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“Looking onto the frantumaglia”: Mother-Daughter Relationships in Elena Ferrante’s My Brilliant Friend and The Days of Abandonment
Elena Ferrante’s The Days of Abandonment (2002) and her later novel My Brilliant Friend (2011) emphasize the tension-filled mother-daughter relationships experienced by their respective protagonists. In My Brilliant Friend, Elena’s relationship with her mother influences many of Elena’s decisions and imparts on her a strong fear of becoming like her mother. Though the relationship between Elena and her close friend Lila is the main focus of the novel, Elena’s relationship to her mother shapes Elena’s perception of herself and the other women in her life. By the end of the novel, these deep anxieties come to the foreground as Elena witnesses sixteen-year-old Lila’s marriage and begins to fear that her own hopes of escaping marriage and motherhood are futile. Olga, the protagonist of The Days of Abandonment, has similar fears to those of Elena; she worries that she will end up in the same position as la poverella, an abandoned woman whom Olga recalls from her childhood who took her own life. Olga’s anxieties come to a head when, after fifteen years of diligently committing herself to the role of wife and mother, her husband abruptly announces he wishes to leave her, uprooting her life and hurling her into an “absence of sense” (Abandonment 10). By Chapter 18 of the novel, Olga finds herself locked inside her own apartment with her sick son, her ailing dog, and with no way to contact her neighbour or her ex-husband. In order to escape the locked apartment, she eventually enlists the help of her seven-year-old daughter, Ilaria along with the haunting figure of the poverella. Within the subversive realm of her apartment, Olga is able to reconcile the conflicting aspects of her identity and collaborate with her daughter to liberate herself from ingrained patriarchal models of femininity. In contrast, at the end of My Brilliant Friend, Elena remains stuck and unsatisfied with the options of femininity that are available to her. Both Olga and Elena attempt to escape the patriarchal frameworks present in their societies through a rejection and elimination of the elements of their identities that evoke disgust. However, for both women, true escape relies on their ability to embrace the fragmented nature of their identities and extend this acceptance to other women.
Olga spends fifteen years diligently playing the role of wife until her husband abruptly decides to abandon her, resulting in her unstable psychological state, which reaches a peak by the time she becomes locked in her apartment. “It seemed to me incredible,” Olga thinks to herself early in the novel, “that all of a sudden he had become uninterested in my life, like a plant watered for years that is abruptly allowed to die of drought. I couldn’t conceive that he unilaterally decided that he no longer owed me any attention” (Abandonment 21). Olga is incredulous about this turn of events, plagued by questions about how and why Mario could have possibly thrown away those fifteen years of work. She uses the simile of a plant that is suddenly left to die to emphasize the nonsensical and brutal nature of his actions. For Olga, the upkeep of this relationship has essentially been her job – and her job alone – to ensure that everything continues smoothly. Evidently, Mario does not harbour this same sense of duty due to the fact that he works a job outside of the home.
In her groundbreaking work, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir analyzes this very gap between what is expected of men and women in marriage, stating, “Marriage has always been presented in radically different ways for men and for women” (Beauvoir 439). She goes on to say, “She … integrates into his class, his world; she belongs to his family, she becomes his other ‘half’… she breaks with her past more or less brutally, she is annexed to her husband's universe; she gives him her person” (Beauvoir 442). In Beauvoir’s view, marriage for women represents a break from an old life and a transition into a new life as the wife of her husband. In Olga’s case, she has been the one to invest all of her time and energy to ensure her marriage remains successful, work that Mario does not seem to understand or acknowledge. Notably, Olga remembers reading Beauvoir’s Woman Destroyed in her adolescence:
My French teacher had assigned it when I had told her too impetuously, with ingenuous passion, that I wanted to be a writer … when I gave her back the volume, I made an arrogant statement: these women are stupid. Cultured women, in comfortable circumstances, they broke like knickknacks in the hands of their straying men. (Abandonment 21)
Olga detests the broken women of these novels because she does not want to end up in their position. The use of the simile which compares these women to knickknacks calls attention to the question of women’s worth and their objectification. Olga cannot stand the fact that these women define themselves solely in relation to men. Through the labelling of these women as stupid, Olga distances them from herself, resisting this feminine history of abandonment. As Ferrante explains,
[Olga] is combative, she doesn’t want to be Anna Karenina or a broken woman. Above all she doesn’t want to be like the abandoned woman of Naples who made an impression on her as a child, she feels that she is the product of a different culture, a different female story. (Frantumaglia 77) 
Olga defines herself outside of these frameworks of broken women, believing that this will prevent her from falling into their position. Olga is also deeply afraid of the figure of the poverella, a woman whom she remembers from her childhood in Naples. This woman was completely devastated by the abandonment of her husband and subsequently committed suicide. As Olga recalls, “The woman lost everything, even her name … for everyone she became the ‘poverella,’ that poor woman, when we spoke of her that was what we called her” (Abandonment 16). The poverella is completely defined by her position as an abandoned wife and loses her own identity in the process. This woman made such an impact on Olga that she immediately thinks of her when Mario leaves: “Compress pain, eliminate the possibility of the strident gesture, the strident voice … Don’t act like the poverella, don’t be consumed by tears. Don’t be like the women destroyed in a famous book of your adolescence” (Abandonment 20). Olga connects the poverella to a greater history of abandoned women. Olga believes that through a continual self-surveillance and exertion of control over her emotions and presentation, she can escape the fate of the poverella, of the women destroyed. This act of continual repression only serves to further Olga’s suffering. Olga’s adolescent perspective on these “broken women” is further developed once she experiences the despair of abandonment herself and begins to feel an identification with the poverella.
