes poetic about the impact of telecommunications on human 
relationships with each other and with their environment: “Le distanze sparirebbero; 
ciascuno possederebbe la sua macchina piccola e sicura con cui dominerebbe lo spazio e 
soggiogherebbe il tempo” [Distances would disappear; each person would possess his 
own small, secure machine with which to dominate space and subjugate time].8 Desires, 
in turn, would “arise infinitely,” yet their quenching would depend not on “lo sforzo 
muscolare della vita animale” [the muscular effort of animal life], but on the tiny 
apparatus itself, “paga sempre di ubbidire docile e soddisfare l’uomo” [always happy to 
obey, docile, and satisfy man].9 Stirring new desires that only they themselves could 
satisfy, wireless media hence become the site of a pleasure that could be achieved in spite 
of absence and distance, a love immune to contingency and uncoupled from human 
touch. 

Building on the argument of my first chapter, my primary focus here is to further 
tease out the relations between the body, its technological analogues, and the act of 
communication, focusing in particular on the kinds of desires sparked by and satisfied 
through radio-activity. If the handheld erotico-wireless device had not yet been perfected 
(though a note on Fillia’s frontispiece tells us that proceeds from sales of the collection 

                                                
5 “questi Programmi di Vita con varianti a scelta velocizzeranno, alleneranno alla simultaneità, 
sprovincializzeranno lo spirito del lettore con una sana ginnastica extralogica, e lo rinvigoriranno di 
ottimismo artificiale, divertendolo.” Marinetti, “La simultaneità in letteratura,” 23. 
6 Ibid., 19. 
7 For background, see John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 137ff. 
8 Ernesto Falchetti, “Quel che sarà il mondo col dominio del radio,” in Fillia, Lussuria radioelettrica 
(Turin: Edizioni Sindacati Artistici, 1925), 7. Adriana Baranello briefly discusses Falchetti’s article in her 
PhD dissertation, “Fillia’s Futurism: Writing, Politics, Gender and Art after the First World War” (UCLA, 
2014). I build on Baranello’s observations in this chapter in order to flesh out the implications of “radio 
lust” and complicate its premises. 
9 Falchetti, “Quel che sarà il mondo col dominio del radio,” 7. 
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would be earmarked to conduct such experiments), love without wires was, at least 
narratively, already a widely researched possibility in tales that rewrite conventional 
romantic plots in an electric key. Perhaps nowhere in the futurist canon is such 
“radioelectric lust” dealt with as centrally and specifically as in the two texts that anchor 
my analysis here. In the first, Marinetti’s “Miss Radio” (one of the Novelle), a jilted lover 
embarks on a transatlantic journey, during which he fantasizes about remaining in 
wireless contact with the woman who wronged him. In the second, Benedetta Cappa 
Marinetti revisits and reverses this long-distance love story, taking it from the ocean liner 
to the underwater world of her experimental novel Astra e il sottomarino: Vita trasognata 
(Astra and the Submarine: Dream Life, 1935). These two texts engage with the thematics 
of what Mark Goble has termed “pleasure at a distance,” substituting erotic intimacy 
between physical bodies with a wireless kind of love unfettered from corporeal longings 
and affective needs.10 With antecedents in the telegraphic romances that filled popular 
magazines and novels from the late nineteenth century through the 1920s, these futurist 
tales similarly mediate erotic desire via electromagnetic channels.11 

In the present chapter, I want to address futurism’s sexualized desire to transcend 
all limits by paying closer attention to the wireless media through which this experience 
is framed. In these tales by Marinetti and Benedetta, as in the electric love stories upon 
which they draw, the wireless exceeds its function as merely a technological device. As 
Judy Wajcman teaches us, “technology is more than a set of physical objects or artefacts. 
It also fundamentally embodies a culture or set of social relations made up of certain sorts 
of knowledge, beliefs, desires, and practices.”12 Indeed, radio is only implicitly present as 
an instrument of communication in “Miss Radio” and Astra, yet it signifies and structures 
relations between bodies, even when physical bodies are out of the equation. One of the 
main ways in which such social relations unfold, in these narratives of wireless love, is 
through gender. Here I take as my starting point Susan Squier’s observation that 
masculine and feminine polarities are built into the binary technological principles of 
radio itself. Drawing on a series of radio narratives, Squier links the tensions that emerge 
in mediated interactions between human and machine, self and other, to “a gender role 
negotiation as well, over the masculine and/or feminine properties invoked by 
intersubjectivity.”13 Squier considers how these radio texts stage changing relations 

                                                
10 My analysis here has been greatly informed by Mark Goble’s discussion of “pleasure at a distance” in his 
Beautiful Circuits: Modernism and the Mediated Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 
especially Ch. 2. 
11 A detailed list of telegraphic and wireless romances is provided in Jeffrey Sconce, Haunted Media: 
Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000). Among these, 
in the Anglo-American context, see Rudyard Kipling’s “Wireless,” in Traffics and Discoveries (London: 
Macmillan, 1904), 213-39; Lee Foster Hartman, “Out of the Air,” Harper’s (September 1922): 491-500; 
John Fleming Wilson, “Sparks,” McClure’s Magazine (May 1911): 140-54. In Italian literature, a 
noteworthy example of electronically mediated erotics (though more about proto-television than radio) may 
be found in Massimo Bontempelli’s novel La vita operosa (1921); for an analysis of the novel, see Timothy 
Campbell, “Infinite Remoteness: Marinetti, Bontempelli, and the Emergence of Modern Italian Visual 
Culture,” MLN 120.1 (January 2005): 111-136. 
12 Judy Wajcman, Feminism Confronts Technology (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 
1991), 149. 
13 Susan Squier, “Wireless Possibilities, Posthuman Possibilities: Brain Radio, Community Radio, Radio 
Lazarus,” in Communities of the Air: Radio Century, Radio Culture, ed. Susan Squier (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 291.  
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between humans and technology in order to trace a shift towards the production of the 
“posthuman.” Theories of “posthumanism” indeed help to rethink the relationship not 
only between human and machine, but also between gendered bodies and technology, and 
the sexual politics of technology and subjectivity. Drawing on this model, particularly as 
it is taken up in contemporary “cyberfeminist” criticism, I take up gender as my primary 
lends for exploring the enmeshment of bodies, technology, and desire in the futurist texts 
under consideration here. 14  Bodiless though this new erotic pleasure may be, the 
gendering of the wireless body remains crucial to understanding the ways in which its 
realization is represented by Marinetti and Benedetta. In what follows, I will therefore 
show how the wireless in “Miss Radio” and Astra e il sottomarino represents a unique 
“technology of gender,” to quote Teresa de Lauretis: just as technology is itself a socially 
charged structure of communication, as we have seen, “gender is not a property of bodies 
or something originally existent in human beings, but the set of effects produced in 
bodies, behaviors, and social relations.”15 Through a gendered reading of the wireless 
imagination, then, we may reconsider the futurist’s fraught relationship to his own body, 
its others, and its media extensions. 

As the title of Marinetti’s tale makes explicit, the wireless imagination is deeply 
bound up with the dynamics of gender. Though invisible and ephemeral, the radio wave 
is recognizably female, the “Miss” inside the machine. That technology should be 
assigned a female sex is a key topos, especially in the tradition of the nineteenth-century 
machine célibataire, or “bachelor machine.”16 In this genre—typified in the novels of 
Alfred Jarry, Emile Zola, and Villiers de l’Isle Adam, and revisited in films such as Fritz 
Lang’s Metropolis—the mechanized, robotic woman emerges as both alluring mistress 
and threatening adversary to her male creator and lover. Even as these narratives seek to 
destabilize traditional codes of sexual conduct, as we shall see, their plots often 
ultimately exaggerate and reinforce conventional notions of gender, framing both woman 
and machine as the ultimate “other” whose power sparks fears surrounding masculinity 
and reinforces the male desire to dominate and control. As N. Katherine Hayles teaches 
us, tracing these same dynamics in contemporary computer culture, “the regime of 
information is figured as an escape, but the more powerfully it exerts its presence as a 

                                                
14 Crucial sources on posthumanism and cyberfeminism include: Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” 
in The Cybercultures Reader, ed. David Bell and Martha M. Kennedy (London: Routledge, 2001), 291, 
295; originally published in Socialist Review 80 (1985): 65-108; Sadie Plant, Zeros and Ones: Digital 
Women and the New Technoculture (New York: Doubleday, 1997); N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became 
Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1999). 
15  Teresa De Lauretis, Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film and Fiction (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1989), 3.  
16 First theorized by Michel Carrouges in Les machines célibataires (Paris: Arcanes, 1954), the genre is the 
subject of an extensive analysis by Kai Mikkonen in The Plot Machine: The French Novel and the 
Bachelor Machines in the Electric Years (1880-1914) (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001). See also Andreas 
Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism, esp. the chapter titled “The 
Vamp and the Machine” (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986); as well as Mary Ann Doane, “Technophilia: 
Technology, Representation, and the Feminine,” in Body/Politics: Women and the Discourse of Science, 
ed. Mary Jacobus et al. (New York: Routledge, 1990), 163-176.  
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viable place in which to live, the more it appears not as an escape at all, but rather as an 
arena in which the dynamics of domination and control can be played out in new ways.”17 

This paradigm extends beyond the specific case of the “bachelor machine” and its 
cybernetic adaptations to a traditional narrative of modernity more broadly speaking, as 
Rita Felski has shown, according to which “the repressed feminine of aesthetic and 
libidinal forces returns in the form of the engulfing, regressive lures of modern mass 
culture and consumer society.”18 By this account, modernist representations of progress, 
expansion, and transcendence encapsulate a masculine autonomy, dynamism and power 
that seeks to quash feminine urges. A similar dynamic may be discerned in what Julian 
Murphet terms modernism’s “gendered media ecology.” Gender is understood here not as 
a marker attached to specific practitioners or themes of modernist works, but as an inbuilt 
and underlying element of modernist aesthetics; indeed, Murphet argues, gender is 
“foundational to the ways in which modernism was conceived as a rear-guard defensive 
action on behalf of media technologies.” 19  Allegorizing modernism’s multimedial 
practices in terms of a virile “seduction” over the feminine, Murphet develops and 
extends Andreas Huyssen’s theorization of mass culture and technology as the feminine 
foil of masculine high culture: lured by the possibilities of technology, popular culture, 
and entertainment, yet fearful of corrupting its purity and integrity in this “morass,” 
masculine Art flirts with and strategically seduces—only to finally assert itself against—
its feminine Others.20  

According to these critical narratives, what might look like a seamlessly 
technophilic incorporation of the machine into futurist art and poetry is the result of the 
same process of defining and defending the male body against whatever incursive female 
presence would threaten its existence. In fact, a brief scan of the criticism seems to 
confirm that the wireless imagination originates and becomes synonymous with a 
technologically-inspired force that is coded male. Jeffrey Schnapp, for instance, calls the 
bombastic speaker of the manifestoes “a poet-flyer endowed with […] an aerodynamic 
phallus” who ejaculates words-in-freedom and conquers Mother Earth in the process.21 
For Christine Poggi, Marinetti “imagines matter as a vector of speed, a volatile, 
masculine substitute for a nature still construed as predominantly horizontal, gravity 
bound, and organic.”22 More broadly, Barbara Spackman has traced the circulation of a 
“rhetoric of virility” from futurism to the discourse of the Italian fascist regime.23 Such 
accounts—substantiated by Marinetti’s misogynist, hyper-virile discourse in the 
manifestoes and elsewhere—would allow us to conclude that the gendered dynamics of 
futurism are unequivocally a matter of male domination. 
                                                
17 N. Katherine Hayles, “Escape and Constraint: Three Fictions Dream of Moving from Energy to 
Information,” in From Energy to Information: Representation in Science and Technology, Art and 
Literature, ed. Bruce Clarke and Linda Dalrymple Henderson (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 
237. 
18 Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 5. 
19 Julian Murphet, “Toward a Gendered Media Ecology,” in Modernism and Masculinity, ed. Natalya Lusty 
and Julian Murphet (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 63. 
20 See Huyssen, After the Great Divide, esp. Chapter 3, “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other.” 
21 Jeffrey Schnapp, “Propeller Talk,” Modernism/modernity 1.3 (September 1994), 164. 
22 Christine Poggi, Inventing Futurism: The Art and Politics of Universal Optimism (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2009), 156. 
23 Barbara Spackman, Fascist Virilities: Rhetoric, Ideology, and Social Fantasy in Italy (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
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But if it is true that the feminine represents everything that the futurist subject 
must resist, it is equally the case, as we shall see in “Miss Radio” and Astra, that 
femininity is also projected onto what the futurist subject most desires—not only the 
faraway woman whom he would woo from a distance, but also, more importantly, the 
ideally disembodied condition of the radio wave itself. While the woman-as-wave 
represents the attainment of an untroubled celestial ideal, she also lays bare the tension 
within the futurist subjectivity that produces that very fantasy, and unveils the instability 
at its core, as I will argue here. Radio therefore offers a new lens through which to 
reconsider the “futurist fiction of power,” in the words of Cinzia Blum, in which a 
“revolutionary display of artistic potency is inextricable from the performance of hyper-
masculinity.”24 In conversation with contemporary media studies and “cyberfeminist” 
theory, I argue that a closer attention to the gendering of the radio wave indeed 
complicates the avant-garde’s myth of masculinity. While she represents the futurist 
promise of pleasure at a distance, the radio-active woman—in spite, or because of, her 
wavelike status—therefore ends up disrupting the logic of “seduction” and domination on 
which the regime of wireless desire relies, because she complicates notions of body and 
spirit, presence and absence, masculine and feminine, human and machine. As a feminine 
(dis)embodiment of the wireless imagination, the woman-as-wave in the works of 
Marinetti and Benedetta therefore asks us to rethink not only the “futurist fiction of 
power,” but also the gendered dynamics of connectivity, and of the modernist media 
ecology itself. 
 
 
Love without wires 
 
 Despite Marinetti’s declaration that speed should destroy all distances, “Miss 
Radio” begins, not with a triumphant defeat of time and space, but with a nostalgic scene 
of departure. Ready to board an ocean liner to Buenos Aires is one Aldo Vetri, despairing 
and unable to choke back tears (“preso dalla disperazione […] mal reprimendo i 
singhiozzi”).25 No sooner do we meet him that we are told the aviatore glorioso, 
summoned by the Argentinean government to build an aerodrome, has essentially been 
forced to leave town, “più per dimenticare una donna che per realizzare la sua fortuna” 
[more to forget a woman than to realize his fortune] (MR, 61). The woman in question is 
Millina, the (ex-)lover who has betrayed him and with whom he is determined to be 
reunited. 

This maudlin beginning is, of course, no accident. Marinetti deliberately 
introduces the clichéd stuff of romance—the jilted lover, the melodramatic goodbye, the 
melancholic sea—only to ridicule and replace these with the new standards of love in the 
age of technology. The tale in fact follows the principles of the romanzo erotico-sociale, 
or “erotico-social novel,” one among many initiatives on the part of the futurist 
“antisentimental” campaign to free modern lovers from the chains of marriage, family, 

                                                
24 Cinzia Sartini Blum, “Marvellous Masculinity: Futurist Strategies of Self-Transfiguration Through the 
Maelstrom of Modernity,” in Modernism and Masculinity, 94. 
25 Marinetti, “Miss Radio,” in Novelle colle labbra tinte, 61 (hereafter cited in text as MR). 
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and even biological reproduction.26 Pitting Aldo’s pathetic sobs against what should be 
his fearless thirst for adventure, the narrative attempts progressively to compensate for 
and correct his all-too-human longings with the new idols of speed. The antidote to 
sentimentality comes first in the form of the ocean liner itself, with its “voce senza 
nostalgia…voce d’organo senza pianto!” [voice without nostalgia…the voice of an organ 
without weeping] (MR, 63). Cutting through the sea swelled with “ricordi lacerati e 
schiumanti,” [tormented, frothy memories] the ship calibrates the earth’s latitudes and 
longitudes like an “enorme giroscopio” [enormous gyroscope] (MR, 63, 65), and deepens 
Aldo’s desire for Millina as a result. Indeed, the farther the Luce travels, the more Aldo 
convinces himself that Millina is actually there on board, and fantasizes about carrying on 
with his beloved from a distance: 

 
Dominiamo insieme gli orizzonti. Finalmente abbiamo vinto l’acre dolore 
delle lontananze nostalgiche poiché le forze elettriche mi hanno riportato 
Millina! Però l’amore è superato. Siamo due amici e la nostra amicizia 
stringe un globo terracqueo ormai rimpicciolito dalla velocità e quindi 
liberato dal dolore… (MR, 65) 

 
[Together we dominate the horizons. Finally, we have conquered the bitter 
pain of nostalgic distances, since electric forces have brought Millina back 
to me! But love is obsolete. We are two friends, and our friendship 
embraces a globe of land and water that has now been made smaller by 
speed and thus freed of suffering…] 
 

Here, Aldo becomes the mouthpiece for the principles outlined above in Marinetti’s 
celebration of “simultaneity,” in which technology makes possible a new kind of 
romance. Yet Marinetti’s tale soon shifts the terms of futurist desire from an erotics of 
mechanization to what I am calling an erotics of communication. Given the story’s title, 
we might expect the object of desire to be the radio itself, the device that enables the two 
lovers to remain in touch. (Indeed, Aldo imagines contacting Millina several times while 
on his journey.) However, I want to argue, “Miss Radio” should not be understood 
simply as a catchy nickname for the inorganic object of Aldo’s affection, but indeed as a 
medium and metaphor for the kind of “pleasure at a distance” sought by the futurist 
subject more generally.  

                                                
26 Promoting unorthodox, often deviant, relationships with objects of all sorts from foodstuffs to bicycles, 
such texts celebrate what Walter Benjamin termed “the sex-appeal of the inorganic,” as quoted in the title 
of Mario Perniola’s study Il sex appeal dell’inorganico (Turin: Einaudi, 1994). Among examples of futurist 
antisentimental literature, including Fillia’s Lussuria radioelettrica, are Marinetti’s Contro l’Amore e il 
parlamentarismo (1911), Come si seducono le donne (1917), L’Isola dei baci (with Bruno Corra, 1918), 
Lussuria velocità (1921), L'alcòva d'acciaio (1921), Gli amori futuristi (1922), and Scatole d’amore in 
conserva (1927); Emilio Settimelli’s Donna allo spiedo (1921); and Francesco Cangiullo’s Nini 
Champagne: Romanzo vivo (1920). For critical discussions of the genre, see Domenico Cammarota’s 
“Marinetti e il futurismo erotico-sociale,” which introduces his edition of Marinetti’s Novelle colle labbra 
tinte; Christine Poggi, “Futurist Love, Luxury, and Lust,” in Inventing Futurism, 181-231; Gian Battista 
Nazzaro, “Da Come si seducono le donne a Novelle colle labbra tinte: La disfatta dell’ideologia e le nuove 
emergenze del testo,” in F.T. Marinetti Futurista, ed. Sergio Lambiase and Gian Battista Nazzaro (Naples: 
Guida Editori, 1977), 95-133. 
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Aldo’s mini-manifesto in favor of long-distance relationships highlights in 
particular the bodiless nature of his desire for Millina, as electromagnetic waves enable 
psychical closeness in spite of physical separation. As Millina herself puts it so clearly 
before their parting, “Aldo, se la vita ci separa, le care nostre onde elettriche ci 
congiungeranno per sempre!” [Aldo, if life separates us, these dear electric waves of ours 
will join us forever!] (MR, 64). In this instance, the “dear electrical waves” that flow 
between Aldo and Millina mark the substitution of a love that is up close and personal 
with a mediated, mediumistic relationship. While the presence of an interface might 
elsewhere undergird anxieties about the inauthenticity of human interactions, the text 
here suggests that wireless connections actually gain in intensity and intimacy when 
physical bodies are removed from the equation.27 Speed engenders a brand new kind of 
sexuality—one that isn’t romantic “love” at all, but an electrified “friendship” unfettered 
from all sentimental ties. The exchange of “our dear electrical waves,” as Millina 
promises, would enable the two to share a spiritual connection in spite of the space 
between them. Such reconfigured bonds represent an especially desirable prospect for the 
man of the future, ready to make love to anything and everything, yet wary of social 
convention and sentimentality.  

More importantly, the powers of electromagnetic propagation enable Aldo to 
achieve the futurist “desire to prolong our existence,” in Marinetti’s words.28 At stake for 
Aldo is less an erotic attachment to Millina herself, than to the experience of simultaneità 
that the exchange of their wavelengths allows. Put differently, the futurist fantasy of 
transcending limits is ultimately one of wireless connectivity. In this context, the futurist 
subject hopes to achieve what Enrico Cesaretti has termed a “genderless, eternal spirit” 
capable of transcending earthly limits and “free from the risk of abjection and the fetters 
of time and death.”29 Such is the state to which Aldo aspires, yearning to “dominate the 
horizons” together with Millina, an ideally wireless state of “simultaneity” that is 
tantamount to the experience of “scattering” and “shattering” (sparpagliamento) that I 
discussed in the previous chapter. The possibility for Aldo to achieve a “‘metallized,’ a-
historical, absolute existence,” Cesaretti notes, indeed “also contains in nuce the cause of 
his own dissolution and self-annihilation.”30 As Luciano Folgore’s poet-medium has 
already demonstrated, the desire to overcome terrestrial constraints represents both a 
promise and a threat, involving a celebration of the body’s amplified potential but also a 
preoccupation with its limits and the risk of their crossing. In a similar way, the divided 
lyric I of Fillia’s Lussuria radioelettrica hovers tenuously between “la febbre sensuale 
della Velocità” [the sensual fever of Speed] and the fear of disintegration that such 
radioelectric lust entails. As we read in “Autoradio”: “—mi sembra di disfarmi nel vuoto 
/  —uno sfibramento muscolare mi esaurisce di bianco / …morirò nella dissoluzione della 
nostra materia” [I feel like I am coming apart in the void / a muscular exhaustion 

                                                
27 See Claudia Springer, “The Pleasure of the Interface,” in Cybersexualities: A Reader on Feminist Theory, 
Cyborgs and Cyberspace, ed. Jenny Wolmark (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), 34-54. 
28  “L’esasperante lentezza cui siamo tuttora condannati malgrado l’apparente conquista della velocità […] 
ed il desiderio di prolungare la nostra esistenza vivendo sempre più intensamente, ci riportano a dare il 
massimo sviluppo alla SIMULTANEITÀ.” Marinetti, “La simultaneità in letteratura,” 19. 
29 Enrico Cesaretti, “Dangerous Appetites: Sex and the Inorganic in F.T. Marinetti’s Erotic Short Stories,” 
Annali d’Italianistica 27 (2009): 142. 
30 Cesaretti, “Dangerous Appetites,” 142. 
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consumes me with white / I’ll die in the dissolution of our matter].31 Bodiless pleasure, 
we discover, brings with it the threatening prospect of annihilation. 

While Cesaretti is right to underscore the paradoxical nature of futurist desire, 
however, his analysis fails to account for—and is indeed quite dismissive of—what he 
calls the “gender factor,” wanting to insist instead on a reading that is “more attuned to 
some of the fundamental principles and positions of Futurist poetics.”32 I argue, by 
contrast, that gender has everything to do with those principles and positions. Of interest 
is why the desire for transcendence must be framed as a “genderless” one. Cesaretti’s 
investment in effacing masculinity and femininity in favor of an emphasis on bodiless 
desire indeed fails to (or refuses to) account for the markedly gendered aspects of this 
erotic experience, and of the technology to which it is associated, as indicated in the title 
of Marinetti’s tale, hovering between the feminine “Miss” and the dual identity of radio, 
whose gender pronoun can go both ways. Within that gap between the masculine and the 
feminine—precisely the “genderless, eternal spirit” that Aldo himself hopes to attain—
lies the threat of self-destruction that sparpagliamento entails. 
 
 
The woman-as-wave 
 

To begin examining the gendered dynamics of the wireless imagination, we must 
first consider Millina’s role as the vehicle for bodiless desire, within a cultural context 
that establishes a close conjunction between femininity and technology. While aboard the 
Luce, Aldo senses her presence so intensely as to imagine the ship itself as a metallized 
stand-in for his beloved. As we read: “La nave, come per obbedire ai nervi visionari di 
Aldo, precisava la sua femminilità dando i fianchi sempre più veloci al tattilismo 
frusciante della seta carne marina” [The ship, as if obeying Aldo’s delusional nerves, 
pointed out its femininity, lending its hips ever more quickly to the swishing tactilism of 
the sea’s silk-skin] (MR, 63). As it effaces and replaces the female body, the ocean liner 
serves as a corrective of sorts, counteracting with its velocity and power the physical 
distance created between the lovers. In this sense, the Luce marks a nautical adaptation of 
the topos of the “bachelor machine” that is constructed and exploited to satisfy male 
desire—in this case, the sexualized urge to overcome time and space. Mapping the 
female body onto the machinery of transportation, Marinetti thus introduces Millina as a 
particular incarnation of the machine-woman that emerges in the nineteenth century and 
continues to resonate throughout the twentieth, as noted above—a seductive figure who 
elicits both fascination and aversion.  

We find an echo of Millina in one of Marinetti’s key intertexts, Auguste Villiers 
de l’Isle-Adam’s 1886 novel L’Eve future (Tomorrow’s Eve), in which a fictional 
Thomas Edison constructs a female automaton to replace the protagonist’s unfaithful 
lover. Named Hadaly (supposedly from the Arabic for “ideal”), the robotic woman comes 
to represent a divine, infinite existence beyond time and death—both for Hadaly herself, 
whose metallic body and electrified soul stand in for changeable human flesh, and for the 
god-like man who mechanically creates her. As Raymond Bellour asserts: “When woman 
becomes the ideal machine invented by man, she takes the place of God. At the same 
                                                
31 Fillia, Lussuria radioelettrica, 15. 
32 Cesaretti, “Dangerous Appetites,” 140. 
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time and by the same token, man transforms himself into God. Man and woman thus 
become God through each other, with all that this entails for their respective identities 
and the fantasies that it fuels.”33 Like Hadaly, I want to argue, Millina engenders 
“nothing but an electro-magnetic thing—a being of limbo—a possibility”34; her presence 
in the narrative serves as a cypher, in other words, a blank canvas upon which the male 
subject projects his own ambiguous fantasy to approach a condition of omnipotent (and, 
in Aldo’s case, omnipresent) immortality. 

It is not only with Millina but through her that Aldo is able to overcome time and 
space, as it were. We might think of Millina, to quote Anne Marie Balsamo, as the 
feminine “body-in-connection,” whose imagined presence would free Aldo’s “body-in-
isolation” from his earthly, material existence.35 The feminine in this case represents not 
only the technological apparatus that bridges distances and facilitates contact—whether 
ocean liner or radio receiver—but the animating force within these technologies, an 
energy that exists independently of and ultimately exceeds the machine. Vowing to 
remain in perpetual electromagnetic contact with Aldo via their “dear electrical waves,” 
Millina positions herself within a cultural genealogy of female mediums whose bodies 
channel communications of all kinds. Femininity and mediumship became closely 
entwined with the emergence of telegraphy and telephony during the nineteenth century, 
as the task of sending and exchanging messages was culturally and socially marked as 
women’s work. The wireless power to mediate transmissions, in other words, is a 
feminine one, a power conceived of in terms both technological and spiritual.36 

In “Miss Radio,” particularly, Marinetti draws on a long tradition aligning 
femininity with the occult side of technology. As discussed in the previous chapter, the 
development of telecommunications coincided with investigations of paranormal 
phenomena, spiritualism, and telepathy. Wireless technology, especially, sparked as 
much wonder as it did anxiety about the possibility of making contact with distant and 
invisible spirit-bodies, as Jeffrey Sconce has shown, highlighting the eerie dimensions of 
electronically-enabled “liveness.”37 Across many such “haunted” accounts of wireless 
communication, it is typically the female body that is invested with the supernatural 
power to communicate with distant spirit-worlds. “The mediating woman,” Jill Galvan 
observes, “is distinguished by certain features: automatism; sensitivity or sympathy, the 
effect of nerves, and also sometimes of electrical force fields; […] often simultaneously, 

                                                
33 Raymond Bellour, “Ideal Hadaly: On Villier’s The Future Eve,” Camera Obscura 15 (Fall 1986): 113. 
34 “Miss Hadaly n’est encore, extérieurement, qu'une entité magnéto-électrique. C’est un Être de limbes, 
une possibilité.” Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, L’Eve future (Paris: Gallimard, 1993), 117. I am using the English 
translation by Robert Martin Adams, Tomorrow's Eve (Urbana, Chicago and London: University of Illinois 
Press, 2001). 
35 Balsamo, Technologies of the Gendered Body, 144. 
36See Jill Galvan, The Sympathetic Medium: Feminine Channeling, the Occult, and Communication 
Technologies, 1859-1919 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010). I do not engage here with what Peters 
has called the “female body hidden at the heart of a national communications network,” namely, the 
anonymous voice of the female operator, who works the switchboard and “computes” (Speaking into the 
Air, 196). For narrative accounts of women and telegraphy in the Italian context, see Matilde Serao, 
“Telegrafi dello stato,” in Il romanzo della fanciulla (Milan: Treves, 1886), as well as Nyta Jasmar’s 
Ricordi di una telegrafista (1913; repr. Turin: Einaudi, 1975). 
37 See Sconce, Haunted Media, esp. the chapter titled “The Voice from the Void.” See also Pamela 
Thurschwell, Literature, Technology and Magical Thinking, 1880-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001). 
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in the worlds of both occult and technological communication.”38 Endowed with a unique 
potential to channel information, the sensitive female medium appears in various literary 
guises around the turn of the century, from Mina Harker, the networked heroine of Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula (1897), to the “spirituelle” Eileen of Lee Foster Hartman’s “Out of the 
Air” (1922)—feminine bodies “attuned to harmonies of the ether that we mortals never 
hear.”39 

Marinetti’s Millina is clearly indebted to this cultural trope, nowhere more 
explicitly than when she suddenly morphs from a sympathetic ethereal medium into a 
phantasmatic radio-being, calling out to Aldo from a pearlescent marine fog: “Quel fumo 
si disegnò, divenne un profilo di donna colle braccia tese, parlò: — Mi fuggi, Aldo, e mi 
troverai dovunque! Anche in cielo! Corro sulle onde della radio!” [The smoke drew itself 
into the silhouette of a woman with outstretched arms, and spoke: You escape me, Aldo, 
and you’ll find me everywhere! Even in the sky! I ride the radio waves!] (MR, 68) 
Cesaretti has read this moment as the fulfillment of “infinitely renewable, constant state 
of excitement and desire” that extends to a realm “beyond life” (“al di là della vita”) 
where Aldo may conjure the beloved up at his leisure in order to transcend his earthly 
state.40 While it is true that Millina’s transformation into “Miss Radio” marks her 
ultimate disembodiment—matching Aldo’s desire to reach the same condition, as we 
shall see—it is my contention that this moment also reveals a more sinister undercurrent 
to the ideally bodiless relationship that the futurist subject hopes to achieve. As I will 
argue here, the technological framework of radio, with its occult resonance, offers a new 
lens through which to analyze the “specter of femininity” that haunts futurism, in Cinzia 
Blum’s words.41 If Aldo’s wireless imagination is fueled by his desire for “Miss Radio,” 
Millina captures the simultaneous allure and danger within that very desire. 

