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Italian may be, by comparison with other Modern European languages, a smaller discipline, but the range of research currently underway in the UK is extremely broad – so the difficulty is to present it concisely and coherently. I shall be drawing mainly on my experience as panel member of AHRC Research panel 5 (Modern Languages and Linguistics), but also on evidence from within the world of Italian Studies, such as our most recent conferences. Much information is of course available from the web, in particular from the websites of AHRC, British Academy, Society for Italian Studies and the IGRS, as well as from the Indexes to Italian Studies periodicals and on-line bibliographies with which you are familiar – so I would refer you to those for greater details and to supplement this overview.

In what follows, I intend to try to give a broad panorama of the subject areas, themes, topics and authors currently attracting interest from Italian Studies colleagues, and also to draw attention to changes in ways of working, and subject boundaries, which need to be addressed by yourselves as the major research support structures for our research. Some of the periods, topics and themes of current Italian research are also relevant for other languages, but there are also some interesting differences and contrasts which will become apparent.
Periods of research
1. Italian is distinct from other mainstream Modern Languages in that medieval Italian literature, for obvious reasons, continues to hold a central, perhaps the central place in Italian Studies research. Dante studies in particular has a preeminently international status and dimension, and Dante research in the UK participates at this level, maintaining the long-standing, vigorous tradition of Dante scholarship for which UK scholars are renowned. That tradition is currently represented by the exhibition at the Bodleian organised by Professors McLaughlin (Oxford) and Baranski (Cambridge), and also by the hosting of the International Dante symposium in Oxford this month. Alongside Dante, the other two of the “Tre Corone”, Petrarch and Boccaccio are also active and important topics of research – witness the Petrarch centenary conference hosted in 2004 by the British Academy, and organised by Professor McLaughlin and Dr. Panizza (RHUL), the proceedings of which are due to appear shortly. Boccaccio’s writings are the focus of work by several colleagues of varying seniority, with work that includes translations of Boccaccio into English, and Boccaccio’s continuing influence and legacy on later writers. In short it is vital to stress in all forums that medieval Italian, represented above all by these three – writers of European status and influence – is a field which must continue to be supported. University departments have been doing their bit in this respect – with a notable number of appointments in the early period during the last 5-6 years. Hopefully that also translates into research support in the relevant libraries, but as we all know constant vigilance in committees is required!
2. Renaissance and Early modern. A few years ago there was considerable concern in Italian Studies about the small and declining number of researchers in this period. At undergraduate level it remains a considerable cause for concern, but it is happily much less so at the level of research and scholarship. From the point of view of research support, it is however an extraordinarily diverse field and one which is increasingly interdisciplinary – I shall return to that later. Mainstream authors continue to attract interest in virtually all genres, both the expected – Ariosto, Machiavelli, Tasso, for example, and the less well known or researched. Among genres and topics of particular current interest I would draw attention to work on 16th century lyric poetry – its composition and transmission – on which some very important work is being done; to women writers, and to drama, both of which again take us into interdisciplinary fields; and the literary culture of the later 16th and early 17th centuries – in particular the learned Academies, and around issues such as censorship, libertinism and free thinking. And this is probably the place to draw your attention to the dynamic impetus given to this period of Italian culture by the opening up of the archives of the Holy Office just a few years ago – and the excitement among Italian scholars at the possibilities this creates for new work on known figures, such as Bruno, as well as new discoveries. Again this is an interdisciplinary field, since historians are also excitedly investigating these archives. In parenthesis, I would remind you that the UK hosts an annual Bruno symposium, which attracts Italian scholars from around the globe – another instance where what, from a local perspective might seem a very restricted research area, in fact makes a significant contribution to maintaining a UK profile in international Italian scholarship. 
3. 20th and 21st  centuries. This is not surprisingly a vibrant area of Italian research and the period in which the majority of our younger colleagues are to be found. Here too as with the Renaissance there is an enormous diversity of interests, topics etc. Some authors such as Calvino continue to attract a lot of attention, though I sense there is some tailing off in respect of this author in favour of authors more aligned with current preoccupations such as the Holocaust: Primo Levi for example. But it is in 20th century/modern Italian scholarship that the divide between the scholarly world and the general (British) perceptions of Italian literature are perhaps most marked. Translation of modern Italian writers into English continues to be a haphazard affair. Major writers such as Svevo and Verga continue to be prominent in both camps, but others such as Gadda, Fenoglio, Borgese, Vittorini and Tondello remain little known generally, but are all, especially Gadda, important subjects of current research. In the contemporary field two types of writing are currently attracting a lot of attention: migrant writers, in particular by immigrants into Italy whose mother tongue is not Italian; and detective fiction – associated especially with the names of Camilleri (who has been much translated into English and filmed for Italian TV) and Scerbenenco. That interest is linked to a longer standing engagement with the writing of Sciascia. Mention