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Luigi Cazzato 
316,7:2-264(450-13) 

Review article! llpec/leiJell llaYllell mpyiJ 

THE SOUTH ITALIAN "STRANGE MALADY" 

AND THE BRITISH HUNT FOR THE MYTHICAL SPIDER 


Key words: tarantism, Apulia, travelogue 

When someone shows signs 0/ unmotivated agiatation Italians ask: "Has a tarantula bitten 
you?" This bite and the body which is bitten is what I would like to talk about. It is mainly a/emale 
body, colonised as a body can be colonised within national and patriarchal borders. A domestic 
colonisation, which the British have somehow culturally and politically endorsed through the 
centuries. 

Tarantulas in action 
Let's start with a scene: the south

easternmost point of Italy's boot, further 
southeast than Naples, Paestum, Herculaneum 
and Pompeii, where most English travellers used 
to end their Grand Tour and most gothic novel 
writers began their fictional one (Walpole's The 
Castle 0/ Otranto, 1764; Radcliffe's A Sicilian 
Romance, 1790). We are in Salento, to be 
precise: a sub-region of Apulia, its southernmost 
part, separated from the Balkan coast by a 
narrow strip of sea, which cannot prevent you 
from seeing the mountainous coast opposite on 
clear days when the wind blows from the north. 
The year is 1959. In this remote corner ofItaly, a 
scientific team led by the great Italian ethnologist 
Ernesto De Martino is conducting a fieldwork 

study on 'tarantism'. Tarantism is considered a 
form of possession (scientists call it MPI: mass 
psychogenetic illness) related to the belief in the 
bite from a mythical tarantula or taranta (spider) 
and its ritual dancing cure. The people affected 
by this form of possession are called "tarantate" 
if female, "tarantati" if male. But let us go back 
to that scene: 

Discerning a crowd of persons outside of a 
hovel, we immediately located the house from 
which the sounds emerged. We quickened our 
step and were in front of the door; we made our 
way through the crowd, bestowing a plain smile 
upon the many eyes in the process of asking, 
"Who are these strangers?" And finally, out of 
the blue, from day to night, we found ourselves 
brutally hurled onto another planet ... Here [a 
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miserable one-room dark dwelling], within the 
limits marked by the white canvas, the tarantata 
performed, dressed in white like the canvas upon 
which she danced, her waist tied with a sash and 
her black hair tumultuously loosened and falling 
in her olive face, where one could see obstinately 
immobile and hard traits and eyes like a 
sleepwalker's, which opened and thtm partially 
shut. In the meantime, the guitarist, the 
accordionist, the tambourinist and our barber
violinist performed in tum in this vibrant event 
sound-therapy (De Martino 2005: 38-39). 

The planet onto which the research team 
was brutally cast was more or less the same 
planet many British travellers had reported over 
past centuries. As the journalist traveller H. V. 
Morton reminds us, "the English have always 
been interested in the tarantella" (Morton 1969: 
188). One of the earliest English references to 
the tarantula is George Sandys', who, returning 
from the Near East in 1611, wrote: 

Here-about (as throughout this part of 
Calabria) are great store of Tarantulas ... They 
lurk in sinks and privies, and abroad in the slimy 
filth between furrows; for which cause the 
country people do reap in boots. The sting is 
deadly, and the contrary operations thereof most 
miraculous. For some so stung are still oppressed 
with a leaden sleep; others are vexed with 
continued waking, some fling up and down, and 
others are extremely lazy. He sweats, a second 
vomits, a third runs mad. Some weep 
continually, and some laugh continually, and that 
is the most usual ... The merry, the mad, and 
otherwise actively disposed are cured by musick; 
at least it is the cause, in that it incites them to 
dance indefatigably; for by labour and sweat the 
poison is expelled (Sandys 1631: 249).

