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INTRODUCTION

ON 8TH SEPTEMBER 1943, the Italian government led by Marshal Pietro Badoglio, which just over a month earlier had deposed Benito Mussolini’s Fascists, signed an armistice with the Allies, who at that very moment were invading southern Italy. The response of the Germans was to sweep into northern and central Italy, seizing the major cities and disbanding the Italian army. On 10th September, they occupied Rome. Among those caught up in the panic of the German advance was a young man of twenty-one from the hilly area south of Turin known as Le Langhe, who was in Rome attending an army officer training course. His name was Beppe (Giuseppe) Fenoglio, he was the son of a butcher from Alba, the main town of Le Langhe, and he had been a student in Turin before being conscripted into the army. Somehow, he managed to escape from Rome and get back to Alba.

In Le Langhe, as elsewhere, a Resistance movement soon came into being. At the same time, the Fascists regrouped and the Germans set up Mussolini as the puppet leader of a Fascist republic in northern Italy. What followed over the next year and a half was in the nature of a civil war, more often a question of Italians against Italians than Italians against Germans. In January 1944, Beppe Fenoglio joined a local Communist partisan group. When this group was disbanded after being defeated by the Fascists at the battle of Carrù, he returned home. In September 1944, he and his brother Walter took to the hills again, this time fighting with the “blue” partisans who had remained loyal to Marshal Badoglio.

When the war was over, Fenoglio decided against pursuing his studies, but thanks to his knowledge of English found a job handling foreign correspondence for a wine company, a job he continued in until his death. He began writing almost immediately after the war, working mostly at night after his day job was over. It was not until 1952 that his first book appeared: a collection of stories, mostly about the partisans, called The Twenty-Three Days of the Town of Alba, which met with both high praise and strong criticism, the strongest coming from the left-wing press. At a time when the partisans had been raised to the level of national heroes and their prestige was being exploited across the political spectrum, but especially by the Communists, Fenoglio dared to depoliticise the Resistance. In his stories, the anti-Fascist struggle takes second place to a grim struggle for survival. Fenoglio’s partisans are inexperienced young men (mostly in their teens and twenties), capable of heroism, certainly, but just as often scared, cruel, jealous or quarrelsome. Their world is a bleak round of patrols, roadblocks, raids, executions and reprisals. The Fascists are a hated presence, but more as a fact of life than as ideological enemies: there is little sense of why the men are fighting, what the purpose of the struggle is, or even that it has a purpose. As a partisan prisoner awaiting execution says to his cellmate in the story “Another Wall,” “Do you feel like dying for an idea? I don’t. And anyway, which idea? If you look inside yourself, can you find the idea? I can’t. And neither can you.”

For the rest of Fenoglio’s short life (he died of lung cancer in 1963, a few weeks short of his forty-first birthday), he continued to mine the same vein as in these early stories. Just as in life he rarely left his home region, so in his work he returned again and again to the same landscape and the same period. All his works are set in Le Langhe and the majority deal with the partisan war of 1943–45. He published relatively little during his lifetime, and several of his most important works appeared posthumously, including A Private Affair, which was published in 1963, not long after his untimely death.

Fenoglio stands somewhat apart from his contemporaries, and not just ideologically. At a time when a tough, American-style realism was the literary order of the day, Fenoglio was influenced by his deep love of English literature, especially English poetry. (In 1955, he published a translation of Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner.) He was a conscious stylist and a painstaking craftsman. As he himself once said, “I write for a great many reasons . . . but certainly not for fun. I work really hard. The simplest of my pages may look carefree but it has been through a dozen painful rewrites.” (A Private Affair exists in three distinct versions, the third of which was the version published.) This laborious process resulted in a deceptively straightforward but in fact highly wrought style, both terse and lyrical, in which the surface realism is constantly transcended by other elements.

A Private Affair is a prime example of Fenoglio’s method. The basic plot is simple. A young partisan named Milton discovers that Fulvia, the girl he loved before the war, may have had a sexual relationship with his best friend, Giorgio, and he sets off to find Giorgio and get the truth from him. Hearing that Giorgio is being held prisoner by the Fascists, he embarks on a cross-country journey in search of a Fascist prisoner who can be exchanged for his friend. The war itself is pushed into the background and Milton’s “private affair” takes centre stage. As the protagonist himself puts it, “ . . . nothing else matters to me anymore. All of a sudden, nothing matters. War, freedom, my comrades, the enemy. There’s only one truth now.”

Around this central theme, Fenoglio weaves a rich web of characters and episodes, of stories within stories, which all combine to paint an unforgettable, and doubtless totally authentic, picture of partisan life. At the same time, for all its naturalistic detail, the journey at the centre of the book is as much an inner journey as a real trek across hills and valleys. As the book progresses, the landscape, despite the panoply of local place names, becomes increasingly abstract. For much of the time, it is literally obscured: by fog, rain, darkness. The slopes and promontories and embankments, the paths and streams and bridges that reappear throughout the book finally blend into one another. By the end, Milton himself, covered in mud, unrecognisable, has become indistinguishable from the landscape, but it is now as much a landscape of the mind as a real terrain. When we reach Milton’s final desperate run in the last chapter, it is a moot point whether we are reading a description of an actual event or of a hallucination.

The book’s realism is also modified by a kind of mythological underpinning. The first clue lies in the protagonist’s name: Milton. This, like most of the partisans’ names, is a nom de guerre: we never learn the character’s real name, and in an early flashback to the pre-partisan period, he is even referred to as “the future Milton,” as if he will not assume his true identity until he joins the partisans. We are not told why he chooses the name Milton, but the Anglophile Fenoglio, in naming his character, must surely have had the author of Paradise Lost in mind. A Private Affair is the story of a man cast out of paradise and trying desperately to regain it.

