
92

need to give meaning to our life.
Seeking and finding a meaning in every aspect and 
moment of life is closely related to hope, the hope that 
difficulties and sufferings are not free and accidental, 
that joys and satisfactions are not ephemeral and vain. 
Despair, that is the denial of hope, arises precisely from 
the failure to fulfill these vital needs.

Hope, on the other hand, puts us in a creative and 
affective relationship with others, with the world, with 
life, it makes us come out of the egoic enclosure to 
broaden our horizon and feel part of a whole.
Pope Benedict XVI in his encyclical Spe Salvi reminds 
us that hope is innate in the human being, that does not 
resign himself to the idea of   ending up as nothing: the 
faith that death is not the conclusion of everything finds 
a foundation in this hope, the horrid, immense abyss into 
which, bringing everything down, forgets the Wandering 
Shepherd in Leopardi’s Asia, but is instead the beginning 
of a new life.

I conclude with the words of Eugenio Borgna “In old 
age the possibilities of opening up to hope are certainly 
reduced, but they are not extinguished, being reborn 
without end, even when they seem to become impossible. 
Let us not confuse hopes with illusions, and let us keep 
in mind the things that Paul says splendidly about hope, 
which does not die, in the Letter to the Romans: “In fact, 
in hope we have been saved, for a visible hope is not 
hope, because can what is seen still be hope? We hope 
for what we do not see, and we wait patiently.
“Let’s never forget that.”

Laura Maninchedda

THE MODERN CRISIS 
AND SUBPERSONALITIES
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Copernicus and the Phenomenon of Crisis 

At the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
the phenomenon of an almost general intellectual crisis 
becomes significant, and strongly influences modern 
European culture. The role of modern man in the world 
and his dramatically changing existential position are 
questioned. One of the most significant spiritual symbols 
of this crisis is the historical figure of Nicolaus Copernicus 
who - for the thinkers and artists of the time, that is the 
fin de siècle - well represents contemporary the fear and 
uncertainty of humanity. With the birth of the heliocentric 
system, man lost his mythical and sacred belief that he is 
at the centre of the universe and has also had to realize 
the immeasurably small size of the Earth in cosmic space. 
Man no longer feels like a special and distinct entity, lord 
of everything, on the contrary, he slowly recognizes the 
absurdity of his own existence. Human pride and the 
magnificent glory of the past simply lose their meaning, 
just as the grandiose prayers and epic deeds of antiquity 
lose their meaning in this interpretation. 
Friedrich Nietzsche, one of the most relevant 
philosophers at the end of the nineteenth century, writing 
on European nihilism affirms that man, from Copernicus 
onwards, in withdrawing from the centre of the universe, 
moves towards the unknown, towards X. But Nietzsche 
is not the only thinker to represent the Copernican idea 
as a kind of danger, as a stirrer of uncertainty. Luigi 
Pirandello in his essay The Art and Consciousness of 
Today (1893) describes in detail this deconsecration 
of human thought, referring to it as one of the crucial 
problems of modernity. Pirandello sarcastically refers to 
the excessive presumption of man:
“Fraud has always come to us from too much imagining. 
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But it is a sad place that science has assigned to man in 
nature […] The Earth was once the navel of a boundless 
creation. All the sky, the sun, the stars continually 
wandered around it as if to offer a show to it […] Ah, 
the philosophers were, are, and will be great loafers 
always. […] We all know, unfortunately, what they have 
reduced the Earth to now, this poor land of ours! An 
immeasurably small astral atom, a spinning top [...]”