Here, the uncanny “stupefying simultaneity” that Millina both embodies and 
enables, as Aldo puts it (“Stupefacente simultaneità!” MR, 65), entails an ambiguity of 
gender. The body of “Miss Radio” is an unruly and malleable one, at once intensely 
“feminine in allure and identity” in its liquid materiality and “thrillingly phallic” in its 
embodiment of the virile ideal of infinite expansion.42 Even at the grammatical level, we 
may notice a chiasmus of gender mapped onto Millina’s incarnation in the ocean liner, 
which vacillates between masculine and feminine: “Il nostro transatlantico è realmente 
una donna!” Aldo insists to his brother, “[F]reme e palpita come lei! Sì! Come lei!” 
[Believe me, Luciano, I’m not just saying so. Our ocean liner really is a woman! It 
quivers and throbs like her! Yes, just like her!] (MR, 62) In one respect, Millina’s 
presence is associated with a liquidity that is traditionally coded feminine. Strikingly, the 
text conflates Millina with both ship and sea, giving rise to a body that is at once aqueous 
and metallized. Aboard the Luce, Aldo fantasizes: “Questa acqua salata è ricca di molle e 
soffice come una buona limousine…la sua!…la limousine di Millina! È lei, qui sotto le 

                                                
38 Galvan, The Sympathetic Medium, 17. 
39 Hartman, “Out of the Air,” 499. On Dracula, see Laura Otis, Networking: Communicating with Bodies 
and Machines in the Nineteenth Century (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2001), 194-219; 
Friedrich Kittler, “Dracula’s Legacy,” in Kittler, Literature, Media, Information Systems: Essays, ed. John 
Johnston (Amsterdam: G+B Arts International, 1997), 50-84. On “Out of the Air,” see Sconce, Haunted 
Media, 78-79; Murphet, “Toward a Gendered Media Ecology,” 65-66. 
40 Cesaretti, “Dangerous Appetites,” 147. 
41 Blum, The Other Modernism, 50. 
42 See Poggi, Inventing Futurism, 56. 
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mie mani, calda, amorosa, la sento!” [This salt water is as supple and soft as a good 
limousine…hers! Millina’s limousine! It’s her, here, under my hands, warm, amorous, I 
sense her!] (MR, 65). If Millina here represents the natural, viscous feminine, sensed in 
the salty waters, she soon transforms from an aqueous to an altogether fleshless 
femininity in the form of the radio wave, growing increasingly more ephemeral.  

Embodying both the radiant, radioactive energy of il radio, as seen in Chapter 1, 
and the communications technology of la radio discussed above, the wavelike Millina 
represents the ambivalent split between body and spirit, organic and mechanical, that 
characterizes the futurist experience of simultaneità itself. In this sense, Aldo’s yearning 
for Millina uniquely articulates the “oceanic feeling” that structures the futurist wireless 
imagination—an “oceanic” dimension made explicit not only through the transatlantic 
setting in which this romance unfolds, but especially through the empowering yet 
potentially engulfing presence of the woman-as-wave.43 Their impossible union in the 
flesh is replaced with that of sea and steel, in a classic scenario of futurist lovemaking 
complete with “Assalti e bombardamenti di schiuma. Colpi d’anca oceanica. Scatti di reni 
e mani d’acqua striscianti con diavoleria sulla prua sul petto e sul ventre della nave 
ballerina” [Foamy assaults and bombardments. Oceanic hip thrusts. Rushing watery 
backs and hands slithering devilishly on the prow, breast, and womb of the dancing ship] 
(MR, 65-6). Reminiscent of the Symbolist-inspired poetics of Marinetti’s Destruction 
(1904), this passage stages a typical fusion of flesh, liquid, and metal, through which the 
futurist subject attempts to evade the material world. The woman-as-wave in this scenario 
embodies the dangerous ambivalence within the subject, torn between “his insatiable 
desire, to fill the unbreachable distance that separates him from the ideal,” and a 
terrifying “abject reality—the limited and limiting material world that is his lot.”44 Put 
another way, Millina engenders precisely the paradox between masculine and feminine, 
spirit and matter, that risks tearing the futurist subject asunder. 

In more contemporary terms, we may think of the woman-as-wave as a cyborg 
whose in-betweenness flouts established binaries and suggests new, revolutionary 
couplings outside of them. As Donna Haraway puts it in her classic definition: “A cyborg 
is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as 
well as a creature of fiction” that signifies “transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and 
dangerous possibilities.”45 This ambiguous entity has the potential not only to destabilize 
and complicate these dualisms—human and animal, natural and mechanical, male and 
female, spiritual and material—but especially to subvert the dominant structures of power 
that rely on and reinforce these oppositions. By unsettling gendered binaries and 
hierarchies, Millina as cyborg thus helps us critically examine how futurist subjectivity 
and bodiless desire are themselves constructed, based on these cultural fictions. 
 
 
                                                
43 As I note in Chapter 1 of the dissertation, Freud refers in Civilization and its Discontents to the “oceanic 
feeling” to designate a “sensation of ‘eternity’” as the ego merges with the world that surrounds it. 
44 Blum, The Other Modernism, 8-9. 
45 Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” 291, 295. Hayles explains: “cyborgs are simultaneously entities and 
metaphors, living beings and narrative constructions. The conjunction of technology and discourse is 
crucial. […] Manifesting itself as both technological object and discursive formation, [the cyborg] partakes 
of the power of the imagination as well as the actuality of technology” (How We Became Posthuman, 114-
115).  
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Short-circuiting the wireless imagination 
 

Aldo himself is no stranger to the gendered oscillations that characterize Millina. 
We are told from the outset that Aldo possesses a “fragile sensibilità femminile che mal 
reggeva un impetuoso ingegno lirico scientifico assetato di novità e di avventura” [fragile 
feminine sensibility that could hardly sustain his impulsive lyrical and scientific 
brilliance, thirsty for novelty and adventure] (MR, 61). Verging on madness, as he 
himself confesses (“Ho paura di entrare nella pazzia,” MR 61), Aldo’s effeminate 
vulnerability is both at odds with and strangely analogous to the technologically-inspired 
“furore lirico” [lyrical furor] (MR, 62) with which he pursues Millina in this thoroughly 
modern love story.  In other words, the futurist subject himself contains a seed of the 
femininity that is integral to the machine—one that is as fascinating as it is problematic. 
Of interest here is how the tantalizing promise of wireless love intensifies rather than 
manages Aldo’s sensibilità femminile, and how this occurs through a displacing of 
Millina’s femininity onto the male subject. 

Marinetti’s antisentimental tale exemplifies underlying anxieties about masculine 
identity and shifting gender roles in the interwar period, where concerns surrounding 
sexuality go hand in hand with uneasy responses to technology and mass culture. 
Anxieties about femininity coincide with an increasing skepticism about technology in 
interwar futurism, which tempers the technophilia of the movement’s earliest days with a 
newfound machine angst.46 As Andreas Huyssen has observed, “The fears and anxieties 
emanating from ever more powerful machines are recast and reconstructed in terms of the 
male fear of female sexuality, reflecting, in the Freudian account, the male’s castration 
anxiety.”47 Empowering to yet ultimately more powerful than the desiring male, the 
mechanized-woman threatens to emasculate her creator and lover, heightening concerns 
of regression and degeneration that would resurface all the more urgently in the collective 
imaginary after World War I, especially as women began to occupy new roles in the 
public sphere.48  

To Aldo’s fragility thus corresponds the dangerous energy of “Miss Radio,” 
whom we might now call a futurist subject in her own right. Indeed, we are told that the 
resourceful Millina earned her moniker for having learned to collaborate on Aldo’s lab 
experiments with the wireless medium, in a striking instance of equal-opportunity 
macchinolatria (MR, 64). Possessing both technical prowess and sensual allure, Millina 
represents an electrically emancipated New Woman, a unique example of the donna 
virile common to futurism and fascism, whose contradictory qualities make her at once 
attractive and menacing.49 Millina’s presumed lasciviousness mimics the promiscuous 
behavior of the radio wave whose reach does not discriminate (we are told that she has 
betrayed Aldo for any number of other men). Called “la tipica sensuale spudorata con 
relativa vernice di purezza” [the typical brazen, sensual woman with a veneer of purity] 
                                                
46 See Günther Berghaus, “Futurism and the Technological Imagination: Poised Between Machine Cult and 
Machine Angst,” in Futurism and the Technological Imagination, ed. Günther Berghaus (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2009), 31. 
47 Huyssen, After the Great Divide, 70. 
48 Blum, “Marvelous Masculinity,” 97.  
49 See, for instance, Barbara Spackman, “Fascist Women and the Rhetoric of Virility,” in Mothers of 
Invention: Women, Italian Fascism, and Culture, ed. Robin Pickering-Iazzi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1995), 100-20. 
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(MR, 64), she reflects an enticing mix of vice and virtue in accordance with the tenets of 
futurist socio-erotic fiction, though her transgressive charge also makes her a femme 
fatale of sorts whose deviant sexuality must be managed and kept under control. 

Here, that mastery over the feminine is figured in terms of connectivity. Though 
wireless technology never figures explicitly in this narrative, apart from the brief mention 
of Aldo’s laboratorio, its implicit presence is everywhere in the form of “wireless love.” 
For Aldo to get back in touch with Millina, as it were, would be to reassert his manhood 
and to reclaim agency over her errant signal in a technologized display of sexual prowess, 
exorcizing his own debilitating longings in the process. But the more determined Aldo is 
to locate his beloved, the more interchangeable “Miss Radio” and receiver become, in a 
gradual identification of the user with that which is both the object and medium of his 
desire. Aldo’s radio-electric lust for Millina straddles the line between “nervous 
enfeeblement” and the “democratization of desire” typical of the bachelor machine.50 
Though the miles that separate the two initially seem to represent a possible “cure” for 
Aldo’s nostalgia (“La traversata ti guarirà,” Luciano reassures him) (MR, 63), the ability 
to bridge that distance through the powers of technology soon turns into an ailment in 
itself, aggravating the symptoms of his already problematic femininity. We therefore find 
Aldo attempting to approach the radio room, tempted to act on Millina’s siren-like call to 
keep their “dear electrical waves” in touch by wiring his beloved (MR, 67). At this 
moment, Aldo in fact senses himself a modern-day Odysseus, feeling his wrists bound 
with electrical cables51: “Senti, senti questo triplo fascio di fili metalli che mi legano. 
Duemila volts, almeno! Non sono pazzo. Sono elettrizzato!” [Feel, feel this triple strand 
of metal wires that restrains me! Two thousand volts at least! I’m not crazy, I’m 
electrified!] (MR, 66). Here, however, the imaginary wires meant to rein in his desire 
only intensify it, making him ever more anxious to locate her on board. As electrification 
verges on electrocution, the erotic intimacy of their shared wavelengths gives way to a 
troublesome mapping of the radio wave onto the receiver, as it were—indeed, a hijacking 
by Millina of the power of the wireless signal, once thought to be exclusively within the 
marconista’s control, now unleashed and turned against him. Such is wireless desire gone 
haywire, radio love turned near-death by radio. 

What we witness throughout Marinetti’s tale is not only the spooky nature of 
electric media, in the phantasmic guise of “Miss Radio,” but mainly its eerie effects on 
the body. As Christopher Keep has argued, harking back to the nineteenth-century 
telegraph, the “queerness” of modern technology has primarily to do with its ability to act 
directly on the nervous system and provoke unsettling somatic responses. By 
destabilizing the human sensory apparatus, these bodily effects, in turn, “troubled the 
categories of femininity and masculinity, asserting the possibility that the emerges of 
techné as the epistemological mode that will increasingly dominate the modern period 
may find its expression not only in the disembodied form of masculine reason, but in the 

                                                
50 See Felski, citing Lawrence Birken, in The Gender of Modernity, 181. 
51 The myth is often read as a parable about the aporias of modernity, in which Odysseus is thought to 
epitomize the disciplined male, foreshadowing the repression of the body and the feminine that will 
determine the development of Western culture (Felski, Gender of Modernity, 5). Campbell also makes 
reference to the Odysseus myth (Wireless Writing, 107ff.). 
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thoroughly embodied form of feminine sympathy.”52 Technology’s uncanny effects, in 
other words, result in a “queering” of the body, heralding “a return to the matrix of the 
feminine”53 that we see occurring for Aldo as well. The transference of electrical energy 
sensed by Marinetti’s protagonist in the passage above reflects less the virilization of 
“Miss Radio” than the feminization—indeed, the hystericization—of the male subject. 
(As if these gendered polarities were not obvious enough, this all unfolds as the Luce 
crosses the equator.) Thus, the moment of attempted contact—what, in Cesaretti’s 
reading, should mark the sublime height of pleasure at a distance and the achievement of 
a “permanent continuity of sensations” beyond the limits of the body54—shifts Aldo’s 
already feeble constitution into a full-blown feminine malady. To adopt Julian Murphet’s 
useful formulation, “Paradoxically, to masculinize”—to modernize, in other words—“is 
simultaneously to render oneself deliriously effeminate.”55 Or, put differently, in order 
for the futurist to become genderless, he must first be subject to a labile and disorderly 
femininity—in this case, to risk evanescing into a pure electrical frequency like Millina 
herself, opening up the masculine body to the breach of boundaries implied above. We 
might therefore frame Aldo’s longing to get in touch with Millina in terms of what N. 
Katherine Hayles calls “hyperconnectivity”: a “blast of information overload” that both 
stimulates sexual desire through a proliferation of networked connections and, at the 
same time, generates “a perilous state in which intimacy is equivalent to death.”56 How, 
then, to reconcile the sexualized desire for the expansion of the body across time and 
space, with the threat of its destruction? 

In order to better understand this moment of radio-induced sparpagliamento, I 
wish to turn briefly to a contemporary set of reflections by Italian poet and futurist 
sympathizer Dino Campana, who would famously describe his own metamorphosis into 
wirelessness. Adopting the alias of Dino Edison, in a series of interviews conducted with 
Carlo Pariani from within the walls of a psychiatric hospital, Campana chronicles this 
almost mythological transformation, triggered by a chance encounter with none other 
than Marconi himself: “Nel 1916 venne Marconi a Genova. Io ero sui monti e facevo 
delle poesie. Attrassi l’attenzione della polizia marconiana e mi ruppe la testa. Mi investì 
con una forte scarica elettrica. Credevo che mi avessero rotta una vena nel cervello!” [In 
1916, Marconi came to Genova. I was on a mountain, composing some poetry. I attracted 
the attention of the Marconian police and they cracked my skull. I was hit with a forceful 
electric shock. I thought they had broken a vein in my brain!]57 Sustaining a battle wound 
of sorts that “nearly destroys” him, the poet experiences a spectacular overload upon his 
perceptual faculties, suggesting a sensory apparatus traumatized by the technologies of 

                                                
52 Christopher Keep, “Touching at a Distance: Telegraphy, Gender, and Henry James’s In the Cage,” in 
Media, Technology, and Literature in the Nineteenth Century: Image, Sound, Touch, ed. Collette Colligan 
and Margaret Linley (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013), 242. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Cesaretti, “Dangerous Appetites,” 148. 
55 Murphet, “Toward a Gendered Media Ecology,” 58. For a feminist reading of technologically-induced 
neuroses, see Plant, Zeros and Ones, 169-175. 
56 See Hayles, “The Life Cycle of Cyborgs: Writing the Posthuman,” in Cybersexualities, 167. 
57 Carlo Pariani, Vite non romanzate di Dino Campana scrittore e di Evaristo Boncinelli scultore (Florence: 
Vallecchi, 1938), 42. 
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war. 58  Strikingly, however, Campana-Edison reverses and hence disavows his 
woundedness, as blood gives way to flows of electricity. Far from shell-shocked, the 
veteran soldier bounces back from the attack newly energized and animated by a vital 
force that flows through his veins. What results is a radio-active body that blurs the lines 
between life and death, hovering between trauma and sheer delight in the act of 
communication itself: 
 

La mia vita è di parlare continuamente, sono una stazione telegrafica 
assolutamente! […] Sono occupato in comunicazoni! Sto in 
comunicazione con Milano; una specie di grammofono, di telegrafo senza 
fili. Io sono in comunicazione con Parigi Londra Berlino. È una forma di 
suggestione che esercito tra Continenti. […] Vivo in uno stato di 
suggestione continua, sono ipnotico in alto grado, sono tutto pieno di 
correnti magnetiche, faccio il medium magnetico.59 

 
[My life is to speak continuously, I am absolutely a telegraphic antenna! 
… I work in communications! I am in communication with Milan; a sort 
of gramophone, a wireless telegraph. I am in communication with Paris 
London Berlin. Mine is a form of suggestion that I practice between 
Continents. … I live in a constant state of suggestion, I’m highly hypnotic, 
I am full of magnetic currents, I am a magnetic medium.] 
 
A postwar version of the marconista that we have encountered before, Campana 

replaces poetic inspiration with a cosmopolitan form of “suggestion” or “evocation” 
(suggestione) that does not “speak,” but merely channels data through an antenna-like 
body. Of primary interest here are the corporeal effects of the electric charge. Indeed, this 
spark feeds not only the creative spirit of the poet-medium, but the flesh itself. Hollowed 
of all carnal needs, Campana denies any hunger pangs in favor of a sustenance that comes 
solely from electromagnetic currents: “Posso vivere anche senza mangiare, sono elettrico, 
sono Edison. […] La mia vitalità è completamente estinta e viene mantenuta con 
suggestioni vitali” [I can live without eating, I am electric, I am Edison. My vitality is 
fully extinguished and sustained by vital suggestions].60 The experience of suggestione is 
at once nourishing and all-consuming; it simultaneously turns back the clock and stops it 
altogether, prolonging human life indefinitely. As the poeta medianico reassures his 
interviewer, “C’è il mezzo di ringiovanire, di rivivere; c’è la suggestione. […] può 
arrestare lo sviluppo del tempo, può lasciare uno nello stato in cui è anche sempre. Può 
continuargli la vita anche per cento anni” [There’s a way to be young again, to live again; 
there’s suggestion… it can stop the progress of time, it can leave one in the state he is 
forever. It can continue his life for a hundred years].61 Evoking the futurist fantasy of 
                                                
58 I am reminded of Paul Virilio’s War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception, trans. Patrick Camiller 
(London: Verso, 1989). In “Infinite Remoteness,” Campbell discusses altered sensory regimes in the 
postwar novels of Marinetti and Bontempelli; while his primary emphasis is on visual culture, his analysis 
has helped me draw connections to radio. 
59 Pariani, Vite non romanzate, 31-2. 
60 Ibid., 34-5. 
61 Ibid., 36. In “La simultaneità in letteratura,” Marinetti echoes: “La relativa rapidità raggiunta dalle 
comunicazioni e dai trasporti moderni ha già raddoppiato o triplicate la nostra razione di vita” [The relative 
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autogenesis, Campana goes so far as to claim that he may “rifare l’esistenza del soggetto 
stesso” [remake the existence of the subject himself] with his mediumistic faculties, 
which render him able to “inserire la vita di nuovo nel corpo suggestionato” [inject new 
life into the mediated body].62 

All this has important implications for understanding futurist sparpagliamento as 
a condition both suffered and desired, and the role of the feminine therein. Campana’s 
account casts the experience of suggestione in an alimentary scenario of ingestion and 
digestion, the same that appears throughout Marinetti’s socio-erotic fiction. As Blum and 
Cesaretti have shown, metaphors of eating and assimilation structure futurism’s 
fetishization of the inorganic. The hungry lover thus “devours” artificial women of all 
sorts both to annihilate his threatening other, as well as to sustain his fragile, vulnerable 
body with the vital energy that she provides. By nourishing himself in this way, the 
futurist is freed of all physiological needs; well fed in both body and spirit, he can hope to 
reach the Absolute.63 These principles apply equally to Campana-Edison and to Aldo, the 
wounded veterans verging on hysteria. In order to defend themselves against her 
threatening presence, they must simultaneously preserve and destroy the feminine wave 
within themselves. If it is true that shoring up the boundaries of the male body against its 
others is doomed from the start in a wireless world, what else can the futurist do but 
“actively seek an alliance with the feminine; to shift the self, as it were, onto the ground 
onto which it is mediated”64—in other words, to aspire and surrender to the ideally 
immaterial state of the radio wave? 

Crucially, however, the desired consequence of such an experience is a sublime 
solidity—not dissolution. (To revisit briefly the claims I made in the previous chapter, the 
same may be said of Folgore: though the poet-medium of Ponti sull’oceano adopts a 
feminine position, susceptible to penetration and tactile sensation, this is done in order to 
secure the integrity of the flesh against energies thought to destroy it.) Given this context, 
wireless love, then, seems less a matter of intersubjectivity than a form of autoeroticism, 
preoccupied with re-establishing and securing the limits of the body. Faced with the 
prospect of dissipation, the male subject must turn the feminized wave from threatening 
presence to infinite possibility. The power of suggestione, in Campana’s case, effaces and 
subsumes a potentially hysterical femininity into a superhuman virility, transforming the 
compromised surface of the male body into a “hyperconnective,” electrified tissue that 
carries him heroically from continent to continent. By claiming a new and improved 
mode of human existence via suggestione, Campana is thus able to transform what would 
otherwise read like a delirious, effeminate hysteria into the heroic display of an ultra-
healthy, unified maleness that verges on the divine.65 While the woman may dissipate 

                                                                                                                                            
speed achieved by modern communications and transportation has already redoubled or tripled our share of 
life] (Novelle, 18). 
62 Pariani, Vite non romanzate, 35. 
63 See Blum, Other Modernism, 93-94. As Cesaretti puts it in “Dangerous Appetites,” Marinetti’s “Novelle 
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64 Tim Armstrong, Modernism, Technology, and the Body, 140. 
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bruta, a specchio della divinità stessa.” [Divine unity and continuity appears manifest everywhere…And so 
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into various inorganic and immaterial forms—and necessarily so, in order to kindle the 
spark of the wireless imagination—the ideally virile body of the futurist is never 
jettisoned or canceled out entirely, only augmented and electronically enhanced. In the 
words of Claudia Springer, “The construction of masculinity as cyborg requires its 
simultaneous deconstruction. And yet, by escaping from its close identification with the 
male body, masculine subjectivity has been reconstituted, suggesting that there is an 
essential masculinity that transcends bodily presence. What this reconfiguration of 
masculinity indicates is that patriarchy is more willing to dispense with human life than 
with male superiority.”66 Indeed, preserving this “essential masculinity” is, in Murphet’s 
reading, the aim of modernism itself.67 “Radio-electric lust” should therefore allow the 
futurist to transcend, but also to preserve, the integrity of his flesh, through a 
simultaneous assimilation and suppression of the feminine nature of the wave. 
 
 
The ghost in the (bachelor) machine 
 

The alterity of the feminine, as seen above, threatens to dissolve the boundaries of 
male identity if not properly assimilated. Aldo’s reaction to the possibility of locating 
Millina neatly captures the marconista’s ambiguous mesh of desires toward the feminine: 
“non voglio che mi sfugga. Guai! …Cioè preferisco che mi sfugga… non so più” [I don’t 
want her to escape me. Far be it! …I mean, I prefer that she escapes me… I don’t know 
anymore] (MR, 63). Faced with such contradictory impulses, all the futurist may hope to 
do is possess and “digest” his female other in order to exorcize her threatening presence. 
For Aldo, the success of such an endeavor rests on his ability to harness Millina’s 
emanations and “[dare] una forma allo spazio elettrizzato” [give shape to electrified 
space] (MR, 62). Put another way, the consummation of “bodiless” desire depends on 
Millina’s having a body in the first place. Throwing himself upon the ship’s motor—
whose smooth curves call to mind his beloved floating amid the waves of the 
Mediterranean—he cries: “È lei! È lei! Ormai è mia! … Non mi sfuggi, Millina!” [It’s 
her! It’s her! She’s mine now! You won’t escape me, Millina!] (MR, 67). Aldo relies 
throughout on the idea that Millina’s wavelengths may be traced back to a tangible, and 
visible, physical source: to him, she is deeply sensed but merely out of sight, 
conspicuously absent yet retrievable in an instant, just on the other end of the receiver he 
is so tempted to pick up. 

After various obsessive yet unsuccessful attempts to locate her, resulting in his 
forced removal from the ship, Aldo’s fantasy finally seems fulfilled, as Millina appears in 
the form of “Miss Radio” herself, in the passage I quoted before: “Mi fuggi, Aldo, e mi 
troverai dovunque! Anche in cielo! Corro sulle onde della radio!” [You escape me, Aldo, 
and you’ll find me everywhere! Even in the sky! I ride the radio waves!] (MR, 68) Yet, I 
would argue that Millina’s appearance here suggests less the achievement of an 
                                                                                                                                            
we may hope in a marvelous world, the fruit of human thought and work, which has little by little evolved 
above matter and brute force, to mirror divinity itself.] (Lussuria radioelettrica, 8-9) 
66 Springer, “The Pleasure of the Interface,” 48-9. 
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withstand the blows of mechanical reproduction” (“Toward a Gendered Media Ecology,” 64). 
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“infinitely renewable” romance, as Cesaretti has suggested, than a haunting of sorts. By 
the end, the tables have turned: it is no longer Aldo who hunts anxiously for the fleeting 
Millina, but she who pursues him, inescapable and ubiquitous. 

Crucially, the illusion of presence at the moment when Millina reveals herself to 
Aldo hinges not on her visual appearance but on the sound of her voice. Often discussed 
in theories of cinema, with which my analysis dovetails here, the status of the voice is 
also relevant to technologies of sound reproduction and transmission in a way that helps 
make sense of the woman-as-wave. Though Millina’s radio voice frames our encounter 
with her spiritual, supernatural presence, hers is not mechanically reproduced or 
inscribed, but issues from space in a way that puts her into an omniscient and omnipotent 
position. The ghostly apparition in the passage above makes Millina an acousmêtre, as 
Michel Chion has termed the cinematic voice: a “talking and acting shadow” that makes a 
sound that is heard without seeing what is causing it and from whence it emanates.68 
(Strikingly, the same applies to other female characters as well; Aldo’s sister, for 
instance, exists only as a disembodied voice that leaps up from the port deck to bid him 
farewell, never matched to a face or body). Spectral and uncanny, like Millina herself, the 
voice-over on film—of which radio is often the vehicle—therefore challenges the power 
of the spectator’s gaze with its “ubiquity, panopticism, omniscience, and omnipotence.” 
The primary pleasure in encountering the acousmêtre lies in its “de-acousmatization,” 
revealing a site that finally roots the voice to a place and assigns it a body through a mode 
of contact that is described in sexual terms: at that point, “the voice loses its virginal-
acousmatic powers and re-enters the realm of human beings.”69  

The voice of “Miss Radio,” however, is never “de-acousmatized.” Emanating not 
from within the radio but from space and sky, nowhere to be found yet seemingly 
everywhere all of the time, Millina frustrates Aldo’s, and our, ability to determine her 
provenance and location. The woman-as-wave in fact is not just temporarily absent; she 
is always already “una presenza invisible di donna viva” [an invisible presence of a living 
woman] (MR, 64), whose body exists only as a moveable set of fragments. Though she 
turns increasingly paranormal as the text goes on, “Miss Radio” has been something of a 
ghost all along, haunting Aldo in her various incarnations. So she changes from the 
sensuous marine waters, to a frigid “Millina di ghiaccio e di sale, spietata e lontana” 
[Millina of ice and salt, heartless and faraway] staring back at Aldo from inside a 
refrigerator (MR, 65, 67); from the “lettera fatale” bearing the news of her betrayal, to the 
smile on a singer’s face that eerily reminds Aldo of her (MR, 62-3). Long before her 
transformation into the wavelike “Miss Radio,” Millina is reduced in Aldo’s memory to a 
mere bundle of oscillations: “L’ondulazione fluida dei suoi gesti! La grazia elastica del 
busto che propagava onde concentriche di soavità!” [The fluid undulation of her gestures! 
The elastic grace of her bust that would diffuse concentric waves of gentleness!] (MR, 
64). Though these electrified frequencies feed the desire for contact on the part of the 
jilted lover bent on having her back, they supplant an ephemeral body that Aldo is unable 
to pin down. 

The ephemeral nature of “Miss Radio” therefore makes her something of an 
anomaly among futurism’s mechanical muses, I argue. By virtue of her wavelike state, 
Millina escapes the ranks of the “digestible, bite-size women” on whom the hungry 
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futurist should feed to nourish his virile body: capricious though she may be, the woman-
as-wave avoids the fate of the “machine-gun” femme fatale subdued by the expert 
artilleryman in L’alcova d’acciaio, for instance, precisely because she lacks a definable 
body. 70  For this reason, Millina complicates the futurist regime of desire that is 
predicated upon the augmentation of the masculine body via, and at the expense of, the 
feminine. 

