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Course/Module description:

In 1889, the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche stated that “the sense of smell is one of
our most delicate instruments”, and encouraged his readers to start using it as a research tool in
Philosophy. Nietzsche was reacting to the fact that, up to that point, the sense of smell had
rarely been taken into serious account in the history of Western thought, and was instead
mostly either devalued or ignored. But smell is indeed a unique and delicate tool that allows us
to detect, among other things, otherness and differences. Recent research has shown that smell
is an important marker for defining both the ingroup and the outgroup in social interactions,
and plays a major role in the formation of personal identity. Smell is also the hardest sense to
put into words — which makes it an exemplary case for studying literature’s creative strategies to
deal with what evades human language, or in other words, to deal with its “other”. In this
course, we will get acquainted with selected works from the emerging field of olfactory studies
in the Humanities, and explore smell’s relation to language, literature, power relations and
politics —in its gendered, ethnic and national aspects. We will discuss these insights by reading
major works of Italian literature: from Dante Alighieri to Ludovico Ariosto, Elsa Morante, Italo
Calvino and Elena Ferrante in which smell plays a prominent role. We will examine the way in
which these writers have used expressions of smell, and discuss the questions: which kind of
otherness does the use of smell in literature bring forth? Why is it mostly related to women and
minorities? What is the unique role of smell in Italian literature compared to other literatures?
And how, if at all, does it help us to better understand otherness and others?
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Learning outcomes:

On successful completion of this course, students should be able to be acquainted with the
major arguments in the research of smell in humanities, acquire tools for critical thinking and
critical reading of literary texts as well as of social and political situations. They will also have
knowledge of Italian literature, and will be able to analyze texts critically through tropes of
smell and other senses.
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Assignments during the semseter

The course consists in close reading and discussion of the texts at hand. Students are required
to read the texts closely beforehand and participate actively in the classes by preparing specific
guestions to be handed in before the class and then raised during the class.
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Final assighment
Students will be asked to write a paper of 10 pp. based on a topic that was discussed during the
semester.
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Attendance requirements: students are required to attend all classes. Absences will be allowed
according to the University’s regulations.
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Schedule:

1. 02.01.24 - Introduction: Who is the Other?

Olfaction and Smell in the Humanities and in Italian literature

2.09.01.24 — How to talk about the body? — Bruno Latour

3. 16.01.24 — Smell and Society

Anthony Synnott, “A Sociology of Smell”

4. 23.01.24 - Matilde Serao’s La Virtu di checchina - n1'zj7 7& niT'nn 1010

5.30.01.24 — Smell and the Limits of Language

Italo Calvino’s “ll nome, il naso” - “The Name, The Nose” - ”quin ,0wn” (from: Sotto il sole
giaguaro - Under The Jaguar Sun)

6. 06.02.24 — Constance Classen, “The Odor of the Other”

7. 13.02.24 — Smell and the City: Anna Maria Ortese, Il mare non bagna Napoli, “La Citta
Involontaria” (1953)

8. 20.02.24 — Smell and Ethnicity/Gender — Elsa Morante’s La Storia - History: A Novel - n7x
niT2in (selections)

27.02.24 - Regional Elections, no classes are held

9. 05.03.24 — Smell, Chemistry, Racism and Antisemitism - Primo Levi (selected texts)
10. 12.03.24 — Smell and Gender in Contemporary Literature

Elena Ferrante’s | giorni dell’abbandono - The Days of Abandonment - ne'vin 'n!

11. 17.03.24 — Conclusions and research outlook
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