Pirandello uses the word “spinning top” to comically 
define the position of humanity also in his novel The 
Late Mattia Pascal (1904). “Are we or are we not on a 
kind of invisible spinning top, spun by a ray of sunshine, 
on a little maddened grain of sand, which spins and 
spins and spins, without knowing why, never reaching 
an end” - says Mattia Pascal, the fictional narrator in the 
novel’s philosophical premise. In this chapter it is also 
important because - as already in Art and Consciousness 
of Today – it represents the symbol of a general human 
disease, a certain “degeneration”. Mattia Pascal affirms 
that Copernicus with his ideas “has ruined humanity 
forever”. According to the protagonist, this radical 
change has also strongly influenced literature, because 
the Earth, once the navel of the universe, is now almost 
insignificant. Thus, also the dignity of antiquity and 
the great deeds of the Greeks and Romans become 
comic, as the essayist Pirandello writes in the Art and 
Consciousness of Today: “Oh what times were those, 
and how man could strut disguised as a Greek […] or a 
Roman […] And Rome erat caput mundi”.
We can make a comparison between Pirandello’s thought 
that emerges in The late Mattia Pascal and in young 
Pirandello’s essays and a lesson by Sigmund Freud (Lesson 
18) in his Introduction to psychoanalysis (1917). In that 
lesson Freud identifies three main crises that have had a 
very significant impact on humanity: Copernican theory, 
Darwinian theory and modern psychoanalysis. The latter 
demonstrates the disintegration of self, thus creating 
general uncertainty and a decisive change in culture.

Assagioli, Pirandello and the Parts of the Identity
Pirandello, in a certain way based on Alfredo 
Binet’s theory, often represents the I as a “temporary 
aggregation of various states of consciousness, which 

can be severed and modified.” Roberto Assagioli, 
founder of psychosynthesis, who also had a personal 
relationship with the writer (from 1933 to 1936 
Pirandello and Assagioli lived in the same villa in Rome, 
in Via Antonio Bosio), shared some of Pirandello’s 
theories, particularly his ideas on the nature of the 
modern crisis. In The Late Mattia Pascal the name of 
Copernicus appears as a symbol of scientific discoveries 
that are quite frightening for humanity, and Assagioli 
too qualifies the discovery of the unconscious as an 
outcome similar to the discovery of America. Assagioli, 
like Binet, one of Pirandello’s inspirers, thinks that 
the unity of our I is only an illusion, in other words: 
believing that we have a well-defined personality is 
a serious mistake. Assagioli, as a reader and admirer 
of Pirandello, precisely underlines this characteristic 
of the playwright’s works, and describes the author as 
“an ingenious and tormented anatomizer of dissociation 
and psychological complexities”. Assagioli says: “The 
first step [...] consists in recognizing the chaos, the 
multiplicity, the conflicts that exist in us.” In certain 
plays by Pirandello, such as in Tonight We Improvise 
(1930) or in the famous Six characters in search of an 
author (1921, 1925) the acting, the representation itself 
functions almost as an allegory of human life.
In Tonight We Improvise, the figure of the director, 
Doctor Hinkfuss expresses his own theory of art, 
according to which the work of art cannot be fixed in an 
immutable form.
The poet or the artist, when he thinks that he has 
completed his work, has only finished living in it. But 
we, readers or spectators, must always remove it from 
that fixity. The ‘finished’ - in a certain sense - work of 
art must become a vital movement within us. This idea 
is also interesting because it has some affinities with 
Roland Barthes’ later theory. According to Assagioli, the 
theatrical representation depends on several factors. It is 
a collaboration of the author, the director and the actors. 
In this cooperation the author symbolizes the higher self, 
which has the task of defining our roles, of determining 
the activity of the individual who must personify these 
specific characteristics. It should be noted that this 
process is - in most cases - devoid of consciousness, 
as the higher self comes from the higher unconscious. 
The conscious I, on the other hand, organizes and 
manages the plans of life; acts like the director. His 
‘plans’ develop in response to various inner and outer 
circumstances. The actors are the subpersonalities - 
according to Assagioli’s terminology - that hide within 
us. These form the multitude that Pirandello, referring to 
Binet, characterizes as “aggregation” in his already cited 
essay. Subpersonalities can differ: some of them are part 
of the consciousness, while others operate in different 
layers of the unconscious. We can see that Assagioli’s 
‘theatrical’ model is very close to Pirandello’s thinking. 
Below I will briefly examine in more detail Pirandello’s 
drama The Mountain Giants - unique in many respects 
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- which builds a magical world while reflecting on the 
different personalities that coexist in man.