Eventually Olga’s distress resulting from Mario’s abandonment becomes overwhelming. Olga finds herself locked inside her apartment with no way to call for outside help. Her son, Gianni, suffers from an intestinal illness and the family dog, Otto, has consumed some sort of poison. As she attempts to call for a doctor and a veterinarian, Olga remembers that Mario used to undertake such tasks when they were together. “But,” she asserts upon having these memories, “I immediately removed the idea of solicitude attributed to a man from whom I solicited nothing anymore. I was an obsolete wife, a cast-off body, my illness is only female life that has outlived its usefulness” (Abandonment 110). Olga’s further framing of the female life in the terms of obsolescence and usefulness posits that performing the obligations of being a wife is necessary to the smooth functioning of a nuclear family as well as to the woman’s sense of self. At the same time, a woman’s usefulness is determined by her husband, who, at any moment, could decide that the wife’s contributions are no longer necessary. Olga eventually realizes that to allow her value to be defined in this way is to give up her agency. Now however, only she has the power to get herself out of the locked apartment. Even as her children repeatedly plead for their father, Olga asserts that Mario is the one who is rendered obsolete in this situation. “Call Daddy,” Gianni begs as Olga thinks to herself: “Enough of your useless father,” and responds: “I’m here, don’t worry.” The narration continues: “Daddy wasn’t there, Daddy who knew what to do had left. We had to manage by ourselves” (Abandonment 112). Olga has been conditioned to believe that her use is derived solely from her ability to be a good wife. However, she must contend with the difficult idea that her escape relies on maintaining a sense of self outside of this framework: a self liberated from the confines of these patriarchal practices.
Similarly, in My Brilliant Friend, the standards of the dominant patriarchal society suggest that the home is the woman’s domain, yet this domestic role alienates Elena’s mother from the rest of her family and results in violent conflict. In the early chapters of the novel, Elena describes her relationship to her parents and their roles within the family unit. It is clear that Elena and her mother do not have a strong relationship and that this disconnection has led to a sense of resentment: “Certainly she wasn’t happy; the household chores wore her down, and there was never enough money. She often got angry with my father … I always took his part against her, even though he sometimes beat her and could be threatening to me” (Friend 45). Elena frames the household chores as the source of her mother’s unhappiness. From a young age, Elena can sense her mother’s dejection, preferring her father even despite his violence toward both of them. In choosing to identify with her father, Elena believes she can escape the unhappy fate of her mother.
Beauvoir discusses how young daughters distinguish the mother from the father in regards to their authority within the home: “[S]he understands that the father’s authority is not the one felt most in daily life, but it is the sovereign one; it has all the more impact for not being wasted on trifling matters; even though the mother reigns over the household, she is clever enough to put the father’s will first” (Beauvoir 301). Elena understands that her mother has a certain authority: Signora Greco is the one managing the household chores and keeping things in order on a daily basis. Yet, Elena still takes her father’s side in arguments, identifying her mother’s role as trivial on a grander scale. Elena is unable–or unwilling–to see the world through her mother’s eyes, preferring to align herself with her father whom she views as the true authority. Seeing the world through her mother’s eyes would mean identifying with her, something that provokes great anxiety within Elena. Perhaps she believes that through identifying with her father, she will somehow escape her mother’s fate, as if taking the more powerful side in the argument will place her in a state of greater authority.