The epilogue to Marinetti’s wireless romance offers a further confirmation of this. 
Caught in a storm near Bahia, the Luce goes down and takes “Miss Radio” with it, as 
Aldo and Luciano read in the news some weeks later: 

 
[L]odi speciali vanno tributate al marinaio della radio che fermo volle, 
colla sua nave, morire. Si dice che il primo ufficiale al momento di 
abbandonare il ponte si ricordò di lui e corse alla cabina della radio: 
—Apri e salvati con noi—gridò. 
Ma con un terrore che lo agita ancora, il primo ufficiale sentì rispondere 
una voce inattesa, una voce di donna! 
—Resto al mio posto qui dove sto bene e dove fra poco Lui mi 
raggiungerà. 
Il primo ufficiale della Luce non è pazzo e ragiona bene. Egli dichiara 
ripetutamente che mai nella sua vita aveva udito una voce così femminile. 
(MR, 68) 
 
[Special praises are due to the radio operator who wished, steadfast, to die 
with his ship. It is reported that the first official, about to abandon ship, 
remembered him and ran to the radio room: 
—Open up and save yourself with us—he cried. 
But with a terror that still troubles him, the first mate heard an unexpected 
voice, the voice of a woman! 
—I will stay here in my place, where I enjoy being and where He will 
soon reach me. 
The first official of the Luce is not crazy and quite rational. He declares 
repeatedly that he has never in his life heard such a feminine voice.] 

 
By story’s end, Millina’s shape-shifting nature gives way to a ghostly voice that exceeds 
and outlives whatever elusive body she may have had. Innately acousmatic, as Chion 
would define it, this radio voice is so disquieting not only for its omniscience and 
omnipotence, but mainly because it is so intensely feminine, as the first mate repeatedly 
insists. The alterity of this voce così femminile, here cast as an “unfathomable interiority 
of the machine irreducible to its mechanical functioning,” risks upsetting the gendered 
hierarchy of power if not properly managed.71 Marinetti’s story therefore follows the 
stock ending, typical of the “bachelor machine” genre, of killing off the erratic 
mechanical woman, in an attempt to keep her threatening presence in check. (Notably, 
Lord Ewald’s romance with Hadaly in L'Ève future also ends with the android’s 
destruction in a shipwreck.) As Jeffrey Sconce notes, the “intrusive, imperious, and, 
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above all else, living presence” of the “haunted” electronic medium “is such that it cannot 
simply be turned off or unplugged—it must be violently murdered.”72 

I would argue, however, that this second vocal appearance of “Miss Radio” 
suggests not a killing off, but a haunting redoubling of her presence, signaled in a series 
of anxious repetitions—both of her voce così femminile, and of her name by a spooked 
Aldo and Luciano in the story’s last line: “– Millina? – Certamente, Millina!” (MR, 68). 
The echo of this feminine voice in the foundering ship anticipates a kind of pre-cinematic 
instance of the female voice-over as theorized by Kaja Silverman, whose discussion I 
have found especially useful in making sense of the woman-as-wave: 

 
To permit a female character to be seen without being heard would be to 
activate the hermeneutic and cultural codes which define woman as 
“enigma,” inaccessible to definitive male interpretation. To allow her to be 
heard without being seen would be even more dangerous, since it would 
[…] put her beyond the reach of the male gaze […] and release her voice 
from the signifying obligations which that gaze enforces. It would liberate 
the female subject from interrogation about her place, her time and her 
desires which constantly resecures her.73 
 

Heard without being seen, the wireless voice remains fully out of sync with whatever 
elusive corporeality Millina may have had, and even with the very femininity that it is 
said to possess so intensely. Indeed, the voice no longer belongs to a “Miss” in the end, 
but itself becomes an enigmatic hybrid—truly a cyborg—eerily indistinguishable from 
the marinaio della radio himself. 

Even as her siren-like call seems to fuel the fantasy of wireless love, thus, the 
very wave that would keep Millina ideally and eternally accessible to Aldo is precisely 
what keeps her forever irrecoverable. In the end, it is Millina who inhabits the ether and 
achieves the “genderless” ideal of the wireless imagination, leaving Aldo landlocked and 
plagued by a name and a voice that forever eludes him. It is this status as sheer wave—
and sheer voice—that ultimately enables Millina to trouble the premises of bodiless 
desire, even as the text overall seeks to reinforce them. To claim that the woman-as-wave 
somehow makes a feminist of Marinetti, in the way that female voice-over makes for 
feminist cinema, is perhaps too extreme; for all its defiance of convention, this “erotico-
social” text reasserts the haunting otherness of the feminine and therefore reinscribes the 
gender binary on which the futurist fiction of power depends. As Balsamo points out, in 
fact, the “dominant representation of cyborgs reinserts us unto dominant ideology by 
reaffirming bourgeois notions of human, machine, and femininity.”74 Millina represents a 
feminine alterity that, if not fully subdued, is kept at a safe distance (“in cielo”), allowing 
her lover to experience the dangerous thrill of her presence, if only for a moment, without 
succumbing to it entirely. What I argue does emerge in this futurist fantasy of electric 
love, however, is a crisis at its core, and of the male subjectivity that constructs it. “Miss 
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Radio” seems finally to acknowledge, if not a feminist wireless imagination, then 
certainly the failing performance of a heroic masculinity, nowhere else than on a 
transatlantic voyage, in the very place where the wireless fantasy of bodiless desire 
should be made real. 
 
 
“Miss Radio” revisited 
 

That the last word of Marinetti’s tale belongs to Millina, in a way, suggests the 
transference of an erotic and discursive power once thought to belong exclusively to the 
marconista to the woman-as-wave. It is this subversive potential that helps me link 
Millina to what I take to be her rewriting in Benedetta’s Astra e il sottomarino: Vita 
trasognata. Though “Miss Radio” is never mentioned by name, Benedetta’s dedicatory 
letter clearly frames her novel as a response, if not to the story, to its author: 
 

Marinetti, 
ti offro ASTRA. […] Sono certa che questa è opera futurista e ne sono 
fiera. Tutte le ansie le vibrazioni le gioie i presentimenti le certezze vi 
sono disegnate. 
La trama è semplice eterna. 
L’Amore fra un uomo e una donna, ma ho cercato di dare il mistero del 
destino condizionato dalla Realtà e precisato e preveduto dal Sogno. […] 
Poesia: tu non credi che in essa per illuminare il mondo, io credo che 
senza ansia spirituale e senza amore, pure se a volte e forse troppo spesso 
è dolore, il mondo si disgrega e si sparpaglia nel nulla.75 
 
[Marinetti, 
I offer you ASTRA. I am certain that this is a futurist work, and I am 
proud of it. All of the angst the vibrations the joys the forebodings the 
certainties are drawn there. 
The plot is simple eternal. 
The Love between a man and a woman; but I have attempted to render the 
mystery of the destiny conditioned by Reality and sharpened and foreseen 
by Dreams. 
Poetry: you believe in nothing but this to illuminate the world; I believe 
that without spiritual angst and without love, though more often than not it 
is pain, the world dissolves and disintegrates into nothingness.] 

 
Much has been made of Benedetta’s relationship with her futurist partner, in life and in 
literature. In many ways, her body of work—like this letter—is understood as a feminine, 
if not feminist, response to Marinettian macchinolatria. To this technocentric, hyper-
virile stance, Benedetta’s art and writings are said to pose a natural, oneiric, and visionary 
alternative, continuing and in some cases pioneering the experiments of her fellow 
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futurist femmes.76 Here, I want specifically to situate Astra within the context of futurist 
“erotico-social” fiction, in the same vein as “Miss Radio.” Published five years after 
Marinetti’s Novelle, Astra revisits the “simple eternal” plot of the wireless romance 
between two star-crossed lovers, and trades on the notion of pleasure at a distance. 
Reading Benedetta through this lens enables me, first, to foreground the technological 
inflections of her work—a dimension often overlooked by critics who have tended to 
align her with a surrealistic magical realism à la Massimo Bontempelli. Building on and 
branching out from these perspectives, I argue here that the textual landscape of Astra 
should also be understood in the technological and medium-specific context of the 
“wireless imagination” as I have been discussing it thus far. Much of the novel, indeed, is 
couched in the language of electromagnetics, exhibiting the same blend of spiritualism, 
science, and technology that characterized futurist wireless practices since the 
movement’s inception.77  

The way in which Benedetta takes up these discourses, however, poses a 
challenge to the gendered assumptions of “wireless love,” particularly regarding the 
figure of the woman-as-wave and her role in enabling the achievement of bodiless desire. 
Though Astra in many respects revisits the paradigm of the bachelor machine, however, 
she also disrupts its parameters. As a wireless text in its own right, then, Benedetta’s 
novel marks a unique instance of what Susan Rubin Suleiman has termed the “double 
allegiance” of avant-garde writing by women: “on the one hand, an allegiance to the 
formal experiments and some of the cultural aspirations of the historical male avant-
gardes; on the other hand, an allegiance to the feminist critique of dominant sexual 
ideologies, including the sexual ideology of those same avant-gardes.”78 This dual 
perspective is especially characteristic of the artistic production of Italian futurist women, 
caught between the hyper-virile and misogynistic discourse of their avant-garde 
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counterparts and the stringent social codes imposed upon them by the fascist regime.79 To 
adopt Lucia Re’s formulation, the work of futurist women in the 1920s and ’30s “could 
be read as the locus where, in the face of the fascist regimentation of the female subject 
and of her discourse, a new ‘ventriloquized’ form of expression developed whose ‘secret’ 
resistance-function is precisely that of carrying out a poetic deconstruction of the fascist 
myth of femininity.”80  

With Astra, in particular, Benedetta rehearses and redeploys the trope of bodiless 
desire as we see it unfold in “Miss Radio,” in order to test and trouble the premises of 
such erotic relations. This subversive echoing, I want to suggest, ends up unsettling the 
premises of the “bachelor machine,” based on a masculine desire for technological 
mastery over the feminine. By introducing the figure of the woman-as-wave through her 
eponymous protagonist, Astra, Benedetta invites us to consider an alternative model of 
femininity against futurism’s own “technologies of gender.” This second section of the 
chapter therefore poses the following questions: how might we reconcile the futurist 
aspiration toward a “genderless” and eternal existence, as noted above, with the politics 
of a feminine and feminist avant-garde, with which Benedetta is often associated? Must 
the erotic balance of wireless love, in other words, necessarily be tipped in favor of male 
desire? What might a feminist erotics of communication look like? 

It is striking, upon reading Benedetta’s novel with “Miss Radio” fresh in mind, to 
discover how closely it echoes the typical elements of the fin-de-siècle wireless romance, 
and the romance between Marinetti’s transatlantic lovers in particular. Here, the 
counterpart to Aldo is one Emilio Vidali, a submarine captain preparing to conduct sonar 
experiments deep in the Mediterranean, in a subaqueous mirroring the of “heroic” futurist 
aviatore (and an ironic jab, perhaps, at Marinetti himself, whose given name was Emilio). 
Aboard a train to Genoa, Emilio meets Astra—Millina 2.0. Like Marinetti’s radio-
heroine, Astra is also a being that hovers between the aqueous and the ethereal, cloaked 
in azure like a creature of the sea (Astra 173).81 At the same time, she is equated with the 
wavelengths of energy that emanate from within her, “diverse e speciali onde in speciali 
direzioni che agiscono in modo più o meno diretto” [different and special waves issuing 
in special directions that act in more or less direct ways] (Astra 176). Waves indeed 
function as a crucial metaphor throughout the text, signifying not only the depths of the 
sea and of the unconscious, as Bruno Sanzin has noted, but also, I would add, the currents 
of desire that flow between Astra and Emilio.82 My interest in the figure of the wave—
blending liquid currents with their Hertzian counterparts—has less to do with 
psychoanalysis than with the links between metaphors of wireless communication and 
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bodiless erotics, as discussed above. After their initial encounter on the train, followed by 
what is described as a “night of love” at Astra’s villa on Capo Berta, the proximity of the 
flesh gives way to an ethereal connection that unfolds through a sort of mental radio 
based on the exchange of various missives, telepathically blending written missives and 
dream-signals. Resonant with Oliver Lodge’s notion that similarly tuned wireless 
transmitters could respond “sympathetically” to each other, Astra and Emilio share 
“correnti alternate e correnti continue di simpatia comprensione curiosità fiducia” 
[alternate and continuous currents of sympathy understanding curiosity trust] (Astra 176). 
Harking back to the “thought-forms” discussed in Chapter 1, Emilio refers to “rays 
emanating from the human organism” (Astra 174). Astra, too, as the text’s main 
representative of these mediumistic capacities, believes that “no being is closed by the 
limits of the body,” and seeks to “capture intently every vibration, to intensify them with 
my aura” (“nessun essere è chiuso dai limiti del corpo. … Minuziosamente cerco sempre 
di carpire tutte le vibrazioni, intensificandole con la mia atmosfera,” Astra 174). The 
sonar signals tested by Emilio serve as a scientific, technological parallel for the radiant 
energy that already exists within their bodies and serves as the primary conduit for their 
romance.  

The sea, as the primary setting for this love story, captures the tensions inherent in 
the experience of wireless desire that we have seen before: between gravity and 
weightlessness, material and immaterial, physical and spiritual, bodily distance and 
bodiless desire. The sea is both the liquid element that traps Emilio in his own physicality 
(“la pesante massa dell’acqua marina,” Astra 186), as well as the channel through which 
their shared vibrations may pass. As Emilio signals Astra: “I tuoi raggi dallo Zenit 
frugano il mare tenebroso per pescare il mio cuore nel sottomarino buio” [From the 
Zenith, your rays search through the mysterious sea and angle my heart, in the dark 
submarine] (Astra 185). In this scenario, Astra takes on Millina’s role as the wavelike 
vehicle through which Emilio might break free of his material existence, which weighs 
upon him just as the pressure of the deep Mediterranean waters bears down on the 
submarine: “Astra tu lo sai che sul mio cuore è un peso maggiore,” Emilio narrates, “Lo 
premono i tre elementi che dobbiamo superare, l’acqua che mi imprigiona, la terra che è 
densa come il desiderio dei nostri corpi, il cielo che vuol sconfiggerci con l’eternità” 
[Astra, you know that upon my heart is an even greater weight. It is burdened by the three 
elements that we must overcome: the water that imprisons me, the earth that is as dense 
as our bodily desire, the sky that wants to defeat us with eternity] (Astra 192). 
Replicating the Marinettian fantasy of simultaneità, the “cosmic contest” of their wireless 
love thus represents a means for both Emilio and Astra to their earthly state, carrying 
them “beyond all celestial distance”: “Lo strato quasi cielo che cinge l’atmosfera terrestre 
e sulla quale rimbalza ogni onda non deve chiuderci. Il nostro amore non subirà leggi di 
riflessi né di rifrazioni. Andrà oltre ogni lontananza celeste” [The sky-like layer that 
surrounds the atmosphere of the earth, and upon which each wave bounces, must not 
enclose us. Our love will not be subject to laws of reflection or refraction. It will go 
beyond all celestial distance] (Astra 186). 

Consummated without wires, as it were, Emilio’s desire for Astra is at once more 
transgressive and more pure than any physical intercourse could ever be, uniquely 
perverse in the sense that it marks both an act of erotic rebellion against bourgeois 
standards of love, in the tradition of “antisentimental” fiction, and a sublimation of base 
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carnal longings into a bodiless ecstasy. The substitution of electromagnetics for bodies 
conveniently frees the wannabe futurist from his earthbound existence (not least from 
having to compromise his own flesh with that of woman). Not only does this relationship 
replace physical contact with a psychic connection. Consonant with the aims of futurist 
aeropoesia, which combined celebrations of technology with a renewed spiritualism, the 
wireless love staged in Astra also represents a retreat from the social and political 
realities of the fascist regime into an aerial space unmarred by those earthly constraints.83 
To achieve a love beyond time and space is to release oneself from the “atmosfera 
tragica, carica di effimero e di relativo” [tragic atmosphere, loaded with ephemerality and 
relativity] (Astra 175-6) of fascist Italy through a flight into the still more ethereal realm 
of the cosmos. In this sense, wireless love offers its own metaphysical remedy to the 
“profonda agitazione spirituale” [deep spiritual angst] (Astra 175) brought on by the 
Great War and sensed all the more urgently by the mid-1930s.  

The malaise felt by Emilio is also perceived by Astra herself, whose association 
with waves parallels the tension within her between the weight of the body and an 
aspiration toward immateriality. While problematic, the physical body for Astra remains 
a necessity: “Il corpo è pesante da portare in alto,” she tells Emilio, “ma pure è con 
questo corpo che si deve e può salire” [The body is heavy to carry upward, but it is with 
this body that we can and must rise] (Astra 177). Yet Astra also aspires to escape 
terrestrial constraints, a desire which becomes all the more radical when cast against the 
cultural backdrop of fascism. To exist in the ether and escape the troublesome realities of 
physical existence and traditional heterosexual relationships, as Millina does, is to 
unfetter herself from the roles to which the fascist regime would restrict its female 
subjects, namely those of wife and mother.84 Invoking fascism’s idealized donna-madre, 
Emilio envisions her as a “modern Madonna,” cradling her “uomini-bambini […] nel 
grembo definitivo delle architetture umane” [man-children in the absolute womb of 
human constructions] (Astra 185). But Astra also merges the comforting maternal 
embrace with a seductive electric blue glow that sparks Emilio’s lust, in a provocative 
fusion of femme fatale and devoted mother.  

The contradictory interpellations made upon Astra by Emilio, as representative of 
fascism’s culture of virility, express themselves in her unstable, wavelike nature. Like 
Millina’s, hers is a “volatile body” (in the words of Elizabeth Grosz) able to disrupt the 
traditional dualisms that subtend patriarchal structures of power. It is precisely this 
pliability that, as Grosz contends, challenges the terms with which the female body is 
framed in cultural discourse and endows it with mobility and agency.85 Possessing a 
corporeality that Millina lacks, Astra seduces and is seduced by a desire that is at once 
carnal and spiritual. Astra’s crossing of positions therefore makes her both the subject 
and object of wireless love. Her wavelike body encapsulates the paradox of simultaneità 
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as a condition at once desired and feared—except here, this paradox affects Astra herself 
just as much as it does Emilio:  
 

I suoi pensieri oscillano fra orizzonti opposti in rissa senza riuscire a 
fonderli: i deserti orizzonti blu che placano le arsure dell’anima e la 
sollevano nell’oblioso infinito astratto, gli orizzonti arancioni paonazzi 
aggrovigliati delle ambizioni che accendono nella carne la febbre 
miracolosa della lotta gli eroismi le invenzioni i piaceri mai sazi, 
sprofondando l’individuo nell’infinito della materia. (Astra 173) 
 
[Her thoughts oscillate between opposing horizons in battle without being 
able to merge them: blue deserted horizons that placate the burning spirit 
and lift it into abstract and infinite nothingness, the orange purple horizons 
of ambition that kindle in the flesh the miraculous fever of struggles 
heroisms inventions and never-satiated pleasures, that plunge the 
individual into the infinity of matter.] 

 
Disorienting in her impossible yoking together of opposite polarities, Astra is fraught 
with ambivalence, torn between submission to, and resistance against, the forces that 
threaten to overwhelm the individual. Simona Cigliana reads this “struggle” as the 
“tiresome effort to possess oneself wholly and to remove the I, ‘our fragile nucleus,’ from 
indeterminacy and annihilation” 86 —the very struggle against the experience of 
sparpagliamento that we have seen enacted thus far. Of particular interest here, however, 
is less this paradox in and of itself, than how it recasts futurist “simultaneity” in a 
feminist key. Implicit in this tension between (female) flesh and (male) transcendence is a 
similar aspiration to achieve the “genderless, eternal spirit” discussed earlier, by 
inhabiting an androgynous ideal.87 Astra’s dual nature also makes her a cyborg of sorts 
who transgresses the boundaries of materiality and ethereality, reality and abstraction, 
feminine and masculine. Like Millina, then, Astra has the potential to contest gendered 
dichotomies and to claim a certain feminist power in doing so.  

Part of this power, I want to stress, lies precisely in Astra’s ability to disrupt the 
terms of bodiless desire itself, based on a male-driven instrumentalization of feminine 
energy. As Graziella Parati has observed, the futurist women writers in Benedetta’s circle 
seek to transform the figure of woman from “transparent” to “‘opaque’ entity,” no longer 
“an ‘empty signifier’ that can be manipulated by the Futurist man” but a more 
“unknowable creature who can escape men’s direct control.”88 Through Astra, I argue, 
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Benedetta reverses and revises the role of the hybrid feminine being, not as a mere 
conduit for male desire, subject to mastery, but as a subversive wireless subject in her 
own right, who asserts her own erotic pleasure. In this sense, Benedetta deploys the trope 
of the woman-as-wave in order to revise the Marinettian ideal of unbridled connectivity 
(technological and erotic) leading to the achievement of simultaneità and the 
transcendence of space and time. This woman-as-wave indeed breaks the rules of 
wireless love. 
 
 
Resisting connectivity 
  

To stage this subversion, Benedetta revisits the radio room, now deep beneath the 
surface in Emilio’s submarine. Tormented by the distance between them, Emilio wishes 
to consummate his desire for Astra through the imagined closeness of wireless contact. 
Thus, his sonar experiment is framed explicitly in terms of an erotic experience. As the 
sub’s sonar system emits pulses of sound and listens for echoes, Emilio simultaneously 
calls out to Astra and waits for her response.89 Each acoustic signal corresponds to an 
imagined kiss or caress, which grows increasingly intense: the deeper he descends, the 
stronger he hopes to pick up on Astra’s wavelength, as he begins to hallucinate her “bella 
bocca rossa infantile” [beautiful red childlike mouth] blossoming from the red light on 
the control panel (Astra 192). To test the reach of the sonar signal is a way for Emilio to 
achieve bodiless pleasure—close, but not too close, he warns (“Astra vienimi vicino ma 
non turbarmi,” Astra 192). In a literalization of Marinetti’s steel alcove (alcova 
d’acciaio), in fact, the submarine here serves as a metallic defense against the longings of 
the flesh. So Emilio’s heart is armed and hermetically sealed: “Nessuna onda emotiva 
deve scaturirne” [No emotional wave must issue from it] (Astra 191). If the weight of a 
single tear shed for Astra risks breaking that pressurized shield (“Questa lacrima, lei sola, 
col suo peso, può rompere l’equilibrio del sottomarino”), the possibility of an infinitely 
celestial love, free of “sentimentalisms and nostalgia,” would only reinforce it (Astra 
191-2). 

If this rings familiar, I want to emphasize the fact that Benedetta stages this 
scenario of attempted wireless contact only to disrupt its terms. Through Astra, Benedetta 
asks us to interrogate the utopian premises of connectivity, by considering not only 
whether such unbridled connection is possible, but also whether it is even desirable at all. 
As we recall from “Miss Radio,” for the male subject to achieve an ideal solidity through 
connectivity is inextricable from the assertion of masculinity based on a specular regime 
of desire. Eyes are a recurrent image throughout Astra, and the analogy between looking 
and connecting is a particularly strong one. Benedetta explicitly describes Emilio’s 
submarine in terms of the male gaze. Astra, while away from her lover in Paris, envisions 
in another man’s icy blue stare “un lontano occhio che arrotonda nella sua pupilla un nero 
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sottomarino orlato da una cornea di mare” [a faraway eye that surrounds in its pupil a 
black submarine, bordered by a cornea of sea] (Astra 197). What begins as a sympathetic 
exchange of erotic currents is soon perceived as a more sinister type of surveillance, as 
the man’s azure eyes soon turn into leaden masses that “pesano su ogni fibra viva del 
corpo” [weigh on every living fiber of her body], in much the same way as the sea exerts 
its weight on Emilio (Astra 197). This moment suggests yet another reversal of “Miss 
Radio”: it is not the spectral woman-as-wave who pursues and “haunts” her lover, but 
vice-versa. The male gaze turns out to be more ominous than the feminine voice. 

At once tormented by Emilio’s absence and threatened by his imagined presence, 
Astra fears that her own existence may be put at risk as a result of their wireless love: “Il 
movimento del mare si è forse irrigidito per sempre nello sguardo dominatore per 
impadronirsi di quella molteplicità umana tormentata? […] L’anello azzurro della mia 
infanzia si chiude dunque con questo tondo sigillo-pupilla?” [Has the movement of the 
sea stiffened forever in the dominating gaze, to take possession of that tormented human 
multiplicity? … Is the azure circle of my infancy thus closed with this round sigil-pupil?] 
(Astra 197) The text calls attention here and throughout to the dynamic motion of the 
woman-as-wave in contrast to her static lover, who remains stuck within his steel armor 
like the “sguardo uncinante” [piercing look] etched upon Astra’s skin (257). A similar 
image of penetration recurs at a later point—significantly, as Astra delights in imagining 
the dissolution of her body into a wave that could float beyond the horizon (“gioia di 
scogliersi umilmente,” Astra 205). Nearly overwhelmed by the current, Astra is “saved” 
by one of Emilio’s dream-signals: “nella sua pelle vive, sigillata, incastrata, tatuaggio, la 
lettere […] La lettera si allarga si gonfia indurisce sorregge il petto di Astra, salvagente 
d’amore costruito dall’amore di Emilio” [in her skin the letter lives, stamped, embedded, 
tattooed…it expands grows hardens supports Astra’s breast, a loving life-raft built by 
Emilio’s love] (Astra 206). Yet that missive—cast in explicitly phallic terms—suggests 
less an intimate mutuality than a violent claim over Astra’s body, much like the piercing 
look described above. 

As the novel progresses, their wireless relationship thus evolves from an exchange 
of sympathetic currents to an aggressive targeting on Emilio’s part, one which Astra 
desires increasingly to escape. I understand Astra’s fantasies of flight and dissolution, 
then, as a mode of evasion not only from her earthly body, but also, crucially, from the 
very bond shared with Emilio. Indeed, his claim to exclusivity over her signal is what 
keeps him afloat and ensures his survival: as he warns, “Se tu ti distrai da me sono certo 
che affonderò” [If you distract yourself from me, I’m certain I will sink] (Astra 190). 
Reliant on her presence, Emilio requires that she remain locked in her villa just as he 
remains ensconced in his alcove of steel, “ferma ed estranea sulla tua scogliera a picco, 
faro, con la curiosità lontana e distratta delle tue luci giranti” [steadfast and strange, high 
on your cliff, a beacon, with the faraway and distracted curiosity of your circling lights] 
(Astra 204). What Emilio fails to understand—and what Millina has already 
demonstrated—is that for Astra to embody the “bacio immateriale” [immaterial kiss] 
(Astra 182) that would release him of all affective longings is precisely for her to avoid 
the kind of contact that enables that fantasy. By deploying the trope that the desire grows 
stronger with distance, according to the principles of “radioelectric lust,” Benedetta 
therefore challenges those very assumptions. As Millina has already done, Astra resists 
the male lover’s ability to connect with the woman-as-wave. In her own way, the woman-
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as-wave here “jettison[s] synchronization, symmetry, and simultaneity in favor of 
dissonance and dislocation,”90 not with her voice but with silence and static. Back in the 
radio room, the once untroubled “continuous current” shared with Emilio gets 
interrupted: “Non sei tu questa sera,” Emilio laments to Astra, “Non trovo il tuo limpido 
ritmo fluido e continuo. Un groviglio di onde veloci lente irregolari” [You’re not yourself 
tonight. I cannot find your clear, fluid and continuous rhythm. A knot of quick, slow, 
irregular waves] (Astra 193). But even this apostrophic utterance fails to reach its 
intended addressee; it becomes a sort of dead letter, cast out into space without the 
certainty of being received.  

Emilio cannot make Astra present and thus transcend the submarine’s enclosure; 
he remains subject to contingencies of time, space, and distance. His very survival, as we 
recall, depends in equal measure upon the strength of the erotic current shared with Astra 
and, crucially, the impenetrability of his metallized body. Both of these are ultimately 
compromised—just as he had feared: 
 

Ieri notte il sottomarino 38 partito da Genova per le note esperienze di 
comunicazioni sonore sottomarine, affondava in un punto equidistante tra 
la Corsica e le Baleari. […] La serenità della notte e il mare liscio rendono 
tutt’ora misterioso il naufragio. Non si spiega come i segnali della T.S.F. 
siano stati dall’equipaggio lanciati con tanto ritardo da rendere vani gli 
sforzi di rapidità delle navi accorse. (Astra 213) 
 
[Last night, submarine n. 38, which had departed from Genoa to conduct 
notable experiments in undersea sonar communications, sank at a location 
equidistant between Corsica and the Balearic Islands. …The calm night 
and smooth seas make this wreck a mystery, even today. No one can 
explain how the wireless signals were issued with such a delay by the 
crew, rendering vain the efforts of the other ships to arrive quickly.] 

 
The intertextual dialogue with Marinetti could not be clearer. Echoing the shipwreck that 
sent “Miss Radio” into the depths, the sinking of Emilio’s submarine marks the defeat of 
a heroic masculinity by the woman-as-wave—or, better, by her absence. If it is true, as 
Julian Murphet claims, that the feminine allure of radio sounds the “tolling death-knell of 
male authenticity,”91 here it is the failure of the feminine radio signal that ultimately 
determines the conditions for the death of the masculine subjectivity. The threat of 
Astra’s absence in fact materializes, hauntingly, by way of the same spectral trope that 
Marinetti deploys in “Miss Radio”: during the missed wireless encounter described 
above, the glow of the control panel turns the sonar operator’s face green and shadowy, 
like that of a “shipwreck victim” (Astra 192), prefiguring Emilio’s own demise. Astra’s 
increasingly weaker wavelength—the counterpart to the scattered wireless signals in the 
passage above—put at risk the integrity of the virile submarine-body. Though “no 
emotional wave” should issue from Emilio’s steel carapace, his thwarted desire for Astra 
will end up disturbing the delicate antisentimental equilibrium that the fantasy of wireless 
contact has created. The weight of his longings, and the impossibility of their bodiless 
                                                
90 Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror, 165. 
91 Murphet, “Toward a Gendered Media Ecology,” 61. 
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fulfillment, overwhelm him like the waters whose pressure he had felt so intensely. 
Emilio’s death by drowning represents a breaching of affective and somatic boundaries. 
As he succumbs to his desire for Astra, so ruptures the steel alcove that should have 
rendered him impermeable to feeling. Thus, metallized male flesh gives way to nothing 
but “macchie di nafta sulla superficie del mare” [oil stains on the surface of the sea] 
(Astra 213)—the liquid equivalent of the body scattered over the airwaves. In the 
traditional Marinettian account of sparpagliamento, this experience occurs because of the 
haunting specter of femininity, whether by raging waters or conjured by the erotic 
electrification of wireless contact. Yet while Emilio’s fate follows to the letter the 
diagnosis of the fascist male, submerged and overwhelmed by the raging “oceanic 
feminine,”92 here the threatening power of the woman-as-wave lies precisely in her 
absence. In the end, Astra is no longer even a haunting presence, but altogether unseen 
and unreachable. 

