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The article examines the entrée en guerre of Italian-speaking soldiers of Austria-Hungary through
the multiple war writings of Guerrino Botteri, an infantry soldier from Trentino ser- ving in the
and Landesschiitzen Regiment (Bozen). These include his war diary; his let- ters to his wife
Anselma Ongari; his letters to his family of origin; and his letters to his brother-in-law Valerio
Ongari. Each writing ser- ved its own purposes. For Guerrino, writing to his wife Anselma meant
communicating his love, reinforcing his and his wife’s faith, and reassuring her that his life was
not in danger. The main purpose of Guerrino’s letters to his mother and sisters was to reassure
them as well, while that of his letters to his brother-in-law Valerio was to share his war
experience. Sharing his war experience was also one of the two main purposes of Guerrino’s daily
memoirs, along with explaining his war expe- rience to himself.

L’article examine 1’entrée en guerre des soldats italophones de I’Autriche-Hongrie a travers les
multiples écrits de guerre de Guerrino Botteri, un soldat d’infanterie originaire du Trentin servant
dans le 2¢ régiment de fusiliers de campagne (Landesschiitzen), basé a Bozen.Il faut y compter
son journal de guerre, ses lettres a sa femme, Anselma Ongari, ses lettres a sa famille d’origine, et
ses lettres a son beau-frére, Valerio Ongari. Chaque écrit avait une finalité propre. Pour Guerrino,
écrire a sa femme Anselma, c’était lui dire son amour, consolider leur foi et la rassurer sur sa
sécurité. Les lettres a sa mere et ses sceurs avaient elles aussi pour but de les rassurer, tandis
qu’avec son beau-frére, il partageait son expérience de guerre. C’est ce dernier dessein aussi qu’il
poursuivait dans son journal, en méme temps qu’il essayait de comprendre cette expérience.
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Texte intégral

Introduction

1 As John Horne reminded us in his 2005 Conférence Marc Bloch on the French
soldiers of the Great War, the narratives produced by soldiers were as diverse as the
recipients to whom they were addressed. Soldiers would not tell their brothers in arms
the same story that they would tell to their relatives, and vice versa. However, there is
no reason to consider some narratives more truthful than others, since each one,
including diaries, is subject to its own particular form of self-censorship.!

2 This subjectivity is why I chose to examine the entrée en guerre of the Italian-
speaking soldiers of Austria-Hungary through the multiple war writings of Guerrino
Botteri, an infantry soldier from Trentino serving in the 2nd Landesschiitzen Regiment
(Bozen). These include: his war diary (2-18 October 1914); his letters to his wife,
Anselma Ongari (57 letters and postcards sent between 4 August and 30 December
1914); his letters to his family of origin (8 letters and postcards sent between 10 August
and 10 November 1914); and his letters to his brother-in-law, Valerio Ongari (2 letters
sent respectively on 2 October and on 2 November 1914).2

3 Of course, Guerrino Botteri was just one of the roughly 40,000 Italian speaking
soldiers from Trentino called up to serve in the Austro-Hungarian Army between
August and December 1914.3 He was subjected to the same external conditions as the
other 40,000, or at least as those attached to one of the three Landesschiitzen
Regiments. His writings, therefore, reflect a common war experience, even though they
do so through the particular lens of their author’s culture. Using a microhistorical
approach, the present article takes into account both the shared conditions of
experience related to the entrée en guerre of the Italian-speaking soldiers of Austria-
Hungary, and Guerrino Botteri’s personal responses to the conflict.4