'., 
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a,'minBut what is tarantism exactly? Here is the 
exposu:OED definition: 
culture,A hysterical malady, characterised by an 
later sextreme impulse to dance, which prevailed as an 
flouristepidemic in Apulia and adjacent parts of Italy 
beyondfrom the 15th to the 17th century, popularly 
(Diony:attributed to the bite or 'sting' of the tarantula. 
contemThe dancing was sometimes held to be a 
Africal1symptom or consequence of the malady, 
Haitiansometimes practised as a sovereign cure for it 

F(my emphasis). 
tarantis 
tarantisThe critical ethnocentric scholar, Ernesto 
psycho,De Martino witnessed the last remnants of this 

tarchaic cultural phenomenon in an Italy in the 
feature«midst of hectic modernisation, when Christ 
symbolbegan to move beyond Eboli. For him, 
recover"tarantism is an 'institution' rather than a 
of exis'disease'" (De Martino 2005: 245). He called the 
crisis c land in which it was found, and his book, La 
and theterra del rimorso. The translation of the pun in 
the scothis title is not easy. We could simply say 'land 
Martin(of remorse' but then we would lose its twofold 

1meaning: 'rimorso' can be both 'regret' and 're
physicabite' ('morso' means 'bite'). Only if we interpret 
cultural'rimorso' as re-biting regret we can understand 
peoplewhy De Martino considered this place to be a 
connectland with "a wretched past which returns and 
of "theoffers itself up to reparation through human 
there'~choice" (De Martino 2005: 248). In other words, 
what tbthe ethnologist maintained that tarantism had 
vulneralprovided a liminal zone into which class and 
controlgender oppression - that is to say, covert erotic 
existentdesires, frustrated hopes and unresolved grief 
more vcould be conveyed and settled through catharsis. 

The suspected spider's bite, its summer re
I R. E.Bsurgence (re-bite), and the subsequent dancing
Western

beyond-exhaustion cure were simply symbols of China, at 



le 	 a 'minor religion' which, due to the region's 
exposure to the century-old influence of Islam 
culture, emerged in fourteenth-century Apulia, to 
later spreading all over" southern Italy andm 
flourishing until the eighteenth century andIy 
beyond. It has antecedents in ancient Greece Iy 

a. 	 (Dionysian cults) and parallels with many 

a 	 contemporary ecstatic religions similar to certain 
African and Oriental cults: Sudanese bori,

{, 
Haitian voodoo, Ethiopian-Egyptian zarl.it 

F or some, the connection between 
tarantism and arachnidism was causal; for others, 
tarantism could be reduced to a simpleo 
psychological disorder. However, s 

there was evidence that the phenomenon e 
featured a well~defined, culturally conditionedit 
symbolic autonomy, a mythical~ritual horizon of 
recovery and reintegration for critical moments 
of existence, with a marked preference for the 
crisis of puberty, the theme of frustrated eros, 
and the conflicts of adolescent girls - all within 
the scope of a peasant regime of existence (De 
Martino 2005: 245). 

Therefore, tarantism is not a simple 
physical or psychological illness, but a socio
cultural institution, contrived by poor subaltern 
people to deal with the existential problems 
connected to their condition. De Martino speaks 
of "the crisis of presence", a sense of "not being 
there'~ (Heidegger's "Dasein"). Consequently 
what the tarantate/i experience is a sense of loss, 
vulnerability, and being overwhelmingly out of 
control to the point of vanishing. If the real and 
existential circumstances render subaltern people 
more vulnerable to this crisis of presence, the 

I R. E. Bartholomew refers to modern episodes within non
Western countries such as Papua New Guinea, Malaysia, 
China, and Tanzania (Bartholomew 1?94: 284). 

dancing and the mourning rituals are a means of 
restoring the sense of being vitally present in the 
world again. 
The British and the three tarantulas 

Before De Martino's survey, tarantism 
was basically interpreted according three main 
approaches: 

- Tarantism as a disease caused by the 
tarantula's venom; 

- Tarantism as a hysterical mental 
disorder; 

- Tarantism as a female fiction. 
Let us now look at how the British 

traveller eyewitnesses and sedentary cultural 
observers have viewed this phenomenon and 
portrayed it across the centuries, since Sandys 
first described it. 