Cotrone’s Magical Island

Pirandello’s last unfinished drama, The Mountain Giants 
(1936) is set in a magical villa called La Scalogna. The 
villa is controlled by a magician, Cotrone, who acts 
almost like a director, like a director of his company. 
Cotrone is - in a certain sense - both a mystical and a 
secular figure, because he knows the technicalized 
and bureaucratic world of human society, but he also 
has fabulous and magical powers; he is the lord of 
the kingdom of the night. The Scalognati’s island is 
surrounded by hostile and mysterious forces. The 
identity of the so- called ‘giants’ is never well defined. 
Once Cotrone describes them as “people of tall and 
powerful build [...] The work they got themselves down 
to there, the continuous exercise of strength, courage 
[...] naturally made them also hard of mind and a little 
‘bestial’.” But in the last complete scene of the drama 
we hear “the din of the cavalcade of the Mountain 
Giants […] The walls of the villa tremble”. At this point 
one of the Scalognati, Quaquèo, says: “Do you hear? 
Do you hear? They are like kings of the world!” The 
din, Quaquèo’s trembling and amazement cast doubt on 
the claim that the giants are human beings. Their true 
characteristics always remain uncertain. Like the other 
characters in the play, they have an indeterminate and 
multiple identity. The unique and separate world of the 
magical villa can somehow symbolize the inner human 
psyche as the image of Assagioli’s (often coloured) Egg 
diagram. In Cotrone’s Scalogna there is a particular place 
called the Arsenal of the Apparitions in which various 
scenes and figures alternate. “The back wall, smooth 
and uncluttered, will become […] transparent, and you 
will see […] first a sky of dawn […] then the side of 
the gently sloping mountain”. The Arsenal represents 
an image of collective culture, a repertoire from which 
many identities and masks can be freely chosen. Cotrone 
- as a director, as the conscious I - can dispose of these 
elements, these new possibilities, to stage his drama, 
his game. “That’s all. Dreams, music, prayer, love ... 
all the infinite variety that is in men, you will find it in 

and around this villa.” - says the magician. The magical 
kingdom of Cotrone is none other than the fruitful infinity 
of the human psyche with all the imagination within us. 
We are not «‘all of a piece’», writes Assagioli; the I is 
changing rapidly in every moment, as Pirandello’s heroes, 
with so many coexisting subpersonalities, often make 
us perceive. “None of us is in the body that the others 
see; but in the soul that speaks, who knows where from; 
[…] A body is death: darkness and stone. [...] Let’s play 
ghosts.” - says Cotrone, also referring to the great variety 
of our psychic nature, existing inside the human body. 
The villa’s repertoire creates a huge space for ghosts.

Conclusion

Starting from the crisis at the end of the century, 
Pirandello became more and more interested in the 
fragmentary nature of the I. The author is strongly 
influenced by contemporary thinkers and by the general 
idea of the intellectual crisis. The typical feeling of the 
time, the perception of a ‘Copernican turn’ in culture, 
concerns not only the position of humanity in the world, 
but also our concept of consciousness. The man who 
lives “on a grain of sand” in the universe does not even 
own a well-defined personality; it is an “aggregation” 
of different forms of consciousness. Psychotherapist 
Roberto Assagioli - who at a certain period of his life was 
a neighbour and probably also a friend or acquaintance of 
Pirandello - is interested in this characteristic orientation 
in Pirandello’s dramas. The ideas of the two thinkers 
have much in common, also because Assagioli - partly 
influenced by Pirandello - represents the functioning 
of the different areas of consciousness as a theatrical 
process. The conscious I, the director, aided by inner 
inspirations, is planning the show, while the actors are 
the parts of the I, the various subpersonalities. A closer 
look at Pirandello’s latest drama, The Mountain Giants, 
reveals how theatre can become a metaphor for inner life 
and consciousness, how psychosynthesis can meet art.

For the footnotes and the bibliography see the article in 
Italian.

Balázs Kerber