4 Guerrino Botteri was born in Trieste on 5 June 1882, but his family hailed from
Strembo, a small village located in the Val Rendena. In Trieste, his father worked as a
travelling vendor of cured meats. After his father’s death in 1907, Guerrino came back to
Strembo with his family. He completed his secondary school education at the Istituto
magistrale of Rovereto, where he earned his elementary school teacher certification.
Before the war he worked as an elementary school teacher in various Val Rendena
villages. He married Anselma Ongari, a postal service employee, on 11 May 1914. She
was from Spiazzo, a nearby village. After the war, Guerrino worked as a director of
studies in Trento, where he died in 1941. As an elementary school teacher, he occupied a
special position in the rural communities in which he lived and worked. In addition, his
unusual social status was augmented by the fact that he had a better education than
most of his fellow soldiers, the majority of whom were peasants, artisans, bricklayers,
woodsmen and minor merchants. Even so, the literacy rate in Trentino was about 96.6%
— one that makes the Italian-speaking people of Trentino one of the most literate
populations in Austria-Hungary.5 Thus, contrary to the Italian peasants,® those from
Trentino were almost all able to read and write. This also accounts for the considerable
number of popular writings that are now preserved in the archives of the region.” But
even in light of this extraordinary literacy rate, the linguistic competence of Guerrino
Botteri was far higher than that of his fellow soldiers. He was able to use not only an
extensive range of styles and devices, including irony, but even different languages,
namely Italian, dialect, and German. His education in both Italian and non-Italian
literature also helped him understand his war experience and communicate it to others.
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For example, when he did not know how to express the experience of marching through
the mud, he could rely on Dante’s Inferno, “my firm foot always was the one below”8
(dove ‘il pie fermo e sempre il pitt basso’).?

5 To what extent is Guerrino Botteri representative of the 40,000 Italian speaking
soldiers from Trentino called up to serve in the Austro-Hungarian Army between
August and December 1914? His special position as an elementary school teacher, and
his above-average education, made Guerrino a quite exceptional case. At the same time,
his status as an infantry soldier serving in the 2nd Landesschiitzen Regiment makes
him an ordinary case. As a consequence, his entrée en guerre has to be seen as an
uncommon response to a common experience — one of being separated from the family
and sent to fight to the Eastern Front.

6 The analysis of the multiple war writings of Guerrino Botteri will allow us not only to
overcome the different forms of self-censorship associated with various kinds of writing,
but also to cast a light on how self-censorship was practised. Indeed, the multiple war
writings of Guerrino Botteri are nothing but different narratives of the same war
experience, each of which reflects some aspects but not others. A comparative analysis
of these writings therefore reveals what soldiers would and would not tell each
interlocutor. Most interestingly, this analysis also displays the different functions and
purposes of each source. Why would a soldier put pen to paper and write to his wife, or
to his mother, or to his sisters, or to a brother-in-law, or even to himself, as in the case
of a personal diary?

7 Guerrino Botteri’s war diary consists of one square notebook of 65 pages measuring
14.5 x 9 cm. It starts on 2 October 1914, when Guerrino arrived in Galicia; it ends on 18
October 1914, when Guerrino was wounded on the battlefront. It contains 15 daily
notes, five of which are accompanied by a drawing.’® Despite the fact that it has daily
entries, it seems to have been written in the days that immediately followed Guerrino’s
wounding," for after becoming wounded he was hospitalised in Przemysl, then
transferred to Krakéw (26-28 October) and later to Innsbruck (31 October-10
November), where he left to return home on leave. The diary was presumably composed
during that period. For the sake of brevity, I will continue to refer to it as a diary.
However, “daily memoirs,” or something similar, may be a better definition. When his
leave ended, at the end of November, Guerrino left the diary at home, and his wife
Selma asked her brother to type it up so that Guerrino’s mother could read it.!> The
diary is now preserved in the archives of the Fondazione Museo Storico del Trentino
(Trento), together with Guerrino’s correspondence. In 1998, the diary and the letters to
Guerrino’s brother-in-law, Valerio Ongari, were published in the eighth volume of
Scritture di guerra (War Writings), a series of edited primary sources issued by the
Museo storico in Trento and the Museo storico italiano della guerra in Rovereto
between 1994 and 2002.13

8 Let us start with the classic issue of war enthusiasm.'4 Guerrino addresses it in the
very first entry of his diary, commenting on his fellow soldiers’ reaction to their arrival
in Galicia. Guerrino and his comrades came from a five daylong train trip, at the end of
which they came across troops coming back from the front — the “baptized” ones, as
Guerrino put it, that is, those who had already experienced the “Galician fire, hunger,
cold, and mud.” Guerrino put his own and his fellow soldiers’ reaction to this encounter
thusly:

The enthusiasm of the most agitated ones has passed: there is indolence on the
faces of the people who are looking at us, if not fatalism: we need to find the

strength inside, not outside us...15

According to Guerrino’s war diary, there was some enthusiasm among the soldiers
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going to the front, although it was limited to the “most agitated ones.” However, this
enthusiasm plummeted as soon as Guerrino and his comrades reached the front.
Guerrino’s description of the soldiers’ reaction upon their arrival in Galicia in the first
days of October 1914 corresponds to Federico

10 Mazzini’s analysis of other soldiers’ reaction to mobilization,® although Guerrino
seems to refer to all the soldiers of the Regiment, not only to the Italian-speaking ones
from Trentino, as in the case of Federico Mazzini. In both cases, soldiers’ emotional
response is one made up of resignation (“indolence,” as Guerrino put it), if not fatalism.
Commenting on this critical situation, Guerrino added: “we need to find the strength
inside, not outside us...” What did he mean? He was referring to religion as a means of
enduring the situation. In his diary entry on 9 October, after describing a day-long
march through mud, Guerrino would write:

I thank God I have faith in Him: the world is too dark in such days! He gave me the
strength to carry on in silence. Thanks to Him!'7

11 The first part of the diary relates Guerrino and his comrades’ march towards the
battlefield (2-13 October 1914). From the very beginning of his account of the march,
Guerrino vents his sarcasm on German-speaking military officers. For him, they were
responsible for the irrational conduct of the war: why, for example, had they given the
order to march back and forth for about three hours?'® Resentment towards German-
speaking military officers seemed to be another common response, shared by almost all
the Italian-speaking soldiers from Trentino.!9 However, they were not the only ones
who experienced this feeling. For example, ordinary German soldiers tended to direct
their hatred against their officers, t00.2° In turn, German-speaking officers seemed to
reciprocate the same feelings Italian-speaking soldiers had towards them.2!

12 Guerrino and his fellow soldiers’ march towards the battlefield was marked by food-,
water- and sleep-deprivation. But even more exhausting was the monotony of the
landscape, according to Guerrino’s diary:

[1t is] Always the same valleys, exhausting in their almost perfect similarity; [it is]
always the same mud, always the same huts, always the same people!22

13 Guerrino’s perception of the landscape was especially marked by mud:

[It is] all mud, mud, mud! Mud in the water, in the air, in streets, in lawns, in
fields, everywhere. It also seems that people are made of mud [...].23

14 All this, led Guerrino to desperation:

9 October. Infamous day! I have never been so close to desperation: I have never
heard my companions and fellow soldiers invoking death to free them from such
an atrocious torture before.24

15 But all this did not lead him only to desperation. It also provoked some lucid insights
into modern warfare:

We are cannon fodder, used to fill up the decimated Companies returning from the
front line [literally: the old active Companies reduced to skin and bones — SL]. The
deprivations, the offences, the harshness of military life make us mechanically
apathetic: death does not scare us, the lack of food scares us!25

16 In this context, writing was declared to be “useless,” as Guerrino put it in his diary
entry of 4 October 1914:
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lower”26 — only that person can imagine that desperation. The others cannot do
that through written words.27

17 This declaration notwithstanding, Guerrino kept writing and trying to communicate
his and his fellow soldiers’ war experience. Writing was extremely helpful, if not vital:
Guerrino kept doing it even though he felt it was worthless. Drawing on feelings such as
those expressed by Guerrino’s diary, many critics and historians have concluded that
the war was an incommunicable experience.2® There is no doubt that the feeling of
being unable to communicate the war was widespread among soldiers of all armies. This
resulted from the unprecedented character of the war, in the face of which language
turned out to be no longer appropriate, especially the traditional language of war.29 But
instead of resigning themselves to silence, the majority of soldiers tried to stretch their
language, not only to create new words, but also to transform their traditional system of
communication.3° As a consequence, they became not “poorer in communicable
experience”, as argued by Walter Benjamin in a famous passage of his The Storyteller
(1936),3! but richer.