George Berkeley was the first English
speaking traveller to go to southern Italy at the 
beginning of eighteenth century with a 
disposition for scientific investigation into 
natural as well as cultural occurrences, such as 
volcanic phenomena and tarantula bites, not to 
mention his artistic interest in architecture. He 
methodically searched for "tarantuli" or spiders, 
but without great results. As he wrote in his 
Journal in Italy: "We employed peasants at 
Canosa, &c., to find us tarantuli, but in vain, 
because the hottest season had not then come" 
(Berkeley 2005: 258). However he tried to 
observe the tarantate/i in action as much as he 
could. This is one example of his proto
anthropological, notebook-like style, reportage: 

Tarantata likewise seen, daughter to a man 
of note and substance in the city; chamber or 
large hall adorned as the other, bating the sword 
and looking-glass; danced or paced round in a 
circle, a man bearing a green bough decked with 

11 



ribbons of gay colours; she seemed not to mind 
the bough, colours, or company, looked fixed 
and melancholy; relations and friends sate round 
the hall; none danced but the tarantata ... this 
very morning she looked like death, no mark of a 
bite on her, no knowledge when or how she came 
to be bitten. Girl seemed about 15 or 16, and 
ruddy look while we saw her (Berkeley 2005: 
260). 

He also met several people who had 
witnessed tarantate/i's performances and 
reported their views in turn. Some of them were 
convinced it was no fiction: "[he] thinks there 
can be no deceit, the dancing is so laborious; tells 
me they feverish mad, and sometimes after 
dancing throw themselves into the sea, and 
would drown if not prevented" (Berkeley 2005: 
271). Others, like a physician, "judged the 
distemper of the tarantati to be often feigned for 
lewd purposes" (Berkeley 2005: 268). So his 
attitude was impartial enough to report both the 
sceptical attitude and the trusting one. 

The less doubtful Henry Swinburne came 
half a century later. He was not able to be present 
at any genuine performance but only· at a fake 
one, when a woman acted the part and the dance 
before him. The scene, which "was far from 
pleasant" (Swinburne 1790: 105), reminded him 
of the ancient priestesses of Bacchus and their 
orgies, abolished by the introduction of 
Christianity. But, he goes on to say, 

Unwilling to give up so darling an 
amusement, they devised other pretences; and 
possession by evil spir'its may have furnished 
them with one. Accident may also have led them 
to a discovery of the Tarantula; and upon the 
strength of its poison, the Puglian dames still 
enjoy their old dance ... (Swinburne 1790: 307). 
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As a consequence, "if at any time these 
dancers are really involuntary affected, I can 
suppose it to be nothing more than an attack 
upon their nerves, a species of St Vitus dance 
[or] a desire to of raising contributions upon the 
spectators, are probably the real motives that 
inspire the Tarantati" (Swinburne 1790: 309-07). 
Further evidence of tarantism as fiction is found 
in the fact that, contrary to what Berkeley was 
told, no upper-class or young people were 
commonly seized by this malady, only the 
ignorant, the poor and the unmarried women. 
Moreover, the excessive fatigue which seemed to 
prove that the tarantate/i' s painful performance 
was genuine was no evidence to him. 

The subsequent nineteenth-century 
analyses were made more or less along the same 
line of interpretation. In his 1818 journey to 
Italy, R. K. Craven, who, as he says, 
endeavoured to obtain the most satisfactory 
information on the subject, was compelled "to 
acknowledge that the intelligence was very 
inconclusive". Nevertheless, he concluded that, 
since the sufferer was a young ignorant person 
excited by previous exhibitions, tarantism was 
nothing but "a diversion of a whole village", 
whose populace was "invited to assist, in their 
holiday-clothes, at the singular rites" (Craven 
1821: 187). Some years later, C. T. Ramage, in 
his "wandering in search of ... ancient remains 
and modern superstitions", as the subtitle of his 
book reads, was informed by a Capuchin friar 
that tarantism could be only explained by the 
ignorance and knavery of mankind. More 
specifically though, the explanation was the 
excessive heat and type of food (abundant 
shellfish and snails!), which "was peculiarly 
exciting to the nervous system" (Ramage 1868: 

172). 
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172). When tarantism is not hysteria, it is a 
fiction. An intelligent countryman would have 
well expressed the issue in these two lines: "Non 
fu la Taranta, ne'fu la Tarantella / Mafu 10 vino 
de la carratella" - "It was neither the taranta nor 
the tarantella, but it was the wine from the 
barrel" (Ramage 1868: 172). 