Like the S.O.S. sent in vain from sub to shore, Emilio’s dream-signals to Astra are 
met with no response. In place of Astra’s reassuring and necessary presence, Emilio finds 
not only a void of white noise, but, even more radically, an assertion of freedom from 
that very connection. Astra’s only reply to her lover, in fact, comes in the form of a 
dream of flying, described in the letter immediately following their aborted radio 
encounter: “ali di sole, fusoliera di rubino […] Azzurro profondo. Motori i nostri cuori. 
Senza pilota” [wings of sun, ruby body…Deep blue. Our hearts, engines without a pilot] 
(Astra 194). In this sense, the luminous signal that Emilio would have aimed solely in his 
direction is recast quite literally as a wave traveling freely through space, with a “faraway 
and distracted curiosity,” just as he had described Astra earlier. The transformation of the 
woman-as-wave from a symbol of infinite desire to one of infinite distraction therefore 
throws into crisis the ideal of wireless connection to which the futurist aspires. In every 
futurist account we have seen so far, distance is seen as the negative cause and 
consequence of corporeality and physicality, both of which the wireless imagination must 
necessarily transcend. Emilio’s death ultimately represents the failure of this ideal: to 
remain remote and disconnected is to concede defeat to the earthly powers that 
overwhelm the body and thwart its ability to dominate time and space.  

Yet Astra’s ideal, in the end, lies not in overcoming the distance that separates her 
from Emilio, but in existing as sheer distance and thriving off of it: 

 
Appena rimango sola, l’atmosfera si ordina chiarifica diviene cerulea 
senza orizzonte.  
Sono più forte donata alla distanza. (Astra 189) 

 
[As soon as I am alone, the atmosphere is in order it is clear it becomes 
cerulean with no horizon. I am stronger when given to distance.] 

 
What Astra therefore seems to embrace by the end of the novel is not an erotics of 
communication at all—at least not in the way that Marinetti would have it—but a more 
solitary kind of wireless pleasure in detachment that Emilio’s wireless love would 
preclude her. Trapped “nella guaina del desiderio” [in the muck of desire] (Astra 212), 
                                                
92 See Klaus Theweleit, Male Fantasies: Women, Floods, Bodies, History, trans. Stephan Conway with 
Erica Carter and Chris Turner (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). 
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Astra decides to retire to Capo Berta in order to rid herself of the “plotting moon” that 
would make her body rebel against the miles separating her from Emilio, as Laura 
Wittman has suggested.93 But I would also emphasize that Astra does so “sperando di 
riplasmare nella solitudine la sua anima” [in the hopes of moulding her spirit anew in 
solitude] (Astra 210). Howling at the moon—which is, strikingly, a stand-in for Emilio 
himself, with its “occhio tondo e subdolo di lampada d’alcova” [round, shifty, lamplike 
eye]—she would rather pursue “mystical betrayals” than remain beholden to a single 
lover: “La mia carne sa tradire ma non attendere” [My body knows how to betray but it 
cannot wait] (Astra 210-11).94 It is especially significant that this final declaration of 
freedom should be framed no longer as a letter to Emilio but as an entry in Astra’s diary, 
marking a shift from the intersubjectivity of their telepathic exchanges to a more 
solipsistic turn inward. Her signal, in the end, seems content to circulate for its own sake, 
for no one to receive but the unresponsive moon.  

I understand this shift as a new mode of wireless love that wants only 
communication without connection. Astra’s devotion to distance, in other words, implies 
a redefinition of connectivity in terms of an infinite exchange of sympathetic vibrations 
rather than an aggressive, targeted power on the part of her lover. Ultimately, I argue, 
Benedetta’s critique of a heroic masculinity cannot be read separately from a critique of 
the “hyperconnectivity” desired by the masculine subject. If Astra’s cyborg-like nature 
makes her a queer hybrid of body and spirit, as noted above, then it also ends up 
“queering” the futurist ideal of connectivity itself and the gendered structure of power 
that underpins it.  
 
 
Pure mediation 
 

It is significant that Emilio’s death marks Astra’s own final experience of 
sparpagliamento. In the same moment as the submarine is overwhelmed by the waters, 
she vanishes. As described in the novel’s cryptic concluding passages, Astra disappears 
and is replaced by four “daughters” whose ethereal presence emanates from within a 
remote, “prismatic” villa. Each transmits “una lieve candida evanescenza spiralica che 
giorno e notte vapora come i sogni non espressi,” [a soft, white spiral-like evanescence 
that evaporates day and night like unexpressed dreams], only to be walled in by a 
dominant “father” (Astra 214). The fourth, most evocative of Astra with her “vast 
turquoise waves,” is the last to appear and disappear. This disembodied consciousness 
expresses a final thought: “È possibile riempire d’azzurro l’infinito vuoto che separa i 
mondi?” [Is it possible to fill with azure the infinite void that divides worlds?] (Astra 
215) The answer, it seems, is no. Simona Cigliana reads in the villa’s sealed windows a 

                                                
93 See Wittman’s reading of Astra’s “poem” in Futurism: An Anthology, 415. 
94 Strikingly, we find a contemporary echo of Astra (and “Miss Radio”) in the 2013 Spike Jonze film Her, 
another wireless romance between a feminized smartphone operating system, Samantha, and her human 
male lover, Theodore, which ends with an electronic breakup initiated the wavelike woman. After her 
decision to leave Theodore, Samantha narrates—in a female voice-over, no less—“It’s like I’m writing a 
book…the spaces between the words are almost infinite. I can still feel you, and the words of our story, but 
it’s in this endless space between the words that I’m finding myself now. It’s a place that’s not of the 
physical world. It’s where everything else is that I didn’t even know existed… This is where I am now, this 
is who I am now… As much as I want to, I can’t live in your book anymore.” 
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“dark malaise, that reaches to the point of generating the desire for self-annihilation,” 
representing the failure of the artist to transcend human confines.95 It would appear that 
Astra, like Emilio, finally succumbs to an isolating distance that remains unbridgeable. 

While I agree that the novel’s conclusion marks a reversal of futurist heroism, I 
would also argue that it does so in a less pessimistic manner. Though it seems that the 
woman-as-wave falls prey to the same patriarchal structure that she seeks to escape, the 
final passages also suggest a more recuperative reading. Despite the dark presence of 
“Doubt” that looms over the text’s final lines, the real threat for Benedetta lies less in the 
dissipation of the self than in the destruction of the world, as we read in the opening 
dedication to the novel: “senza ansia spirituale e senza amore, pure se a volte e forse 
troppo spesso è dolore, il mondo si disgrega e si sparpaglia nel nulla” [without spiritual 
angst and without love, though more often than not it is pain, the world dissolves and 
disintegrates into nothingness] (Astra 172). Rather than a condition that is suffered, the 
disintegration of the body paradoxically becomes a necessary experience of “love” and 
“spiritual angst” that the woman must undergo in order to fully exist and claim her 
freedom—a freedom that is bound up with the constant oscillation of a wireless 
existence. Like Millina, Astra continues to make her presence felt through vibrations that 
“haunt” the text’s final moments, as she morphs from a body in crisis to a pure frequency. 
The end of the novel, then, does not represent a tragic death, but a transference and re-
channeling of energy into different currents of desire; “[Astra] survives because she turns 
her love into a desire to embrace life, implicitly rejecting Emilio’s injunction to insulate 
herself from it,” as Blum observes.96 Taking this further, I would argue that Astra recasts 
the terms of bodiless desire from targeted connectivity to sympathetic communication. To 
borrow Mark Goble’s terms, from another context, this kind of connection depends on 
“pleasures that are not repressed or obligated into always more circuitous expressions but 
that persist and thrive on being mediated, losing nothing of their allure as they remain 
absorbed in all the technicalities of what is only and entirely communication.”97 The 
woman-as-wave ultimately asserts her own erotic pleasure as a wireless being, and in so 
doing reorients the terms of wireless communication itself as a mode of pure relation. 

To pursue this final point, I wish to enlist a visual aid, by putting Astra in 
conversation with Benedetta’s series of Sintesi delle comunicazioni (Synthesis of 
Communications). Commissioned in 1933 for the Central Post Office in Palermo, the five 
colossal canvases celebrate the wonders of modern technology and transportation as part 
of the fascist effort to establish a modern cultural nationalism. The monumental 
“aeropaintings” fuse elements of speed and dynamism with a transcendental, spiritual 
dimension, simultaneously adopting and working against the iconography of the fascist 
regime and its ideals of “secular religion.”98 Scholars have consistently observed that, in 
contrast to the rhetoric of macchinolatria, Benedetta insists on the mutual and necessary 
enmeshment of masculine technology and feminine nature. Opposing futurist and fascist 
                                                
95 Cigliana, “Il seme e la rosa,” 21. 
96 Cinzia Blum, “Benedetta’s Empathic Journey to Transcendence,” in La futurista: Benedetta Cappa 
Marinetti, ed. Lisa Panzera (Philadelphia: Goldie Paley Gallery, Moore College of Art and Design, 1998), 
29. 
97 Goble, Beautiful Circuits, 84. 
98 See Siobhan M. Conaty, “Benedetta’s Monument to Futurism & Fascism,” in International Journal of 
the Humanities 2.1 (2004-05): 803-08; as well as Conaty, “Benedetta Cappa Marinetti and the Second 
Phase of Futurism,” Woman's Art Journal 30.1 (2009): 19-28. 
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notions that industrial machinery has dominated the natural world, Benedetta’s Sintesi 
instead emphasize the impossibility of masculine technological power and progress 
without the feminine forces of nature. The blending of curves and jagged, rectilinear lines 
throughout the five paintings, as Jennifer Griffiths has noted, contradicts Marinetti’s “La 
Nuova religione-morale della velocità” (The New Ethical Religion of Speed), which 
denounces feminine arabesques and zigzags against the straight line of divine, virile 
velocity.99 

While I acknowledge the importance of harmonizing forces in Benedetta’s work, I 
want here to offer a new reading of the Sintesi that situates these gendered dynamics 
within the context of media and communication that “Miss Radio” and Astra have 
brought to the fore. Through these oscillations—between nature and machines, pinks and 
blues, phallic lines and feminine curves—the paintings also convey a preoccupation with 
the role of the feminine wave within a masculine, “hyperconnective” world. Each of the 
panels, in different ways, captures the vast and heroic reach of electronic transmissions 
and technologies of transportation, which bridge geographic and temporal distances. Yet 
their primary focus lies not on the machines and industries themselves but on the waves 
animating and emanating from them, which dominate the visual field. Cutting across the 
canvas in Sintesi delle comunicazioni radiofoniche (fig. 1), a massive antenna issuing 
from the factory in the bottom left corner connects human industry to the clouds and the 
cosmos. The radio tower stretches through the air as an organic part of ethereal space. In 
Sintesi delle comunicazioni telegrafiche e telefoniche (fig. 2), sinuous curlicues intersect 
with straight lines emanating from a rigid grid evocative of an urban map, or a telephone 
switchboard. 

Empty space is not as inert or as remote as it may appear, but teems with a 
vibratory and dynamic movement, calling to mind the radioscape of Folgore’s Ponti 
sull’oceano. Yet in all of the Sintesi—despite the scenario of “communication” indicated 
in their titles—Benedetta opts for a representation of the wave that seems to bespeak 
separateness more than it concerns multiple and infinite networks. These canvases offer 
up images not of connection but of “pure connectivity,” to echo David Trotter; at once 
“masterful” and “expressionless,” the waves of the Sintesi are content to simply fill the 
gaps between land, sea, and sky, neither targeting nor targeted.100 Indeed, in Sintesi delle 
comunicazioni telegrafiche e telefoniche the direct trajectories of phone wires take a 
detour, bending into zig-zags. Pink static suffocates the airwaves, thwarting the attempt 
to dial up a connection from point A to point B. The Sintesi entertain, rather, a mode of 
directionless address in which the wireless signal merely circulates for its own sake—a 
critique felt all the more radically if we read these images against the backdrop of a 
fascist regime interested in mobilizing and manipulating the radio wave for its political 
purposes, as I will discuss in the following chapter. 

When read in tandem with Astra, the paintings help rewrite the futurist fantasy of 
wireless communication in a feminist key. Even in the absence of human forms and 
                                                
99 Jennifer Griffiths, “Futurist Aeropainting: Extended Women and the Kingdom of the Machine” (PhD 
dissertation, Bryn Mawr College, 2012), 164-5, 170. See also Griffiths, “Gendering the Air: An Alternative 
Perspective on Futurist Aeropainting,” in Gendering Commitment: Re-thinking Social and Ethical 
Engagement in Modern Italian Culture, ed. Alex Standen (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2015), 27-43. 
100 See Trotter’s analysis of the telephone wires in Fritz Lang’s film M (1931), in Literature in the First 
Media Age: Britain Between the Wars (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 31-32. 
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faces, the Sintesi do not suggest the disembodied erotics of “radioelectric lust.” Rather, 
wireless desire takes on a new meaning here, in light of the emphasis on mediation and 
relation explored above. Like the waves on the canvas, Astra finally revels in a bodiless 
desire that takes nothing as it object, abandoning the necessity of contact in favor of a 
more aimless motion through space. If Benedetta values the meandering, non-linear 
movement of the wave, over and above the straight and virile line, she does so, I argue, to 
stage a solitary experience of being-in-common with the world that does not depend on 
bridging space and time. As Astra writes to her beloved: “Sorridono le anime: la distanza 
materiale può aumentare, elasticamente si distendono unendo le lontananze poiché non 
ammettono rotture e invasioni” [Souls smile: material distance may increase, and 
elastically they spread out and join what is faraway, since they do not allow for ruptures 
and invasions] (Astra 186). The unbridled and infinite connectivity of the male futurist 
fantasy is thus recast, finally, in a feminist light; in spite of—or, indeed, because of—the 
distance between bodies, sympathetic vibrations may continue to join kindred spirits. By 
reframing connectivity in this way, Benedetta also queers the avant-garde’s media 
ecology itself. This kind of wireless imagination is no longer predicated on the seduction 
and mastery of the feminine, in all its guises; the feminized wave, instead, becomes the 
ephemeral element that resists incorporation. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Benedetta Cappa Marinetti, Sintesi delle comunicazioni radiofoniche, 1933-34. Tempera and 
encaustic on canvas, 325 x 199.8 cm. Palazzo delle Poste di Palermo, Sicily, Poste Italiane. Source: 

Italian Futurism 1909-1944: Reconstructing the Universe, ed. Vivien Greene (New York: Guggenheim 
Museum Publications, 2014), 322. 
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Figure 2: Benedetta Cappa Marinetti, Sintesi delle comunicazioni telegrafiche e telefoniche, 1933-34. 

Tempera and encaustic on canvas, 325 x 199.2 cm. Palazzo delle Poste di Palermo, Sicily, Poste Italiane. 
Source: Italian Futurism 1909-1944: Reconstructing the Universe, ed. Vivien Greene (New York: 

Guggenheim Museum Publications, 2014), 321. 
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Chapter 3 
 
Radio-Pubblicità: The Public Face of Futurism 
in Fortunato Depero’s Radiophonic Lyrics 
 

 
GLI ALTOPARLANTI 
—Sulle onde herziane non possono cullarsi i pensieri 
stagnanti. 
La stazione trasmittente VOLERE batte all’unisono 
con la stazione 
ricevente POTERE. La vita rinnovata non ammette 
ritorni.1 
 
The crucial failing of this institution has been to 
perpetuate the fundamental separation between 
practitioners and the public, a separation that is at odds 
with its technological basis.2 

 
 
The futurist at the microphone 
 

 “È tutta una nuova emozione estetica che nasce fra il dicitore raccolto dinanzi al 
microfono e le migliaia e migliaia d’orecchi tesi nel mondo ad ascoltare” [A brand new 
aesthetic emotion is born between the speaker in front of the microphone, and thousands 
and thousands of ears in the world that are anxious to listen]: so futurist Paolo Buzzi 
would note the changing relationship between the poet and his public in the age of 
broadcasting.3 Entering the contemporary debate concerning poetry’s presence and 
function on the radio, Buzzi celebrates the airwaves, with their “electric, electronic 
shiver” and “cosmic omnipotence,” as the ideal medium for the freewheeling rhythms 
and intonations of modern verse. If Dante and Leopardi can rely on the lectern and the 
library to get their message across, futurist poetry in particular finds its perfect conduit 
in the broadcast. Indeed, radio should especially “seize on” the  “ultra-new Poetry” of 
futurism; through it, Buzzi wonders, “perhaps mechanical mediation might incubate the 
essential seeds of a Poetry that is absolutely fitting for the atmosphere of our time.”4 

What Buzzi is getting at more broadly has to do with the relationship between 
the medium of radio and the address it makes possible. By the time he penned these 
words in the mid-1930s, the microphone had become a powerful new tool in futurism’s 

                                                
1 “LOUDSPEAKERS —Stagnant thoughts cannot be cradled on Hertzian waves. The transmitting station 
of WILL beats in unison with the receiving station of POWER. Renewed life allows no turning back.” 
Bruno Sanzin, “Modernolatria,” 1933. 
2 Walter Benjamin, “Reflections on Radio,” 1931. 
3Paolo Buzzi, “Radio e Poesia,” in Augustea (c.1935), 83. MSS Buzzi 42/167, Sezione Manoscritti, 
Biblioteca Comunale Centrale (Sormani), Milan. I thank Donatella Cantele for helping me locate this 
text. 
4 “È della Poesia nuovissima che la radio […] dovrebbe specialmente impossessarsi. E chissà mai, 
attraverso alla mediazione meccanica, non avessero ad incubarsi i germi essenzialistici […] d’una Poesia 
consona in modo assoluto all’atmosfera del tempo.” Ibid. 
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wireless arsenal, enabling the diffusion of its technologically-inspired aesthetics on a 
mass scale. Futurist “aeropoetry,” Buzzi declares, is no longer just an idea fit for 
manifestos, but a reality—literally, in the air. In the process, radio also engenders a 
whole new kind of wireless feeling, the “aesthetic emotion” described above. Such is 
the focus of the chapter that follows. Earlier, I traced a wireless erotics of 
communication, demonstrating how point-to-point “radio” contact both signifies and 
mediates the futurist subject’s relation to a feminine other. Here, I want to trace the 
discursive and affective dimension of the wireless imagination once the mass address of 
broadcasting, in Marshall McLuhan’s phrase, “transforms the relation of everybody to 
everybody.”5 

Most studies of futurism and radio have centered on the 1933 manifesto written 
by Marinetti and Pino Masnata, which proclaimed a modern art of radia made just for 
the airwaves, and the application of its aesthetic principles in Marinetti’s sintesi 
radiofoniche, or radio “syntheses.”6 In this chapter, I turn to Fortunato Depero’s Liriche 
radiofoniche (Radiophonic Lyrics, 1934), which join the avant-garde’s many attempts 
to engage with wireless technology on paper. Praised by Buzzi in his defense of poetry 
on/as radio, the Liriche represent an important document of futurist radio art that has 
nonetheless gone mostly overlooked in the criticism.7 I examine the collection here as a 
lens through which to consider questions of radio address, audience, and the “aesthetic 
emotion” that connects speakers and listeners via the airwaves. 

Though the distinctive feature of radio is its invisibility, I find it useful to begin 
approaching Depero’s particular brand of radiofonia with a visual aid. Much as Buzzi 
would, the cover of the Liriche (fig. 3) essentially stakes a futurist claim over radio, 
embedding these lyrics within a broadcast system. The collection takes as its focal point 
the image of the antenna, which encapsulates the shift from the gendered intimacy of 
the wireless exchange, as we saw in Chapter 2, to the new and strange relation of mass 
address. Futurist art not only finds a home in radio; the radio wave now carries the 
futurist “electric, electronic shiver” into literal homes, to an audience more vast than it 
had ever reached before. Depero accordingly conceives of his lyrics as “espressamente 
adatte per la trasmissione a distanza”8 [expressly suited for distant transmission], 
attempting to recreate in book form the mass address of radio, from which sound issues 
from a single source and reaches thousands of listeners simultaneously. 

                                                
5 Marshall McLuhan, Essential McLuhan, ed. Eric McLuhan and Frank Zingrone (New York: Basic 
Books), 292. 
6  Recent studies include Federico Luisetti, “A Vitalist Art: Filippo Tommaso Marinetti’s sintesi 
radiofoniche,” in The History of Futurism: The Precursors, Protagonists, and Legacies, ed. Geert 
Buelens et al. (Lanham: Lexington, 2012), 283-296; Arndt Niebisch, “Ether Parasites,” 
Media Parasites in the Early Avant-Garde (Basingstoke, England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 143-173; 
Niebisch, “Cruel Media: On F. T. Marinetti’s Media Aesthetics,” Annali d’Italianistica 27 (2009): 333-
348. Marinetti’s sintesi have been published in translation by Jeffrey Schnapp as “Radio Syntheses,” in 
Modernism/Modernity 16.2 (2009): 415-420. 
7 While much scholarship exists on Depero’s early work in art and graphic design, the only study to my 
knowledge focusing exclusively on the Liriche radiofoniche is Francesca Bravi, “Fortunato Depero’s 
Radio-Lyrics,” in The History of Futurism, 271-281. Laura Chiesa also devotes some discussion to the 
Liriche in “Transnational Multimedia: Fortunato Depero’s Impressions of New York City (1928-1930),” 
California Italian Studies 1.2 (2010). http://escholarship.org/uc/item/7ff9j31s? 
8 Fortunato Depero, Liriche radiofoniche (Milan: Editore Morreale, 1934), 8 (hereafter cited in text as 
LR). 
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Fig. 3. Cover of Fortunato Depero’s Liriche radiofoniche. Milan: Editore Morreale, 1934. Reprint: 
Florence: SPES, 1987. 

 
But there are two antennas in this picture. One stands upright at the center, with 

waves issuing from all sides. The second is a nearly identical reproduction of the first, 
but turned outward and sideways, pointing in a different direction. Poised atop its copy 
and flipped horizontally, the second antenna in the image above evokes the look of a 
megaphone or loudspeaker of sorts, from which radio waves project. This conical 
speaker-antenna is curiously reminiscent of the trademark megaphone held by Depero 
the pubblicitario, the advertiser or publicity-man, reproduced on the artist’s personal 
letterhead in a favorite pose (fig. 4). Living and breathing pubblicità, Depero the radio-
artist is himself deeply imbricated within a world of mass entertainment and commodity 
culture, his voice amplified and projected into a sphere of industry and commerce, 
entrepreneurship and self-promotion.9 In capturing the deeply public nature of Depero’s 
lyrics, the megaphone also highlights their creative dimension. If the vertical antenna 
represents Radio as an official, institutional medium of mass address, its horizontal 
counterpart exemplifies radio transformed into a fascinating work of futurist arte 
pubblicitaria, or “advertising art,” as Depero would describe it in his 1931 manifesto of 
the same name: “arte fascinatrice che audacemente si piazza sui muri, sulle facciate dei 
palazzi, nelle vetrine, nei treni, sui pavimenti delle strade, dappertutto; si tentò perfino 
di proiettarla sulle nubi” [a captivating art that boldly launches itself onto walls, 
facades, shop windows, trains, sidewalks, everywhere; we even attempted to project it 
onto the clouds].10  
 

                                                
9 On Depero’s work in advertising, see Karen Pinkus, Bodily Regimes: Italian Advertising Under Fascism 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995); for more general context, see Adam Arvidsson, 
“Between Fascism and the American Dream: Advertising in Interwar Italy,” Social Science History, 25.2 
(Summer 2001): 151-186. 
10 Depero, “Il futurismo e l’arte pubblicitaria,” in Ricostruzione futurista dell’universo: Balla, Depero, ed. 
Enrico Crispolti and Maurizio Scudiero (Milan: Fonte d’Abisso, 1989), 150. 



 

 86 

 
 

Fig. 4. “Pubblicità Depero” Letterhead, detail. Source: Balla/Depero. Ricostruzione futurista 
dell’universo, ed. Enrico Crispolti and Maurizio Scudiero (Milan: Fonte d’Abisso, 1989), 141. 

 
If the term pubblicità in Italian refers to advertising, it also has built within it a 

broader dimension of “publicity” or, more literally, “publicness.” I will be less 
interested here in the relationship of Depero’s radio experiments to the advertising 
market, specifically, than in thinking through the Liriche as a site through which to 
approach the artist’s broader conception of and relationship to “publicness” in this 
second sense—the public sphere, public life, and public discourse, all of which the new 
medium of radio transforms, and complicates, in radical ways. As Kate Lacey notes, the 
development of broadcasting involved “a distinctive recombination of individual sense 
perception and social reality, and thus redrew the social horizon of experience in 
bringing into being something that might be called the radio public. Radio was a site 
which both generated new experiences and enabled and encouraged reflection of those 
new experiences in and by the public.”11 Taking my cue from Lacey, I wish to test the 
notion of the “public” as it applies to radio and, especially, to Depero’s radiophonic 
lyrics, which bend and extend the possibilities of the broadcast medium in order to 
reshape radio’s many publics themselves. 

In one respect, public refers to the new “public sphere” that radio had become 
by the 1930s, a virtual space for shaping a common national culture. Scholars have 
addressed how mass media such as newspapers and cinema disrupted traditional notions 
of the bourgeois, democratic public sphere as Jürgen Habermas theorized it, by opening 
up cultural and political discourse to a more plural and fluid sphere of participation 
across boundaries of class, race and gender.12 As an invisible, universal system of 
address, radio in particular further widened the scope of public communication to a 
mass audience while complicating the idea of the public as a social space. At once 
public and private, the radio broadcast reaches individual ears while addressing multiple 
listeners simultaneously to forge what Jason Loviglio has called an “intimate public.”13 
                                                
11 Kate Lacey, Listening Publics: The Politics and Experience of Listening in the Media Age (Malden, 
MA: Polity Press, 2013), 105. 
12 See Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category 
of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989). Key revisions of Habermas include Michael 
Warner’s Publics and Counterpublics (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), as well as the essays collected in 
The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 
13 Jason Loviglio, Radio’s Intimate Public: Network Broadcasting and Mass Mediated Democracy 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005). 



 

 87 

Hence the second key meaning of the public as audience (pubblico, in Italian), a body 
that wavers between the individual and the collective. For its ability to create a diffuse 
body of listeners, both unified and dispersed, radio puts into question the categories of 
public and private even as it blurs the two together.  

The variability of radio’s address is in part what attracted futurists to the 
medium. While Marinetti had long modeled his experiments on the possibilities of 
wireless communication, broadcast radio enabled a still more radical explosion of 
boundaries both of aesthetic form and of audience alike. The 1933 futurist radio 
manifesto denies the traditional idea of the pubblico outright: “Eliminazione del 
concetto o prestigio di pubblico che ha sempre anche per il libro esercitato un’influenza 
deformante o peggiorante” [Elimination of the concept or prestige of the public, which 
has always exercised a deforming, worsening influence on the book as well].14 Thus 
Marinetti and Masnata aim to do away with the “hostile” and “servile” audience entirely 
and replace frontal spectatorship with a simultaneous, omnipresent mode of receptivity 
and contact. Radia intensifies what radio on its own could achieve, disrupting artist-
audience interaction to generate a wholly new “public” art—neither poetry, nor music, 
nor drama—outside of the accepted bounds of aesthetic representation: “Un’arte senza 
tempo né spazio senza ieri e senza domani” [An art without time or space without 
yesterday or tomorrow] (TIF, 209). 

Radio’s (and radia’s) challenge to traditional audiences renders it a particularly 
apt test case for approaching avant-garde conceptions of the public more generally. Put 
another way, the inbuilt ambiguity and invisibility of radio’s address makes particularly 
explicit the “consciousness of an absent public” that, for Fredric Jameson, is 
constitutive of modernism.15 Jameson specifically discusses the contrast between the 
revolutionary possibilities of technological media and their actual communicative and 
political usage (on the part of totalitarian regimes, especially), as examined by Bertolt 
Brecht and Walter Benjamin; for these critics, too, as for the futurists, the aesthetic 
potential of radio in particular exists in tension with the medium’s larger role in the 
service of mass culture and communication.16 In spite of their resistance to the pubblico, 
then, futurist radio experiments must negotiate their relationship to it. 

In a 1931 issue of Radiocorriere, the official weekly of Italy’s state broadcasting 
company, critic Guido Sommi-Picenardi would pen a polemical response to Buzzi’s 
poetic “lease” on radio, warning against the abuse of “futuristic or traditional rhythms” 
on the airwaves. Whether “illustrious man of letters” or amateur, Picenardi cautions, the 
radiophile must never lose sight of the fact that his discourse exists in a new public 
sphere—an admonition reserved especially for the avant-gardist: 
 

                                                
14 Marinetti and Masnata, “La radia: Manifesto futurista dell’ottobre 1933,” TIF 205-210. The manifesto 
was first published in Turin’s daily newspaper Gazzetta del popolo in September 1933 before appearing 
in the journal Futurismo later that year. 
15 Fredric Jameson, “Reflections on the Brecht-Lukacs Debate,” Ideologies of Theory: Essays 1971-1986, 
Vol. 2, The Syntax of History (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), 143. 
16 See, for instance, Bertolt Brecht, “Radio—An Antediluvian Invention?” (1927) and “The Radio as a 
Communications Apparatus” (1932), both in Brecht on Film and Radio, ed. Marc Silberman (Methuen, 
2000); Walter Benjamin, “Reflections on Radio,” in The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological 
Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media, ed. Michael Jennings et al. (Cambridge: Belknap/Harvard 
UP, 2008). 
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Guai se il poeta, uscito appena dalla torre di avorio, ch’è veramente oggi 
una dimora posta fuori dalla realtà, […] s’immaginasse di scoprire il 
microfono d’avorio e dimenticasse che quella piccola macchina, protetta 
dal silenzio ovattato dell’auditorio, lo mette in comunicazione con un 
pubblico immane!17 
 
[Woe to the poet who, having just left the ivory tower—truly an abode 
outside of reality, these days—…should imagine discovering the ivory 
microphone, forgetting that this tiny device, protected by the cocoon-like 
silence of the studio, puts him in communication with an enormous 
public!] 