18 At least in the case of Guerrino, when ordinary language was not enough to describe
the terrible reality of the war, literature helped the writer express his feelings. This is the
case, as we have seen, of the description of “the silent desperation of a mass of hungry
men led through mud roads so that my firm foot always was the one below,” in which
Dante’s quotation from Inferno, I, 30 served not only to further describe Guerrino and
his fellow soldiers’ march, but also and especially to suggest the kind of experience they
were going through: hell on earth. Literature was part of Guerrino’s everyday
experience, as further demonstrated by his diary entry of 10 October:

After a night, like the last one, the march of 10 October reminds me constantly of
the “nightly march” so well described by De Amicis in his “Vita militare” (Military
Life).32

19 Guerrino referred to a short story entitled Una marcia notturna, which is contained
in the book La vita militare. Bozzetti (Military Life. Sketches) (Treves: Milano, 1906).

20 The second part of the diary tells of Guerrino’s experience of the fighting (14-18
October 1914). His baptism by fire occurred on 14 October:

The trench ends: I am out in the open! The heart is quiet, I am not upset, nor am I
scared. I am confused and amazed: I am laughing! I take the rifle... and I rush off
towards the village, in a similar way to when you run from one house gutter to
another during a thunderstorm.33

21 Guerrino’s first emotional response to the fighting is laughter. It is hard to say
whether he burst out laughing in order to show himself and his comrades that he was
not scared, or simply in order to neutralize fear. Whatever its psychological reason,
Guerrino’s emotional response confused Guerrino himself, who expected to react in a
very different way. He was not upset, nor scared — at least not consciously. The
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22 Ortega y Gasset was certainly right. There is something magic in understanding and
communicating the unprecedented experience of modern warfare in terms of that of a
thunderstorm.

23 Sarcasm was another useful tool for coping with the horrible reality of the war.35

Guerrino uses it to describe himself and his fellow soldiers building their first trenches:

We take a couple of minutes to catch our breath, then we are ordered to entrench,
‘eingraben’. No sooner said than done. We are near a church, on the edge of sparse
woods covering no more than a hectare — the edge oriented towards the East. We
drop to the ground and start digging: it is 4 o’clock in the afternoon. The soil is
light and the trench grows deeper before our eyes. Instead of stones, we find...
macabre discovery! Skulls, bones of dead people. We look more carefully: we are in
a graveyard. ‘Dig cheerfully’, I say to my fellow soldiers, ‘if we die here, at least we
will be buried in a holy place!3¢

24 The most (literally) “horrible” experience recorded by Guerrino in his diary was
probably that of burying two of his fellow soldiers, whose bodies had been disfigured by
the explosion of a grenade.3” Guerrino’s reaction to this experience was to pray: “I
prayed, I prayed at length.” But Guerrino did not pray for his life, which he had already
“sacrificed.” He prayed for himself to have the strength to endure all the horrors of the
war, and for his loved ones to adapt to the loss of their dear Guerrino, to whom it
seemed “impossible to get out from that hell alive.”s8

Guerrino Botteri’s’ entrée en guerre as
Reflected in his Letters to his Brother-in-
Law

25 This is how Guerrino’s entrée en guerre is reflected in his war diary. It is reflected in a
similar manner in his letters to his brother-in-law Valerio, clearly evidenced through the
comparison of a letter sent by Guerrino to Valerio on 2 November 1914 with Guerrino’s
diary entry of 7 October 1914. Here are two excerpts (in Italian, otherwise the
comparison would be impossible). The first is taken from Guerrino’s diary entry of 7
October 1914, the second from the letter sent by Guerrino to Valerio on 2 November
1914. In the latter, the words that differ from the diary have been put in italics:

Ci si ferma prima d’uscire dalla citta, il nostro Battaglione un “Marsh-Battaillon”,
viene diviso. Noi siamo carne che deve rimpolpare le scheletrite vecchie
compagnie attive, e si scindono gli amici, i colleghi per appiccicare carne dove
manca. Sono attaccato alla V Compagnia di campo. Vi trovo pochi amici fra i
connazionali; mi restano alcuni vecchi compagni. Il cuore sanguina e sembra
s’indurisca. Le privazioni, le offese, la rudezza della vita di campo rende
meccanicamente apatici: la morte non fa paura, fa paura ’apparente dimenticanza
nel darci del cibo!39