The British popular magazines also used 
to proceed along this line of judgment. The 
"credulous and the ignorant among the Italians~' 
are associated with the savages of America, who 
pretended to perform cures using music (Bell's 
Court andfashionable magazine, 1817). Around 
the ] 830s, a children's magazine reported the 
story (already published in The Gentleman's 
Magazine in 1743 and quoted by De Martino) of 
an Italian musician called Stephen Storace, who, 
strangely, was asked to play the violin to a man 
who had been found collapsed in the street. The 
story was reported again just "with a view of 
showing my young friends what a sad thing 
ignorance is, and for what evils it is accountable" 
("The Tarantula", in Peter Parley's Annual, year 
unknown). 

Ramage was really enthralled by the 
"pizzica pizzica": the tarantella dance peculiar to 
Salento, which was danced by everyone, whether 
or not they were possessed by the tarantula. His 
hostess describes the fascinating erotic dance to 
him and he concludes that "in these people the 
most shrewd and active industry [is] not to make 
riches, but to live free from care" (Ramage 1868: 
174). This view comes quite close to what De 
Martino considers the first step towards a 
cultural interpretation of the phenomenon, which 
was made in the fifteenth century by the 
humanist Antonio Beccadelli from Palermo (also 
known as Panormita). He used to say: 

The Apulians were a very happy people 
because while other men have no excuses for 
their follies, the Apulians always have one ready: 
that is, the tarantula to whose bite they attribute 
their insane desires, giving free play to Jhem 
under a semblance of honesty (Cit. in De 
Martino 2005: 127-28). 

Here we find ourselves within the 
hermeneutic field of tarantism as fiction which 
contains a grain of truth: the tarantula's bite as a 
way to express repressed urges, to give them 
"free rein". This is the grain of truth overlooked 
by Baglivi, the eminent seventeenth-century 
physician from Dalmatia, who in his De 
Tarantula defines tarantism as a physical (real) 
disease, when authentic, and as a "little carnival 
of women" (fiction), when inauthentic. But to get 
back to the point, the tarantella dance apparently 
appealed so much the British, that Britain's 
ambassador to the court of Naples, Sir William 
Hamilton, was reported to have danced it with 
his young wife, famously Lord Nelson's lover, 
on the occasion of the British victory at the 
Battle ofCopenhagen, 180 I. 

J. Ross visited Apulia in 1887 and in her 
Italian Sketches wrote: 

Tarantismo is still implicitly believed in, 
not only by the common people, but by most of 
the Apulian gentry. I have never seen a case, as 
the tarantula only becomes venomous when the 
weather is hot. The women gleaning in the 
cornfields are most liable to be bitten, as they 
wear but scant clothing, on account of the intense 
heat (Ross 1887: 236). 

She seems to believe in the tarantula's bite 
and, according to this version, that tarantism 
affects all classes and genders. It is only due to 
their clothing that women are affected more than 
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men. Another insistence on tarantism as a non
gendered occurrence is a story she telts of a 
master-mason "who mocked at the whole thing, 
threatening to beat any of his female belongings 
who, if bitten by a tarantota, dared to try the 
dancing cure" (Ross 1887: 238). Unfortunately 
for him, he was himself bitten afterwards, and 
having been cured from his painful suffering 
through music like any woman, he was seen in 
the middle of the street crying: "Le femmine 
hanno ragione" ("The women are right"). 
Another episode of a sceptical male, a 
northerner, who converted to tarantism was the 
Milanese Bishop of Polignano (an Apulian 
town), who deliberately got bitten by a tarantula 
to show his worshippers that they were harmless. 
Unfortunately though, he fell prey to the bite and 
had to be cured by music and dance like any 
other tarantato. Here is an anticlerical and 
southern account of the bishop's story, quoted at 
length by De Martino. 

