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Caro Diario (1993) and Palomar (1983): Reading between the Lines in Search of Meaning, 1 

Meaning Never to be found 2 

 3 

During the seventies, the Italian screenwriter Cesare Zavattini was asked in an interview if he agreed 4 

that the subordination of words to images was underestimated in these modern times. He responded that 5 

the tendency to consider text and image as separate entities was rather ‘antithetical to the underlying 6 

process that goes on, that is to say, the interdisciplinarity between the various forms of the spirit.’1 7 

(Zavattini, 2002: 899). A view that is not surprising if one considers the binary role of the writer-director 8 

in which diary narration as Fortichiari correctly noted, is always configured in purely visual terms: 9 

 10 

‘Diary in cinematic narrative form, cinema in the form of a personal account, [...] certain situations collected in 11 

one’s private journal, are transferable into film sequences and short films of autonomous screenplay. The image, the 12 

visual portrayal is the most dominant element, along with a sense of implicit verbal materiality.’ (Fortichiari in 13 

Zavattini, 2002, 44) 14 

 15 

An analogous relationship between word and image will be investigated in the work of writers Nanni 16 

Moretti and Italo Calvino despite being relatively distant generationally and in artistic expression. Caro 17 

Diario (1993) and Palomar (1983) will be read as sites of reflection that start with the author-character’s 18 

relationship to reality. The two explore problems the authors face through their experiences in the world 19 

and their communication with it.   20 

Cinema as a medium with its various filmic techniques is an exceptional method of representation. 21 

Language and composition, filmic and non-filmic, will be considered in Caro Diario in relation to their 22 

problematic nature, unusual usage and in their capacity to act as intermediaries between the individual 23 

and reality. Palomar too reflects on language and written text. It presents them as manifestations of 24 

                                                
1 Alluding to art forms. 
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character Palomar’s relationship with reality and explores language and writing as instruments to 25 

overcome daily complexity. Firstly, this reflection is conducted indirectly, investigating the power of 26 

subjective perception as a tool for observing reality. As the novel progresses the experiences of viewing 27 

and reading are then added; looking at the language and writing of images on one hand, and on the other, 28 

the language and writing of verbal signs.  29 

 30 

Written language and visual language therefore meet in both in the book and the film. This entails a 31 

fusion of tones, styles and approaches to the object. In Palomar, this manifests in descriptive narrative 32 

whereas in Caro Diario, a visual diary unfolds before the eyes of the spectator that translates into 33 

images. These images are read through the mind of the writer-director, as narrated script to be listened to 34 

as spoken word. The auto-reflective, meta-cinematic concentration on the rapport between Italian and 35 

American cinema and on television in Caro Diario, is experienced equivalently in literary terms in 36 

Calvino. The auto-reflective aspect in Palomar instead lies in the correspondence between the object of 37 

reflection as part of reality i.e. the method to get closer to it, whilst the narration entails observational 38 

description of exactly the way Palomar comes into contact with reality. It explores the representation of 39 

alterity through reflection on language and the rendering of a particular time in space. More than simply 40 

meta-textural analyses Palomar and Caro Diario reflect on the capacities of communication, through 41 

which the issue of life itself is pertained, an issue that is, in other words, existential. 42 

 43 

The ambiguous autobiographical nature of the two works: perspective 44 

 45 

In Caro Diario the narrating voice and the character of Nanni clearly combine by virtue of the diary 46 

genre. Given that Nanni (character) animates the diary, he is perforce also the person who writes it and 47 

tells it. The problem is, as Fornara highlights, “how much this Nanni Moretti corresponds with the real 48 
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Nanni Moretti” (Fornara, 1991, 96), that it to say, how much of Nanni Moretti as director and man there 49 

is in the film, or rather, how much the director has put of himself in the film.2 The third and final episode 50 

seems to provide a logical answer with the opening statement made by Nanni: ‘all that is recounted in 51 