[...] A Brzozow ci dividono: noi che siamo giunti ora siamo carne che deve
rimpolpare le scheletrite vecchie compagnie attive, e si scindono gli amici, i
colleghi per appiccicare carne dove manca. Sono attaccato alla V Compagnia [di
campo has been deleted from the text —SL]. Vi trovo pochi amici fra i
connazionali; mi restano alcuni vecchi compagni. Il cuore sanguina e sembra
s’indurisca. Le privazioni, le offese, la rudezza della vita di campo rende
meccanicamente apatici: la morte non fa paura, fa paura ’apparente dimenticanza
nel darci del cibo.4°

The last section of Guerrino’s letter to his brother-in-law Valerio is taken directly
from his daily memoirs. Their correspondence therefore does not seem to be subjected
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to any kind of self-censorship. This is probably also due to the fact that, when Guerrino
wrote his letter to Valerio, he was no longer in danger. He no longer needed to reassure
his interlocutor by hiding the reality of the war from him. The comparison between
Guerrino’s war diary and letters to his brother-in-law Valerio tells us something about
the diary as well. Like any other writing of the self, its main purpose lies in self-
communication, as a means by which the author explores their own feelings, thoughts
and actions, and, if possible, finds some coherence among them. In the case of
Guerrino’s personal diary, this search for coherence produces one main result:
religion.4t As we have seen, for Guerrino religion was the only effective means of
enduring the war — one that he did not believe in, but he was morally obligated to fight,
both for his sense of duty and his religion. This notwithstanding, Guerrino’s daily
memoirs were not only a matter of self-communication, but also and especially one of
mutual communication, as demonstrated by the fact that Guerrino used them as a
source for the letters to his brother-in-law. For Guerrino, the need to communicate his
war experience was as important as the need to understand it.

Guerrino Botteri’s’ entrée en guerre as
Reflected in his Letters to his Wife

27 On 1 November 1914, the day before he wrote to his brother-in-law Valerio, Guerrino
had written to his wife Selma. Comparing the two letters allows us to better understand
unifying themes and images in Botteri’s experience of war; in this case, the image of
guns that have been silenced. As he wrote to his wife Selma:

Selma mia, Pensando a te, ora, che il rombo del cannone, il sibilo delle granate, il
fischio sibilante come serpente velenoso delle palle & passato, mi sembra di
pensare a un paradiso soave, quieto, tranquillo, quasi immeritato; e cuore e animo
mio mi si riempiono di una gioia cosi intimamente delicata e commovente che mi
fa veramente piangere di commozione. E quelle lagrime che tacite e dolci mi
scendon lente per le guancie sento che inaffiano e fanno fiorire il fiore delicato di
un amore infinito.42

My Selma, Now that the rumble of the cannon, the whistle of the grenades, and
the poisonous, serpent-like hissing of the bullets have passed, thinking about you
means thinking about a pleasant, quiet, calm, almost undeserved heaven; and
my heart and soul are filled with joy, one so intimately delicate and moving that
it makes me cry. And these tacit, sweet tears slowly rolling down my cheeks
water the delicate flower of an infinite love and make it blossom.

28 The text of the letter to his brother-in-law Valerio reads:

Valerio carissimo, [new line] Ora che sul mio capo non v’¢ piu I’aria satura di
proiettili di ogni specie, continuo la mia relazione.43

Dearest Valerio, Now that the air over my head is not full of any kind of
projectile anymore, I can resume my report.

29 Despite the fact that they are very different in style, the letter to Selma being more
poetic than the one to Valerio, the two texts are built on the same image: weapons that
have fallen silent. But the opening image is all the two letters have in common; they
then take different paths. As we have seen, in his letter to his brother-in-law, Guerrino
provides an accurate report of his and his fellow soldiers’ march towards the battlefield,
a report which is completely neglected in his letter to his wife Selma. Where does this
difference come from? The easiest answer would be from self-censorship, in order to
hide the terrible reality of the war from Selma. But here the simplest explanation is not
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the right one; indeed, there are at least three main reasons for rejecting it. First, only a
few days after having written to his wife, Guerrino returned home and left his daily
memoirs with her. Obviously, he could have changed his mind about letting Selma know
about his war experience, but it is unlikely. Second, Valerio had the habit of showing the
letters he received from Guerrino to his sister Selma, a behaviour of which Guerrino was
well aware. Third, and most importantly, Guerrino had another reason not to write
about his and his fellow soldiers’ march towards the battlefield: love, which is not only
the main subject of the letter sent by Guerrino to Selma on 1 November, but of their
whole correspondence.