 
Futurists beware, in other words, of retreating into the same ivory tower that they had 
initially set out to attack. Should that happen, “thousands and thousands of listeners”— 
unseen though they may be—might join forces in “simultaneously making the small 
gesture that interrupts the capacitor’s reception or directs it toward other destinations.”18 
In this case, the perceived distance between artist and public proves more threatening 
than empowering, leaving the listener “more or less reduced to sabotage,” as Benjamin 
would put it; the radiasta risks finding himself speaking to no one.19 

The juxtaposition of the two terms above—the self-imposed marginality of the 
ivory tower, on the one hand, and the mass address made possible by the microphone, 
on the other—enacts the deeper tension that I see at work in the futurist wireless 
imagination between radio as a communicative tool and radio as the occasion for 
aesthetic experimentation, as I will argue. Drawing primarily on Depero’s Liriche 
radiofoniche, and in conversation with radio studies more broadly, I argue that futurist 
incursions into radio reflect the avant-garde’s effort to affirm its presence within the 
new public sphere of broadcasting, through which art reflects self-consciously upon its 
function as an agent of communication in that sphere.20 The megaphone-antenna in the 
image above, as an analogue to the futurist pubblicitario, can be taken to encapsulate, in 
miniature, what Walter Adamson has termed the “embattled avant-garde,” caught 
between aesthetic purity and commodity culture.21 It has become a commonplace that 
futurism, as exemplary of the historical avant-garde, aims to subvert the institution of 
“high art” and hence reintegrate art into life, in stark contrast to the presumed 
                                                
17 Guido Sommi-Picenardi, “Susurri dell’etere,” Radiocorriere XI.12 (17-23 March 1935): 17. 
18 “In caso diverso può accadere che, mentre il dicitore di versi futuristi o passatisti, accampato davanti al 
lucido disco del microfono, lo mitraglia di ritmi avveniristici o tradizionali, migliaia e migliaia di radiofili 
facciano simultaneamente verso il condensatore il piccolo gesto che interrompe la captazione o la dirige 
verso altre mete.” Ibid.  
19 In “Reflections on Radio,” Benjamin argues that the perceived separation between radio and the public 
has left the latter “quite helpless, quite inexpert in its critical reactions, and […] more or less reduced to 
sabotage (switching off)” (cit. in The Work of Art, 391-92). 
20 In particular, Damien Keane has recently examined the “material conjuncture” of Irish modernism’s 
relationship to radio, seeking “to account for the many forms of textual production that possess neither 
the imprimatur of ‘literature’ nor a technological medial identity, but that partake in both literary and 
nonliterary communicative strategies. Politically multivalent and formally diverse, these strategies all 
have a definitive end: they seek a readership” (Ireland and the Problem of Information, 54). 
21 Walter Adamson, Embattled Avant-Gardes: Modernism’s Resistance to Commodity Culture in Europe 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 2. 
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reactionary reaffirmation of aesthetic autonomy against mass culture, known as 
modernism.22 Yet, as Adamson notes, rather than a seamless fusion of art with public 
and political life, the avant-garde of the interwar period displays a more complex 
entanglement of mass entertainment, politics, and aesthetic practices, particularly within 
Italian culture under fascism. 23  Futurism’s encounter with radio enacts this 
contradictory and unstable relation to fascist industrial culture, marked by both co-
optation and resistance. 

Rather than link Depero’s texts to the art of radia strictly speaking (a parallel 
Masnata himself was reluctant to draw24) I wish to examine here how the collection 
deploys radio—as a medium and as a metaphor—to engage the contradictory, 
ambivalent “publicness” of the avant-garde. While they find inspiration in the futurist 
radio manifesto, the Liriche do not fit neatly within its parameters. Though some of the 
lyrics were composed with broadcasting in mind, the collection is in fact less strictly 
radiophonic than a multimedial compendium of sorts, reflecting its author’s versatility 
across a variety of forms and genres from painting to graphic design to parolibero. 
Depero’s reimagining of the radio wave on paper enacts a process of remediation, to 
utilize a term now current in media studies, which Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin define 
as a “complex kind of borrowing in which one medium is itself incorporated or 
represented in another medium” through a dual logic of interdependence and rivalry.25 
With the Liriche, Depero transposes the invisible art of radio onto the visual medium of 
the book, moving from sound heard, to sound seen; from an ephemeral wave that is 
always present and leaves no visible trace, to a tangible, textual inscription that can be 
reread again and again. Through their overlaying of sonic, visual, and verbal forms, the 
lyrics perform what Julian Murphet has called “modernism’s sedimented trace history 
of the competing media institutions of the moment.”26 The rivalry that characterizes this 
particular instance of remediation, as I will argue, reveals a productive tension between 

                                                
22 This is the now-foundational definition of the avant-garde proposed by Peter Bürger, Theory of the 
Avant-Garde, based on the assumption of the avant-garde’s celebration of new technologies against the 
greater reluctance of Marinetti’s “modernist” cousins, who are thought to either resist or refuse modern 
media forms. Since its emergence, Bürger’s theory has been critiqued and revised; see, for instance, 
Benjamin Buchloh, “Theorizing the Avant-Garde,” Art in America 72 (November 1984): 19-21; Andreas 
Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 
1986). In “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Clement Greenberg notes the uneven relation between the opposite 
poles of “high” and “low” or popular culture. In Institutions of Modernism (New Haven: Yale UP, 1988), 
Lawrence Rainey similarly allows for more ambiguity in the distinction between modernist and avant-
garde practices by arguing that modernism “marks neither a straightforward resistance nor an outright 
capitulation to commodification but a momentary equivocation that incorporates elements of both in a 
brief, necessarily unstable synthesis” (3). See also Regarding the Popular: Modernism, the Avant-Garde, 
and High and Low Culture, ed. Sascha Bru (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), esp. the section on media. 
23 Adamson, Embattled Avant-Gardes, 10. 
24 In his gloss to the 1933 radio manifesto, Masnata praises Depero’s parole in libertà but is careful to 
note that “they are very important elements of radia but not radia itself” (Fisher, Radia, 111). 
25 Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1999), 45. Drawing on Benjamin, the authors note that “no medium today, and certainly no single media 
event, seems to do its cultural work in isolation from other media, any more than it works in isolation 
from other social and economic forces” (65). 
26 Julian Murphet, Multimedia Modernism: Literature and the Anglo-American Avant-Garde (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 3. 
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official radio—in this case, the broadcast system under the fascist regime—and its 
creative redeployment on the part of the avant-garde.  

Building on Margaret Fisher’s important research on the 1933 futurist radio 
manifesto and its historical and social context, I show how avant-garde radiofonia as 
typified by Depero sought to position itself within, but also against, the larger cultural 
economy of broadcasting under fascism.27 Like cinema and other electronic media, 
radio offers a fruitful terrain on which to explore the tense collisions between culture 
and the regime, for its dual function as an instrument of mainstream entertainment, as 
well as one of political communication, consensus-building, and cultural formation.28 
Taking up Depero as paradigmatic of the fraught position of the artist under fascism, 
Karen Pinkus has located a contradiction between, on the one hand, the artisan-producer 
in line with the corporativist aims of the regime and, on the other, the artisan-as-agitator 
who, through his aesthetic practices, seeks to “escape fascist control over various 
aspects of social and working life.”29 Such ambiguities may be identified in Depero the 
radiasta as well, whose work participates in, mimes, and in some cases disrupts the 
efforts of the fascist media system to modernize Italy via mass communication, reach 
audiences on a mass scale, and foster a common national culture. In emphasizing these 
tensions, part of my aim here will be to test the critical assumption that futurist radio 
practices are linked directly to “fascist symbolic, somatic, and political values,” as 
Timothy Campbell has argued.30 Harking back to the dissertation’s first chapter, I aim 
in particular to detach the wireless imagination from its perceived complicity with a 
dictatorial presence. Through readings of Depero, I ask: How does the futurist conceive 
of the public—as a ubiquitous yet passive listener, or as an engaged participant with 
(political) agency? What distinguishes the two, and how might the radiophonic lyric 
trouble this distinction? 

While Depero’s radiophonic poetics emerge from and respond to the particular 
context of Italy’s cultural history, they also open up onto wider questions concerning 
radio’s power to engage listeners and to generate sentiments of collective belonging 
through sound. Disrupting what is public and what is private, the aesthetic and the 
political, the lyrics thematize where the two intersect to create the unique emozione 
estetica of the radiophonic. I understand this “public feeling” in terms of affect, 
following the notion of modernist “publicness” theorized by Justus Nieland. Further 
reevaluating the Habermasian concept of the “public sphere,” Nieland traces an 
affective dimension of modernist encounters with the public, primarily in popular 
performance and cinema, arguing that these spaces reveal and engender a new kind of 
“public feeling.” As he puts it, “Publicness here is not primarily a product of industrial-
commercial publicity (though embodied publicness is surely mass-mediated) but, better, 
a tentative phenomenology of the public world” that unsettles the divisions between 

                                                
27 See Margaret Fisher’s translation and introduction to Pino Masnata, Radia: A Gloss of the 1933 
Futurist Radio Manifesto (Emeryville: Second Evening Art, 2012); Fisher, “Futurism and Radio,” in 
Futurism and the Technological Imagination, ed. Günter Berghaus (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), 229-262; 
and the section on futurism in Ezra Pound’s Radio Operas (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 45-62. 
28 For a comprehensive overview of the interplay of culture and politics under Mussolini, see Ruth Ben-
Ghiat, Fascist Modernities: Italy, 1922-1945 (Berkeley: UC Press, 2001). 
29 Pinkus, Bodily Regimes, 138. 
30 Timothy Campbell, Wireless Writing in the Age of Marconi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2006), xvi. 
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public and private experience.31 The feeling of publicness is therefore also a collective 
phenomenon rather than strictly an individual matter, and it emerges most clearly in the 
venues of mass culture that “innervate” the human sensorium in contradictory ways.32 
While I do not engage with affect theory directly, I find Nieland’s terms useful for 
approaching futurist radio’s own ambivalent emozione estetica, which itself “operate[s] 
on the seam between two seemingly incommensurate fantasies of modernity, as 
discursive mastery and as the rupture with normativity.”33 Depero’s radiophonic lyrics, 
as I will argue, occupy precisely this blurry space in between collective and private 
feeling, communication and sensation, as the futurist at the microphone addresses his 
publics. 
 
 
Between radia and radio: Italian broadcasting in the 1930s 
 

Futurist radio art has often been understood in terms of an effort to establish a 
distinct “hegemonic media environment” alongside official channels of 
communication. 34  As the cover of the Liriche suggests, however, the futurist 
mediascape was not simply opposed to the culture industry of broadcasting but deeply 
entangled with it. Turned on its side, the megaphone-antenna in the image above 
remains connected to its copy with the same circular waves, in a sort of feedback loop; 
the two cannot be thought separately. 

By the time Depero published his lyrics in 1934, radio had been a reality in Italy 
for just over a decade. The first broadcast happened on October 6, 1924 from Rome, 
two years after Mussolini marched on the capital. Despite the widespread use of sound 
transmission technology, the development of broadcasting in Italy was relatively slow 
and uneven compared to Britain and Germany, for instance, or the United States. Radio 
first came under the control of the Unione Radiofonica Italiana (URI) with a concession 
from the State, before it was taken over in 1928 by public monopoly Ente Italiano per 
le Audizioni Radiofoniche (EIAR). Yet the regime did not capitalize politically on radio 
at first and remained relatively uninvolved in broadcasting before the 1930s. By 1934, 
steered by Minister of Communications Costanzo Ciano and EIAR director Raoul 
Chiodelli, radio had shifted from an international novelty reserved for amateur 
enthusiasts to the government-run “herald” of culture, aided by the weekly issues of the 
EIAR’s official program guide Radiocorriere. Italian radio in the 1930s represented a 
bourgeois medium par excellence, both for its cost (prohibitive for many) and for the 
kinds of programming that it fostered, mainly aimed at promoting leisure and 
entertainment. Broadcasts consisted largely in recorded music, poetry, theatre, sporting 

                                                
31 Nieland, Feeling Modern: The Eccentricities of Public Life (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 2008), 7, emphasis in the original. 
32  Nieland focuses in particular on Benjamin’s claim that “‘Revolutions are innervations of the 
collective—or, more precisely, efforts at innervation on the part of a new, historically unique collective 
which has its organs in the new technology’” (cit. in Feeling Modern, 3). The affective energies generated 
by vaudeville and popular theatre, and on film, hold the potential to “re-enchant” modernity through mass 
culture, but they may also lead to “artificial forms of affective manipulation and control in public” (13).  
33 Ibid., 8. 
34 Arndt Niebisch, Media Parasites in the Early Avant-garde (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012), 146. 
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events, and lectures or conversazioni dedicated to making the radio a “lectern” for 
cultural patriotism. Only after the full scope of its political potential was recognized, in 
the second half of the decade, did the regime begin to incorporate radio into the 
Ministry of Popular Culture and maneuver the medium to more explicitly political 
ends.35 

Given the temporal coincidence between the rise of radio in Italy and the 
consolidation of Mussolini’s regime, many have assumed a synonymity between fascist 
propaganda and futurist uses of the medium. In particular, Marinetti’s broadcast 
alongside Mussolini of “Il trionfo degli Atlantici,” on the occasion of aviator Italo 
Balbo’s homecoming, has been taken as the primary document of a purported alliance 
between futurism and fascism.36 As recent studies have demonstrated, however, the 
convergence between the fascist broadcast system and futurist radio practices is not an 
uncomplicated one. The media spectacle of the Balbo broadcast, for instance, masks a 
more complex network of privileges and permissions designed to minimize dissent and 
maximize collaborations between individual artists and the regime.37  

Against this backdrop, the cultural tensions that surrounded the development of 
broadcasting under the aegis of the EIAR helped to shape the aesthetic propositions of 
the futurist radio manifesto, and the experiments that it inspired. Mainly, futurist radio 
complicates the idea of radio as a public forum, in contrast with other modernists such 
as Eliot and Woolf, who saw radio as a medium for weaving art and literature into 
political and social discourse.38 The futurist radia manifesto more aptly captures a 
tension between what early radio theorist Rudolf Arnheim would term “wireless as a 
means of transmission and dissemination” versus “wireless as a means of expression.”39 
This distinction between creativity and communication was crucial to informing futurist 
radia, which emerged in the wake of what might be considered Italy’s first (and largely 
unsung) radio manifesto, “La radio come forza creativa” (“Radio as a Creative Force,” 
1931), by cultural critic and EIAR bureaucrat Enzo Ferrieri. Understanding the 
medium’s aesthetic potential, Ferrieri identified an “analogy between the new 
radiophonic experiences and the futurist movement,” noting that a broadcast “should 
have all the characteristics to entertain, attract, and chain the audience to an invisible 
performance.”40 Though Ferrieri would ultimately deviate from futurism’s more radical 

                                                
35 For historical background, see Philip Cannistraro, “The Radio in Fascist Italy,” Journal of European 
Studies 2 (1972): 127-154; Alberto Monticone, Il fascismo al microfono: Radio e politica in Italia, 1924-
1945 (Rome: Studium, 1978); David Forgacs and Stephen Gundle, Mass Culture and Italian Society from 
Fascism to the Cold War (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2007), 168-174. 
36 See Cannistraro, La fabbrica del consenso. Fascismo e mass media (Rome: Laterza, 1975), 131. The 
Balbo homecoming was reported in “Il Trionfo degli Atlantici,” Radiocorriere IX.34 (20-27 August 
1933): 3-4.  
37 See Fisher, “Futurism and Radio,” 248-49; Fisher, Radia, 23-4. See also Massimo Ragnedda, “Radio 
Broadcasting in Fascist Italy: Between Censorship, Total Control, Jazz and Futurism,” in Broadcasting in 
the Modernist Era, ed. Matthew Feldman et al. (London; New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 195-211. 
38  See, for instance, Todd Avery, Radio Modernism: Literature, Ethics, and the BBC, 1922–
1938 (London: Routledge, 2006). 
39 Rudolf Arnheim, Radio, trans. Margaret Ludwig and Herbert Read (London: Faber & Faber, 1936), 14.  
40 “La radio come forza creativa,” first published in the June 1931 issue of Il Convegno, now reprinted in 
Ferrieri, La Radio! La Radio? La Radio! (Milan: Greco & Greco, 2002), 37-9. Following its publication, 
Ferrieri launched an “investigation” or “Inchiesta sulla radio,” soliciting responses to his proposals from 
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pronouncements, emphasizing the construction of a shared Italian culture based on 
beautiful melodies and voices, his principles of creative radiophonic expression did 
much to inspire those articulated by Marinetti and Masnata. As one reader would 
remark: “Ferrieri did well to speak of a creative rather than an artistic force. [Radio 
should] always be creative, in the fullest sense, in order to generate values of 
originality, independence and autonomy […] and artistic only when it […] orients itself 
toward the emotion, creation, and contemplation […] that goes by the name of art.”41 

In futurist hands, the radio should operate not exclusively as a tool for public 
address, or as a dispenser of leisurely entertainment, but instead as an all-encompassing 
“pure organism of radiophonic sensation,” as Marinetti and Masnata instruct (“puro 
organismo di sensazioni radiofoniche,” TIF, 207). In tandem with the 1933 manifesto, 
Mino Somenzi led the campaign on the pages of Futurismo to “rejuvenate” the 
broadcast medium.42 “La Radio ha il compito igienico di mandare nelle case italiane il 
soffio giovanile della poesia futurista,” Somenzi declared, vowing to “disinfect” the 
medium with the “youthful breeze of futurist poetry.”43 The attempt to “futurist-ize” 
radio mainly aimed to shock EIAR listeners out of their melodically-induced torpor.44 
While Marinetti and Masnata challenged the “stupidity” of “languid” and “monotous” 
tunes (TIF, 207), Somenzi lamented the “imperialist domain” of music over the 
airwaves, which he proposed to replace with quick recitations in parolibero. 45 
Bemoaning mainstream music as much for its banality as for its reproducibility, 
Somenzi quipped: “L’altoparlante italiano è più vicino al fonografo di Edison che alle 
onde elettriche di Marconi” [The Italian loudspeaker is more similar to Edison’s 
phonograph than Marconi’s electrical waves]—a transmitter not of live, vibratory 
energy but of dead, recorded sounds on repeat.46 Somenzi even imagined giving a 
makeover to the boxy, wooden radio set itself, whose look should match the electrical 
spark that animates it: “Che cosa si attende per comprendere che l’unico mobile adatto 
alla radio è il mobile futurista, che solo questo può essere il degno ricettacolo della 

                                                                                                                                          
major literary figures of the day, including Marinetti, Massimo Bontempelli, Anton Giulio Bragaglia, 
Paolo Buzzi, and Emilio Cecchi. 
41 ““Ha fatto bene Ferrieri a parlare di forza creativa, piuttosto che artistica. Creativa sempre, intesa nel 
senso completo in cui egli la intende, perché in tal modo creerà sempre valori (di qualunque genere essi 
siano) originali, indipendenti, autonomi; artistica solo quando è artistica: quando cioè indirizza la linea 
della sua azione a quel determinato filo di emozione, di creazione, di contemplazione (e non staremo qui 
a definirlo) che si chiama col nome di arte.” Eugenio Colorni, writing in response to Ferrieri’s “Inchiesta 
sulla radio,” in La Radio!, 61. 
42 “Circa la radio, attendiamo anche noi la buona stagione per riprendere in pieno la nostra campagna per 
lo svecchiamento di questo importante coefficiente della vita moderna, per meglio adeguarlo alle nostre 
esigenze e al nostro gusto artistico.” Mino Somenzi, “Cinema Teatro Radio Varietà,” Futurismo II.45-46 
(23 July 1933): 5, emphasis in the original. 
43 Somenzi, “Cinema Teatro e Radio,” Futurismo II.22 (5 February 1933): 5. 
44 Somenzi, “Futuristizziamo la radiofonia,” Futurismo II.18 (8 January 1933): 1. 
45 Somenzi, “Cinema Teatro e Radio,” Futurismo II.31 (9 April 1933): 5. 
46 Somenzi, “Spettacoli radiofonici futuristi,” Futurismo II.1 (1 January 1933): 1. In 1934, Adorno would 
similarly indict the phonograph as the emblem of art’s decline: “The phonograph record is an object of 
that ‘daily need’ [of playing and replaying music] which is the very antithesis of the humane and the 
artistic”; see Adorno, “The Form of the Phonograph Record,” trans. Thomas Levin, October 55 (Winter 
1990): 56-61. 
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valvola termoionica?” [How long before we understand that the only furniture suited for 
radio is futurist furniture, the only receptacle worthy of the thermoionic valve?]47 

Yet, echoing their contemporaries, futurist radiophiles both celebrated the 
medium’s revolutionary potential and implicitly acknowledged the present challenges in 
fully harnessing its powers. As Fisher notes, “La Radia did not so much launch futurist 
influence into the airwaves as it did gesture to a rapidly disappearing freedom to 
experiment.”48 Limited programming slots, coupled with tight oversight on content by 
local censors and arts bureaucrats, either relegated futurist broadcasts to short interludes 
between prime-time programs or kept them off the air entirely. (PR-savvy Marinetti 
remained the exception, as did Luciano Folgore, both of whom enjoyed greater access 
to the microphone than the rest of their cohort, though their presence on the air 
remained largely limited to tame conversations and playful poetry rather than radical 
radiarte.49) By the time the manifesto was published, it actually “asserted a futurist 
claim to radio after the opportunity to broadcast a new radio art had all but vanished.”50 

Unable to broadcast their most radical experiments directly over EIAR-run 
channels, the futurists had to turn to other media outlets—namely, print. The paper trail 
of manifestos, futurist riviste, and words-in-freedom had always offered a viable avenue 
for the revolutionary aesthetics of the wireless imagination from their inception.51 As 
radio was increasingly used for disseminating information and transmitting popular 
music under the highly restricted fascist broadcast system, the printed page enabled 
futurist artists to dodge regulation and maximize experimentation. Able to “talk back” 
to official broadcasts only in print, the avant-garde radio artist might be understood in 
terms of the modern “wired intellectual”: a figure who can “make imperfect, incomplete 
noises in culture, sound interventions that may not control the production and dispersal 
of culture but can, nonetheless, make claims to influence aspects of its circulation.”52  

Depero’s remediation of the wireless signal in print, I want to argue, represents 
an attempt to co-opt radio as an ideal conduit for futurism’s most radical aesthetics 
while emptying the existing medium of its content, in order to permit the transmission 
of a new art—as Buzzi put it, “Vera e propria irradiazione, ripeto, d’una poesia nuova 
con un metodo e soprattutto con uno spirito nuovo” [True irradiation, I repeat, of a new 

                                                
47 Somenzi, “Cinema Teatro Radio,” Futurismo II.14 (11 December 1932): 5. 
48 Fisher, Ezra Pound’s Radio Operas, 52. 
49 Marinetti spoke on the radio regularly through the 1930s. Between 1925 and 1943, he delivered 
approximately 48 lectures as part of the series Futurismo mondiale and declaimed two poems, “La 
battaglia di Adrianopoli” and “Il poema del Golfo della Spezia,” while his radio drama Violetta e gli 
aeroplani aired in 1932. Folgore’s radio program Il grammofono della verità (The Gramophone of Truth) 
ran from 1924 to 1934. In addition to Fisher, “Futurism and Radio,” 242-249, see Luciano Ceri and 
Elisabetta Malantrucco, “Marinetti alla radio,” Il futurismo nelle avanguardie, Milano – Palazzo Reale 4 
– 6 febbraio 2010, Atti del convegno, ed. Walter Pedullà (Rome: Ponte Sisto, 2012), 539-562.  
50 Fisher, Radia, 28. 
51 On the important role of the press for futurism vis-à-vis other media, see Alessandra Ottieri, “Appunti 
su futurismo e mass media,” Sinestesie: Rivista di studi sulle letterature e le arti europee II.1 (2004): 60-
71. See also Nina Parish, “From the Radio to the Internet: Italian Futurism, New Technologies and the 
Persistence of the Book,” International Yearbook of Futurism Studies 2 (2012): 378-396. On wireless 
aesthetics in print across the avant-garde, see Eric Bulson, “little wireless magazines,” in his Little 
Magazine, World Form (NY: Columbia UP, 2017), 229-263. 
52 Adalaide Morris, “Introduction: Sound States,” in Sound States, ed. Adalaide Morris (Chapel Hill and 
London: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 9. 
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poetry, with a new method and above all a new spirit].53 Whether via the manifesto or 
poetry, the annexing of radio in print might thus be understood as one response to 
Brecht’s call for a “rebellion by the listener, for his mobilization and redeployment as 
producer”; only by supplying his own content, in other words, could the listener seize 
control over and emancipate himself from what the broadcast doles out.54 (In the 
broadcast age, indeed, it is important to recall that the futurist is as much a producer as 
he is a consumer of what travels over the airwaves.) From this perspective, we may read 
Depero’s radiophonic experiments less as the result of a “missed opportunity,” in 
Alessandra Ottieri’s words,55 than as a strategy of writing alongside and against the 
official channels of culture. As Depero transforms the book into a portable “antenna” all 
his own, as it were, he implicitly comments on how information circulates and how 
culture is produced and consumed via radio.  
 
 
Radio by other means 
 

How, then, do the Liriche draw on the power of the airwaves while transforming 
them in the process? In his preface to the collection, Depero defines a new genre that is 
at once inspired by broadcasting and independent of it. The lyrics are dubbed 
“radiophonic” not only because they take radio as their subject, or because they were 
penned specifically for broadcasting (though this was the case for some56), but because 
they contain elements that their author postulates as germane to the medium, including: 

 
Brevità di tempo. 
Varietà concisa di immagini. 
Soggetto contemporaneo. 
Stile simultaneo e giocondo. 
Lirismo poetico fuso con il lirismo fonico, sonoro e rumorista;  
onomatopee: imitative e interpretative; 
linguaggi inventati; canti e voci rallegranti; 
stati d’animo a sorpresa. (LR 7) 
 
[Brevity. Concise variety of images. Contemporary theme. Simultaneous, 
playful style. Poetic lyricism fused with phonic, sonorous lyricism and the 
art of noises; imitative and interpretive onomatopoieia; invented 
languages; cheerful songs and voices; surprise states of mind.] 

                                                
53 Buzzi, “Radio e Poesia,” 83. 
54 Brecht, “Radio—An Antediluvian Invention?” in Brecht on Film and Radio, 39. 
55 Ottieri, “Appunti su futurismo e mass media,” 68. 
56 On 23 November 1933, Depero broadcast “Impressioni d’America,” including selections from the 
Liriche (“Poesie americane,” “Brindisi all’Hotel Fifth Avenue,” “Broadway”). In 1934, from Rome, he 
also declaimed “Dinamismo di una signora metropolitana” (see Radiocorriere, 18 March 1934 and 25 
March 1934; re-broadcast on March 3, 1935); from Genoa, he read “Bambole viventi” (Radiocorriere, 23 
December 1934). In December 1935, Depero also broadcast “Varietà 900,” and in 1937, “Vini e osterie 
trentine” (included in Liriche as “Quattro bocche assetate”). No original recordings of these broadcasts 
exist, but some are available on UbuWeb, as performed by Luigi Pennone, Arrigo Lora-Totino, Sergio 
Cena, and Vittore Baroni; see http://www.ubu.com/sound/depero.html, last accessed 4 May 2017.  
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By “radiophonic,” indeed, Depero also means “radiogenic,” referring not only to sonic 
and acoustic effects but more broadly to aesthetic properties that bear the generic 
imprint of radio and are specially suited to the broadcast medium.57 Much like Buzzi 
would, Depero claims a certain ownership over the ether on the part of the avant-garde 
radiasta: the qualities that are considered proper to radio are also recognizably futurist 
in their emphasis on simultaneity, onomatopoeia, noise-art, and ephemeral mental 
states. Regardless of the occasion of their broadcast, these futurist lyrics are then, in a 
way, always already at home on the airwaves. They aim to recreate in ink the liveness 
that characterizes radio; through the wireless broadcast, in the words of Rudolf 
Arnheim, “reality, newly created by thought in all its intensity, presented itself much 
more directly, objectively and concretely than on printed paper: what hitherto had only 
been thought or described now appeared materialized, as a corporeal actuality.”58 If 
Marinetti claimed to love radio because it substitutes the “heavy, strangled, suffocating, 
fossilized and frozen” book, Depero reverses this idea, seeking to conjure up the same 
vibrancy and intensity of the broadcast by taking full advantage of the “old” medium of 
the printed page that the radio wave was supposed to have rendered obsolete.59 Thus the 
poet at the microphone takes on the role of the contemporary announcer who should 
“extract and summarize his creations from our dynamic inner and outer worlds” with a 
distinctive mix of “communicative clarity” and “emotive vibrations,” and a knack for 
“kneading together fantasy and reality.”60 

The lyric “Il gallo” (“The Rooster”) offers one example of Depero’s radiogenic 
aesthetics at work. As one of the collection’s many “colorful, synthetic expressions 
taken from pulsing, ever-changing daily life,” (LR 7) the text paints the sonic portrait of 
a futuristic rooster, such as those that Depero would revisit on several occasions / such 
as the one that accompanies Depero’s poem. Portrayed as a cocky, territorial soldier 
patrolling the coop, this fowl—a common figure, perhaps, of the countryside around 
Rovereto where many of the Liriche were composed—demands the reader-listener’s 
attention less for his imposing appearance (“padrone armato e despota assoluto,” LR 64) 
than for his crowing, which the radiasta soon makes his own: 

  
Canto e chicchiridicco sulle punte delle colline, sulle punte dei tetti, sulle 
guglie dei macigni, sulle alture dei muri, sui cappelli delle case e dei 
campanili. 
 
chicchi  riddii kiii  ki ko ki kèèè   

          (LR 63) 

                                                
57 Lacey, Listening Publics, 93-95. 
58 Arnheim, Radio, 14-15. 
59 Depero’s radiophonic aesthetics follow the 1933 manifesto in their aim to explode the traditional book 
form with parolibero (TIF, 208). In the 1916 manifesto “La cinematografia futurista,” Marinetti rejected 
the book as an “absolutely past-loving medium” (TIF, 138). 
60 “Lo stile appunto che il poeta d’oggi deve avere davanti al microfono è quello di estrarre e di 
riassumere le proprie creazioni dal nostro mondo dinamico esterno ed interno: con chiarezza 
comunicativa; con vibrazione emotiva; con immaginazione collegata ed organica anche se contrastante; 
con svolgimento sorprendente ed inquadrato; con simultaneità coraggiosa ed un felice senso d’impasto di 
realtà e di fantasia” (LR 7). 
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[I sing and cock-a-doodle on the peaks of hilltops, on rooftops, on the 
pinnacles of boulders and high walls, atop the hats of houses and clock 
towers.] 