of Sciascia prompts also mention of another area of interest in this period, namely regional literature in both Italian and dialect. This tends to be centred on two regions on the periphery – Sicily, where authors such as Consolo, as well as older writers like Verga and Pirandello attract attention; and the north-east – especially Friuli. There is still research to be done (and being done) on Pasolini’s writings (as opposed to his films); and the work of north-eastern writers is a field to be developed further, in particular in view of the political experiences of 1990s and subsequent expansion of the EU; authors such as Tomizza, Sgorlon, Magris – whose writings reflect the sometimes traumatic experiences of the former Italian regions in the Balkans. As far as theatre is concerned, Pirandello continues to dominate the field, promoted e.g. through the activities of the British Pirandello Society, and a number of leading scholars. But the UK can also boast an important profile of research on the Nobel prize winner Dario Fo. If anything the most specialised area is that of 20th century poetry. Italian twentieth century poets are those who have most suffered from translation policies and with the exception of Montale (another Nobel prize winner) are virtually unknown and yet both numerous and prolific throughout the century. It would be good if this field could be more widely appreciated, and perhaps further integrated with similar research in the other modern languages.
4. For many years Italian Studies was characterised by a big gap in active research between the end of the Renaissance/16th century and the late 19th century. Brave, lone figures like the late Uberto Limentani struggled to overturn perceptions that nothing was going on in these centuries. Fortunately in recent years this neglect has begun to be remedied, thanks in part to the emphasis on interdisciplinarity and the move beyond purely literary research in Italian Studies. In the 17th century the focus of research is now falling, for Italianists, on the interplay between music and literary culture, on politics and literature (libertinism etc), and on what might be called European outreach through the learned academies, but also through the spread of translations of authors including Ariosto, Tasso and Basile. In 18th century alongside the traditional interest in Goldoni, work is being done on the novel, and on oral culture (orality), and there are young scholars in the UK working on the Italian contributions to the Enlightenment – a field which is in significant need of reassessment. The first half of the 19th century continues to be dominated by the two ‘greats’ Leopardi and Manzoni. The former in particular has become the focus of internationally cutting edge research with the establishment and flourishing programme of the Leopardi Centre at the University of Birmingham. At the other end of the century, in addition to Verga, D’Annunzio has re-emerged as a major topic of research, following the biography by John Woodhouse, and there is important work being done by a few researchers on the historical novel in Italy in this period, but in spite of continuing interest in the politics of the Risorgimento and Italian Unification the literature of the period is currently attracting a lower level of research interest, with the possible exceptions of newspapers and periodicals (including those for women and children) and the appropriation of literature and literary figures in the formation of an Italian identity.
Approaches, topics, themes
1. Literary texts. In what I have said above it will already be apparent that Italian Studies in common with other modern languages is no longer confined to the analysis of literary texts. Nevertheless these remain central to much research in Italian Studies, not least because until very recently Italian as a language was principally a literary language, a language of written communication and that at a sophisticated level. Contemporary research is characterised, however, not just by a continuing engagement with canonical authors (Dante, Petrarch,  Boccaccio, Ariosto, Montale etc) but very widely nowadays also with authors given the derogatory (and often inexact) epithet of ‘minori’ such as the Renaissance poet Tansillo, the novellista Basile, novelists like Capuana and Capriolo, female authors from Vittoria Colonna and her contemporaries to Elsa Morante and Anna Maria Ortese, as well as by a vigorous involvement with the work of contemporary authors including – to mention another name not alluded to as yet, Umberto Eco. Female writers, indeed, and the cultural experiences of women are a prominent aspect of Italian research in all periods certainly from the 15th century onwards and all types of cultural involvement are under the lens of this type of research: prose, poetry, theatre, non-fiction, letters. Some of this activity will, I sense, not stand the test of time, but one major focus of research, namely the production of texts, translations and commentaries on women writers of the Renaissance – The Other Voice series – which is led effectively by Panizza from the UK – is undeniably important and again of international relevance. A similar point could be made in respect of migrant writers – a very new phenomenon in Italian culture. Support for this topic is currently strong, through the research councils, but it is one which lends itself to comparative research with the other modern European languages. Most recently, and I think in common with other languages there is too a growing acknowledgement of, and research on, translated texts, comparative research between originals and translations, and engagement with the field of translation studies, which I personally find exciting and extremely valuable.
2. Cinema. This is by now a well-established field of study and research, and it remains of perennial interest at all levels. I am not especially well placed to comment on this topic of research, and would not want to give an inaccurate picture, but my sense is that by comparison with what is going on, for example, in Hispanic Studies, research on Italian films continues to be primarily located in the immediate post-war years, and the cinema of neo-realism, with the exception of Pasolini, and the same focus can be found in undergraduate courses. There may be good reasons for this, but it would still be good if colleagues could be stimulated to move on a little and into other visual media!