30 Guerrino’s 1 November letter reveals much about his understanding of love, both for
Selma and for God. The former is depicted as “infinite, white, delicate”
31 the latter as “deep, arcane, immense.”#4 Then, Guerrino focuses on the merit of

suffering, which puts man in contact with Christ.45 However, suffering is not endless,
and Guerrino thanks God for that.4¢ From Selma to God, and from God to Selma: this is
the trajectory of the letter, which goes on expressing Guerrino’s happiness for the fact
that he will soon see Selma again.47

32 The same trajectory characterizes the entire corpus of Guerrino’s letters to Selma.
Love is so dominant that, when Guerrino is forced to write about something else, he
apologizes. This is the case of the letter sent on 16 August 1914 from Bolzano. The bulk
of the letter concerns the duration of the war. Guerrino tells Selma not to delude herself
into thinking that the war will be over soon; for him, the war is likely to last “quite a
long time,” perhaps three or four months.4® Then, Guerrino realizes that he has
forgotten to express his love to Selma, and writes:

Selma, I wrote about a lot of issues that might be interesting, but I did not leave
enough room for love.49

33 For Guerrino, expressing his twofold love for Selma and God was as hard as
expressing his war experience. Words were not enough:

I am angry with words, with the pencil, with the alphabet, because they don’t want
to give me stronger words to shout out all my love for you.5°

34 But precisely as in the case of expressing his war experience, Guerrino did not stop
trying to express his love.
35 The fact that the correspondence between Selma and Guerrino can be classified as

love letters does not mean that it cannot also be classified as war correspondence. This
is true in a dual sense. First, the war caused the physical separation between the
husband and the wife, which in turn generated their correspondence. It is not by chance
that the correspondence started before the war, in July, when Guerrino was away from
home: “This is the first time that I write to you as a wife,” Selma wrote to Guerrino on 7
July, “because this is the first day that I am away from you.”5! Even one day of
separation needed to be compensated by correspondence.

36 Second, the war service implied not only physical separation, but also the risk of
dying at the front. This is why Selma and Guerrino experienced the moment of their
separation as one of the most solemn in their life, along with their marriage.52 In this
context, their correspondence has a performative dimension, in that they remind each
other of the vow they made before separating: “Fiat Voluntas Tua! [Thy will be done!]
These are the profound and meaningful words that we murmured forcefully yesterday
evening,” Selma wrote to Guerrino on 1 August.53 They keep repeating to each other the
same words, “Thy will be done,” throughout the entire correspondence, as a means to
remind each other of the merit of suffering, and to better endure the separation.
However, religion was not always capable of making sense of the war and helping Selma
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and Guerrino endure it. For example, faced with the risk of her husband leaving for the
front again, Selma broke down and wrote, in December 1914:

You know that if you leave again [and go to the front], I will no longer endure it,
don’t you? Nor will I mind dying with my child [Selma and Guerrino are expecting
their first child]. Maybe I am overexcited tonight, but I feel it will be so.54

As soon as he had received this letter, Guerrino answered:

Selma, Selma, why do you write me such thoughts? Why do you think them? Why
do you feel them? Why do you not push them away more strongly than you would
push away a grave sin?55

As we have seen, Guerrino’s letters to his wife Selma served a number of purposes:
communicating his love, reinforcing his and his wife’s faith, and providing psychological
support to his wife. In addition to these purposes, Guerrino’s letters to his wife Selma
were also intended to reassure her that his life was not in danger. For instance, on 28
August 1914, he wrote:

What we do here is a military secret, but it is not forbidden to say that, as long as
we stay here, there is no danger at all for us [...]5°