During the period of time in which Olga is locked in her apartment, she often reflects on this divide between mothers and daughters, which is typically framed through a sense of disdain or competition. Olga describes her relationship with her own mother in Chapter 11: “Sometimes she gave me the feeling that she didn’t like me, as if she recognized in me something of herself that she hated, a secret evil of her own” (Abandonment 52). Olga emphasizes that her mother’s contempt for her is due to their similarities rather than their differences. The fact that her mother may have seen something of herself reflected in Olga is the root of this antipathy. In a similar way, Elena wishes to escape the traditional roles of wife and mother that she sees as represented in the image of her own mother. Elena’s mother is introduced as an inhibiting force, standing in between Elena and her future:
The problem was my mother; with her things never took the right course. It seemed to me that, though I was barely six, she did her best to make me understand that I was superfluous in her life. I wasn’t agreeable to her nor was she to me. Her body repulsed me, something she probably intuited. (Friend 44)
The sense of mutual aversion that exists between Elena and her mother is very reminiscent of the relationship between Olga and her mother. Elena frames the source of her mother’s disdain toward her as being due to her mother’s awareness of Elena’s repulsion. Despite the fact that Signora Greco is defined through her position as a mother, Elena, as her daughter, feels as if she is an unnecessary element of her mother’s life. This creates a sort of paradox in which Signora Greco is at once defined and perceived almost entirely through her position as mother, yet is simultaneously regarded as someone to whom children are inessential. Evidently, Elena sees motherhood as burdensome – as a duty that is taken on unwillingly – but which also consumes the mother’s entire identity. 
Elena’s feelings of disgust are often explicitly directed toward the physical body of her mother: “[Y]ou never knew where her right eye was looking. Nor did her right leg work properly–she called it the damaged leg. She limped, and her step agitated me” (Friend 45). The flaws that Elena sees in her mother’s body disturb her and she cannot help but notice them. Her repulsion toward her mother’s body eclipses Elena’s ability to feel empathy toward her mother, but protects her from the fear of ending up like her. Signora Greco’s limp symbolizes her impeded movement within the world. As a mother, she is bound by the patriarchal expectations that surround her – her limp appears to be the physical manifestation of this lack of freedom. This kind of confinement is precisely what Elena fears for her future. Elena explicitly links this fear of the limp to her preoccupation with education and wealth which her friendship with Lila presents to her:
I thought that, although my legs functioned perfectly well, I ran the constant risk of becoming crippled … Maybe that’s why I became focused on Lila … Something convinced me, then, that if I kept up with her, at her pace, my mother’s limp, which had entered into my brain and wouldn’t come out, would stop threatening me. (Friend 46)
Elena’s mother not only represents to her the world of marriage and motherhood, but of disability. Elena sets these qualities of her mother in opposition to the freedom associated with education and wealth. Though she remains hopeful that she can break away from this destiny, there are many obstacles to her freedom. In Beauvoir’s work, she examines the position of the little girl who discovers that she is being subjugated by a male-dominated society: “[W]hen, learning about the world [the little girl] grasps herself as a woman in it. The sphere she belongs to is closed everywhere, limited, dominated by the male universe: as high as she climbs, as far as she dares go, there will always be a ceiling over her head, walls that block her path” (Beauvoir 311). While Elena seeks to live a different life than her mother, she recognizes that there are many barriers obstructing her. Elena does not want the life of marriage and domesticity that has been predetermined for her on the basis of her femininity. Elena’s frustration stems from her awareness that the limitations she is facing in her own life are limitations that Signora Greco experiences as well.
Olga evidently harbors a similar sense of resentment toward her mother as she reflects on how her upbringing affected her relationship with Mario: “It was I who believed that his love needed that obsession of mine. Inappropriate, backward, my mother’s fault, she had trained me in the obsessive bodily attentions of women” (Abandonment 97). The anger that Olga feels toward her mother is due to her worries that her mother’s faults have become a part of her own identity, resulting in the obsessive upkeep of her body. Elena, too, experiences a deep obsession with her body:
I got fat, and under the skin of my chest two hard shoots sprouted, hair flourished in my armpits and my pubis, I became sad and at the same time anxious … I no longer knew who I was. I began to suspect that I would keep changing, until from me my mother would emerge, lame, with a crossed eye, and no one would love me anymore. (Friend 96)
Elena’s experience of puberty troubles her as she has undoubtedly internalized certain expectations surrounding feminine beauty. Elena’s puberty and fertility also present more danger surrounding becoming a wife and mother. Now that she is growing up, these more abstract anxieties come closer to becoming a reality. Through these perceived bodily changes, Elena experiences a crisis of identity. Elena’s puberty brings her closer to becoming trapped in her mother’s life, without power or self-determination. She fears becoming entirely like her mother, as if this unwanted fate is predestined. Elena seems to feel a disconnect between her body and her sense of self as she undergoes these physical changes. 