Alas! The Reverend gave into the spider, 
tarantolato like the simplest boor in Apulia, 
wholly in spite of his Ambrosian [Milanese] 
austerity ... Monsignor was at death's door, 
when as dawn broke on the third day, motu 
proprio [spontaneously] ... he rose from the bed 
in nightshirt and knickers and said: play for me! 
(De Martino 2005: 241). 
New cultural parallels 

M. S. Briggs would come back to these 
chronicles a few decades later in his book on 
Lecce and Salento In the Heel of Italy. Here, he 
affirms that tarantism is "practically a lost art" 
(Briggs 1911: 284) and that only the dance (the 
"pizzica pizzica") survives. That was not true 
and in 1969 Morton was still able to see "a 
tarantolata in action", a "countrywoman dancing 
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alone with a curiously entranced expression on 
her face" (Morton 1969: 180-81). Briggs, like 
Morton after him, quoted Ross' account of that 
master-mason story because if it were true it 
would contradict the Cambridge professor A. E. 
Shipley, who contributed, according to Briggs, 
"a witty letter to The Times, aptly drawing a 
parallel between a 'tarantata' and a 'suffragette'" 
(284). Actually, in 1908, this lecturer in zoology 
wrote a letter in which he related the medieval 
mania of St Vitus's dance, tarantism, and "other 
excesses of a similar kind", to the women's 
suffrage movement, considering it another 
modern outbreak of those manic phenomena 
(Shipley 1908: 10). He stated: 

From the account of a meeting held at the 
Albert Hall on Saturday, December 5, under the 
presidency of Lady McLaren, I am inclined to 
think that we are witnessing a revival of these 
recondite mental disorders .. , It is characteristic 
of these manias that they attack women more 
readily than men, though men, at any rate some, 
are capable of being affected (Shipley 1908: 10). 

Whilst acknowledging that men (surely 
only few of them) could also be affected by what 
he considers a mere mental disorder, the 
professor hastens to make it clear that while the 
holy martyr's disorder received every 
consideration, "the victims of the Tarantula were 
by no means so well treated" (Shipley 1908: 10). 
He means of course that while the Catholic 
religion accepted the Sicilian youth's martyrdom 
under the Diocletian era, it was not so ready to 
welcome a cult of pagan origin like tarantism. At 
the same time, he makes a covert connection 
between the pagan dis-order of tarantism and the 
political dis-order of suffragette's movement, 
censuring both. To him, howling, jumping and 
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screaming to attract public attention is an excess 
or a disorder, whatever is the reason, through 
which a woman tries either to "cure" herself of 
her wretched personal past (tarantism) or to 
"cure" herself of her wretched political present 
(suffragettism). Indeed, this parallel with the 
suffragettes involuntarily hints at the real 
political significance of tarantism, which can be 
seen as a means for the politically weak to 
consciously or unconsciously criticise 
unsatisfactory social conditions2

• 

The Apulian malady was not only likened 
to a political occurrence, but also a cultural
musical one: the ragtime genre which became 
popular in the USA. As early as 1913 F. Toye 
wrote an article in The English Review (launched 
by Ford Madox Ford), entitled "Ragtime: The 
New Tarantism". He believed, as the ancients 
had done, that rhythm has a direct effect on the 
brain and, as a consequence, he urges that this 
disturbing new music (which predated jazz) was 
"a direct encouragement to hysteria". Since its 
introduction people had become much more 

ly 
). 

excited and drunk - and not only when they were 
dancing. Again in 1967, the TLS reviewer of De 
Martino's book compared tarantism to another 
modern musical phenomenon: 

