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SIENA
THE SUPERIOR 
SYNTHESIS OF 
THE “CONTRADE”
Translation by Alberto Gabba  /  Gordon Leonard Symons

I have been going back and forth to Siena for almost 
twenty years now, the city where in 2002 I left a piece 
of my heart. 

It is this piece that reminds me of the desire to unite with 
the rest. The part that desires fullness, that aspires to the 
unity to which it belongs. 

What are the reasons? It will certainly involve some 
of my inner tendencies such as my romanticism, my 
nostalgia for the old days, my aspiration for synthesis 
and my conviction that certain values never cease to be 
reference points for our small human lives: solidarity, 
collaboration to achieve a common goal, belonging, 
the strength of community, love for others, shared joy 
that is worth twice as much... I could offer a long list 
enumerating the beauties, the curiosities, the appearance 
of this secular tradition, known all over the world, but 
now I would talk more willingly about that Sienese 
world that has formed and developed in my mind over 
the years. Since 2002 I have deepened my knowledge 
in the literary and psychological field first as a student, 
then as a high school teacher, as a mother-housewife, 
and again as a teacher and at the end as a PhD candidate 
in Italian studies. 

I chose the poetry of the contrade (Siena city districts) as 
my dissertation subject because I really believe, indeed I 
am truly convinced that it is the arts, and more precisely 
poetry, that is most capable of expressing our true 
essence, our inner aspirations, our hopes and our most 
hidden shadows. As Angelo Tonelli, a great poet, film 
director and man, writes, poetry is

P come parola, potenza, profezia, peripezia, pólis, 
passione;
P for word, power, prophesy, adventure, polis, passion;
O come origine, occhio, ombra, oltre;
O for origin, eye, shadow, other; 
E come estasi, energia;
E for ecstasy, energy; 
S come sacro, silenzio, suono, sciamano, sophía, sintesi, 
sentire, specchio;
S for sacred, silence, sound, shaman, sophia, synthesis, 
feeling, mirror;
I come invisibile, immaginazione, intensità, iniziazione, 
incubo;
I for invisible, imagination, intensity, initiation, 
nightmare; 
A come anima, Assoluto, anamorfosi, azione.(1)

A for soul, Absolute, anaformosis, action.

When reading the sonnets of the Contrade, we come into 
contact with the soul of the Contrada, our heart beats 
with it, its joy becomes ours and for the time that we 
are reading we too become Contrada people. This is the 
magic, the true power of poetry: it contains within itself 
the external world (the tradition, the clothes, the “cencio” 
(the banner), the horses, the earth in the city square...) and 
the interior world (enthusiasm, conviction, love, fidelity, 
optimism, desire, aspirations...) at the same time. In the 
verses, the whole history of Siena pulsates, and  the tragic 
or happy fates of all the chioccioliani, tartuchini, aquiloni, 
giraffini, lupaioli also pulsate… (the inhabitants of the 
Snail, Tortoise, Eagle, Giraffe, She-Wolf Contrade). And 
just as individual lives are united in the common life of 
their own district, so the districts are united in Siena, that 
represents unity in diversity. A unity through which the 
various parts transcend their limits and a higher synthesis 
is achieved, the stability of the Sienese tradition.
My research on Giovanni Papini (my central doctoral 
theme), led me to know the psychosynthesis of Roberto 
Assagioli, a youthful friend of “la Belva di Firenze” 
(the Beast of Florence). Psychosynthesis is practically a 
«conception of man as a bio-psycho-spiritual being. A 
dynamic conception of psychic life as a struggle between 
a multiplicity of contrasting forces and a unifying centre 
that tends to compose them into harmony. Conceived, 
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carried out and practiced by Roberto Assagioli, who has 
used its name publicly since 1926, it can be considered 
as the individual expression of a broader principle, of a 
general law of inter-individual and cosmic synthesis”(2). 
According to Assagioli, within each individual struggles 
take place, intra-psychic, or internal, conflicts: “Within 
us there is a continuous struggle, a jostling and 
clashing of various elements and various trends that 
are in us, heterogeneous and contradictory elements 
that all want to “live”, assert themselves, express 
themselves”(3). For this reason, there is a great need 
that “the elements that are not well developed, not 
coordinated and contrasting, must be harmonized and 
integrated into a personal psychosynthesis”(4). These 
inner tendencies are like several little “I’s” that act as 
different beings with different characteristics and each 
wants to gain dominance over the others and are called 
for this “subpersonalities”. Each of them wants the I 
(the conscious I, the personal self, the centre of self-
consciousness) to identify with it, because only in this 
way can it really live. A famous Hungarian poet, Attila 
József writes in one of his poems: “our life is his will 
“. Assagioli, having a transcendental vision (he is one 
of the fathers of transpersonal psychology), also adds 
the existence in us of a Self, a Higher I that moves in 
the vertical dimension. The personal ego or self is the 
reflection of the Self, a small projected part, which 
however can become aware of the Self. In religious 
tradition the Self is called the soul, which is immortal 
and in contact with God.
And now let’s go back to the point, to the - perhaps 
surprising - analogy between Siena and its districts 
and the ego and its subpersonalities. Subpersonalities 
represent psychic characteristics that want to manifest 
and be realized in the external world. And the districts 
precisely symbolize different characteristics: the Aquila 
(the Eagle) combativeness; the Bruco (the Caterpillar) 
industriousness; the Chiocciola (the Snail) prudence; the 
Civetta (the Owl) astuteness.; the Drago (the Dragon) 
ardour ; the Giraffa (the Giraffe) elegance; the Istrice 
(the Porcupine) acuteness; the Leocorno (the Unicorn) 
science; the Lupa (the She-Wolf) fidelity; the Nicchio 
(the Shell) confidentiality; the Oca (the Goose) wisdom 
; the Onda (the Wave) joy; the Pantera (the Panther) 