It is worth noting that Guerrino’s letters were based on truth. He wouldn’t lie to his
wife Selma to reassure her, for it would have meant betraying her. Their romantic
relationship was indeed based on openness. Aware that Guerrino could lie to her not
only about the danger he could be in, but also about his feelings, in her very first letter
Selma asked him: “Write everything to me, even if you suffer.”s” On 8 September 1914,
Guerrino made the same request to Selma: “Keep telling me how you are, my Selma,
and if you are sad; tell me everything, even if it would hurt me. ”58 Selma and Guerrino
kept their promise. On 1 October, he even shared his fear of being sent to Krakéw,
where the “great battle” between the Austro-Hungarian Army and the Russian Army
was taking place, as Guerrino himself had told Selma on 8 September.59 Despite the fact
that he still did not know where he was headed,® on 1 October he wrote:

Mia carissima, [new line] Sono ancora in viaggio: mi trovo nella valle del Waag, fra
monti che confinano I'Ungheria, la Galizia e la Slesia. [new line] Quale
destinazione abbiamo non si sa ancora. Sembra andiamo a Cracovia. Io sono
contento pensando che cosi la nostra sorte potra decidersi piu presto. Non
addolorarti, faresti torto a Dio. Saluta tutti. [new line] Ti bacio lungamente. [new
line] Tuo Guerrino.6!

My dearest, I am still travelling: I am in the valley of the Haag river, between
mountains that border Hungary, Galicia and Silesia. Our destination is still
unknown. It seems that we are going to Krakéw. I am happy because our destiny
will be decided sooner that way. Don’t be sad. Say hello to everyone for me. I kiss
you slowly. Your Guerrino.

The main purpose of Guerrino’s letters to his mother and sisters was to reassure
them. Generally, Guerrino reassured them through Selma, but, when he was wounded,
he sent them a postcard to inform them he was in good health — and spirits, judging
from his words:

I am fine, and I am looking forward to seeing you again. In the meantime I will get
a picture taken of me with [a] beard, I look like a savage! [...]62

Conclusion
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41 The multiple war compositions of Guerrino Botteri remind us that writing while at
war could correspond to an extensive range of meta and mutual communication
activities. In the case of Guerrino, these included writing daily memoirs and
corresponding with his wife, his brother-in-law, his mother, and his sisters. Considering
this, it has to be said that the habit of showing one’s correspondence to someone else
blurred the lines between the different single correspondences. This was true in the case
of Selma, who would share some of Guerrino’s letters with her brother and others with
her mother-in-law. This notwithstanding, each correspondence served its own
purposes. For Guerrino, writing to his wife Selma meant communicating his love,
reinforcing his and his wife’s faith, providing psychological support to his wife and, last
but not least, reassuring her that his life was not in danger. The main purpose of
Guerrino’s letters to his mother and sisters was to reassure them as well, while that of
his letters to his brother-in-law Valerio was to share his war experience. Sharing his war
experience was also one of the two main purposes of Guerrino’s daily memoirs, along
with explaining his war experience to himself.

42 This is a point that deserves to be stressed. Indeed, contrary to what is generally
believed, the narratives produced by soldiers are as diverse as the recipients to whom
they were addressed not because—or, at least, not primarily because— of self-censorship,
but because of the different purposes associated with each interlocutor. This was
certainly true of Guerrino’s war writings. In addition to this, self-censorship could be
partially neutralized by two facts, as suggested by the correspondence between Selma
and Guerrino. The first is that the recipient knew that the author of the letter could lie
in order to reassure them, and, consequently, they pushed their interlocutor to be
honest. The second is that lying could be perceived as unacceptable, especially in a case
such as a marriage built on truth and openness, according to the norms of Western
romantic love.%3

43 Precisely as in the case of writing about love, writing about the war was as hard as it
was vital. How did Guerrino Botteri manage to overcome the crisis of language
engendered by the unprecedented character of the war? Essentially, in two ways. First,
he adapted his ordinary language to the new necessities of the war. To this end,
metaphor and simile turned out to be the most effective means to express the novel
reality of the war in the terms of the old reality of pre-war life. Second, he relied on
extraordinary language, expressed in literature, whose function was not to make his
writing more poetic, but to help him understand and communicate his war experience.
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