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the novelty of the way she examines them and their depth without flinching. This would not 

be successful if the reader did not perceive such scenes as credible. Instead, they are read as 

uncomfortably recognisable. Ferrante’s achievement lies in putting such explicit descriptions 

against and within scenes steeped in the commonplace, in a setting and story context that the 

reader trusts. 

 

Ferrante’s use of a combination of denotative and figurative language to establish both her 

everyday and her urgent scenes is another realist tactic. While she does not shy away from 

employing blunt descriptions that read as astoundingly daring, she also employs metaphor 

and figurative language, most particularly with her scenes that depict stress. This 

combination of approaches gives an elasticity to encountering prose about unpleasant, 

frightening, or traumatic character experiences. Metaphor is not entirely absent in The Lying 

Life of Adults but occurs far more frequently in My Brilliant Friend. Her descriptions of 

Lenù’s and Lila’s occasional dissociative states give the reader a sense of the articulation of 

the hitherto indescribable. As the preceding chapters have shown, not only does Ferrante 

master the art of bluntly yet precisely describing extremes of experience, but she surpasses 

even that with her mastery of putting into words the indescribable in terms of fear and 

trauma. Lila’s and Lenù’s experiences of smarginatura are communicated in a language and 

style that provide the reader with the sense of investigating that trauma in a way that only 

those words, in that order, with that precision, in that highly stylised yet restrained manner, 

within that specific context, could do. Because this is intensely emotional and psychological, 

it resonates with the reader as artistic yet profound, and exquisitely truthful because 

something is described that seems never to have been put into words before, and yet we 

recognise it.  

 

The examination of the lives of ordinary people is a technique used in realism to establish a 

sense of a story’s legitimacy. Both My Brilliant Friend and The Lying Life of Adults deal with 

the idea of truth and mendacity in the lives of ordinary people. In The Lying Life of Adults 

this seems the most obvious, as emphasised by the book’s title. Giovanna’s story takes place 

through her teenage years, and centres on the loss of her innocence in both literal and 

metaphorical terms. She discovers that her parents and other adults are capable of deception, 

and she in turn experiments with lying and employs it to her advantage. Her teenage upheaval 

and angst are written of in a way that allows the reader to sympathise with her experience but 

also to respond with a sense of discernment because the narrator makes her own weaknesses 
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evident through her responses within the story. Giovanna becomes disillusioned by adults but 

lacks the experience and introspective ability to recognise that she is on track to living the life 

of a lying adult herself, because life is complicated and frequently lies seem like the easiest, 

kindest, or most useful way to proceed. By the end of the book, when she is still a teenager 

but has liberated herself of her virginity, she is still convinced that she and her friend Ida will 

“become adults as no one ever had before” (LLA, 322). The narrator believes this, despite 

having exposed herself as imperfect throughout the book and without any indication of a 

reason that this might change, but the reader is wise to the implications that Ferrante has 

sewn into the novel. The reader is also aware of the privileged life of a young woman from 

the Vomero in Naples, the rebellious nature that frequently accompanies adolescence, and the 

environment from which her opinions and decisions emerge. The story leans into realist 

techniques and in consequence reads plausibly, even in the extremes of some of the 

characters’ behaviour and of Giovanna’s own thoughts and schemes. 

 

The themes examined in this thesis act not only as stories in themselves, but as devices by 

which readers are taken to the extremes of experience with descriptions that are 

comprehended as fearless, even unpleasant. There is nothing Ferrante will avoid if it adds or 

gives texture to the story, from the casual description of masturbation to purposefully vulgar 

descriptions of sex by some characters. These read as shocking, but recognisably real, and 

they are reinforced by her inflections of nuance to the same topics. Her incisive and 

unflinching approach to the relationships between mothers and daughters in her stories 

acknowledges the combination of love, dislike, misunderstanding and even fear that can exist 

in this arena. The “psychic surplus” (Wood, 399) of some of her descriptions, particularly of 

women traumatised by the loss of love, reads as frightening, frequently repugnant and yet 

intensely human. At no point does the reader doubt characters such as Melina and Vittoria 

and the behaviours they display. They, and their actions, appalling as they sometimes seem, 

are human and fully bolstered by their context. The violence experienced in both stories 

evokes a sense of alarm, but is appropriate to the circumstance of each, despite the shock of 

encountering it on the page. Friendship is examined for the beneficial as well as the 

potentially abusive, disorderly, mendacious, and competitive interaction it has the potential to 

be. These themes, structured in their realistic examination of the lives of ordinary people. 

grounded in context and textured with the use of precise, carefully constructed language that 

employs a combination of denotation and connotation, establish an appreciation in the reader 

of having scrutinised at the deepest level possible “the truth of the human condition” 
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(Ferrante, 2019, 44). The experience is elevated by Ferrante’s determined tapping into 

occasional fractured mental states (what she terms frantumaglia) and scenes that describe the 

experience of smarginatura. These are intermingled with the stories of ordinary lives that 

contain smuggled scrutinies and commentary, deepening and refining the sense of 

authenticity.  

 

Ferrante’s characters and their relationships in My Brilliant Friend and The Lying Life of 

Adults are as complex and nuanced as the stories they inhabit. She is not alone in examining 

extremes of experience in ordinary life, but she does dig into them deeper than is common, 

and in My Brilliant Friend she takes this further by employing a language of her own that 

certainly reads as pioneering. By employing the metaphorical language of the experience of 

smarginatura, she gives words to what is felt to be “unsayable” in psychological experience. 

She creates an imagery and evokes a sense of the extremes of those situations by employing 

“maximum audacity and programmatic disobedience” (Ferrante, quoted in Europa Editions, 

2015). This “disobedience” does not take her out of the method of realism. It pushes it to an 

extreme but keeps the sense of encountering true human experience. 
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