 
The rooster’s song, set to the syncopated beat of the bersaglieri march, represents an 
instance of what Depero would dub onomalingua, an invented “universal” language that 
“needs no translators” and derives from “onomatopoeia, noise-art, and the brutality of 
futurist words-in-freedom.”61 Francesca Bravi has claimed that Depero’s radio lyrics 
center on this common poetic tongue, in which the natural and artificial worlds 
communicate via the same vibratory idiom of sound and color.62 Of interest here, 
specifically, is how Depero mobilizes onomalingua as a tool to occasion the kind of 
sonic play considered intrinsic to a futurist conception of radio. In particular, throughout 
the lyric, the fixed onomatopoetic expression of the rooster’s cock-a-doodle-doo—in 
Italian, chicchirichì—breaks down into a series of sonic and syllabic units, each of 
which is recombined at random, from ke ki kò to caro deco dico (LR 64). Essentially, 
the rooster’s song behaves as unpredictably as the radio wave itself: “transmitted via 
radio, vibrating in space,” his crowing finally “lose[s] all meaning and all logical 
consistency,” as Depero describes the Liriche themselves in his preface (“trasmessi per 
radio, vibranti nello spazio, perdono ogni loro significato ed ogni loro consistenza 
logica,” LR 8). The rooster therefore embodies the very aesthetic of the radiophonic, as 
his song suggests: 

 
Il sole scaglia le sue baionette di luce ed io irradio i miei chicchiridiii 
piumati e colorati: 
 

chi chi chi chekiiii  cokan 
 chè chè chè chekiiii  chechiconn 
 kirocanchechi  kechidorenca 

coccodèè chee-chii  chii-chèè 
dorenka  kikèèèèèè  

       (LR 65) 
 
[The sun hurls its bayonets of light and I irradiate my feathered, colorful 
cock-a-doodle-doos.] 

 
Making explicit with the verb “irradiate” the relationship between the rooster’s crowing 
and the broadcast medium, Depero transforms the rooster by poem’s end from a 
fantastical creature conjured on the radio to a radio of sorts in his own right. Centering 
on a semantic field of heights and peaks (“on hilltops, on rooftops, on the pinnacles of 

                                                
61 “È derivata dall’onomatopoea, dal rumorismo, dalla brutalità delle parole in libertà, futuriste. È il 
linguaggio delle forze naturali […] [e] degli esseri artificiali rumoreggianti create dagli uomini. […] 
L’onomalingua è un linguaggio poetico di comprensione universale per il quale non sono necessari 
traduttori.” Cit. in Depero, Pestavo anch’io sul palcoscenico dei ribelli. Antologia degli scritti letterari 
(Trento: L’Editore, 1992), 72. 
62 Bravi, “Fortunato Depero’s Radio-Lyrics,” 274. 
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boulders and high walls”), this radiophonic rooster’s song indeed towers over all other 
forms. 

The radiophonic onomalingua of “Il gallo,” I want to suggest, serves as a 
representative case for the lyrics as a whole, which pose a challenge to what has been 
termed “wireless ‘monoglossia,’” or the normative language of radio. 63  With its 
“imitative and interpretive onomatopoeia” (LR 7), the rooster’s song stakes a claim for 
dissonance and cacophony, favoring unintelligibility and incomprehensibility, sensory 
response over semantic meaning. As the “lyrical expression of a pure state of mind,” in 
Depero’s words (“espressione lirica di un purissimo stato d’animo,” LR 8), the 
radiophonic lyric follows the radia manifesto in its emphasis on the transmission of 
sensory vibrations across time and space. It is this privileging of sensation over 
communication that, for Depero, makes his radiophonic lyrics “more effective than the 
usual, useless broadcasts of popular music, banal literary chit-chat and trivial theatrical 
quibbles, which are fine so long as they remain shut in a book or framed on a stage.”64 

This resistance to the “usual, useless” stuff of radio extends from “Il gallo” to 
the many other radiophonic texts in the collection, all of which create a static 
interference, so to speak, in the kind of programming that would have flooded Italy’s 
airwaves around the time the Liriche made their debut. Among the most striking are 
those penned during Depero’s sojourn in New York City from 1928 to 1930. Originally 
intended to appear in the multimedial project New York—Film Vissuto, complete with a 
“Disco Depero,” these sketches of New York eventually found their way into the 
Liriche.65 In addition to laying the groundwork for the collection, they were also among 
the first to be broadcast on 23 November 1933. With the New York lyrics, Depero seeks 
to recreate as vividly as possible the experience of actually being in New York City and 
walking its streets, transporting the listener into the thick of Manhattan by way of 
sound. The use of (macaronic) English is one of the main ways that Depero seeks to 
create a sonic cityscape. (The same “authentic” effect is desired for readers: “foreign 
words are deliberately written as you find them printed,” we are told, “according to 
simple phonetic imitation.”66) Crossing the street turns into a disorienting experience as 
the radiasta is assailed on all sides by bright neon lights and foreign words: 
 
  Attesa:  
  a destra bocca per treno sotterraneo B.M.T. 
  linea “sii bicc” per Broocklin. 
  A sinistra:  Liquidazione— 

                                                
63 I borrow the term from Keith Williams, British Writers and the Media, 1930–45 (London: Macmillan, 
1996), 63. 
64 “Queste mie liriche radiofoniche sono più efficaci delle solite ed inutili trasmissioni di musica 
conosciuta, delle banali chiacchiere letterarie abituali e dei bisticci insignificanti teatrali, che vanno bene 
finché rimangono chiuse in un libro o incorniciati su di una scena teatrale” (LR 8). 
65 Depero had originally envisioned the section of the Liriche titled “New York: Nuova Babele” as the 
“world’s first spoken book.” The project was never produced. See Chiesa’s essay “Transnational 
Multimedia” for details on Depero’s travels in the United States, as well as Depero’s memoir, Un 
futurista a New York (Montepulciano: Editori del Grifo), 1990. 
66 “le parole straniere sono volutamente scritte come le trovate stampate per semplice imitazione fonetica” 
(LR 76). It’s charming that Depero should include English “subtitles” of his poetic transcriptions, though 
many are misspelled! 



 

 99 

    Big sel—cifre grandi, 
    cifre piccole, 
  uan – tu – tri – for – faif (LR 76) 
 
  [Waiting: 

to the right, entrance to underground train B.M.T. 
“sii bicc” line for Brooklyn 
to the left: Sale— 

Big sel—big numbers, 
small numbers, 

uan – tu – tri – for – faif] 
 
English is not the only language to fill the speaker’s ears. At the Paramount music hall, 
“international accents” from Spanish to German “meet in all directions” (“accenti 
internazionali s’incontrano in tutte le direzioni,” LR 78-79). Through these foreign 
echoes the city becomes a “New Babel,” emphasizing the polylingual confusion that 
characterizes both the New York lyrics and the medium of radio itself. Common to both 
official broadcasting and its futurist foil is an international reach and irreverence for 
boundaries, geographical and linguistic; with a turn of the dial, listeners could travel 
from their living rooms to any destination around the globe.67 The New York lyrics 
underscore this global vision, at odds with nationalism and provincialism, by 
“subverting the Italian language, tympanizing it with all other languages.”68 In this way, 
Depero makes “Broadway” a foreign broadcast of sorts, against the avowed role of 
radio as the “messenger” of a distinctly Italian culture.69 Bringing to the book the 
discontinuity and heterogeneity of transmissions that the most avid of radiophiles could 
encounter while channel-surfing, the lyrics essentially allow readers to pick up foreign 
signals, making possible a form of “clandestine listening,” as it were, which the 
government had restricted since 1930.70  
 
 
Reading as listening: Engaging the radio public 
 

So far I have argued that Depero’s lyrics stand in opposition to what travels over 
the airwaves. By remediating the radio wave into print, Depero’s lyrics challenge not 
only what circulates via the medium but how radio is consumed and engaged with by 
                                                
67 In 1926, futurist magazine L’Antenna would seize on radio’s global reach as a figure for avant-garde 
cosmopolitanism. In its attempt to promote a modernized, technologically advanced Italy in step with the 
international avant-garde, L’Antenna modeled itself on the URI’s weekly programming guide Radiorario, 
which doubled as a technical journal and cultural primer for contemporary music and literature. With a 
turn of the page, readers could “tune in” to a series of “foreign correspondents,” from New York 
(Rosamond Botsford’s “5 heures au Ritz”) to The Hague (Theo van Doesburg, “Vers un art elementaire”) 
to Bucharest (“Il saluto degli integralisti rumeni ai futuristi italiani,” by Mihail Ernest Cosma). See 
Claudia Salaris, Riviste futuriste (Rome: Fondazione Echaurren Salaris, 2012), 50-57. 
68 Chiesa, “Transnational Multimedia,” 23. 
69  “Per l’Italia [la radio] sarà la messaggera del bel canto, delle annunciatrici melodiose, dei 
correspondenti arditissimi, dei maestri e dei lirici” (Ferrieri, “La radio come forza creativa,” 32). 
70 See Gianni Isola, L’ha scritto la radio: Storia e testi della radio durante il fascismo (1924-1944) 
(Milan: Mondadori, 1998), 371. 
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listeners. In this section, I will be interested in how Depero envisions his audience. How 
does the experience of reading radio differ from that of listening, and where do the two 
intersect? 

First, we must consider the complex nature of the radio public itself and of the 
address that radio enables. By modeling his texts on a radio broadcast, “expressly suited 
for distant transmission,” as we have seen, Depero signals a changed understanding of 
lyric address: no longer meant for consumption solely “within my secret self, in my 
cozy room,” as Buzzi would describe his encounter with Dante, the radiophonic poem is 
avowedly communal and collective, its reception shared and public.71 At the same time, 
however, radio listening resembles the apparent intimacy of lyric reading. By creating 
an impression of individual address despite its mass message, the medium generates a 
paradoxically “intimate public.” Thus the radio listener, as critic Guido Sommi-
Picenardi wrote in his weekly Radiocorriere column, “is often led to forget that he is 
one minute cell within an infinite crowd” that “exceeds all others in vastness and 
variety” but is nonetheless “dissociate” and “atomized”—so much so, in fact, that “each 
of its members, alone in front of the receiver or gathered with a small family brigade, 
does not have the material sensation that he actually belongs to that innumerable 
collectivity which demands and orders a renunciation of his right to claim a monopoly 
over the program.”72 Picenardi’s account highlights the sense of communion that radio 
creates, while pointing to the powerful illusion of a seemingly personal message within 
such collectivity: the single member of this intimate public can claim no ownership over 
what circulates in the ether, for the broadcast is by definition common property.  

Depero plays on the simultaneously public and private experience of radio 
listening, and indeed thematizes it, if indirectly, in the Liriche. “Notturno 
metropolitano” (Metropolitan Nocturne), for instance, conflates the nighttime routine of 
turning off the lights and preparing for bed with the intimacy of radio-listening: “Le 
finestre ad una ad una si spengono. Le porte ad una ad una ammutoliscono. Le idee ed i 
programmi si accendono. La realtà esterna si oscura e la realtà interna si ravviva” 
[Lights turn off one by one. Doors go quiet one by one. Ideas and programs turn on. 
Outside reality goes dark, inner reality turns vibrant] (LR 93). Windows recur as 
symbols of private, domestic spaces in “Brindisi all’Hotel Fifth Avenue,” as Depero’s 
description of thousands of city-dwellers, each ensconced in their tiny apartments, 
recalls the individualized collectivity of the radio public: 
 
  Vastissimo – Fumissimo – Emozionantissimo 
  In… can… te… si… mo… 

                                                
71 “nel segreto di me stesso, della mia stanza raccolta” (Buzzi, “Radio e poesia,” 83). There is much to 
say here about sound vs. print, and the implied identification of reading with silence in the modern era, 
enabled by mechanical reproduction, against the collective listening of oral traditions; see Walter Ong, 
Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (New York: Methuen, 1982). 
72 “La ‘folla’ dei radiofili supera ogni altra d’ampiezza e di varietà. Ma è una ‘folla’ dissociata, atomica, 
ed ognuno dei suoi componenti, quando si trova solo davanti all’apparecchio ricevente, o vi raccoglie 
intorno una piccolo brigata di famigliari, non ha la sensazione materiale di appartenere a 
quell’innumerevole collettività cui in quel momento appartiene e che pur gli domanda e comanda una 
rinunzia al diritto di monopolio sul programma. […] il radiofilo è tratto molte volte a dimenticare di 
essere la minima cellula di una folla infinita.” Guido Sommi-Picenardi, “Sussurri dell’etere,” 
Radiocorriere VIII.26 (25 June – 2 July 1932): 6.  
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  10 – 100 – 1000 – 100.000 
  1 milione – 10 milioni di finestre accese: 
  dentro, milioni di banchetti, 
  dentro, milioni di amori, 
  dentro, milioni di scriventi, 
  dentro, milioni di dormenti, 
  dentro, milioni di danzanti. 
  Milioni di minuscola umanità affaccendata dentro questa 
  ciclopica, metrocubica, meccanopoli. 
  Dentro questa babelimmensa manicomiofficina, 
  dentro questo montagneppipedo 
  DINAMONDO (LR 70) 
 
  [Ultra-vast – ultra-smoky – ultra-exciting 

En…chant…ment… 
10 – 100 – 1000 – 100,000 
1 million – 10 million illuminated windows; 
inside, millions of banquets, 
inside, millions of loves, 
inside, millions of writers, 
inside, millions of sleepers, 
inside, millions of dancers. 
Millions of miniscule humanities busy inside this 
cyclopic, cubo-metric mechanopolis. 
Inside this babelimmense manic factory, 
Inside this mountainous parallelopiped 
DYNAMO-WORLD] 

 
As the radiasta describes this concrete jungle of skyscrapers spread before him, 
listeners of this futurist broadcast might find themselves mirrored in the figures behind 
the brightly lit windows of their respective high-rises, occupied with their own solitary 
doings: so the uniformity of the radiophonic message encounters the distinct individual 
realities of the homes it enters. 

Though “Brindisi” indirectly suggests the radiophile’s experience of being 
“alone together” however, the scenario of listening envisioned more explicitly in the 
Liriche differs fundamentally from the typical space of private reception. As we read in 
Depero’s preface: “L’ascoltatore non è più unicamente raccolto in un salotto silenzioso 
e romantico, ma si trova ovunque: per strada, nei caffé, in aeroplano, sui ponti di una 
nave, in mille atmosfere diverse” [The listener is no longer simply gathered in a quiet, 
romantic sitting room, but is found everywhere: on the street, in cafés, on an airplane, 
on the decks of a ship, in a thousand different atmospheres] (LR 8). Anonymous and 
faceless, this ideal listener seems less a solitary, home-bound member of Picenardi’s 
“intimate public” than a diffuse, omnipresent energy, similar to the ether-like arte 
pubblicitaria that would, in part, inspire the radiophonic lyrics. Conceived this way, the 
futurist listener embodies the ubiquity and shifting nature of the wireless signal itself 
and exists in a changeable, dynamic space, radically outside the domain of interiority 
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and domesticity. Though fundamentally public in its reach, the radiophonic lyric 
encircles the solitary listener in a “cosmic” halo of sound: “Sulla realtà che circonda 
l’ascoltatore deve vibrare come un NEON LUMINOSO; come una apparizione, un 
paesaggio ed una visione cosmica medianica” [Upon the reality surrounding the 
listener, it must vibrate like GLOWING NEON, like an apparition, a landscape, and a 
mediumistic cosmic vision] (ibid.). (No surprise that futurism’s ad man in residence 
should opt for the image of a neon billboard to describe the transcendent aesthetic 
potential of the radio wave.) In its own way, then, futurist radio also mobilizes the 
vastness of its signal to trigger sensory responses in individual receivers, itself 
achieving a certain intimacy through publicity. 

By introducing a form of counter-programming, Depero’s lyrics engender a 
“counterpublic” (to borrow Warner’s term) that operates at the intersection of private 
feeling and collective experience. It is through this blurring, I want to suggest, that the 
radiophonic complicates the oft-invoked antagonism that the avant-garde is said to 
create between the “culture of the herd” of the mass public and the “culture of the 
isolates” that understand and appreciate its experimental discourse.73 As the electronic 
heir to futurist serate and variety theatre, radiarte disrupts the audience-artist 
relationship through sound.74 If live audiences can react to and interact with performers 
on stage in real time, by booing or brawling, the radio listener remains as invisible as 
the radiasta himself, her reactions unable to be gauged by the artist at the other end of 
the microphone. In this sense, the broadcast medium generates the exemplary 
counterpublic that the futurist both seeks and suffers. Like provocative futurist 
“happenings,” radio disrupts “contemplative, unidirectional spectatorship,” thus 
transforming “the structured form of an audience into the less structured form of a 
crowd that delighted in its own volatility.”75 So too the radio public is a unique crowd 
of sorts: not (always) a concrete formation, congregating in a common physical space, it 
exists only as an abstract social body in constant flux.  

I will have more to say about the social and political implications of radio’s 
imagined collectivity in the following section; for now, I want to stress that Depero’s 
Liriche enact the messiness of radio spectatorship; indeed, they place the messiness of 
radio listening at the heart of their multimedial project. In collapsing the simultaneity 
and collectivity of radio listening with the individual experience of reading, Depero’s 
remediation of the radiophonic further complicates the already ambivalent audience of 
broadcasting and the kinds of address and engagement that radio makes possible. As 
Jason Loviglio has noted, there is a certain “seamlessness” presupposed in the reception 

                                                
73 Renato Poggioli, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Gerald Fitzgerald (Cambridge: Belknap/Harvard 
UP, 1981), 92. 
74 In response to Ferrieri’s “Inchiesta sulla radio,” Marinetti noted: “Radiophonic theatre must by 
necessity be a futurist theatre, meaning a theatre that is synthetic, fast, simultaneous, surprising, without 
any introspection, long-windedness, or psychological analysis. […] Words-in-freedom are its innate 
language. Words-in-freedom, daughters of the machine aesthetic, in fact contain an entire orchestra of 
noises and humoristic harmonies (real or abstract) that alone may aid colorful, plastic speech in its 
lightning-fast representation of that which we cannot see” (Ferrieri, La radio, 128-29). 
75 Adrian Curtin, Avant-Garde Theatre Sound: Staging Sonic Modernity (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), 156. See also Benjamin’s discussion of “epic theatre,” in which “the false and deceptive totality 
called ‘audience’ begins to disintegrate”; Benjamin, “What Is Epic Theatre? [First Version],” in 
Understanding Brecht, trans. Anna Bostock (London: Verso, 1983), 10. 
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of a broadcast by listeners; the radio wave travels in one direction to enter the intimate 
space of the home, where it is understood to be met with either little resistance or 
outright indifference as a new, constant fixture of everyday life.76 By remediating the 
broadcast on paper, Depero instead exposes the seemingly seamless connections 
between a transmission and its reception. The avant-garde’s penchant for interruption 
and disjuncture in this case makes visible the not-so-neat passage from one medium to 
another; in so doing, it calls attention to the act of and process of reception.  

It is print, primarily, that does the disruptive work of Depero’s radiarte. If radio 
involves a shift from the visual to the aural, the radiophonic lyric takes us back from the 
ear to the eye, collapsing visual and acoustic effects in order to generate a productive 
friction between what is typically heard on the air and what is seen and read on paper. 
Cast in loud, bold type, the radiophonic idiom of the rooster and of the New York lyrics 
drowns out the “distinct, clear and pleasant” vocal tenor of the typical broadcaster, 
which for Arnheim “in no way differs from that of print, which should be 
inconspicuous, agreeable, easy to read and nothing more.”77 The official voice of Italian 
radio, in fact, is not the booming oratory of dictatorial speeches—nor the declamatory 
style of futurism—but a subtler, quieter sonic presence whose persistence masks its 
hidden ideological agenda. As one pundit would note: “Raising one’s voice on the radio 
is prohibited. Speaking too fast is dangerous. No deviations are allowed.”78 

To imagine an alternative radio signal therefore implies not only a different 
message (and one less ideologically charged, perhaps), but a different kind of 
“listening” altogether. Even as Depero seeks to exploit the possibilities of mass address 
to generate the “mediumistic cosmic vision” of the radiophonic, at the same time, he 
also puts pressure on traditional habits of radio consumption in order to complicate the 
passive experience of leisurely background listening with active reading. Underpinning 
futurist criticism of mainstream broadcasts is in fact a commitment to audience 
involvement, valuing the “ultra-modern sensibility” of the public and its “stubborn thirst 
for the new” that led to radio’s development in the first place.79 With their multimedial, 
montage-like quality, the lyrics “mobilize and redeploy” the listener as a participatory 
producer of Depero’s transmissions, to revisit Brecht’s phrase. By performing the radio 
broadcast typographically, Depero’s texts introduce the page as a tangible, palpable, 
visual surface through which the reader-as-listener can engage with what is transmitted, 
in this sense potentially achieving the interactivity of Bertolt Brecht’s ideal two-way 
radio—truly a “communication” rather than a “distribution” system.80 They therefore 
                                                
76 Loviglio, Radio’s Intimate Public, xiv. 
77 Arnheim, Radio, 143. 
78 “È proibito, alla Radio, alzare troppo la voce. È pericoloso parlare troppo in fretta. Non sono concesse 
le divagazioni.” Innocenzo Cappa, “Oratori al microfono,” in Isola, L’ha scritto la radio, 53. Isola also 
notes that “true propaganda made itself visible on holidays of the fascist calendar and especially, in a 
more subtle and indirect manner, through certain speeches that were only apparently neutral” (L’ha 
scritto la radio, 6). For another perspective on the ideology of radio talk, focusing in particular on radio’s 
construction and projection of a national voice, see Alice Kaplan, Reproductions of Banality: Fascism, 
Literature, and French Intellectual Life (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 133ff. 
79 This lack of audience engagement, the futurists claimed, is the reason that the EIAR was losing 
subscribers every year. See Somenzi, “Spettacoli radiofonici futuristi,” Futurismo II.1 (1 January 1933): 
1; Ernesto Thayaht, “Cinema Teatro e Radio,” Futurismo II.23 (12 February 1933): 5. 
80 Brecht, “Radio as a Communications Apparatus,” in Brecht on Film and Radio, 41-46. See also my 
discussion of Folgore’s tactile poetics in Chapter 1 of the dissertation. 
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redefines the radiophonic as an open genre whose emphasis on visuality, dissonance, 
and sonic confusion rejects listener passivity in favor of an active mode of reading. 
Marshaling the unseen public’s involvement—whether by engagement, confusion, or 
resistance—the lyrics test the participatory model that radio at once denies through its 
unidirectionality, and generates through shared acoustic experience. 
 
 
“compenetranti altoparlanti”: Depero’s radio crowd 
 

Seeking to maximize the potential of the broadcast medium, Depero imagines 
reaching a vast mass audience of thousands upon thousands at once. Thus, casting the 
radio wave in print, the futurist poet-as-medium accordingly “shift[s] the transmitter 
from the psychotechnical device of his own body to the crowd,” as Douglas Kahn has 
described the move of the avant-garde’s wireless aesthetics from private to public.81 
What kind of social space do the Liriche imagine, or indeed generate? Where does the 
body of the radio artist fit into this circuit of communication? Does this invisible body 
“reappear” when his message is listened to, or does it pass onto the body of the listener? 

Depero’s conception of the radio listener in the passage above gestures toward 
an inherently unpredictable and volatile body, much like that of the urban crowd as 
described in “Broadway”: 

 
Folla-coriandoli, folla-formiche, folla di sabbia umana che scorre, si 
slaccia, scivola e sgranella; si rarifica e condensa con ordine e continuità 
esasperanti… 
e va e viene, 
evaevieneevaevieneevaevieneevaeviene 
evaevieneevaevieneevaevieneevaeviene (LR 80) 
 
[Confetti-crowd, ant-crowd, crowd of human sand that flows, comes 
undone, creeps and crumbles; rarefies and condenses, with exasperating 
order and continuity… 
and comes and goes, 
comesandgoescomesandgoescomesandgoes 
comesandgoescomesandgoescomesandgoes] 

 
In a way, the Manhattan folla envisioned here resembles the motley, shifting audience 
of radio that “rarefies and condenses,” alternating between solidity and shapelessness. 
As listeners tune in and out at will, the radio public increases in size and just as 
suddenly dissolves, unable to ever be fully pinned down. Yet, like the crowd, it also 
represents a social formation, an imagined community that extends from a family of 
listeners gathered in the living room to the nation as a whole. Here I follow recent 
critical trends in thinking through the crowd less as a physical assembly than as “an 
icon that circulates within a political economy characterized by the coexistence of 
                                                
81 Kahn is referring to the radio experiments of Surrealist poet Robert Desnos; see Kahn, “Introduction: 
Histories of Sound Once Removed,” in Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the Avant-Garde, ed. 
Kahn and Whitehead (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992), 26.  
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media aggregation and bodily disaggregation.”82 Radio developed in the 1930s as a 
crucial form of media-enabled congregation, which substituted and in some cases 
coexisted with physical gatherings; in Italy, in particular, individual radio-listening 
around the domestic hearth was often superseded by public listening events such as 
those sponsored by the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro (National Leisure Organization), 
since receivers remained a luxury item for most.83 

It is this historical identification with a fascist collectivity, particularly in the 
Italian context, that has tended to determine radio’s synonymity with an authoritative 
voice—futurist or otherwise—that shapes the masses by generating powerful sentiments 
through sound. Recounting the Italo Balbo homecoming, Radiocorriere would note in 
particular Marinetti’s vocal ability to capture and transmit the crowd’s collective 
feelings upon witnessing the heroic flight of the Atlantic squadron; by “psychological 
necessity,” the crowd indeed “no longer seeks the impersonal voice of a reporter, but a 
herald, an interpreter, a poet” able to “exalt, with bold lyricism, the unspoken tumult of 
sentiments wavering between faith and pride, poignancy and exultation, overflowing in 
every heart.”84 Locating a similar sensory intensity in the radio sintesi, Arndt Niebisch 
links futurism’s “transgressive” radio practices to a “totalizing” authoritarian presence, 
arguing that “Marinetti envisioned using the radio ether for his aesthetic purposes in a 
similar way as the totalitarian regimes of the thirties did for crowd control” in his intent 
to “abuse the established technology of the fascist radio network.”85 What will interest 
me here is how the crowd finds its way into Depero’s lyrics, and how this radiophonic 
remediation offers new insight onto the “imaginary crowd spirit” that Alice Kaplan has 
called inherent to the “ideal fascist broadcast.”86 When does the pleasure of volatility 
give way, in the Liriche, to the more sinister possibility of radio as an instrument of 
totalitarian control? And how does this link to the emozione estetica discussed above? 

Two of Depero’s lyrics in particular, “Tempo fascista: Costruire” and “Acciaio,” 
raise the question of the relationship between the “radiophonic” and fascist address, for 
the way in which they perform the tones and themes typically associated with the 
regime. “Acciaio” begins by mimicking the authoritarian posture of none other than the 
Duce himself, the embodiment of steel (and inspiration behind the poem), ready and 
equipped with “shining face,” “cylindrical fists” and “hard, precise mouth” to persuade 
the masses.87 For its propagandist tendencies, Günter Berghaus has called this text a 
document of Depero’s “servility” and “accommodation” to the regime; others, instead, 
have read “Acciaio” and its companion piece, “Tempo fascista,” as “parodies” of the 
                                                
82 Jeffrey Schnapp and Matthew Tiews, “Introduction: A Book of Crowds,” in Crowds (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2006), xi. Compare to Elias Canetti, Crowds and Power, trans. Carol Stewart 
(New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1984). 
83 Victoria De Grazia, The Culture of Consent: Mass Organization of Leisure in Fascist Italy (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 155-6. 
84 “Man mano che la Squadra s’approssima la folla sente però la necessità psicologica di un poeta che 
sappia dire con nuove immagini ed esaltare con lirismo audace, il tumulto inespresso di sentimenti 
ondeggianti tra la fede e l’orgoglio, tra la commozione e l’esultanza, che trabocca da.ogni cuore; la folla 
ora vuole non più una voce impersonale, referendaria, ma un araldo, un interprete, un poeta.” “II Trionfo 
degli Atlantici,” 3. 
85 Niebisch, Media Parasites, 144, 154. 
86 Kaplan, Reproductions of Banality, 136. 
87 “Innalzo le mie leve muscolari, i pugni cilindrici, il viso lucente, tagliente e con la dura e precisa mia 
bocca vi dico che il fatto inequivocabile della mia presenza è necessità indispensabile” (LR 19). 
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very fascist rhetoric that they ventriloquize.88 I am less interested in confirming or 
disputing Depero’s political allegiances than in approaching these texts as critical 
reflections on the idea of the crowd. Beyond their potentially parodic function, these 
poems self-consciously engage the concept of the radiophonic as a mode of mass 
address that produces a collective body. 