“Medici” is true, nothing has been invented.’ Clear proof of this is provided in this final chapter, filmed 52 

in 16mm, with the unfolding of a personal odyssey that the real life Nanni endured: his last 53 

chemotherapy session. Along with the gradual unveiling of the director’s autobiography throughout the 54 

film, an equally gradual subjective filmic perspective corresponds. Although Nanni the character is the 55 

incarnation of the narrator’s voice, for the majority of the first chapter he is presented as a separate entity 56 

in his own right. The audience’s perspective is external, thoughts are offered to the viewer in the 57 

moment that narrating Nanni supposedly writes them down on the page. Internal perspective is also 58 

granted, by way of the viewer who substitutes his or herself for the narrator’s voice and reads from the 59 

page. Only little by little do the narrator’s voice and the visual character start to combine on the screen.  60 

 61 

Towards the end of the first chapter Nanni is shown transcribing a review of the film Henry3 in his diary 62 

when the narrator’s voice returns. It is only in the second and third chapters however that the binary of 63 

character-narrator slowly unifies. Initially this happens stealthily when on the island of Salina, Nanni’s 64 

voice narrates and he writes the diary simultaneously, but quickly turns his shoulders towards the 65 

camera. This might cause the more attentive viewer to doubt it is the same character that both writes and 66 

narrates. Later on, Nanni and Lucio are in Alicudi when Nanni openly comments ‘I am just writing my 67 

diary.’  68 

                                                
2 Please refer to chapter entitled “L’attore e l’autore” in De Gaetano, Roberto. La sincope dell’identità. Il cinema di 
Nani Moretti. Torino: Lindau, 2002 (pp.63-70) for an analysis of the complex relationship between actor, character 
and man, that constitute the quirkiness of much of Moretti’s cinema. 
3 This is the title that Moretti uses. The original title is Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer. 
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Translation-Oriented Source Text Analysis 
 

Caro Diario e Palomar: guardando tra le righe alla ricerca di un senso... mai avuto is a scholarly 

article by Lucia Ghezzi and my chosen source text (ST) for this project. The article featured in 

Italica, a journal that publishes texts in both Italian and English primarily for scholars and students 

who wish to further their understanding in the specialised area of Italian literature. Therefore, the 

purpose of this article is to explore new and complex themes that link Italo Calvino’s book Palomar 

(1983) and Nanni Moretti’s film Caro Diario (1993) to an Italian Studies or interested readership.  

 

Ghezzi presents the reader with a new comparison between the book and the film, drawing written 

and visual parallels between their subjects that explore human existence and the nature of being. 

Thus the communicative function of this text is referential as it seeks to educate, referring to existing 

artistic mediums within a scholarly pretext. At the same time it is also appellative because it presents 

a hypothesis to intellectually provoke the reader. (Nord, 1997, 40, 42)   

 

Stylistic features typical of Italian academic texts are evident; the sentences are long, syntactically 

complex and stylistically different to English. In terms of the layout of the text, usual academic 

practices are employed such as referencing and citation. Linguistically, there is some specialised 

cinematic language and the register of this article is high using complex grammar and lexicon to 

form typically long sentences, a characteristic of Italian academic texts. 

 

In terms of distribution, the essay is only available to students and academics of registered academic 

institutions or those paying membership. Thus, the readership is restricted to a relatively exclusive 

audience, which in the source culture may have resulted in the high linguistic register and complex 

syntax.  

 

Translation Brief 

 

The hypothetical brief for translating this text is that the editors of Italica or similar publisher wish to 

reproduce an English version. A translation of this would be useful to students, academics and others 
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interested in Italian culture but not disposed to reading academic Italian. Researchers may wish to 

use ideas from the essay to further their own research; however, obviously for this a translation of 

the full text will need to be completed. Given that the receptor audience and function are the same in 

English, the translation must fulfil the same referential and appellative functions as the original text, 

(Nord, 1997, 50). It is important that a high linguistic register is maintained in the English translation 

but complicated syntax may need to be changed. Additionally, it can be expected that the English 

speaking reader likely to select this article will have a certain level of prior knowledge and already 

be familiar with either the book or the film or both that form the basis of this article. Therefore, for 

certain elements relating to the book and film footnotes are not necessary. 

 

Pre-Translation Decisions 

 

Ghezzi’s article is well in excess of a thousand words, so the decision over which section of my text 

to translate must be explained. Fairly simply, I decided to select the first thousand words because it is 

here in the initial paragraphs that she explains connection between Caro Diario and Palomar 

necessary to presenting a clear, logical argument.  