	Elena seeks to escape her mother’s world primarily through education and wealth. From the beginning, Elena views school as in direct opposition with her home life:
Right away, from the first day, school had seemed to me a much nicer place than home. It was the place in the neighborhood where I felt safest, I went there with excitement. I paid attention to the lessons. I carried out with the greatest diligence everything that I was told to carry out, I learned. (Friend 44)
The sense of safety and excitement that Elena receives in school presents her with a radically different alternative. Elena begins to see school as an opportunity for escape. Instead of the life of marriage and motherhood which Elena knows is constraining and demanding, she begins to see education as a world of opportunity which will help her to leave Naples and her mother behind. Elena and Lila also begin associating education with wealth which further propels Elena’s drive for escaping the life she feels destined to lead:
In that last year of elementary school, wealth became our obsession. We talked about it the way characters in novels talk about searching for treasure. We said, when we’re rich we’ll do this, we’ll do that … Then, I don’t know why, things changed and we began to link school to wealth. We thought that if we studied hard we would be able to write books and that the books would make us rich. (Friend 70)
This passage bears resemblance to Olga’s earlier assertion that she wished to be a different woman than the broken women she read about in her adolescence. For both Elena and Olga, this differentiation from and resistance to feminine histories of abandonment and stagnation are very wrapped up in their sense of self. Both characters seek out experiences and goals which set them apart from these oppressive structures. Elena’s draw toward education and wealth gives her hope that there are other options available to her and that she is not confined to the life of her mother.
Becoming like her mother is a source of genuine anxiety for Elena and quickly devolves into resentment. Signora Greco’s attempts to interfere in Elena’s school and romantic life greatly frustrate Elena. When it comes time to decide whether she will continue with school into her adolescence, Elena’s teacher decides to convince her parents that this is a good decision, which angers them: 
Maestra Oliviero … presented herself at my house without warning, throwing my father into utter despair and embittering my mother … my mother, furious, was saying that now there was no choice but to send me to the school for rich people, otherwise Oliviero would wear her out by tormenting her. (Friend 126)
To Elena’s parents, Maestra Oliviero’s presence is threatening and disruptive. Elena respects Maestra Oliviero’s authority as her level of education distinguishes her and represents an alternative to the kind of femininity offered by Signora Greco. By the end of the novel, Elena has progressed with her schooling, maintaining a spot among the top of her class throughout the majority of the novel. Her friend Lila’s life, however, takes an opposite turn as she marries at age sixteen. At the wedding, sensing that Elena is engaging in a romantic relationship, Signora Greco begins to dissuade Elena from pursuing romance over her education: “‘Come and sit next to me … We’re not sending you to school to let you ruin yourself with an auto mechanic who has a crazy mother.’ … I tried again to get up and my mother whispered, ‘You are going to stay near me’” (Friend 321). Elena, remembering her mother’s reaction to Maestra Oliviero’s visits, senses this contradiction and it deeply angers her: 
Near her. I thought how contradictory she was, without realizing it, with her rages, with those imperious gestures. She hadn’t wanted me to go to school, but now that I was going to school she considered me better than the boys I had grown up with … Yet here she was insisting that I stay with her … But staying near her meant staying in her world, becoming completely like her. (Friend 321-322)
Elena’s mother oscillates between encouragement and frustration. What Elena cannot see from her perspective is the complex position her mother is in – though she wants a different life for her daughter, at the same time, the growing distance between them creates fear and resentment. Elena differentiates herself from her mother through her level of education – describing her mother as arrogant, raging, and contradictory. Elena’s mother cannot read or write and speaks only Neapolitan dialect. This further complicates the relationship between Elena and her mother. There is both a generational and educational divide between them which unsettles them both and creates a kind of role confusion. 
As Elena progresses through school, her role as daughter becomes even more complicated as she rises far above her mother’s level of education. Elena and Signora Greco are unable to engage empathetically with each other as they are unable to successfully communicate. Elena concludes that in order to escape her mother’s world, she must eliminate her influence entirely: “[N]ot even Lila, in spite of everything, has managed to escape from my mother’s world. I have to, I can’t be acquiescent any longer. I have to eliminate her, as Maestra Oliviero had been able to do when she arrived at our house to impose on her what was good for me” (Friend 322). For Elena, Maestra Olivero symbolizes an escape from the world of marriage, motherhood, and disability proposed to her through the figure of her mother.  In freeing herself from her mother, Elena believes she can eliminate this part of herself and disassociate from it entirely. For, even Lila, who once represented to Elena a sense of freedom, has succumbed to a married life that Elena views as stifling.