3. History and Politics. Fascism and Mussolini continue to exert an undying fascination – the most notable current research project in this area being that funded by the AHRC and directed by Professor Gundle, on the image of Mussolini during the Fascist regime. There is interesting, and controversial, research going on on the Italian right since World War II, in some cases making use of unpublished archive material. Given its controversial nature in Italy, and the general left-wing bias of academics generally, it is to be hoped that this research will be published, since until that happens myths and shibboleths will continue to be peddled – which sound scholarship should avoid. There is also continuing research in the equally controversial and certainly murky area of the ‘anni di piombo’ – and the terrorism of the Red Brigades, the 1970s, and some especially interesting work being done on female terrorists, and on the ‘revisionist’ accounts of terrorists which appeared ’20 years after’ in the 1990s. These two areas really do need support in the UK, in particular into publication, since they remain such hot and difficult topics in Italy. One historical topic which has significantly developed in recent years, supported by several research council grants, is that of oral history and local, especially urban history, including on working class districts of Milan and Rome.
4. Society and social issues. An approach from a social sciences perspective has characterised much recent research in Italian Studies, not least because a number of colleagues have come into the discipline from a social sciences background. Research here is often closely  linked to political topics such as immigration into Italy and perceptions of migrants in literature, film, media etc, or into European political preoccupations such as colonialism and post-colonialism – a topic with a rather particular focus in Italian culture given the Italian colonial experience. These are very new fields, but exciting ones. Interestingly it is in the earlier period that research on the theme of exile has been most prominent, focussed especially on Dante – yet this is a theme that is very much part of modern Italian culture certainly since the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s and could well expand significantly. Religion and the role of the Church is perennially an aspect of Italian culture – most recently, in addition to research on the Counter Reformation and its effects, work is on-going on the experiences and writings of nuns 
5. Linguistics. Italian linguistics has all but disappeared from the undergraduate curriculum, except in a few traditional curricula as at Oxford, and though the number of colleagues in departments is in consequence small, there is a great deal of important work going on in this field in a range of areas including: historical linguistics –  a recently concluded project on variants of medieval Italian was funded by the AHRC and will in turn spark off new research both linguistic and literary. This too was an initiative which was pioneered from within the UK and has stimulated much new research in Italy. One colleague is working on the interface between linguistics and female language use. There is important work being done through an international network on Italian within the EU both at the level of immigrants and at the level of official documents. Multilingualism in practice, and in literature, the natural outcome of immigration into Italy, are small but developing topics; and research on dialects continues to be a vital area for study, both linguistically and for literature.