 

Problems arose in translating the complex syntax, as Italian academic writing tends to comprise of 

lengthy sentences. In addition, since this is primarily a highly subjective text that explores 

philosophical ideas, the semantics were problematic to evoke in English. Underpinning both of these 

problematic elements is stylistic disparity between English and Italian since good style in one 

language may differ in another. (Nord, 1997, 55)  Italian scholarly texts tend to expand and 

complicate concepts whereas generally, modern academic English seeks to simplify and synthesise 

subject matter concisely. 

 

Ghezzi’s text arguably lacks clarity, rendering some of the sentences ambiguous. Initially, I 

conceived this to be misunderstanding on my part, but after having consulted various sources such as 

Lo zingarelli minore, un manuale del film, native speakers and re-read the text many times, it became 
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obvious that the original text itself lacked context and presumed a certain level of pre-existing insight 

on behalf of the reader. 

 

Another issue I grappled with was interference from the Italian ST. Since the two languages are 

similar in terms of their Latin influence, ‘false friends’ arise where there appears to be semantic 

correlation when actually, similar words infer different meanings. To avoid making these mistakes, I 

took care when translating verbs and phrases, especially considering the nuanced philosophical 

concepts that concern this text. 

 

Overall, my translation approach is based on Nord’s concept of instrumental translation and Nida’s 

dynamic equivalence. I have aimed to produce ‘...a target text (TT) whose linguistic form does not 

betray its translational origin and serves the same communicative purposes as the original, being at 

the same time its perfect equivalent syntactically, semantically and pragmatically.’(Nord on Reiss, 

1977, in Nord 1997, 50) Where possible, I have sought to match concepts to concepts within the 

same sentence structure but to retain semantic correspondence over syntactical to produce an 

equifunctional text. (Nord, 1997, 50) In other words, dynamic equivalence has taken precedence over 

formal equivalence but where possible, formal consistency between the ST and TT has been 

maintained, (Nida, 1964, 156). Adhering semantically closely to Ghezzi’s text is important given that 

academic texts often rely on subtle nuances of meaning that are crucial to the overall argument and 

thus, understanding on behalf of the reader. Because its function is informative, not evocative or 

expressive, I tried to avoid a freer translation as it may have resulted in too much departure from the 

ST.  However, it is important that the translation fulfils the style conventions of the English language 

which help to render the fundamental concepts of the text clear to the reader through ‘naturalness of 

expression.’ (Nida, 1964, 159-160)  

 

Venuti’s translator invisibility and theories of foreignization and domestication theories are pertinent 

to this translation. As mentioned, in places the text lacks contextual clarity so I had to decide on the 

extent to which I mediated this gap in information for the reader. I chose to broadly stick to 
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translating the material presented in the ST with fluency and naturalness and where necessary adding 

additional words and phrases as footnotes, however, careful approach was needed to avoid too much 

modification and over- interpretation. This is what Venuti might call domestication of the ST as I 

have adhered to the linguistic practices of the TL (Venuti, 1995, 15). However I have not, as Venuti 

suggests, undertaken this approach in an effort to conceal translation decisions or overlook the SL 

linguistic customs but through fluency, naturalness and addition in places, have tried to maintain the 

philosophical meaning whilst dealing with the lack of clarity in the ST. 

 

Analysis and Explanation of Translation Decisions 

 

Since Italian and English academic writing differ, translating mainly involved adaptation. This 

required rearranging and splitting up the long sentences, changing the syntax and cutting words and 

phrases, (Nord, 1997, 54).  I considered the first sentence, ST: 4-8 too long for an opening sentence 

in an academic text so I split it into two, thus making it syntactically more anglicised. This is a 

strategy I have employed throughout the text which was necessary to ensure the TT communicated 

an equivalent message.  

 

As mentioned, this text presents ambiguities of meaning throughout. As a result, the first testing 

translation problem I confronted was in ST: 5-6, ‘...le varie forme dello spirito.’ This could seem a 

vague expression to an English reader so I decided to translate this literally and then add a footnote 

clarifying the reference to art forms. 

Immediately after this quote, there is a ST reference to Zavattini, (6) but unlike the usual Harvard 

referencing system that TL academic texts use, Ghezzi has simply noted the page number. To make 

this quote more familiar and therefore more accessible to the TT reader I included Zavattini’s name 

and the date of the work cited in the bibliography to comply with Harvard referencing, (TT: 7). 