The conclusions surrounding selfhood and femininity that sixteen-year-old Elena comes to by the end of My Brilliant Friend are limited. As this novel is the first of a series of four, this is not the end of Elena’s story and she is at a naïve developmental stage. Eventually, Olga begins to acknowledge that this wish to distance herself from these broken women was also a limited perspective:
The meanings, the meaning of [Olga’s] life—I suddenly understood—were only a dazzlement of late adolescence, my illusion of stability. Starting now, if I wanted to make it, I had to trust myself to those two profiles, to their strangeness rather than to their familiarity, and moving on from there very slowly restore confidence in myself. (Abandonment 124)
Olga, like Elena, wishes to define herself in direct opposition to this archaic femininity that she sees in the figure of the poverella and the woman destroyed. However, this distancing blocks Olga from being able to engage empathetically with the flawed elements of herself and other women. Throughout The Days of Abandonment, Olga presents the expectations of femininity and womanhood as backward and archaic. She does not want to turn out the same way as the women she has been exposed to in childhood and adolescence whom she believed to be “stupid … sentimental fools” (Abandonment 21). When locked in the apartment, it becomes increasingly evident that the relationship between Olga and her daughter Ilaria is marked by these feelings of internalized shame and self-loathing, similar to the relationship between Elena and her mother. As Olga appears to be unable to properly care for Gianni, Ilaria feels she must take on a motherly role, which greatly disturbs Olga. “The child had replaced me,” reflects Olga, “She had behaved the way I had behaved as a girl with my mother: she tried to do what she had seen me do, she was playing at getting rid of my authority by supplanting me, she wanted to take my place” (Abandonment 100). Olga sees her relationship with her mother replicated in her relationship with her own daughter. Though in the previous passages she expresses a desire to distance herself from the backwards expectations of femininity, here she seems to feel as if she is competing with her daughter for the role of mother. These roles become confused through this competition.
Olga’s disgust in The Days of Abandonment stems from the fact that she has unintentionally passed the qualities that she learned from her mother down to her own daughter. The competitive nature of the mother-daughter relationship is also explored in Beauvoir’s work. “We will see later how complex the relation is between the mother and the daughter,” Beauvoir asserts, “for the mother, the daughter is both her double and an other, the mother cherishes her and at the same time is hostile to her; she imposes her own destiny on her child: it is a way to proudly claim her own femininity and also to take revenge on it” (Beauvoir 295). Beauvoir places an emphasis on how this dual sense of identification and competition can dominate the relationship and lead to feelings of contempt. The description of a daughter as being both double and other is particularly relevant to the following passage, in which Ilaria dresses up in Olga’s clothes, in an attempt to emulate her:
I [Olga] felt a shudder of loathing. She had dressed in my clothes, she had put on makeup, she was wearing on her head an old blond wig that her father had given her. On her feet was a pair of my high-heeled shoes, on top a blue dress of mine that hampered her movements and made a long train behind her, her face was a painted mask, eye shadow, blush, lipstick. She looked to me like an old dwarf … When she became aware of the revulsion that must have showed on my face, the child smiled in embarrassment, and, eyes sparkling, said as if to justify herself: ‘We’re identical.’ (Abandonment 120-121) 
In this passage, Ilaria represents to Olga not only a grotesque, exaggerated portrait of herself, but of femininity in general. Olga is completely repulsed by this and wishes to reject any breakdown of the boundary between her daughter and herself. Esme Hodson discusses the way in which Olga’s sense of self is predicated on sharp distinctions between herself and other women who she views as backward, such as her mother. “In dressing up as her mother,” Hodson asserts, “Ilaria exposes the precariousness of the boundaries to Olga’s carefully demarcated self” (Hodson n.p.). Olga realizes that these strict boundaries cannot effectively achieve the sense of self that she longs for, a selfhood completely severed from the expectations which have been placed upon her as a wife and mother. Ilaria reflects to Olga everything she tries so hard to deny within herself – acting as a twisted and disturbing portrait of the hyper-feminine. At this point in the novel, Olga sees her only escape as the reestablishment of these boundaries and a retreat to an almost fictive sense of self that is unmarred by social conditioning. What she discovers, however, is that the true path to liberation hinges on cooperation between these many sides of herself and a collaboration with her daughter.