If we substitute Rock and Roll for the 
tarantella we have a modern parallel, 

2 Bartholomew talks about the everyday forms of peasant 
resistance to the imposition of dehumanising capitalism in 
rural West Malaysia, where obedient and submissive 
females usually avoid direct confrontation with authority 
and express their dissatisfaction through mass hysteria and 
spirit possession, as culturally accepted means of indirectly 
negotiating problematic situations (Bartholomew 1994: 292· 
93). This stretches back to the Haitian slaves' practice of 
resistance through voodoo rites which C.R.L. James 
discusses in The Black Jacobins. 

demonstrating the power of music to facilitate a 
dissociated stale, complete with automatisms, 
rhythmic movement, excitement, ecstasy or 
trance, and sometimes self-injury. This is 
familiar ground to the psychiatrist (TLS 1967: 
347). 

Indeed, nowadays, we really can speak of 
a new tarantism. The last remnants of tarantism 
faded away around St Paul's chapel in Galatina 
in late 1970s. Morton, talking about De 
Martino's survey, writes: "The book will surprise 
those who believe, as most do, that tarantism no 
longer exists, and that the tarantella is played 
only as a dance to amuse tourists" (Morton 1969: 
186). Since the 1990s however, that is the case, 
and the Salentine peninsula has re-discovered an 
interest in its mythical dance, not as a cure of 
course, but as part of a wider body of artistic and 
(sometimes excessively) identitarian phenomena, 
which may represent a vital example of 
Mediterranean culture. 
The archaic tarantula's foray into 
modernity 

Cultural and religious censoring 
Apart from Berkeley's respectful gaze in 

the eighteenth century, and a female traveller like 
J. Ross at the end of the following century, in 
general tarantism has been perceived by 
"modern" British people throughout the centuries 
as a negative social affair: as either an unpleasant 
innocuous fictional show ("women's carnival") 
or a dangerous hysterical mania to be censured 
and censored. That was actually what the Church 
did with St Paul, who was chosen as a saint to 
protect against or control tarantism, reducing it to 
a crisis without catharsis. He was the saint who, 
gathering the tarantate/i in his chapel, decided if 
and when they could be cured. The 
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Enlightenment did something similar with its 
exclusive creed in the new science of nature, 
reducing tarantism. to a mere disease, either 
physical or psychological, ridiculing people who 
practiced it, and finally relegating it to the 
dustbin of history's irrational archaisms. 
Therefore, Christianity and the New Science are 
considered two repressive moments of Western 
culture which chased away the "sapient" 
tarantula. 

Moral andpolitical censuring 
Moreover, the views we have analysed so 

far have mainly been those of wealthy, northern 
and male observers, as the travellers who crossed 
southern Italy usually were. Needless to say this 
is a biased view, informed by geography, class, 
race and gender issues. This foreign traveller 
cannot help viewing the tarantate/i in a simplistic 
way according to their position, considering the 
phenomenon to be exclusively female 
(Swinburne); only connected to the poor and the 
ignorant (Craven); connected to race (Ramage); 
or also involving the gentry and men (Ross). In 
modem times the phenomenon was also viewed 
in terms of negative connections with the new 
"manias", be they political (the suffragette 
movement) or cultural (musical movements). 
The historical truth is that in the past the 
phenomenon was found across all classes and 
both genders, as we have seen3

, but in more 
recent times it became a predominantly female 
and peasant phenomenon. 

3 Actually, if we refer to dancing mania in general, 
according to what Bartholomew reports, "both men and 
women appeared to be affected with equal frequency" 
(Bartholomew 1994: 295). 
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Postcolonial understanding 
Notwithstanding his elitist position as an 

intellectual, De Martino discovered that what the 
"primitive" tarantate/i experienced was not a 
plain psychological disorder but the unconscious 
existential fear that one may cease to exist, given 
the economic, technological and psychological 
impoverishment that rendered the individual 
constantly vulnerable. Tarantism and its rituals 
are but an attempt to overcome the negation of 
presence in the world, an attempt to be able to 
act in the world again. To De Martino, its 
practice was the crux of both the "crisis of 
presence" (loss of individual subjectivity) and 
the problem of "de-historification" (loss of 
collective subjectivity). Vittorio Bodini, 
Salentine poet and official translator of Don 
Quixote into Italian, put it poetically this way: 