 

Ghezzi highlights the utility of cinema as a medium in Caro Diario (ST. 22-23) but the esoteric 

language contextualises little for the reader, be that SL or TL, since it is unclear what is meant. 
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Therefore, I have chosen to expand this line (TT. 22-23) translating first the unit ‘che ha nello 

sguardo’ as ‘with its various filmic techniques’. Sguardo in Italian is usually translated as ‘gaze’; 

however, in cinematic language it arguably assumes more accurately the meaning of ‘point of view’, 

‘perspective’, or ‘viewpoint’. Since none of these translations fit idiomatically or semantically to 

describe the positioning of the camera in film, I opted for a more comprehensive translation that 

referred more broadly to a range of cinematic techniques. The second unit ‘il suo strumento 

privilegiato’ is especially vague. I transcribed this as ‘is an exceptional method of representation.’ 

This phrase too compromises the literal sense but instead encompasses Ghezzi’s intention of the 

whole sentence to highlight cinema’s unique capacity to represent, thus focusing on the ‘viewpoint/ 

perspective’ aspect of cinema.  

 

The next problem arose with a particularly long sentence (ST: 26-34) that presented complex syntax 

and subject placement. I dealt with this by splitting the sentence into four parts, adding in extra 

pronouns and nouns where necessary to make the subjects and objects clear.  A point in case 

emerged mid- sentence with ‘... le possibilità’(ST: 25-28) which in the ST is inferred to mean 

‘..linguaggio e sulla scrittura’ earlier in the sentence. However, it is not so clear when literally 

translated into English what ‘le possibilità’ refers to so I settled on expanding the phrase to ‘language 

and writing’ TT: 27 in attempt to clarify the subjects in question. 

 

The ambiguous nature of the semantics again in ST:35 were problematic; ‘Linguaggio scritto e 

linguaggio visivo si incontrano, allora, nella scrittura e nelle immagini’ could either mean that 

generally written language and visual language coincide in written text and in images or, as I have 

understood, refer to the book and the film that are being referred to.(TT:31) This decision all hinged 

on the word ‘allora’ that explicitly links this sentence to the paragraph before that discusses Palomar 

and Caro Diario.  

 

Lines 36-48 of the ST compare the book and the film in two long sentences which if translated 

literally English would not result idiomatic. Therefore, in splitting up these sentences it was 
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necessary to add in the extra few words (TT: 35); ‘The auto-reflective aspect...’ which refers back to 

the ‘dimensione autoriflessiva’ found in both Caro Diario and Palomar. In making this decision, I 

considered the meaning in English to be conveyed with more clarity than if I have opted for a more 

ST faithful translation. 

 

Further on, the reader encounters the first referenced endnote in ST: 60 which I have converted into a 

footnote as I believe this to be a more convenient referencing strategy for the TL reader. The less 

complicated language allowed me to translate the additional information relevant to the cited work 

using modulation, only slightly expanding the abbreviation ‘al cap.’ to ‘chapter entitled’, and ‘la 

pecularità’ for ‘the quirkiness’. (TT: footnote 1) For the rest of the sentence literal translation was a 

suitable option as it clearly conveyed the ST meaning for the other units. (Venuti, 2000:132-133) 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

I had difficulty throughout the translation process, notably concerning two main issues. Firstly, the 

syntactical style needed to to be adapted significantly to appear idiomatic and to explain Ghezzi’s 

ideas. Secondly, I struggled with the apparent lack of intelligibility of the ST which resulted in my 

interpretation of some sentences when making translation decisions. Ghezzi arguably writes rather 

inaccessibly even for readers of specialist academic articles in Italica. The sentences are long so the 

subject is often lost mid- sentence which the understanding of later sentences relies on, see (ST: 41-

48) As a consequence, this has led to a translation that is vague in some expressions but precise in 

others. However, I have attempted to render the concepts as clear as possible given the problematic 

nature of the ST, through the re-structuring and addition of extra terms.  
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Caro  Diario  e Palomar: guardando tra le righe alla  ricerca di  un  senso... mai  avuto 

Author(s): LUCIA GHEZZI 

Source: Italica, Vol. 87,  No. 2 (Summer 2010),  pp.  229-241 
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Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & 

Conditions of Use, available at 

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp 
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