In her collection of letters and essays entitled, Frantumaglia, Ferrante describes a term passed down to her from her own mother that she uses to explain the sense that boundaries between things are breaking down: 
My mother left me a word in her dialect that she used to describe how she felt when she was racked by contradictory sensations that were tearing her apart. She said that inside her she had a frantumaglia, a jumble of fragments. The frantumaglia … depressed her … It was the word for a disquiet not otherwise definable, it referred to a miscellaneous crowd of things in her head, debris in a muddy water of the brain. The frantumaglia was mysterious, it provoked mysterious actions, it was the source of all suffering not traceable to a single obvious cause. (Frantumaglia 99)
The fact that this term was passed down to Ferrante by her mother gives the sense of la frantumaglia as a uniquely feminine sensation, awareness of which is dictated through the mother-daughter relationship. La frantumaglia is the sudden realization that one’s sense of self is made up of a multitude of fragments that could, at any time, begin to unravel. It is the sense that the boundaries of one’s feminine existence are rapidly dissolving. It is undefinable, contradictory, and unpleasant. Ferrante explains that this is something she herself has experienced and likens it to the feeling of death:
[I]t’s only my way of describing the anguish of death, the fear that the capacity to express myself would get stuck–as if the organs of speech had been paralyzed–and everything I’d learned to control, from the first year of life until now, would start fluctuating on its own, dripping or hissing out of my body becoming a thing, a leather sack leaking air and liquids. (Frantumaglia 100)
Ferrante describes la frantumaglia as a fear that her communicative potential would become stuck and result in a loss of autonomy and ability to connect to others. La frantumaglia is a distinctly bodily and physical experience as much as it is a cognitive one. It is a feeling that one’s entire being has been stripped of all of the categories it uses to separate itself from the rest of the world. With the realization that one’s identity is made up of often contradictory fragments, there comes an exceptional loss of control, its only equivalent being death. Ferrante uses very visceral imagery at the end of this quotation that emphasizes the body as a “thing” that uncontrollably hisses and oozes. The sense of the “I” disappears by the end of this passage – Ferrante’s sense of self becoming almost completely lost in this experience. 
This description of la frantumaglia is experienced by many of Ferrante’s female characters. It is especially prominent in The Days of Abandonment and though not directly experienced by Elena in My Brilliant Friend, Elena’s friend Lila describes a feeling of “dissolving margins,” as if “something absolutely material, which had been present around her and around everyone and everything forever, but imperceptible, was breaking down the outlines of persons and things and revealing itself” (Friend 89-90). Lila’s sensation is more of a personified “material” being which destroys boundaries. It appears as something outside of and distinct from Lila herself. La frantumaglia is a fundamentally feminine experience, as women’s identities are often demarcated by various strict boundaries and they are expected to act in specific ways which align with dominant narratives surrounding femininity. When it becomes clear that this self-presentation is no longer sustainable, the feeling that one is but a “jumble of fragments” takes over, leaving the individual to question their true identity. La frantumaglia, however, also has the capacity to liberate women from these boundaries and to create new foundations – this is what allows Olga to escape her apartment and overcome her abandonment.
Due to the lack of male presence in Olga’s locked apartment, the space operates as a location in which a subversion of patriarchal notions of femininity and womanhood is possible. In these chapters Olga is able to acknowledge her identity as unstable and fluid, and as a result, la frantumaglia shows its liberatory potential. This dissolution blurs the distinction between Olga and Ilaria, but it also allows them both to take on roles not typically offered to them in the outside world. Olga gives her daughter the task of poking her with a paper cutter each time she loses track of the task at hand. Pain serves as a mechanism through which Olga can return to an embodied, present experience. Seeing her daughter in this role, Olga begins to describe Ilaria in exultant terms, claiming, “Now she was the lady of the sword, she held in her hand the paper cutter, she had taken her task so seriously that her knuckles were white. Where I had failed, maybe she would succeed” (Abandonment 136). Ilaria is described as a triumphant and hopeful heroic figure – which is not a stereotypically feminine role. This stands starkly in contrast with Olga’s earlier thoughts in which she feels disgusted by her identification with Ilaria. Instead, she now wonders if Ilaria may hold the key to their liberation. As the scene progresses, Ilaria becomes so powerful as to produce a fairly substantial injury for Olga: “I noticed on my left thigh, above the knee, a painful gash. A cry escaped me, I realized that Ilaria had made a deep wound” (Abandonment 142). Ilaria, armed with the tools given to her by her mother, is able to do quite substantial physical damage. As Ferrante herself argues however, this image of Ilaria and the paper cutter is essential to Olga’s liberation from this state:
Olga, the woman of today, completes a journey that allows her to accept Ilaria’s hostile love as a vital feeling, which can be used against the fascination with death that comes from the past … Together–mother and daughter–they will declare a right to life outside, outside the model of broken women. (Frantumaglia 107) 
Olga’s insistence that Ilaria use the paper cutter to bring her mother back during these moments in which it feels as if the boundaries of everything are slipping away and she loses sight of herself is crucial to their escape from the apartment. With Ilaria’s help, Olga refuses to allow this experience of la frantumaglia to break her down completely. Instead, she appeals to Ilaria’s ability to inflict bodily pain to bring her back to herself, to make it out of la frantumaglia with the fragments of herself reconstructed to form a more secure foundation.