The body staged in “Acciaio,” and the speech it performs, incarnates supremacy, 
hardness, and resistance—the same qualities of steel itself: “L’oggetto d’acciaio ha una 
supremazia nel mondo. / Non arrugginisce. / Non si ossida. / Non putrifica. / Vive di 
cibo cosmico, / resistendo ai secoli” [The steel object is supreme in the world. It neither 
rusts, nor oxidizes, nor rots. It lives on cosmic food, weathering the centuries] (LR 19-
20). True to radiophonic form, Depero links the values of steel specifically to sound. 
Signifying virile solidity, the metal is synonymous with the “lucidity” and 
“indestructibility” of a futurist stile d’acciaio, or “style of steel,” as Depero explains in 
a later gloss; akin to its metallic equivalent, the futurist style possesses “a dominating 
voice that vibrates in space alongside that of the sun and the air we breathe.”89 For its 
vibratory quality and ubiquitous yet invisible presence in the air, the stile d’acciaio 
evokes an electromagnetic wave. In fact, the metallized body of the Duce, as it is 
represented in the lyric, curiously takes on the look of a radio antenna: 
 

L’ACCIAIO ha una fisionomia superlativa. Ha una calotta cranica di 
precisa semisfera. Ha le occhiaie scavate dal compasso. Ha le pupille 
aguzze dei pugnali affilati. 
Il suo sguardo è un fascio di rotaie lanciate sull’avvenire. L’acciaio ha la 
mascelle ad angolo retto che si muovono su cardini oleati silenziosi. 

Ha la voce lanceolata. 
Il suo silenzio agghiaccia. Il suo sguardo ha la vibrazione dell’onda 
herziana. 

 
Somiglia ad un solo uomo: 
A L   D U C E  (LR 20-1) 
 

[Steel has a superlative physiognomy. It has a precisely semi-spherical 
cranial dome. Eyes carved out by a compass. Pointed pupils like 
sharpened swords. Its gaze is a band of rails thrust toward the future. Steel 
has angular jaws that move on silent well-oiled hinges. It has a voice like a 
lance. Its silence is icy. Its gaze has the vibration of a Hertzian wave. It 
resembles one man alone: Il Duce.] 

 

                                                
88 See Günter Berghaus, Futurism and Politics: Between Anarchist Rebellion and Fascist Reaction, 1909-
1944 (Providence, RI: Berghahn Books, 1996), 297. Chiesa instead considers these texts “parodies in the 
form of ads” (“Transnational Multimedia,” 24), echoing Giannone’s reading of the lyrics as “involuntary 
parodies of certain rhetorical manifestations” (LR, liv). 
89 “simbolo di lucentezza, di inossidabile moderna conquista.” “una voce imperante che vibra nello spazio 
accanto a quella del sole e dell’aria che respiriamo.” Depero, “Stile d’acciaio,” in Universo meccanico: Il 
futurismo attorno a Balla, Depero, Prampolini, ed. Ada Masoero (Milan: Mazzotta, 2003), 92-93.  
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Mapping steel’s “Hertzian gaze” onto Mussolini’s guise, Depero’s lyric ostensibly 
consolidates the oft-established connection between the radio medium and a fascist 
message. The connection between sound waves and the Duce’s visage recalls Adorno’s 
notion of “radio physiognomics,” which explains the broadcast system in terms of the 
“face-like unity” of speaker, audience, and technological apparatus.90 The radio wave, 
here, is quite literally the face of the regime—the same face that inspired “Acciaio” and 
appears alongside the poem in the collection (fig. 5).  
 

 
Fig. 5. Depero, drawing to accompany “Acciaio,” as reproduced in Liriche radiofoniche. 

Milan: Editore Morreale, 1934. Reprint: Florence: SPES, 1987. 
 

A “plastic glorification” akin to those Depero designed to commemorate modern heroes 
such as Thomas Edison and Guglielmo Marconi91, the Duce as he is represented here is 
a radio body in his own right, whose sinister look incarnates the transfixing, hypnotic 
power of broadcast sound mobilized to address the masses. “Elastic” yet razor-sharp, 
made of “celestial spheres,” this steely gaze radiates outward in concentric circles, 
evoking the sonic vibrations of the antenna on the cover of the Liriche (“acciaio: parola 
fatta di lame. Parola fatta di rotondità celesti. Vocabolo elastico,” LR 19). This antenna 
itself, a steel construction in its own right, thus begins to take on a new, more forceful 
                                                
90 For Adorno, the “physiognomy” of radio as a cultural system comprises different “psychological, 
sociological, and technical elements.” As he puts it: “Roughly speaking, we insist upon the physiognomic 
approach because the phenomena we are studying constitute a unity comparable to that of a human face”; 
see Adorno, Current of Music: Elements of a Radio Theory (Cambridge: Polity, 2009), 44. 
91 See Bruno Passamani, Fortunato Depero, 1892-1960. Bassano del Grappa, Museo civico, Palazzo 
Sturm, luglio-settembre 1970 (Bassano del Grappa: Minchio, 1970), 166-7. In the 1920s, Depero was 
slated to collaborate on the construction of the “Torre Mussolini,” intended to soar 500 meters over 
Milan’s Central Station. A feat of modern engineering, the tower was meant to glorify industrial 
production as well as the wonders of telecommunication, as we read in L’Antenna: “A powerful radio 
antenna will be installed on the tower; meeting spaces, hotels, etc. will be housed there; and at the top an 
enormous Fascio Littorio will shine brightly to re-affirm the symbol of our revolution.” Marinetti argued 
that the tower should reflect an epic monumentality both “absolutely new” and uniquely Italian, “different 
from all Roman or ancient towers, and different from the beautiful Eiffel Tower.” Alfredo Acito and F.T. 
Marinetti, “La gigantesca torre a Mussolini,” L’Antenna 1.2 (10-25 April 1926), 1. 
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look when revisited alongside the lyric: like the Duce’s radio-body, it too stands as a 
potent phallic symbol that “challenges the sun, dividing it in two” (ibid.). 

Depero describes the steely body in terms of the electroacoustic technology that 
would have amplified the Duce’s speeches in public spaces92—not only the radio 
antenna, but also the loudspeaker, evoked through a “Dentiera inesorabile di 
mitragliatrice spasimante di gloria e svolgente nastri registratori di eroismo” 
[Inescapable machine-gun mouthpiece yearning for glory and playing audiotapes that 
record heroism] (LR 20). We might say, then, that “Acciaio” performs virtually to the 
letter the “wireless system” of fascism itself, in Timothy Campbell’s phrase, which 
“address[es] transmissions to ears and introduce[s] an information processing that relies 
on blindness to conscript bodies into movement.”93 Crucial to the poem is the link 
between the sibilant sound of steel, “supersymbol of invincibility,” and the ideological 
message that “shrieks amid the high peaks of its splendor: resist […] Resist the 
disintegrating treachery of negative humanity” (LR 21, emphasis in the original).94 
Linking the hardness of steel with solidity and tenacity, these lines make explicit the 
desire of their imagined speaker to mold the volatile masses in his solid, virile shape. 
Thus Depero envisions the Duce’s Hertzian gaze absorbing the individual body into that 
of the regime: the portrait of the dictator that accompanies “Acciaio” comprises a trio of 
identical fascist homunculi, arms raised in Roman salute. 
 We can notice a similar drive toward compenetrazione at work in “Tempo 
fascista.” In its portrayal of fascist labor and industriousness, the text reads like a 
caricature of corporativist sentiments, beginning with the catchy tune that starts off the 
workday: “oilì, oilì, oilà, in nome del DUCE / andiamo a lavorar” [hi-ho, in the 
DUCE’s name, to work we go] (LR 35).95 Throughout the poem, Depero links the song 
to the totalitarian thrust of broadcast technology and the sense of collective belonging 
that it produces. Just as the Duce’s steel body finds its complement in the iron-clad 
muscles and “steel craniums” of these workers (LR 36), the radio-face has an equivalent 
here in the figure of the sun, reminiscent of the way Russian avant-gardist Velimir 
Khlebnikov had envisioned the medium in “The Radio of the Future” (1921).96 Here, 
the sun is described as a loudspeaker of sorts, which “dominates the construction site” 
and shouts a series of commands to the workers from its “golden megaphone” (“Il sole 
in alto, con il suo megafono d’oro, domina il cantiere e grida a intermittenza: forza – 
costruire,” LR 37). Here, too, acousmatic sound is linked to a demagogic presence that 
issues imperatives to listening bodies that cannot reply. Enacting the stile d’acciaio as 
Depero defines it above, the solar megaphone possesses a “sovereign voice that vibrates 

                                                
92 Mussolini’s speeches began to be transmitted via radio in November 1925; his speech dated 10 October 
1926 was the first to be broadcast nationally all over the country, as Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi notes in 
Fascist Spectacle: The Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini's Italy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1997), 235. 
93  Campbell, Wireless Writing, xvii, 169. 
94 “È il supersimbolo della invincibilità. L’acciaio sibila con la voce della tormenta.  Tra le alte guglie dei 
suoi splendori fischia la parola: resistere […] Resistere alla perfidia disgregatrice della umanità negativa, 
arrotando la parola volontà sulla dura pietra della parola tenacia.” Emphasis in the original. 
95 It is “a remake of the seven dwarves’ song,” as Chiesa notes (“Transnational Multimedia,” 25). 
96 “Radio is becoming the spiritual sun of the country, a great wizard and sorcerer.” Velimir Khlebnikov, 
“The Radio of the Future,” in The King of Time, trans. Paul Schmidt, ed. Charlotte Douglas (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1985), 155. 
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in space” and inscribes fascist values upon its surroundings: “Incidi sul marciapiede 
della vita, sull’asfalto del destino, ogni cento passi, quali verbi miliari i vocaboli 
incitatori: camminare – procedere – combattere – salire” [Every hundred steps, you 
engrave upon the sidewalk of life, the asphalt of destiny, these motivating milestone-
verbs: march – continue – fight – rise up] (LR 38). The syncopated rhythms of “Tempo 
fascista” are charged with the tribal impulse that McLuhan would famously associate 
with the broadcast medium97: 
 

Esulta con le campane, con le incudini e con i martelli sincopati: 
dinn donn dann 

tenn titotitatitenn tenn tenn 
…oilì, oilì, oilà, in nome del DUCE  

andiamo a lavorar… 
  gioia gioia gioia   Bim Bom Bam 
  eia eia eia   Tim Tom Tam 
  via via via   titotitatitenn tenn 
   DU-CE DU-CE DU-CE 
   lu-ce  for-za  vi-ta 
    DU-CE DU-CE 
    pa-ce  fuo-co 
  gioia gioia gioia   eia eia eia 
     A L A L À !  (LR 38) 
  
  [Exalting with bells, anvils and syncopated hammers: 

dinn donn dann 
tenn titotitatitenn tenn tenn 

…hi-ho, in the DUCE’s name  
to work we go… 

  gioia gioia gioia   Bim Bom Bam 
  eia eia eia   Tim Tom Tam 
  go go go   titotitatitenn tenn 
   DU-CE DU-CE DU-CE 
   light  strength life 
    DU-CE DU-CE 
    peace  fire 
  joy joy joy   eia eia eia 

    A L A L À !] 
 
While onomatopoeia and onomalingua emphasize confusion and disorder elsewhere in 
Depero’s collection, here the bim bom bams of the solar megaphone mark a 
mechanized, militaristic beat that reduces these “battalions of armed laborers” to cogs in 
fascism’s industrial complex: “Braccia infisse ai perni della volontà. Rotazione ed 
ascensione alla conquista del domani” [Arms fixed to the hinges of will. Rotation and 
ascent, toward the conquest of tomorrow] (LR 36). In representing this collective body, 
Depero underscores the sense of standardization that mass media were thought to 
                                                
97 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 299. 
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produce as a tool of subliminal “social engineering.”98 If the “scattering” of words-in-
freedom was earlier meant to emphasize freedom, negating the body by setting it aloft, 
by the 1930s broadcasting negates the body in a different way, subjecting it to 
homogenization. 

Strikingly, Depero the radiasta himself participates in these same collective 
sentiments. In “Tempo Fascista,” the creative work of poetic composition coincides 
with the work of fascist industry, as the speaker too feels himself “invaded by the spiral 
of ascent” along with the rest of the builders’ crew (“Anch’io mi sento invadere dalla 
spirale dell’ascesa,” ibid.), transposing the “metallic plates” and “bolts” of the 
construction site onto the “elastic nerves” of his own body (“Datemi […] lamiere 
metaliche, bulloni, perni di precisione e nervi elastici che farò macchine per salire ed 
abitare nelle altitudini,” ibid.). Similarly, the speaker of “Broadway” begins to lose 
himself in the “surging crowd,” his ears “swelling with noise” (LR 76-77). It is striking 
that Depero should refer explicitly to technologically mediated sound in depicting this 
collectivity: the loudspeakers blaring an American tune are described as “compenetranti 
altoparlanti” [interpenetrating speakers] that fuse bodies together on the dance floor (LR 
78). While sonic compenetrazione is a source of excitement and inspiration for Depero, 
it also threatens to engulf the individual body. The lyric concludes, in fact, with the 
speaker seeking to extricate himself from the folla and the “gust of languages” that hits 
him from all sides (LR 76).  

In staging these various moments of “oceanic feeling,” Depero’s Liriche 
therefore enact the deep ambivalence that Christine Poggi identifies in futurism’s 
engagement with the crowd, desiring both an exhilarating integration with and an 
authoritative dominance over it.99 Extending this double-edged desire to the Liriche, we 
might begin to reconsider the fascist values with which the wireless imagination has 
become synonymous: it is not so much that Depero deploys the radiophonic for “crowd 
control,” in Niebisch’s words, as that he communicates by way of different acoustic 
experiences the charged emozione estetica of being plunged into that same collective 
psyche. If on the one hand the lyrics aim to break with the normative “monoglossia” of 
broadcasting and the common national culture it is meant to foster, “Acciaio” and 
“Tempo fascista” return us through sonic effects to precisely that imagined unity. Here 
too, however, print and sound again come into conflict: on paper, even Depero’s most 
totalitarian texts veer into disorder, evoking the cacophony of “Broadway” and 
“Brindisi.”100 When received via the ear, Depero’s lyrics instead elicit the same 
corporativist feelings that they apparently parody, as we may glean from one listener’s 
praise for the “eloquent, impassioned accents” of “Tempo fascista” and “Acciaio” and 
their ability to “synthesize the formidable efforts of fascist Italy, striving powerfully 
toward reconstruction. To rise, to march, to resist, to build in the name of the Duce, who 

                                                
98 See Schnapp, Crowds, 176. While this analysis centers primarily on the role of cinema in interwar 
Italy, I find its terms applicable to a discussion of radio as well. 
99 Christine Poggi, Inventing Futurism: The Art and Politics of Artificial Optimism (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2009), 36. 
100 If the avant-garde text produces a “model of harmony and social cohesion,” as Andrew Hewitt notes, it 
does so “only by the invocation of its opposite, by an aesthetic of aggression, opposition, and disunity.” 
Hewitt, ““Fascist Modernism, Futurism, and ‘Postmodernity,’” in Fascism, Aesthetics, and Culture, ed. 
Richard J. Golsan (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1992), 45. 
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is strength, light, life and joy.”101 To Enzo Ferrieri, Depero is the “herald” of the radio 
public, much like the Marinetti of the Balbo broadcast. The values and sentiments 
Ferrieri notes are precisely those that Guido Sommi-Picenardi believes broadcasts 
should inspire, in his own defense of radiophonic poetry: thus the airwaves should carry 
“verses and poems that, aided by the dual magic of the melodic power of words and 
rhythmic harmony, might generate in listeners sentiments and reasons to believe in life, 
to love, to hope, and to work.”102 The echo here with Buzzi’s futurist claim over radio is 
a significant one, and one that further underscores the dialectical nature of radio-
pubblicità, as I have been suggesting. The emozione estetica of the radiophonic might 
thus be understood as an instance of modernism’s “eccentric feelings,” to revisit 
Nieland’s terms, which “mediate the ambivalence of mass publicness: the pleasures and 
horrors of abstract affects, the fantasies of collectivity, sociability, and intimacy they 
enable and preclude.”103 As the lyrics above suggest, moreover, the radiasta himself 
partakes in this ambivalent public feeling, as a “listener” and receiver in his own right. 
Channeling the shared emozione estetica of his chosen medium, the futurist radio artist 
seems to stand both inside and outside of his broadcast—once again, evoking the same 
doubleness captured in the antenna on the cover of the Liriche.  
 
 
The voice of the antenna 
 

Just as the cover image duplicates the radio antenna, Depero also revisits the 
figure a second time in the collection with “La voce dell’antenna” (“The Voice of the 
Antenna”). Broadcast in 1934, this lyric tells a wireless fable of sorts about a ship in 
distress and a radio antenna that comes to the rescue.104 Its thematic engagement with 
the wonders—and difficulties—of communication makes this radiophonic text perhaps 
the most explicitly “apt for transmission at a distance,” as Depero notes in his preface. 
From the very outset, “La voce dell’antenna” in fact centers on the technology of radio 
itself, described as an integral part of the industrialized countryside that would have 
been familiar to the artist: 
                                                
101 “…dove il poeta Depero ha trovato gli accenti più eloquenti ed appassionati è stato nella declamazione 
delle sue due ultime liriche: ‘Acciaio’ e ‘Tempo fascista: Costruire’ […] In ‘Tempo fascista: Costruire’ 
ha sintetizzato lo sforzo poderoso dell’Italia fascista, tutta protesa in un impeto di ricostruzione gagliarda. 
Salire, marciare, resistere, costruire nel nome del Duce che è forza, luce, vita e gioia” (originally 
published in Corriere della sera on 14 March 1934; reprinted alongside “Acciaio” in LR, 19). In another 
review of the Liriche, Enzo Ferrieri praises Depero’s declamatory skills for their mix of “joy unimpeded 
by the desire to labor and to win: ‘Arrow-head / always rise / always march / always begin’” Ferrieri, 
“Interviste,” Radiocorriere X.12 (18-25 March 1934): 35. 
102 “poemi altamente ispirati, nobilmente dettati, atti a portare alle anime il conforto di un pensiero forte, 
elevato, vivificatore: versi e poemi che, soccorsi dalla magia della doppia potenza melodiosa delle parole 
e armoniosa dei ritmi, generino in chi li ascolta sentimenti e ragioni di credere nella vita, di amare, di 
sperare, e di operare.” Picenardi, “Susurri dell’etere,” Radiocorriere XI.16 (14-20 April 1935): 13. 
103 Nieland, Feeling Modern, 23. As Nieland writes: “the noninstrumentality of modernist affect is always 
working dialectically within the discursive horizons that bind it to the mimetic reproduction of the same: 
normative publics, restrictive political formations, totalitarian models of identity” (ibid.). 
104 Ferrieri called the poem “one of [Depero’s] broadest, most concrete lyrics: desperate calls, stormy 
oceans, shipwrecks, rescues” (“Interviste,” Radiocorriere X.12 [18-25 March 1934]: 35). The “Antenna” 
lyric could have found inspiration in a radio drama by Friedrich Wolf, broadcast for Berlin Radio and 
Radio Paris in 1929 and 1931; see Fisher, Radia, 100. 



 

 112 

 
Le antenne metalliche delle radio-stazioni scattano da questi tappeti vasti 
ed intricati, come alti pistilli meccanici, di luce, fuggenti dalla terra. 

Luci ed aste che si flettono al vento: 
su su su sottili 
su su su d’acciaio 
su su su intrecciate. 

Dalle loro punte estreme partono le acustiche membrane delle onde di 
Hertz: 

tinn tinn tinn tinn 
peee peee peee peee 
espandersi – circoli – onde – timbri…  (LR 23) 
 

[The metallic antennas of radio-stations spring forth from these vast, 
intricate tapestries, like tall mechanical pistils of light, escaping the earth. 
Lights and shafts that bend in the wind: 

up up up slender 
up up up steel 
up up up interwoven. 

From their peaks, the acoustic membranes of Hertzian waves take off: 
tinn tinn tinn tinn 
peee peee peee peee 
spreading themselves out – circles – waves – timbres…] 

 
Similar to “Il gallo,” the antenna is a radio organism whose metallic frame does not 
intrude on the natural landscape but inhabits it organically. The Hertzian vibrations that 
issue from its “acoustic membranes” represent a further instance of the natural and 
mechanical language that characterizes onomalingua. But unlike the crowing rooster 
that “irradiates” colorful sound waves, this radiophonic body is not only a transmitter, 
but also primarily a receiver of signals. Depero describes the antenna as a living sentinel 
that keeps watch over its surroundings: “antenne: alti fiammiferi del suono, occhi della 
terra lanciati dai lumaconi delle valli, per vedere, spiare e controllare lo spazio e gli 
orizzonti” [Antennas: tall matchsticks of sound, eyes of the earth projecting from the 
snails of valleys, to see, spy, and control surroundings and horizons] (LR 24). In a sense, 
this anthropomorphic radio tower is the obverse of the one imagined in “Acciaio.” What 
initially resembles a pose of surveillance soon shifts to one of active listening, as 
vigilant eyes give way to attentive “orecchie della terra, sradicate e sospese nelle 
altitudini per udire, ascoltare i richiami, le voci dei pericoli, dei naufraghi, dei disperati. 
Timpani d’aria, attenti alle più misteriose vibrazioni” [Ears of the earth, uprooted and 
hanging from the heights to hear, listen to calls, to the voices of danger, of the 
shipwrecked and the desperate. Eardrums made of air, attentive to the most mysterious 
vibrations] (ibid.). 
 By calling attention to the ear in this way, I want to argue, “La voce 
dell’antenna” makes explicit the experience of hearing and listening inherent to radio 
itself. Importantly, however, this meta-reflection on radio-listening comes by way of 
radio before broadcasting. The “mysterious vibrations” that strike the antenna’s 
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“eardrums of air” are not in fact the sonic, vocal transmissions that were already 
possible in the 1930s but the telegraphic blips of Morse code that modern broadcasting 
had superseded. With this throwback, Depero revisits the very origins of wireless 
communications, and indeed of the wireless imagination itself, harking back to the 
maritime scenario of Apollinaire’s Lettre-océan; what is relayed in this case is not an 
ocean-letter but the coordinates of a ship in distress. This anachronistic return to 
telegraphy is an important one, for it suggests a further turning away from the current 
state of radio and a rethinking of how listeners engage with what they hear, demanding 
of the audience a new form of sonic and sensory engagement. For this radio-body, 
listening is not a passive physiological phenomenon, to paraphrase Roland Barthes, but 
a psychological act, involving a keen auditory alertness and interpretive sensibility.105 
Tasked with deciphering the signals that reach its ear in order to set in motion the rescue 
operation, the attentive antenna, indeed, recalls the figure of the wireless operator that 
we have encountered before. If futurism’s earliest wireless experiments mimic the work 
of the marconista, as we have seen in Chapter 1, here Depero the radiasta continues in 
that vein by channeling the telegraphic data of the antenna through the poet’s own 
voice: 
 

I contatti battono i denti della febbre. Le sillabe escono ad una ad una 
come quelle di un moribondo 

 
…………gol-fo a-g-i-ta-tissimo e-qui-paggio dispe-rato tent-ta salva-re 
na-ve sban-data, ca-pi-ta-no scom-par-so peee peee S.O.S. in-cen-dio a 
bor-do ciurma e pas-seg-geri im-paz-ziti Peee-peee-peee-peee S.O.S. 35 
nord 4.7 ovest.  
   silenzio     (LR 24) 

 
[Contacts feverishly chatter their teeth. Syllables emerge one by one like 
those of a dying man 
 
…………cho-ppy gulf wa-ters des-per-ate crew at-tempts to res-cue list-
ing ship cap-tain lost peee peee S.O.S. fire a-board pan-icked crew and 
pas-sen-gers Peee-peee-peee-peee S.O.S. 35 north 4.7 west.  
  silence]  

 
Of interest are the ways in which these telegraphic poetics are mobilized to 

achieve the aesthetic effects of the radiophonic. Unlike the incomprehensible 
irradiations of Depero’s rooster, the transmission of these tinnns and peees relies on a 
binary structure of sound and silence, recalling the “silences that speak among 
themselves” of Marinetti’s radio sintesi.106 As Enzo Ferrieri would note in “La radio 
                                                
105 “Listening is henceforth linked (in a thousand varied, indirect forms) to a hermeneutics: to listen is to 
adopt an attitude of decoding what is obscure, blurred, or mute, in order to make available to 
consciousness the ‘underside’ of meaning”; Barthes, “Listening,” in The Responsibility of Forms, trans. 
Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985), 245, 249. 
106 Hence the title of one of Marinetti’s sintesi, “I silenzi parlano tra di loro,” originally published in 
Radiocorriere XVII.36 (29 September 1931): 7.  
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come forza creativa,” this alternation is crucial to achieving radio’s theatrical effects: 
silence heightens the dramatic impact of a broadcast by “removing for a moment any 
point of reference for our imagination, hurling it into a frightening abyss, from which 
speech then suddenly reappears to set it free”; thus, the “sudden suspense” of silent 
pauses (“gauged with care,” Ferrieri writes, for “nothing is more dangerous than a 
pause”) heralds the “shiver of anticipation and terror in certain scenes of radio drama 
that stage happenings whose resolution [the listener] anxiously awaits.”107 In a way, 
Depero’s lyric casts the antenna into the position of the radio-listener, held in suspense 
and kept on her toes, by punctuating with noiseless pauses “l’angosciosa tipografia 
aerea degli S.O.S. incessanti” [the anxious aerial typography of incessant distress calls] 
(25). As these intervals of silence act upon the senses, the antenna’s receptive stance 
blends the interpretive listening required of the marconista with sensory reactivity.108 
Attuned to the wireless signal, the antenna performs a version of what Kate Lacey has 
called “listening out for the unexpected and undirected, rather than listening in to [the] 
privatized and commodified sound” with which the futurist takes issue.109 In this sense, 
Depero again entrusts to poetic discourse the critical commentary of his preface: in 
giving voice to the radiophonic lyric, the voice of the antenna is itself more engaging 
and ultimately “more effective” than the “banal literary chit-chat” and muzak of 
traditional radio programming (LR 8). 

By harking back to the origins of radio, Depero seeks to restore radio to the 
creative promise of the wireless imagination. In this sense, his ode to the antenna seems 
to betray a tinge of nostalgia for what the medium might have become. This utopian 
dimension finds resonance midway through Depero’s lyric, during another silent pause 
that interrupts the diegetic time of the suspenseful narrative with a radiophonic reverie:
   

meditazione: 
    
Se fossi un’antenna mi nutrirei di uccelli, di elettricità e di nubi dissetanti. 
 Farei il direttore d’orchestra dei temporali e del canto delle aquile. 
Giocherei con le bocce di tuoni e mangerei infinite minestre di stelle 
luminose. 

[…] Mi lancerei a nuoto nella via lattea per un bagno di polvere 
cosmica […] Ali ovunque. Nuvole sotto i piedi, pioggia d’oro, vini 
d’argento, biscotti di luce, autentico paradiso di agognata altitudine.  

(LR 25-6) 
 
[meditation: 
If I were an antenna, I would nourish myself with birds, electricity, and 
thirst-quenching clouds. I would conduct the orchestra of storms and the 

                                                
107 Ferrieri, La Radio, 39. 
108 Niebisch argues that the futurist radio aesthetic of silence and noise is a means of acting directly upon 
the sensory apparatus of the listener, aimed to affect the nervous system (“Cruel Media,” 342). Compare 
to Federico Luisetti, who identifies in the sonic gaps and interruptions of Marinetti’s sintesi “the 
emergence of a subtle aesthetics of the interstitial, a technological production of new perceptual intervals” 
(“A Vitalist Art,” 285). 
109 Lacey, Listening Publics, 81, emphasis mine. 
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song of eagles. I would play with the bocce of lightning bolts and I’d eat 
infinite soups of luminous stars. I would swim through the Milky Way to 
bathe in cosmic dust. Wings everywhere. Clouds under my feet, golden 
rain, silver wines, biscuits of light, an authentic paradise of longed-for 
altitude.] 

 
It is in this intermezzo that Depero the radiasta truly imagines the “wireless 
imagination” in action. Cast in the first-person, this “meditation” further doubles the 
antenna, transforming it from a heroic sentry of the seas to one moonlighting as a 
wireless magician of sorts, in a realm outside of ordinary time and space. Nourished by 
electricity like the radio wave itself, the poet-antenna disregards all boundaries, darting 
from hillsides to sky and beyond, “to shake hands with the stars, to court Venus and 
clobber Mars, to play a stormy game of ‘Shoot,’ with a final duel at the gallows, with 
Neptune” [“per stringere le mani agli astri, per baciare la luna, per corteggiare Venere, 
per cazzottare Marte, per fare una partita di ‘morra’ temporalesca, con sfida finale alla 
forca, con Nettuno”] (LR 25).  

Yet the voice of the antenna does not simply represent a nostalgic escape; it also 
suggests a Benjaminian association of an earlier moment in the technology with a 
redemptive possibility. The antenna is responsible for the heroic rescue, as a savior of 
the ship and crew, transformed into a patron saint of the seas: “Io antenna afferro, 
chiedo, ascolto, moltiplico e diffondo il grido e lo strazio. La gioia dei fortunati, le 
benedizioni dei salvati, le preghiere degli scampati al pericolo; mi rendono superba, 
alta, raggiante: regina con una stella in fronte e madre di anime salvate” [I, antenna, 
seize, ask, listen, multiply and broadcast cries and torments. The joy of the fortunate, 
blessings of the saved, prayers of those who escaped danger; these make me superb, 
high, radiant: a queen with a star on her brow, mother of saved souls] (LR 26-27). 
Doing double-duty, at once the attentive “sentinel of space” (“sentinella dello spazio,” 
LR 26) and transmitter of the distress call that will ultimately bring the ship’s rescue to 
its successful conclusion, the heroic antenna stands at the center of the communicative 
circuit in such a way that evokes the dual position of the radiasta himself as both 
listener and broadcaster—an identification underlined by this further slip into the first-
person, as in the imaginative interlude that precedes this final scene. In both cases, this 
first-person voice is described as a voice set free: “L’unica voce impossibile da 
inghiottire, che scappa con ali ansiose e terrorizate è la voce della radio, l’S.O.S. che 
fugge lontana in cerca di soccorso” [The only voice that is impossible to swallow, that 
escapes with terrified, anxious wings, is the voice of the radio, the S.O.S that flees far 
away in search of help] (LR 27). It is precisely the unfettered, freewheeling movement 
of the radio wave that gives the antenna its power and potential. 