boldness; la Selva (the Forest) power; the Tartuca (the 
Tortoise) firmness; the Torre (the Tower) force; the 
Valdimonte (the Ram) perseverance.
Obviously some features are not compatible, as noted by 
Assagioli himself: “There are, for example, contrasting 
tendencies such as laziness and ambition, physical 
comfort and the desire for profit; therefore, even on the 
purely selfish level there are these antinomies that cause 
conflicts if we do not regulate and harmonize them from 
above”(5). Similarly, in the world of the contrade there 
are opposing contrade, such as the Torre and the Oca, the 
Lupa and the Istrice, the Chiocciola and the Tartuca or the 
Civetta and the Leocorno. In these pairs of contrade, the 
two parts represent very different, or even antithetical, 
qualities and this prevents them from manifesting 
themselves together. They have to fight and be fighting all 
the time. In the case of the Pantera-Aquila opponents the 
problem is that they are two strong qualities and each of 
them is a winning type, leaving no room for others.
The other phenomenon that must be mentioned is that 
the districts that have as a symbol a small, weak and 
apparently not “winner” animal are appreciated for that 
value they represent and are not judged for what they 
lack. Life is unpredictable. It is not always the big and 
strong that wins... it may happen that it is precisely 
industriousness, foresight or prudence that saves a 
situation. And it is also true for our human individual 
life: you never know which of our qualities (perhaps 
dormant or expelled into the unconscious) will help us 
to solve a difficult situation or to survive. If we look 
around we see that this attitude of appreciation, “seeing 
the good in everything” is rarely observable... and so a 
caterpillar, a snail or a shell seems to be a parenthesis in 
the magnificent text of the Panthers, Eagles or Towers. 
And this is wrong. Being versatile and integrating at the 
same time makes man and Siena strong. Assagioli says, 
there are no good or bad tendencies, it is we who must 
recognize them, understand their functions and find their 
place. If we do that, they will serve us till we die.
In mature and balanced people, (or in those such as the 
genius, the hero or the saint) the sub-personalities unite 
in a single I, and the districts unite - overcoming their 
discord - in the noble city of Siena. It is Siena, and all 
that it represents, the “unifying centre” of its seventeen 
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allied-adversary districts. According to Giovanni Papini, 
in the great ones, subpersonalities, losing the tension due 
to their contradiction, end up collaborating for a higher 
purpose, thus obtaining synthesis. This synthesis or unity 
of subpersonalities also takes place in Dante, thanks to 
his “free will” genius: “True and proper contradictions 
are more often encountered in the mediocre ones, while 
in the great ones, more often than not, it is necessary 
to take into account that vastness of mind and thought 
that welcomes within itself, cooperating and integrating, 
attitudes and tendencies that usually seem opposite. 
In small heads, conflicting opinions coexist with 
difficulty, and necessarily  clash, effectively resulting 
in contradiction; in the souls of value, more alive and 
ample, the opposite aspects collaborate in a richer vision 
and are harmoniously resolved in a superior synthesis 
that cancels and justifies their opposition”(6).
In the Palio the tension reaches its peak: the winning 
district will have everything, it will become Siena: 
euphoria, victory, definition. For a year. In the psyche 
the same happens, the subpersonality with which the I 
identifies itself, obtains dominion, will dominate over 
the others. For a short or long time, but generally not for 
eternity. (It can happen that too... the person cannot live 
any longer without a mask that it has attached to its face, 
it cannot recognize itself any longer...)
The presence of religious liturgies in the life of the 
Contrada represents the vertical dimension: the patron 
saint gives the blessing of Heaven to each district by 
elevating it from the horizontal dimension to the vertical 
direction. But, here too, there is a synthesis: just as the 
districts unite and serve the City, so also the patron 
saints are humble servants of the Madonna to whom 
the Palio, the famous banner, is dedicated. Twice a 
year we celebrate “Siena’s Self”, the Virgin Mary who 
blesses, protects, preserves and elevates it along with 
the inhabitants of the Contrade three meters above... 
the earth. Because on June 2 and August 16 Siena’s 
soul leaves the red earth for a few moments and rises in 
euphoria. From above it takes a look at itself and sees 
a single entity, then lowers itself into seventeen parts 
again. Siena returns to being a multitude.    
The centuries-old Sienese tradition with the Palio that 
forms an integral, indeed, central part, besides being 

a living and unique emotion, living history, a personal 
involvement that never ceases to exist in the hearts of 
Siena, a multicoloured and showy tourist attraction, it is 
also an example of a superior synthesis that welcomes, 
integrates and accepts all its components.
We hope that Siena will show for centuries the external 
and inner way of synthesis for all of us.

       Poesia

P for word, power, prophecy,    

   peripeteia, pólis, passion;  

O for origin, eye, shadow, beyond; 

E for ecstasy, energy; 

S for sacred, silence, sound, shaman,   

   sophía, synthesis, feeling, mirror; 

I for invisible, imagination, intensity,   

   initiation, nightmare; 

A for soul, Absolute, anamorphosis,   

   action.
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