6. The Arts. In the popular mind Italian culture means art and opera/music. The world of Italian Studies has always had a place for research in these fields, the journal Italian Studies continues to make space for articles on art and on music in Italy at various periods. The most interesting current research, in my view, is that which links art and literature, or music and poetry, and that which looks at the reception of the arts both within Italy – of foreign productions, and of Italian productions in other countries. Among current topics being researched by colleagues one can point to Caravaggio and the high Renaissance, D’Annunzio and the pre-Raphaelites, and Futurism – this last undergoing a revival of interest among some young researchers, in harmony with the recent exhibition at the Estorick. Colleagues working on the interface between music and Italian literature face a harder task, both in conducting their research (music is not usually a university department in Italy but is located in conservatori, and music resources can be consequently more problematic to locate) and in getting in published – colleagues editing music journals seem less willing to engage with non-musicologists. Yet this is an area of research that is fundamental to Italian culture – so imaginative support is needed.
7. Bibliography. Given my interests and those of your chairman, Denis Reidy, I cannot omit mention of the history of the book in Italy as a small but signifcant field of research. Significant because of the advances in scholarship in this field made by UK colleagues – I am thinking of the techniques of textual bibliography introduced into Italian Studies and Italy from the mid 1980s by Conor Fahy, and more recently the extensive archive work and synthesis of the world of early printing by Brian Richardson. But this is perhaps also the place to underline the continuing importance of textual work generally – of the editing of texts especially from manuscript and early printings – in Italian Studies. Prue Shaw’s edition of Dante’s Monarchia, for example, has won plaudits not only for the quality of the finished product, but also for the engagement with modern technology which is characteristic of textual editors especially.
8. Science. Mention of technology leads me to the last of the themes I want to mention, namely research into the interplay of science and Italian literature and culture. In part this is an importing into Italian Studies the long-standing ‘two cultures’ theme of English studies, but it is linked also to Italian interests at the beginning of the 20th century, and again to Futurism. An interesting, developing field, one to watch.
Summary

What then in short are the characteristics of current research in Italian Studies? I would suggest that all that I have given above can be summarised under a number of useful headings.

1. Interdisciplinarity – I have repeatedly alluded to the interdisciplinary nature of much research in Italian Studies, the interplay between literature and politics/history/society/cinema/linguistics etc etc. Much of this is in response to a research zeitgeist in modern languages but that is no bad thing. The important thing is to ensure that the research is based on good evidence and is conducted according to sound methodologies and with access to the best possible resources, including interaction with colleagues in relevant fields.
2. Issues of Identity – within which for convenience I will group women and their role in society, migrants, regional versus national identities, Italy and Europe, Italy and the wider world.

3. Comparative culture – including especially Anglo-Italian relations throughout history; translation.

4. Topical themes – in the last decade or so these have included: women, the city, exile, the body, orality and various –isms including post-colonialism, and current and developing themes like orientalism, a revived interest in decadentism, and – a nice one this – food.

5. Detective fiction

Support

You will be discussing more fully later in the programme questions of resourcing our research. From my perspective I think the major issues are the comparative and interdisciplinary ones. University library budgets at least have normally been departmental/discipline based and for modern languages traditionally assumed book and journal materials. For a long time now our budgets have had to stretch to film, but as some of the fields currently very active in Italian and modern languages generally indicate our colleagues now need to draw on publications in an extremely broad and varied field. How, for example, can we resource social sciences interests, or musicological ones from within languages budgets? Should we be using our funds? What provision can libraries make for joint budgets? How would ordering against such budgets operate? What about the perennial problem of resourcing journals for new areas while still providing for traditional and active fields? What new on-line resources are required?
With these questions I will conclude.
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