I want to suggest that within this heroic wireless drama, we might also locate an 
implicit defense of the power of the radiophonic lyric itself. Strikingly, the voice of the 
antenna travels on the air like the broadcast signal bearing poetry, as Buzzi describes it, 
“arriving chivalrously from the ether; coming down from space with a voice ready to 
penetrate every dense obstacle”—such is the way that modern poets should enter the 
homes of listeners, despite their being pinned as “intruders” by the likes of  “square-
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jawed” radio personalities.110 Taking Depero as a prime example, what Buzzi is getting 
at more broadly is the necessity for the “electric, electronic shiver” of poetry amid the 
prevalence of other content that circulates via the broadcast medium. In the same way, 
the voice of Depero’s antenna represents a kind of poetic expression. Not only is it one 
of the radiophonic lyrics, of course; more importantly, this voice posits its own 
alternative to the discourse of radio, therefore shedding light on the Liriche as a whole 
as a self-reflexive exercise in remediation. Beyond the S.O.S., all that this antenna 
relays, particularly in the meditation, are the “orchestra of storms” and the “song of 
eagles,” further instances of the onomalingua with which Depero’s lyrics speak. 
Detached from its conventional, operative uses, radio can therefore function in new 
ways. The voice of the antenna implies a momentary respite from the functional, 
official uses of the medium in a manner similar to the feminine wave we encountered in 
Chapter 2, emphasizing a free play of the faculties that is not instrumentalized for the 
purposes of communication. The voice of the antenna thus reclaims radio, by way of its 
very apparatus (if only temporarily), from the regulated airwaves—whether these be 
broadcast or monitored by the marconista—into an unregulated dimension of pleasure 
and play. As such, “La voce dell’antenna” lyric offers a stark counterpoint to the radio 
spectacles of “Acciaio” and “Tempo fascista,” in which acousmatic sound is pressed to 
ideological ends. Through the two-way communication that it enables, the antenna 
ultimately creates a space for radio that seeks to define itself against a unidirectional 
voice that radiates outward for the purposes of sensory and political control. In a way, it 
takes us from the microphone back to the ether, opening up radio itself to a dimension 
beyond time, space, and politics. 

That the imaginative musings in the above interlude remain in the as-yet 
unrealized tense of the conditional, however, suggests the impossibility of the futurist’s 
radio agenda. In one respect, futurism did fail in its efforts to fully co-opt the 
radiophonic medium. To revisit Picenardi, futurism did remain behind its “ivory 
microphone” in a sense. The promise of communication implied by the successful 
reception of the SOS, or of the radio transmission, is broken when the signal fails to 
reach its destined hearer (as we have seen in Chapter 2)—or, in the case Picenardi 
points out, when the listener, disgusted, switches off the machine. This stunted 
communication implies the difficult paradox of the avant-garde itself, which aims to 
integrate art and life while simultaneously resisting and distancing itself from the 
traditional “public.” 

                                                
110 “poeti, adunque, messi alla porta come intrusi nell’età dei tifosi di calcio e degli uomini dalla mascella 
quadra cui sta ormai più a cuore il corso dei cambi che non il corso delle stelle, dovrebbero così rientrare 
nelle nostre case.” Buzzi, “Radio e poesia,” 83. 
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Coda 
 
Fade Out: The Afterlives of the Wireless Imagination 
 
 

the discourse of the avant-garde is its death1 
 
it survives,  
A way of happening, a mouth.2 

 
 

What becomes of the futurist wireless imagination once radio takes over? While 
the early years of Italian broadcasting still afforded some room for experimentation, as 
we have learned, by 1937 the Ente Italiano per le Audizioni Radiofoniche (EIAR) had 
transformed radio into “the voice of fascist, Mussolinian Italy in the world,” as it was 
described in that year’s special issue of literary journal Prospettive.3 Once the regime 
began to comprehend the full potential of the airwaves, radio’s systematic politicization 
unfolded less through overt propaganda than through its role as a “public service” 
meant to disseminate the cultural traditions and values dear to fascism. The only 
wireless imagination possible here, it seems, is a collective one, fostering a “national 
consciousness” by way of the “aesthetic refinement” of its listeners: 

 
Alla maturazione piena e completa, della coscienza nazionale, corrisponde 
il raffinamento estetico della collettività che, anzi, di quella coscienza 
diventa un fattore integrale ed armonico poiché la Radio attinge 
abbondantemente alla tradizione artistica, alla tradizione storica per dare a 
questo aspetto della coscienza che vorremmo dire ‘auditivo’ il senso e lo 
stile della dignità italiana.4  
 
[To the whole and complete development of a national consciousness, 
corresponds the aesthetic refinement of the collective, which, indeed, 
becomes an integral, harmonious factor of that very consciousness. Since 
Radio draws heavily on artistic and historical tradition, it lends to this 
“auditory” aspect of the national consciousness the sense and style of 
Italian dignity.] 
 

Much like the broadcasting companies of its neighbors, the EIAR understood the 
fundamental role that sound would play in the making of Italians. Listening becomes 
the primary means for constructing citizens and national subjects. If futurism’s various 
remediations seek to engage multiple senses in order to create a “pure organism of 
radiophonic sensations,” the broadcast medium in the hands of the regime, it seems, has 
room for the ear alone. 
                                                
1 Paul Mann, The Theory-Death of the Avant-Garde (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 40. 
2 W.H. Auden, “In Memory of W.B. Yeats,” 1939. 
3 “Italiani e stranieri,” Prospettive 1.3 (29 September 1937): 75. Edited by Curzio Malaparte, the journal 
dedicated this issue exclusively to radio.  
4 V.E. Bravetta, “La Radio e la diffusione della cultura,” Prospettive 1.3 (29 September 1937): 83. 
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When speaking of the “death” of the avant-garde, critics often reference its 
vexed rapport with mass culture. Within futurist radio practices, as noted in the previous 
chapter, we can identify an unresolved tension between the desire to create a new form 
of art, and the need to maintain a degree of artistic autonomy, apart from and 
independently of the official broadcast medium. In this sense, Futurist radio art blurs the 
lines between the rigidly defined categories of “modernism” and “avant-garde”: on the 
one hand, radia reflects the avant-garde’s redefinition of art as a social practice and 
interrogates its institutionalization and commercialization; on the other, it seems to want 
to defend and maintain a degree of aesthetic autonomy, at a remove from the masses. In 
Theory of the Avant-Garde, Peter Bürger recognized the challenge posed by the avant-
garde’s revolutionary aesthetics, as well as its failed attempt to bridge the gap between 
“art” and “life.” For Bürger, the consecration of avant-garde art in a museum (or, in a 
dissertation, perhaps) attests to its ultimate inability to break out of the proverbial ivory 
tower and effectively realize the revolutionary social and political transformations it had 
attempted to achieve.5 

The increasingly limited presence of futurist content on the airwaves serves as 
one sign of this failure. The special radio issue of Prospettive coincides with Guglielmo 
Marconi’s death in 1937. The revolutionary inventor had been elevated to the status of a 
national legend. Though telegraphy and broadcasting were not always the primary 
models for the wireless imagination, as we have seen, the spirit of their inventor 
continued to fuel futurist creativity, so much so that his absence would be felt even 
more acutely than his implicit presence. Penned one week after the inventor’s death, the 
futurist Farfa’s commemorative poem “Marconia” sings a funeral dirge for the 
movement’s hero and, in a way, for the wireless imagination that he had inspired: 
 

Marconi 
  la dosatura delle afflizioni 
  le sofferenze fisiche mortali 
  gli spasimi mordenti dell’amore 
  crollano a misurarsi coi tormenti 
  senz’attimo di tregua e senza fine 
  che mai il pensiero alla parola adegua 
  nella caduta dal cervello al foglio 
  ove il rigoglio primitivo ammacca 
  martirio atroce del sentir sentire 
  e con Marconi con Marconi effluvio 
  non poterlo non poterlo dire.6 

 
 [Marconi 

the dosage of afflictions 
physical mortal pains 

                                                
5 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant Garde (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984). For Renato 
Poggioli, too, the insurrectionary political energies that the artistic avant-gardes seized upon were 
ultimately limited and unsuccessful; see his discussion in Theory of the Avant-garde (Cambridge: 
Belknap / Harvard University Press, 1981). 
6 Farfa, Marconia (Savona: Officina d’arte, 1937), 13-14. 
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mordant spasms of love 
all these pale in comparison to 
the unceasing, endless torment 
that thoughts will never fit words 
as they fall from brain to paper 
where a primitive scribble mars 
the atrocious suffering of having felt a feeling 
and with Marconi with Marconi spent 
unable unable to say it.] 

 
With its unexpected lyrical flourish, Farfa’s poem is as much an apostrophe to the 
departed hero who cannot respond, as it is an acknowledgement of the impossibility of 
communication. With Marconi gone, Farfa laments, the once powerful currents of 
futurist expression have been dammed up. Though the poet may be “pulsing with 
emotion,” the “volcanic” flows of “diretta fantasia” (“live fantasy”) find themselves 
replaced with a vocabulary that is deficient, stale and out of touch: “Marconi / quando 
in vulcani d’immaginazioni / musica o sangue scaturire credo / un fiotto m’attraversa la 
fidenza / di dubbi in confluenza d’impazzire” [Marconi, when I sense myself gushing in 
volcanoes of imagination music or blood, my faith is crossed by doubts converging 
toward madness] (9). Thus language comes up short; words no longer emerge freely but 
“arise like foes” (“i vocaboli ergono nemici,” 9). The futurist is forced to revisit a 
classic complaint of signifier and signified—a problem from which its words-in-
freedom seemed exempt. The return to outmoded, rhymed verse seems significant in 
this light, symptomatic of the death of parolibero. 

Weakened and compromised, the radio wave gives way to the very technologies 
of print that it should have superseded. Whereas typography and print once served as 
the best vehicle for futurism’s revolutionary aesthetics, now the pen and paper, like 
other modes of inscription, are shoddy substitutes for the uninterrupted, unmediated 
flows of “electrified” intuition that Marinetti had initially set out to transmit in the 
Technical Manifesto. Linotype is too slow to register ever-shifting impressions, which 
melt like snow before they are captured (9); nor can minting satisfactorily achieve the 
alchemy needed to transform “scribbles of tar” into “illusions of silver and gold”: “nel 
trapasso dalla zecca al volgo / il piombo cola falsificatore” [in passing from the mint to 
the vulgar tongue / lead drips like a forger] (12). As certainty and conviction in 
expression give way to “doubts converging toward madness,” the forceful symbols and 
notations that once characterized futurism’s wireless poetics now become mere typos in 
need of correction: “Marconi / dall'alto di smaglianti ispirazioni / io calo nell’incerto e 
nel confuso / come refuso di tipografia” [Marconi / from the peaks of shining 
inspiration / I fall into uncertainty and confusion / like a typographical error] (9-10). If 
Depero’s dissonant Liriche extend the possibility of the broadcast medium and cause 
productive friction with what gets transmitted over Italian airwaves, here the wireless 
imagination is not “most truly itself” on paper, to echo Debra Rae Cohen7, but a poor 

                                                
7 Cohen hypothesizes that “perhaps, paradoxically, it’s only in its decanting into print —in the ‘sonorous 
silence’ from which the radiobody of HCE, in Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, receives and redeems language, 
in the disembodied voices of Virginia Woolf’s The Waves, or the undulating wave‐forms of Apollinaire’s 
‘Ocean Letter’— that the radio as modernist medium is most truly itself.” Cohen, “Modernism on Radio,” 
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copy of what it could be: the return to print marks an unsatisfactory regression, its 
inscriptions always “fuzzy and faint” (“vaghi e scialbi,” 13) with respect to the vibrancy 
and immediacy of live transmissions. 
 Unlike Farfa, Paolo Buzzi continues to have faith in the potential of the radio 
wave even after its apparent demise. In his epic Poema di radio onde (Poem of Radio 
Waves, 1933-38), Buzzi also memorializes Marconi, while continuing to stake a futurist 
claim over the wave he represented: “I radiofari durano più della fragile carne, Astro fra 
gli uomini!” [Radio beacons last longer than fragile flesh, O Star among men!].8 By 
seizing on the power of “the lightning-quick idiom of the world” that outlives its creator 
(“l’idioma fulmineo del mondo,” PRO 344), Buzzi seeks to recover the wireless 
creativity that Farfa feared having lost with a throwback to the poet-medium we have 
encountered before. In “La conferenza” (The Conference), the poet no longer simply 
speaks into the microphone but embodies the entire broadcast apparatus: 

 
Barlumi di nuovi mondi. Occhi feriti da punte di raggi stranissimi… 
Orrore del finito. Comincio a bearmi dell’infinito come d’una carlinga-
culla. 
E i miei ultimi versi han già il diametro fonico degli altoparlanti in cielo… 
(PRO 50) 
 
[Glimmers of new worlds. Eyes wounded by the tips of strange rays… 
Horror of the finite. I delight in the infinite, a fuselage-cradle. 
And my final verses already have the sonic diameter of loudspeakers in 
the sky…] 

 
Revisiting Folgore’s radio-active medium and Depero’s heroic antenna, Buzzi 
celebrates the ability of the airwaves to conquer time and space: “Un tasto. E la parola 
dell’uomo varca lo spazio di Dio. Congiunte le anime come nel raggio delle sfere” [One 
stroke. And the word of man crosses the space of God. Souls are conjoined, in the rays 
of spheres.] (PRO 344). This cosmically inspired poet, too, feeds on “the unleavened 
bread of Speed” (“non voglio nutrirmi, che d’un pane azimo: il vento libero della 
Velocità,” PRO 63). 

More important than the mystical poet himself, however, is the sonic breadth of 
his verses. Indeed, his is also a “conference” about poetry, and about its place on and 
through the airwaves. Buzzi conflates the broadcast apparatus with public discourse, 
mapping the poet’s verses onto the loudspeakers that would have dotted Italy’s streets 
and squares, as I have explored in Chapter 3. As Depero has done in “Acciaio,” Buzzi 
places his speaker in a position of publicness before a vast audience: “Ecco l’inevitabile 
selciato umano! La tengo, una conferenza, verbigrazia, anch’io!” [Behold, the inevitable 
human spread! I hold a conference too, so to speak!] (PRO 49) Yet the one-way 
transmission of radio aptly captures this feeling of the poetic utterance spoken into a 
void: “Monto sulla tribuna-berlina: e attacco a parlar di Poesia a chi, poi, quasi certo, se 

                                                                                                                                          
in The Oxford Handbook of Modernisms, ed. Peter Brooker et al. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 598. 
8 Paolo Buzzi, Poema di radio onde (1933-1938) (Florence: Vallecchi, 1940), 344 (hereafter cited in text 
as PRO). 
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ne infischia…” [I climb atop the pillory-podium and cut to talking of Poetry to those 
who, almost certainly, could care less…] (PRO 49). Playing with the expression 
“mettere alla berlina,” Buzzi’s comparison of the medieval stocks with the platform of 
this radio “conference” is significant: exposed to a vast and shapeless public, this poet is 
exposed to public derision. As empowering as radio’s collective address could be, the 
futurist here senses that his transmissions might fall on deaf and unsympathetic ears—
or, on no ears at all. We need only recall the uninterested gesture of Guido Sommi-
Picenardi’s imaginary radio listener, who interrupts the futurist broadcast with a simple 
turn of the dial. By the 1930s, it seems, what once had the power to shock now elicits 
mockery, or indifference, at best. Far from the “radio-bomb”9 of Marinetti’s earliest 
experiments, the wave that weaves through the Poema di radio onde apparently has no 
effect on anyone or anything. 

There is something weary and worn out about the wireless imagination, here. 
Though the poet revisits the tropes of futurism’s foundational texts, he does so in a 
manner that seems unconvinced of their force. Buzzi’s wireless poetics have lost their 
edge, we might say, lacking the “re-creative repetition” of the “founding vocabulary” 
that Walter Adamson deems essential to the continuing vitality of the avant-garde; his 
broadcast sounds hackneyed and tired, a “mere nostalgic or self-parodic” echo of the 
once-powerful wave that propelled the movement at its inception.10 In this way, the loss 
sensed in Farfa’s elegiac verses extends from the individual poetic voice, unable to 
adequately communicate his own “pulsing emotions,” to futurism as a collective 
enterprise: like the man who inspired it, the wireless imagination is now defunct. (A 
death long overdue, according to Adamson’s timeline!11) Buzzi’s feeble conference thus 
marks the unimpressive terminus of the futurist agenda, whether because it betrayed its 
original revolutionary aims and practices, or, perhaps more accurately, as a result of the 
larger social and political structures to which it remained subject—the fascist regime, 
above all. Even as he strikes a heroic pose with the cosmic scope of his “loudspeaker,” 
the poet-medium here also acknowledges its inconsequentiality in the grander scheme 
of things. Amid the “polytimbric evening” in which this conference unfolds, poetry 
emerges as less than heroic: “Poesia, macchina inutile disinteressata…” [Poetry, a 
useless, disinterested machine] (PRO 50). “Poetry makes nothing happen,” Buzzi tells 
us, anticipating the famous pronouncement made in another poem of mourning written 
soon after.12 

What could the wireless poem possibly make happen, when the mass media 
machine was already put to so many uses? Surely, when broadcast, poetry could foster 
the noble, edifying sentiments of the regime, as Picenardi and Mussolini remind us. But 

                                                
9 The expression is Aaron Toscano’s in Marconi’s Wireless and the Rhetoric of a New Technology (New 
York: Springer, 2010), 113. 
10 Adamson, “How Avant-Gardes End,” New Literary History 41 (Autumn 2010): 864. For Adamson, “an 
avant-garde comes to an end (“terminates”) when it either loses its identity as an avant-garde or continues 
to have one but with a sense of having “arrived,” hence without the “re-creative repetition” of its 
founding vocabulary”; second, “when its vocabulary and practices are “betrayed,” which is to say, 
contradicted or repudiated”; and, finally, “when its vocabulary and practices are “betrayed” or 
“terminated” in the sense that it is no longer autonomous or self-determining but has become an 
appendage of something larger which exercises control over it” (864-5). 
11 Adamson dates the demise of futurism at 1923. 
12 W.H. Auden, “In Memory of W.B. Yeats.” 
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might it do something else? Responding as an “essential futurist” to the 1931 “Inchiesta 
sulla radio” conducted by Enzo Ferrieri, Buzzi commented that radio, like television, 
would be “destined to have an enormous influence on the artistic creations of 
tomorrow.” Nonetheless, any “creative consecration to the ultra-modern Voice of Pan,” 
in his words, must be met with a measure of caution: “I believe, however, in the need 
for a disciplinary rationalization—a civic one, above all—of the loudspeakers. In order 
to avoid that we all take refuge, necessarily, before our time, in the healthy silence of 
the Cemetery.”13 Buzzi’s assessment here is more skeptical about futurism’s medium of 
choice than he would otherwise have us imagine; at the very least, he considers the 
ramifications of what goes on the air, and the not always healthy effects of radio’s 
ubiquity and pervasiveness on its listeners. The same poet who staked a futurist 
monopoly over the airwaves would now describe the condition of wirelessness, in “La 
conferenza,” as an ailment with no treatment in sight: “Ché l’atmosfera è endemica, e 
non si sa quando si guarirà da questo morbo connettivo” [For the mood is endemic, and 
no one knows when we will be cured of this connective disease] (PRO 49).  

The malady that Buzzi diagnosed in 1938 would only worsen. Increasingly, 
radio would be adopted to disseminate political propaganda by totalitarian leaders and 
their sympathizers in the years leading up to and through the Second World War. 
Radioactivity, once fascinating and thrilling, would unleash its full destructive potential 
at war’s end. The “Gamma rays that cure the cancer,” as William Carlos Williams put 
it, have proven to be as capable of killing as of treating.14 The world is ever more 
crisscrossed today with invisible lines of force whose effects are yet to be determined. 
The connective disease runs rampant. The futurist, of course, could not have foreseen 
the full consequences of wirelessness. And yet, his own wave has far less of an effect; 
all it can hope to assert is itself: “la mia parola non farebbe che inaugurar spettacoli di 
Poesia-Delirio entro giardini” [my word would do nothing but initiate garden spectacles 
of Poetry-Delirium] (PRO 49). Perhaps Buzzi has chosen to opt out of the idea that a 
wave must make things happen; in its stead, the wireless poem is “a way of 
happening—a mouth.” Perhaps, this “disinterested” machine made of words is anything 
but. By simply circulating, without any measurable effect, the wireless imagination 
might offer its own sort of salve to modernity’s “connective disease.” 

Such a reading resonates with what Adamson has labeled “immanent avant-
gardism,” denoting an alternative to the failure and betrayal of the avant-garde. In his 
view, a “transformation” and a renewal of the avant-garde’s original revolutionary 
idiom that expresses itself not via outright opposition to fascism and mainstream 
culture, but through other forms of creative dissidence and contestation that “keep the 
system […] from becoming complacent, unreflective, corrupt, humdrum, standardized, 
or otherwise static and safe.”15 Though the versions of radiarte I have been discussing 
did not manage to dismantle and remake the broadcast apparatus as a whole, however, 
they do raise key questions concerning the way in which art communicates, and what it 

                                                
13 “Credo, però, nella necessità di una razionalizzazione disciplinare, specialmente civica […] degli 
altoparlanti. Ad evitarci di riparare tutti, per forza, prima del tempo, nel silenzio salubre dei Cimiteri.” 
See Buzzi’s response in Ferrieri, La Radio! La Radio? La Radio! (Milan: Greco & Greco, 2002), 83-4. 
14 William Carlos Williams, Paterson, Book 4.II.3884. 
15 Adamson, “How Avant-Gardes End,” 866. 
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can say.16 As tired and obsolete as Buzzi’s take on radio seems, its disinterested 
posturing suggests an investment in the artwork’s resistance to useful work. What this 
dissent lacks in political engagement, it attempts to compensate for by way of positing a 
different kind of use for radio, utopian though it may be.17 This, in Richard Gilman’s 
assessment, is the “more modest progress” of the avant-garde, achieved through the 
“creation of alternate realms of existence by all imagination-summoned refugees from 
modern social horror and psychic oppression.”18 Perhaps this alternate (radio) universe 
remains its only viable means of critique. 

In its implicit resistance to connectivity, Buzzi’s aimless radio wave matches the 
relational and dialectical nature of the wireless imagination that I have sketched 
throughout this dissertation. More than a missive aimed at a single target, the wave 
reveals and enacts the paradoxes that are constitutive of the avant-garde, “the 
contradictions that it unites within itself.” 19  Radio’s internal paradoxes are what 
generate its power: at once unifying and dispersive, public and private, potent and 
impotent, masculine and feminine; it both enables and hinders communication. Thus, 
the radio wave, like the avant-garde, “consistently defines itself both in terms of and 
against definitions imposed upon it.”20 In this sense, perhaps the dialectical nature of 
radio offers one possible answer to the question posed by Paul Mann, as to “whether the 
avant-garde has left anything vital behind; whether there is something vital about the 
death itself” (ibid. 3). Though institutionally-run broadcasting systems ultimately 
proved impracticable to actualizing the revolutionary communications that Marinetti 
originally envisioned, the lasting vitality of the futurist wireless imagination may well 
be found in a return to its origins—to the electromagnetics of the wave. Like this 
vibratory energy, the avant-garde asks us not only to connect, but to engage. 

The wave, indeed, continues to animate the wireless imagination, even when it 
would otherwise be silenced. In “Il fischio” (The Whistle), one of eight radio sintesi by 
Pino Masnata, two male voices set the scene, describing an imagined natural landscape 
made of palm trees and rushing rivers, lush vegetation and teeming wildlife: a 
“masterpiece,” in a word, of divine creation. All of a sudden, the scene gets interrupted 
by the loud, long whistle that gives this piece its title. The shrill sound continues 
unabated for a few moments, before what sounds like a whispering breeze is soon 
interpreted by one of the male voices as a hoot of disapproval on the part of a nameless 
critic: “Il solito criticone Come fischia!”21 [The usual nay-sayer / How he whistles!] 
(Fischiare, in Italian, denotes utter rejection; one who whistles is one who boos, 
expressing disgust and censure.) This invisible “nay-sayer” is an analogue to the kind of 
                                                
16 See Bürger, “Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde: An Attempt to Answer Certain Critics of Theory of 
the Avant-Garde,” NLH 41.4 (Autumn 2010): 695-715. 
 
17 Indeed, Adamson faults the futurists for not taking a more forceful antifascist position, and he has a 
point. “Had Marinetti and the futurists cast an immanent, avant-garde role for futurism under fascism,” he 
notes, “then they would not have accepted but would have sought to undermine the cult of the Duce and 
other modes of fixing the meaning of the regime. They would have insisted that fascism remain the open, 
fluid ‘doctrine in action’ that it constantly proclaimed itself to be rather than the ossified regime it 
actually became” (“How Avant-Gardes End,” 872). 
18 Richard Gilman, “The Idea of the Avant-Garde,” Partisan Review 29.3 (1972): 389. 
19 Burger, “Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde,” 695. 
20 Paul Mann, Theory-Death of the Avant Garde, 9. 
21 Pino Masnata, “8 Sintesi radiofoniche,” trans. Margaret Fisher, Italogramma 4 (2012): 468. 
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unsympathetic listener that Picenardi described, but also the reader and viewer of the 
avant-garde work in general). The entire piece, in fact, offers a meta-commentary on 
radiarte itself—its production, and its reception.  

Composed around 1935, the pieces were never broadcast, and published only in 
1941.22 In this respect, they are similar to Marinetti’s own radio sintesi (also not 
broadcast), which play with sounds fading in and out. Unlike Marinetti, however, 
Masnata not only plays with the transmission of sounds, but stages their reception. The 
male voices we hear at the beginning turn out to be radio-listeners themselves, 
consumers and receivers of sound, like all of the figures that populate Masnata’s sintesi. 
The sounds that the implied radio listener hears are also what these figures hear. 
Through them, Masnata reflects critically on the mutual relationship between the work 
of art, its audience, and the public sphere in which the work is staged and experienced. 
In this way, his sintesi enact a version of McLuhan’s oft-cited dictum “the medium is 
the message”; in other words, as Greenberg puts it, the avant-gardist turns his attention 
“away from subject-matter or common experience” toward “the medium of his own 
craft.”23 

The whistle of disapproval is the very static that futurist content was meant to 
inject into the airwaves. In fact, it is precisely this gesture of critique, but also of 
participation, that generates the entire creative piece. Strikingly, the critic’s whistle is 
soon subsumed back into the soundscape / the very scene from which it arose: suddenly, 
the critic himself (or, his imagined presence) “disintegrates”—in a sense, consumed by 
his own sound: “Il critico s’è distrutto. È diventato vento / È il vento! Un terribile 
vento!” [The critic has destroyed himself. He has become wind. He’s the wind! A 
terrible wind!] (ibid. 468) Through this sound effect, the critic becomes part of the very 
soundscape that he would disparage. The whistle does not disappear, in other words, but 
morphs into a new agent that destroys the idyllic scene described at the start, 
transforming the liquid streams into “seas of sand.” Implicitly, the critic is just as full of 
hot air as an arid desert. But as he turns into wind, he both destroys the auditory 
landscape and also, importantly, becomes a crucial part of it. This “dead air”—the 
radiophonic “Sahara”—is what generates experimentation and participation; the critic’s 
whistle becomes, in a futurist paraphrase of Wallace Stevens, “the nothing that is.”24 In 
this space of silence and static, creation happens. 

Radio in the futurist universe is not simply a way for disrupting mainstream 
cultural values—it is, rather, a means of tapping into and rendering one’s intimate 
currents of thought and feeling. With this inbuilt device, Masnata writes in another 
sintesi, “riesco a captare le vibrazioni sentimentali di tutti gli esseri della terra” [I can 
capture the sentimental vibrations of all beings on earth] (ibid. 466). Through these 
“sentimental vibrations,” the listener thus gets wired into the medium as one of its 
constituent parts. This, in turn, implies a participatory and truly communicative model 
for radio, as Brecht would recommend: to “bring [the listener] into a network instead of 

                                                
22 The sintesi originally appeared in Autori e scrittori: mensile del Sindacato nazionale VI.8 (August 
1941). 
23 Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review 6 (1939): 36. 
24For the listener, who listens in the snow, 
And, nothing himself, beholds  
Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is. (Wallace Stevens, “The Snowman”) 
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isolating him.”25 We are as yet unable to render such “sentimental vibrations,” Masnata 
writes in another sintesi, in the same way that Brecht bemoaned a technological 
possibility that did not yet exist. Crucially, however, the transmission of such vibrations 
has nothing to do with radio technology; it is not that broadcasting equipment requires 
updating or perfecting, but that human sensibility itself has yet to become well-attuned 
to these wavelengths: “Ciò non può essere realizzato oggi 1935 perchè occorre una 
sensibilità che ancora non è ma che sarà in noi” (ibid. 464). In a sense, however, this 
communicative potential already belongs to the avant-garde, in its ability to conjure up 
these imaginary landscapes and to transform the real, by an act of creativity. Either way, 
it seems, the wireless imagination wins out, as the second voice of “Il fischio” reminds 
us: “Chi crea ha sempre ragione e chi critica ha sempre torto” [One who creates is 
always right, and the critic is always wrong]. 

                                                
25 Bertolt Brecht, “The Radio as a Communications Apparatus,” in Brecht on Film and Radio, ed. and 
trans. Marc Silberman (London: Methuen, 2000), 42. 
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