Le febbri artificiali, la malaria presunta 
di cui tremavano e battevano i denti, 
erano il loro giudizio 
sui governi e la storia. ("Xanti-Y aca", 

Bodini 1997: 120) 

The 'strange malady' was nothing but the 
peasants' natural response to history, or to the 
oppression of whoever ruled and was in control 
of history. Their ritual fever was a way to try to 
break, or at least deal with, their subaltern 
"colonial" condition. B. Croce called this 
southern condition 'non-history': a history which 
is not history because it is a process interrupted 
and upset at every step. But interrupted by what 
or by whom? It is a process interrupted and upset 
by those who occupied the Italian Peninsula for 
more than a millennium. Since the fall of the 
Roman Empire, the Mezzogiorno has been 
conquered by the Visigoths, the Arabs, the 
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Normans, the Swabians, the Angevins, the 
Aragonese, the Bourbons and finally by the 
Piedmontese. That is the root of the 
extraordinary power of the negative which De 
Martino talks about It comes from the condition 
of Italy as Colonia Europae, and within that 
condition the Mezzogiorno as Colonia Italiae 
Boreae. The Land of Remorse is, therefore, a 
land where the evil past comes back to haunt its 
subaltern dwellers because it was a "past which 
was not chosen" (De Martino 2005: xxi), but 
imposed by the history of the others. 

Feminist understanding 
Within this colonial condition, women 

experienced the additional oppression of the 
patriarchal society: a sort of "colonial" world 
within the colony, in which women's emotions 
could only be fundamentally expressed through 
their bodies. If there is an inadequacy in De 
Martino's survey it is that he was a man and as 
such his scientific gaze was conditioned by an 
androcentric predisposition. Hence his failure to 
use of gender as a category of analysis of the 
most marginalised of marginalised: southe't1l 
Italian women. According to Marguerite 
Rigoglioso, the various symbols and rituals 
associated with tarantism become far clearer if 
they are seen as a remnant of a pre-patriarchal 
rite from "Great Mother" era of Old Europe. 
Lucia Chiavola Birnbaum talks about this in her 
study of the Mediterranean matriarchal religions 
which pre-dated the Indo-European attempts to 
impose male warrior gods4 

• The echoes of this 

4 L. Chiavoia Birnbaum, Black Madonnas: Feminism. 
Religion & Politics in Italy, AuthorHouse, Lincoln 2000. 

era could be heard in Dionysian cults, so often 
related to tarantism. In this light, 

The "spider" can be understood as the 
ancient symbol for the goddess and the woman, 
which has, under patriarchy, become demonized 
as a creature that now harms rather than 
empowers. Further, this demonization of the 
spider is understood to reflect the oppression of 
women (political, sexual) that has taken place 
under patriarchy. The erotic nature of the dance 
is seen as both a referent to the sexual repression 
from which women under patriarchy seek 
healing, as well as a clue to the original purpose 
of the dance as probable sexual union ritualS. 

Cultural se!funderstanding or a critique 
ofnorth-western culture 

De Martino himself said he "entered the 
houses of the Apulian peasants as a 'comrade', 
as a seeker of men and of forgotten humanity ... 
who wants to participate, along with the men 
encountered, in the foundation of a better world 
(cit. in Saunders 1993: 879). More than 
presupposing a "superior order" of civilization, 
the scientific observer's, the Neapolitan critical 
anthropologist has taught us that "the task of 
historicist ethnologist consists in ... posing 
problems whose solution leads to the 
enlargement of the self-knowledge of our 
civilization" (cit. in Saunders 1993: 879). 

