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Michael Antonio DiMarco’s 2020 text Mundunur. A Mountain Village under the 
Spell of South Italy is a refreshing new work that explores the history and alterity 
of Southern Italy through the prism of the author’s familial and cultural heritage. 
Although there are many texts written by ethnic Italians living outside of Italy 
recounting their actual or metaphorical endeavor to understand their ancestry 
and cultural identity, DiMarco’s text stands out as unique. Mundunur successfully 
and comprehensively guides readers through the history, culture, and economy of 
Italy’s Mezzogiorno since the Paleolithic period while strategically and effectively 
using the history of his ancestral village of Montenero Val Cocchiara, known also 
as “Montenero,” or “Mundunur” in the local dialect, to illuminate these changes. 
Furthermore, DiMarco’s background in editing and publishing becomes obvious 
through his easy to read narrative style, exhaustive research, and attractively 
designed book. The distinctness of the work can be found especially in its 
concluding chapter, which orients the reader away from the past and towards the 
future with a lengthy three-day tourist itinerary of Montenero. This final chapter, 
together with DiMarco’s evident care for Southern Italy and its people throughout 
the text, invites the public to visit Molise and see the region’s fascinating past and 
promising future in the same way as the author.

In the first two chapters of Mundunur, DiMarco presents readers with an 
engaging narrative and pictorial history of his “Monti” ancestors and relations 
who emigrated from Montenero to Erie, Pennsylvania at the turn of the twentieth 
century as well as his influential first visit to the Southern Italian village from 
which they came in 1976. It is here, however, where the typical Italian American 
historical and cultural narrative ends. In Chapter three DiMarco writes in depth 
about the geography, flora, and fauna in which his family’s village and province is 
found and in Chapter Four he discusses the region’s Oscan, Samnite, and Roman 
history with detail rarely found in Italian ethnographic studies. It is in Chapter 
five, however, where DiMarco’s talent for summarizing and explaining Italian his-
tory as experienced in Montenero becomes evident and renders this work unique. 



Chapters five through nine masterfully and succinctly trace the lengthy history of 
Southern Italy from the fall of the Roman Empire to Italian unification through 
anecdotal, factual, and archival research completed by the writer regarding Italy 
and Montenero. This allows Mundunur to serve as a helpful text for students 
interested in Southern Italy as well as casual readers of history or cultural studies. 

Chapters ten through fourteen carry the reader from the period beginning 
with Italian nationhood to the present day, all of which is presented in a manner 
that is easily relatable to readers. DiMarco’s ability to reference seemingly every 
major social, political, and cultural happening during those years is laudable and 
rarely seen outside of historical academic texts. Despite the extensive narrative on 
the development and challenges of Italian nationhood since unification, DiMarco 
remains impressively faithful to using the Apennine village of Montenero to show 
how these many happenings affected Monti villagers as well as other Southern 
Italians. In Chapter fifteen, DiMarco again departs from typical Italian American 
literature and speculates on how his family’s village and region may employ their 
rich history, culture, and natural surroundings to build a better future that will 
end the ongoing depopulation of Southern Italian villages and towns while gener-
ating sustainable development. Finally, DiMarco acts as an agent of this change in 
Chapter sixteen, Mundunur’s last and longest chapter. Here readers find a heavily 
illustrated “three-day fictional tour of Montenero” enticing readers to visit the 
village and actively participate in the future transformation of Southern Italy.

DiMarco’s work is a beautifully created text that depicts the author’s per-
sonal wayfaring as a third generation Italian American who seeks to understand 
himself through his heritage and culture as well as inspire others to seek out the 
majesty of Southern Italy regardless of their background. The author’s careful yet 
easily understood historical examination of Southern Italy through the prism of 
Montenero and its environs especially encourages one to view the Mezzogiorno’s 
pulchritude as preserved due to, and not in spite of, its alterity. In this way 
DiMarco’s distinct text forms part of a growing chorus of writings that explore the 
wealth of diversity found in Italy’s south. Mundunur is therefore an engaging new 
work that studies the perceived “backwardness” of Southern Italy only to find that 
the south’s dissimilarity to the north handsomely rewards anyone intrepid enough 
to embrace its multifaceted past and challenging present, and employ its resources 
to work towards a more fulfilling future for oneself and others.
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