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Michele, the child narrator of Niccolò Ammaniti's Io non ho paura, frequently 

grapples with uncertainty and confusion in the world around him. Like many children, he 

turns to stories he has heard or read as a way of comprehending, or confronting, the 

uncertain aspects of life. However, unlike most children, Michele must deal not only with 

his shifting familial relationships but with the discovery of a kidnapped boy, Filippo, and 

an accompanying conspiracy. Above all, the stories Michele uses for this kind of 

ciphering derive from the Bible. Furthermore, the events of the novels themselves, 

beyond Michele's focalization, demonstrate strong parallels to the Bible. The Bible is a 

central, though often subliminal, text in Io non ho paura. In this paper I will demonstrate 

the numerous links between the two books, and thus offer a clearer understanding of the 

machinations of the novel. 

Michele and his group of friends play many aggressive, competitive games; he 

notes early on that one of them - Barbara Mura, the only girl - is often at the receiving 

end of bullying from the other children. He says, “I knew that there's always one who 

gets all the bad luck. In those days it was Barbara Mura, the pig, she was the lamb who 

atoned for our sins” (24). Michele invokes the concept of sacrifice to explain the brutality 

of the children; as far as Michele is concerned, her suffering is not quite the mere result 

of mean behavior but, rather, a necessary consequence of, an atonement for, the boys’ 



cruelty. Michele's phrasing here is a near-exact citation of the Gospel of John: “The next 

day, John, seeing Jesus come toward him, said: 'Here is the lamb of God, who atones for 

the sins of the world!” (John 1:29). In this gospel, as elsewhere, Jesus is compared to a 

lamb, the sacrifice who, like Barbara, atones for sin. As Jesus sacrifices himself to save 

humanity from sin, Michele believes that Barbara must be sacrificed to atone for the 

wickedness of Michele and his friends. This is an interesting comparison because Jesus's 

sacrifice is gratuitous. Barbara does not choose herself but is chosen. 

This notion gets more interesting a bit further in the novel when Michele actually 

becomes the lamb, so to speak. He ends up taking the “penitence” assigned by their 

leader, the Skull, on Barbara’s behalf. Michele demonstrates compassion for Barbara in a 

way that aligns with the representation of Jesus in the Bible. And in this case Michele's 

sacrifice is gratuitous, and thus more similar to Jesus' behavior. Michele, then, uses the 

concept of Christ-as-lamb both to explain to himself the relationships among his friends, 

but also, in a more subconscious way, as a guide for his own behavior. 

When Michele encounters Filippo for the first time, Michele thinks that he is 

dead. When he wakes up, Michele is scared, convinced for a time that Filippo is some 

kind of undead creature. Shortly afterward, he has a dream in which Jesus attempts to 

resuscitate Lazarus. Jesus is unsuccessful at first; and when Lazarus rises at last, he is 

angry. He bites Jesus' throat and says, “Leave the dead alone” (Ammaniti 45). This scene 

is a frightening transformation of the one in the Bible. According to the Gospel of John, 

when Jesus appears on the scene Lazarus “had already been in the tomb four days” (John 

11:17). Lazarus is dead when Jesus arrives, enclosed in his tomb - in a sense, like the hole 

in which Filippo is trapped. The Lazarus of Michele's dream is a clear parallel to this 



“entombed” child. The story of Lazarus is likely one of the few encounters Michele has 

had with the concept of resurrection, and so it makes sense that he would use the story as 

a way of explaining to himself what he has seen. Yet again, a biblical story provides a 

method of understanding what is confusing and, in this case, frightening. 

Further, Michele's actions continue to reflect those of Jesus: Michele travels into 

the hole in order to help Filippo, as Jesus enters Lazarus's tomb (an echo, additionally, of 

the medieval legend of Jesus' harrowing of hell). As the novel continues, Michele does 

resurrect Filippo in a certain sense, providing him with food, water, and contact with the 

outside world. 

For a time Michele believes that Filippo is his secret twin, whom his father has 

hidden in order to protect his family. He says, “Papa . . . placed him in the earth, among 

the wheat, and had to stab him but couldn't, he was his son, and therefore he dug a hole, 

and placed him inside”(Ammaniti 76). Michele tells himself this story in an attempt to 

rationalize the situation. The relationship between brothers and the internal conflict of the 

father derives from the story of Abraham in Genesis. Abraham has two sons, each from a 

different mother - Ishmael and Isaac. Abraham's wife Sarah doesn't like the other child, 

Ishmael, and his mother, Hagar, who is a slave. At Sarah's request, Ismael and Hagar are 

cast out, banished to the desert. A bit later, God orders Abraham to kill Isaac. Abraham 

doesn't want to obey, naturally, but nevertheless takes his child to the mountain to do the 

deed. When the moment arrives, Abraham discovers that he is ready - he can bring 

himself to kill Isaac - when God, at the last minute, intervenes: 

Abraham stretched out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. But the angel 

of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he 

said, “Here I am.”  He said, “Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do 



nothing to him; for now I know     that you fear God, since you have not withheld 

your son, your only son, from Me.” (Genesis 22: 10-12) 

 

Abraham demonstrates his faith in, and his fear of, God. This story suggests that God 

guides all, even when we have doubts. The central theme is faith, the necessity of faith in 

God. But it is a child, not a father, who wrestles with faith in the novel. For Michele, his 

experience begins a process of doubt and the questioning of his parents' authority, his 

father in particular. Michele has a childlike blind faith in them. Michele sees his father as 

a kind of Abraham, ready to sacrifice his child. But while Abraham demonstrates the 

courage to do the act, in the narrative Michele tells himself his father has chosen to hide 

the child. A story of faith is invoked here, which contrasts with Michele's growing doubt. 

Like Abraham, he wavers in his faith toward a paternal figure. Unlike Abraham, Michele 

does not reach a reaffirmation of his faith. The succeeding events in the novel 

demonstrate that both the parents have indeed hidden much from the children - and 

therefore Michele's imagination has successfully prepared him for his newfound distrust. 

In this case, the biblical parallel is subverted: Ammaniti invokes the story while 

ultimately turning it on its head. When the parallels concern Michele's own actions - the 

things he chooses to do - they are straightforward; in earlier cases, Michele's behavior is 

simply imitative of that of Jesus. But when they concern belief, not Michele's behavior 

but his convictions (in, for example, his parents' goodness), the parallel is subverted. This 

reflects the novel's growing interest in Michele's psychological development. The Bible is 

one source of knowledge and guidance, for a child with little experience with 

independent thinking. As Michele takes care of Filippo and learns of his parents' 

involvement in Filippo's kidnapping, he also grapples with independence and a  



reevaluation of the comfortable beliefs he has held. At this point the parallels with the 

Bible become less clear-cut and, as is the case with the Abraham story Michele tells 

himself about his father, overturned. It is as though that source of knowledge, too, is no 

longer quite enough for Michele. 

Because Michele is a child who doesn't know how the world works, much of life's 

mysteries seem linked to an almost divine power. Michele interprets these mysteries in 

terms of what is familiar - biblical stories. Michele has many "devotions" - most 

prominently to those familiar stories and to his parents. He places a childlike trust in 

these things that has never been seriously questioned prior to the novel's beginning. 

Although it seems that these are lost over the course of the novel, it is more likely that 

they become more complex. Stories are not infallible sources of knowledge, and people 

are equally prone to error and, occasionally, causing harm. Michele must learn this, and 

thereby develop a more complicated - but more mature - form of devotion to the stories 

and people that he loves. 
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