This scene with the paper cutter comes immediately after the disturbing images Ferrante evokes in relation to Olga’s attempt to open the apartment door with her teeth. The passage reads, 
I produced … the impression that, because the rotating movement of my teeth on the key wasn’t working, it was finding an outlet in my face, tearing it like a can opener, and my teeth were moving, were being unhinged from the foundation of my face, taking with them the nasal septum, an eyebrow, an eye, and revealing the viscid interior of head and throat … it seemed to me that my face was hanging to one side like the coiled skin of an orange after the knife has begun to peel it. (Abandonment 142)
Through this disturbing imagery, Ferrante symbolizes the dissolution of boundaries, having Olga appeal to non-normative forms of liberation. Olga feels as if she is unhinging the foundations of her face in a very violent manner. There is a sense in this passage that this uncomfortable stage is a necessary step on the path to liberation. Stiliana Milkova discusses the use of disgust as an affective instrument for “feminine introspection and for resistance to normative paradigms of motherhood and daughterhood” (Milkova n.p.). Milkova asserts that Ferrante’s use of the element of disgust in the majority of her works often relates specifically to motherhood. In this scene depicting the visceral undoing of Olga’s face and the subsequent bloody gash she sustains as a result of her paper-cutter-wielding daughter, Ferrante utilizes disgust to emphasize the necessarily violent nature of subversion as well as the dissolution of strict boundaries. Milkova claims, “In Ferrante’s world these women seek to escape their prescribed feminine roles but, inevitably, succumb to the injunctions of a male-dominated order. Paradoxically, their only escape is through the disgust evoked by motherhood” (Milkova n.p.). Disgust acts as a gateway to escape and liberation.
It is no accident that disgust permeates this novel. In fact, it is Olga’s proximity to Otto’s disturbing and grotesque death that allows her to finally escape the apartment and her state of abandonment. When Olga discovers Otto’s body after he has ingested poison, the first thing she notices is the smell: “A thick poisonous odor was spreading through the house … The bad smell was coming from [Mario’s study], the air was unbreathable. Otto was lying on his side … Saliva dripped from his jaws … A blackish stain was spreading next to him, dark mud veined with blood” (Abandonment 108). In the passages describing Otto’s death, Ferrante uses vivid imagery and relies heavily on sensory language. These moments seem to, at least partially, bring Olga back into the present. Though she slips in and out of the world around her and her abstract ruminations, Otto’s death is an explicitly sensory experience. Though the cause of Otto’s death is never confirmed, it seems likely that he consumed a poison that Olga used to eliminate the ants that invaded her house. When Otto dies, the ants return and Olga begins to see them in a completely different light:
In the dog’s room, under Mario’s desk, there was now the evil odor of death … First of all I saw the ants, they had arrived, they were exploring the muddy territory that lapped the dog’s back. Otto, however, didn’t care. It was as if he had turned gray, an island drained of color breathing its last. His muzzle, with the greenish saliva from the jaws, seemed to have corroded the material of the tiles and to be sinking into them. (Abandonment 144)
The ants are at first presented as intrusive and unwanted and Olga attempts to completely eliminate them from her home. However, Olga begins to embrace them as figures of “obstinacy,” “the only black thread that held [the house] together, that kept it from disintegrating completely” (Abandonment 126). Though Otto’s death is a hugely devastating and disturbing moment, in describing this scene so vividly, Ferrante gives Olga the opportunity to witness a suffering that is not her own which shocks her out of her dazed state. The ants seem to represent figures of resistance and disruption. Olga’s acceptance of the ants precedes Olga’s acceptance of the poverella. It becomes clear to Olga that sometimes the disruption of the normative allows for a greater sense of stability: “Leave the ants in peace. Maybe they weren’t an enemy, I had been wrong to exterminate them. At times the solidity of things is entrusted to irritating elements that appear to disrupt their cohesion” (Abandonment 126). Olga’s perspective on solidity and cohesion completely shifts. Instead of the affirmation of strict boundaries, here, she engages with the disgusting and flawed elements of the home rather than resisting them. Much like how she begins to accept the poverella as a necessary and even helpful part of herself. Reflecting on Otto’s death, Olga thinks,
That proximity of real death, that bleeding wound of his suffering, of guilt, unexpectedly made me ashamed of my grief of the previous months, of that day with its overtones of unreality. I felt the room return to order, the house weld together its spaces, the solidity of the floor, the hot day that extended over everything, a transparent glue. (Abandonment 145) 
It is an engagement and identification with disgust that first breaks down societal norms and then restores solidity and order in a new way. The proximity of death also reminds Olga of her own aliveness: “How could I have let myself go like that, let my senses disintegrate, the sense of being alive” (Abandonment 145). These moments of disgust ground Olga in the sensory world and allow her the opportunity to violently disengage with normative ways of being, making room for imperfection. This kind of engagement allows for an empathic relationship with Ilaria, as the flawed reflection of herself that Olga sees in her daughter no longer appears so threatening.