That is why De Martino claims that "we 
are not indifferent to tarantism, almost as if it 
imposes itself upon us as a measure of the 
imperilled powers of our modernity" (De 

5 Marguerite Rigoglioso, "Toward a Joy of Presence: 
Ernesto De Martino and Contemporary Feminist 
Contributions to Italian Anthropology", California Institute 
of Integral Studies, p. I L 
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Martino 2005: 248). And if the Land of Remorse 
is Apulia, and it becomes a means of 
interrogating modernity, then "the pilgrims who 
visited it in the summer of 1959 came from a 
vaster land which, all things considered, should 
receive the same name" (De Martino 2005: 248): 
Seen in this light, the meaning of the term 
rimorso ("re-biting regret") is perhaps more 
conspicuous. The "powers of our modernity", as 
De Martino puts it, have to come to terms with 
its wretched side, with what is not modern, with 
what resists modernity and its obsessive Faustian 
dream of ceaseless advancement. Finally, it 
offers a chance of reparation. On the one hand, 
what appears to be the survival of ancient 
irrationality has to be seen as a product of a 
cultural history endowed with its own forms of 
rationality. On the other hand, our sense of 
reason and modernity has to be a precarious one 
and our historicist or modernist faith has to be 
balanced with what interrogates this faith. 

It may appear overconfident, but 
(reflections on the locus ot) tarantism could be a 
chance for the poor South, as Dipesh Chakrabarty 
would put it, to provincialise the rich North. It 
can do so through an alternative idea of progress 
and modernity, instead of always supplying the 
North with the imaginary through which the 
latter defines alterity, whatever the reality is, as 
the space of the primitive, the irrational, and the 
backward. The Mezzogiorno is still viewed, like 
the Jesuits viewed it five centuries ago, as the 
"Indias de por aca", the Italian Indies. It is time 
to look at ourselves through our own eyes and 
decide what is backward and what is not, and 
which Indies we want to be like. 
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JIYHI,IH KaqaTo 

JY~HOHTaJIHjaHcKaTa "Heo6H"IHa 60JIeCT" H 6pHTaHcKHoT JIOB Ha MHTCKHOT najaK 

(Pe3IfMe) 

TeKcToT npeTcTilBYBa KYJIryPOJIOlliKO HCTpa)l(YBaIbe Ha cpeHoMeHoT "TapaHTH3aM" KapaKTepHc
TH"IeH 3a pemOHOT AnyJIHja BO JY)l(Ha I1TaJIHja. Toj ro no.n;pa36Hpa BepYBaIbeTO .n;eKa no KaCHYBaIbe
TO o.n; najaKoT TapaHTYJIa, jY)KHOHTaJIHjaHcKHTe (Haj'llecTo )l(eHH-CeJIaHKH) 3anaraaT BO XHnHoTHLIKH 
TaHl.(, KOj .n;oBe.n;YBa .n;o H3JIeKYBaIbe o.n; "He06H'lIHaTa 50JIeCT". OBaa nojaBft BO ecejoT e aHTpOnOJIOlliKH 
npOCJIe.n;eHa HnOTKpeneHa co no.n;aTOQH .n;06HeHH o.n; HCTpa)l(YBaIbaTa Ha EpHeCTO .n;e MapTHHo, HO H 
o.n; naTonHCH Ha n03HaTH 6pHTaHCKH naTonHCQH KOH npecTojYBaJIe BO OBOj pemOH. TapaHTH3MoT ce 
OCBeTJIYBa BO peJIaQHja co CPHKQHOHaJIHHOT CBeT, co epOTHKaTa, co MY3HKaTa, co Me.n;HQHHaTa... Hero
BOTO TOJIKYBaIbe e cnpOBe.n;eHO o.n; MHTOJIOIlIKH, COQIlOKYJIrypeH, Me.n;HQHHCKH, peJIHrH03eH, HHTepMe
.n;HjaJIeH, KaKO Ho.n; nOCTKOJIOHHjaJIeH HpO.n;OB acneKT. 

KllYllHU 36op06U: TapaHTH3aM, AnYJIHja, naTonHC 
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