	The figure of the poverella plays a large role in Olga’s escape from the locked apartment. Olga is horrified by the possibility of ending up like the poverella and seeks to create a distance between herself and this woman. As Olga spirals further into chaos in the apartment, she increasingly begins to see the figure of the poverella. Olga discovers her notebook which she does not recall writing in: “I found transcribed there [my notebook] in my tiny handwriting some passages from Woman Destroyed and a few lines from Anna Karenina. I didn’t remember having done this” (Abandonment 106). Olga then explicitly sees that the poverella is the one who is writing in these notebooks: “I was able to see what she was writing. Her notes, in my pages” (Abandonment 126). In these moments, the distinctions between Olga and the poverella become completely blurred. The poverella and Olga become inseparable, not just in the act of writing, but in a very bodily way: “The papier-mâché body of the poor woman of Naples was sitting there, an artisan’s soldering of my two profiles. She was keeping herself alive with my veins, I saw them red, uncovered, wet, pulsing. Even the throat, the vocal cords, even the breath to make them vibrate belonged to me” (Abandonment 126). Olga keeps the memory of the poverella alive through this experience of abandonment and suffering. When Olga looks in the mirror, she realizes that the poverella is an actual part of her identity:
[L]ooking hard into my half face on the left, at the changing physiognomy of the secret sides, I recognized the features of the poverella—never would I have imagined that we had so many elements in common … The woman murmured to me from the panel: ‘Remember that the dog is dying and Gianni has a nasty intestinal fever.’ (Abandonment 124)
Not only does Olga begin to identify with the poverella and even accept her presence, but the woman explicitly helps Olga to escape the apartment by reminding Olga of her duty to her children and her dog. Like the ants, Olga realizes that the poverella, though a disturbing figure, is also a helpful and crucial element of her own identity. Ferrante explains that though Olga originally views these examples of “broken women” as archaic, her suffering is, in reality, no different from theirs, despite the fact that Olga is more “modern”:
[Olga is] not the painful end result of a female genealogy that moves, in chronological order, from the ancient world … to end up at [her] as a visible peak of progress. Suffering derives, instead, from the fact that crowding around [her], simultaneously, in a sort of achrony, is the past of [her] ancestors and the future of what [she] seek[s] to be … up to the point, for example, where … Olga can recognize in the mirror, in her own face, as a constituent part of her, the figure of the poverella-mother who has killed herself. (Frantumaglia 108-109)
Olga eventually learns that she can identify with these women without resigning herself to their fate. Olga acknowledges that the poverella is a constituent part of herself but it is through this acknowledgement that Olga finds a way to live with this suffering of abandonment. As Ferrante describes,
Olga is a woman of today who knows that she can’t react to abandonment by breaking down … the effect of this new knowledge interests me: how she acts, what resistance she offers, how she fights against the wish to die and gains the time necessary to learn to bear her suffering, what stratagems or fictions she employs in order to accept life again. (Frantumaglia 83)
Olga is able to hold empathy for these parts of herself that she once rejected and realizes that the constant self-surveillance that she learned to protect herself from this fate only made things worse. In identifying with the figure of the poverella, Olga is able to accept that she has experienced a great loss without succumbing completely to the despair she feels as a result. This creates a new foundation on which she is able to rebuild her identity.
Both Olga and Elena long to escape the frameworks of feminine identity that have been offered to them. Elena looks toward her education and literacy to break her away from this predestined life that she believes her mother has passed down to her. Elena is acutely aware of the ways in which life as a wife and a mother can be stifling and destructive which results in her desperate search for ways of escaping these patriarchal limits that have been unwillingly thrust upon her. Elena sees her mother as an angry, imposing, and contradictory figure who is the physical embodiment of the oppression of motherhood. She concludes that escape from these systems relies on her ability to eliminate her mother’s influence over her life. For Olga, the inability to escape her apartment sets the stage for her reflections on what it means to be a wife, mother, and an individual. Like Elena, Olga originally believes that she can escape from these patriarchal standards through disengaging from the contradictions that lie within her identity and rejecting the figure of the poverella. However, through her separation from her husband, she experiences an extreme dismantling of the foundations of her life and identity which completely uproots her from her carefully established and demarcated identity. Ferrante uses the setting of the locked apartment to create a space where subversion of gender norms is truly possible, where Olga and Ilaria no longer have to conform to the expectations placed upon them in the outside world. What Olga discovers is that liberation and a restoration of a new form of stability can only be achieved through a thorough engagement with disgust and violent disengagement from normative ways of being. Unlike Olga who ends up escaping from her apartment with a new sense of stability, by the end of My Brilliant Friend Elena does not successfully reconcile these disparate elements of her identity. The difference in the endings of these novels demonstrates that an acceptance of the fragmentary nature of the feminine identity is the more effective path to liberation. This form of self-acceptance foregrounds a new way of relating to other women – relationships built around empathy rather than resentment.
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