As described in the first chapter, Fulvia’s villa, the site of Milton’s paradise, “the brightest place in the world” as he calls it, seems almost like the setting for a fairy tale: “The walls were still snow-white, still immaculate and unblemished.” By the last chapter, when Milton sees the villa again, this paradise does indeed seem lost forever. The house is now “ . . . decidedly ugly, seriously deteriorated and rotten. . . . The walls had turned grey, the roofs were mildewed, the vegetation around it decayed and broken.” The very fabric of Milton’s Eden has been shattered.

The Adam and Eve of this Eden are Giorgio and Fulvia. Rich and beautiful, they are described as “the perfect couple” and at one point are even compared to angels: “They stood out as snow-white as angels against the red surface . . .” It is Milton’s shocked realisation that they may in fact be fallen angels that starts him on his desperate quest.

Fulvia, we are told—or rather, Milton keeps telling himself—is the girl he loves, the girl for whom he would swim an ocean merely to light her cigarette. Some Italian critics have talked of the book as a great love story, yet we are given little evidence that Milton’s feelings for Fulvia are reciprocated, and even Milton himself begins to wonder, towards the end of the book, if he may not have constructed “a whole world” on a few casual remarks of Fulvia’s. As for Giorgio, Milton never misses an opportunity to defend him against other partisans who call him a spoilt brat or accuse him of cowardice, and it is clear that, however bitter he may feel at the thought that Giorgio has stolen Fulvia from him, Milton hero-worships Giorgio. There is even a suggestion at one point—in a description of Milton waking up next to Giorgio and “looking at Giorgio’s body, his skin, his hair . . .”—of a sexual element to this hero worship, although Fenoglio never follows it up. In the end, it may be that both Fulvia and Giorgio are less important to Milton as real people than for what they represent: a luminous peacetime world to which he can never return, except in memory.

Milton’s memories of the past are of sun and light, of music and poetry, of chandeliers and Swiss chocolate and ripe cherries. The world through which he moves in the present could not be more different: a world of grim weather, constant discomfort and ever-present danger, a world where a cowshed is the warmest place to sleep, where an egg is a decent meal, and where to still be alive at the age of thirty is a great achievement. Milton’s favourite song, we are told, is “Over the Rainbow,” an expression of longing for a perfect land that is forever out of reach. Somewhere over the rainbow skies are blue, he sings to himself as he wanders through this bleak landscape of fog and rain and mud, where blue skies are but a distant memory.

At least one critic has compared the protagonist to Sisyphus, the mythological Greek character condemned to endlessly roll a stone to the top of a steep hill, whom Camus famously took as a symbol of the absurdity of human existence. (Milton himself, more prosaically, compares his journey at one point to that of an ant forced to go round a boulder.) There is indeed something absurd about Milton’s quest: an absurdity emphasised by the fact that not only does he not achieve either of his aims—securing Giorgio’s release and discovering the truth about Giorgio’s relationship with Fulvia—but he is also responsible, while pursuing those aims, for the deaths of three other people, one directly and two indirectly.

Yet for all the manifest absurdity of persisting with this “private affair” in the midst of a war, there is ultimately something noble, even heroic, about Milton’s dogged pursuit of the truth. Although the characters he meets do sometimes question his mission, and he himself has the occasional doubt, Milton’s quest is portrayed without any overt irony on the part of the author. The more desperate his search becomes, the more determined he is to continue, risking everything to see it through to the end, and we are intended, I think, to see his actions as fundamentally admirable. He displays throughout a single-mindedness, a purity of purpose, that surely echoes the author’s own. For it is surely not too fanciful to see in Milton’s obsessive determination to get at the truth of his memories a reflection of Beppe Fenoglio’s endlessly repeated attempts, in book after book, to get ever closer to the truth about what he experienced in those grim days of 1943–45.

—HOWARD CURTIS
2006


A PRIVATE AFFAIR


1

HIS MOUTH half-open, his arms hanging abandoned by his sides, Milton stood looking at Fulvia’s villa, all alone up here on the hill that sloped down towards the town of Alba.

His heart had stopped beating: indeed, it seemed to have absconded inside his body.

There were the four cherry trees lining the little avenue beyond the gate, which was ajar, there were the two beeches towering over the dark, shiny roof. The walls were still snow-white, still immaculate and unblemished, unfaded by the heavy rains of the last few days. All the windows were closed, with small chains across them, and had clearly not been opened in a long while.

When will I see her again? It’s not possible before the end of the war. It’s not even desirable. But the very day the war ends I’ll rush to Turin and find her. The time separating her from me is exactly the time separating us from our victory.

His comrade Ivan was approaching, skidding on the fresh mud.

“Why did you come all this way round?” he asked. “And why have you stopped? What are you looking at? That house? Why are you interested in that house?”

“I haven’t seen it since the beginning of the war, and I won’t see it again before the end. Can’t you be patient for five minutes, Ivan?”

“It’s not a question of patience, but of saving our skins. It’s dangerous up here, with all the patrols.”

“They don’t come this far up. They never get farther than the railway line.”

“Listen to me, Milton, let’s go. I don’t like asphalt.”

“We’re not on asphalt here,” Milton said, staring hard at the villa again.

“It’s right below us,” and Ivan pointed to a section of the main road just below the ridge, where the asphalt was broken in places and cracked everywhere.

“I don’t like asphalt,” Ivan repeated. “On a country lane you can get me to do whatever crazy thing you want, but I don’t like asphalt.”

“Wait for me, I’ll be five minutes,” Milton replied, calmly, and started walking towards the villa. Fuming, Ivan squatted on his heels, his Sten gun across his thigh, and looked down at the road and the hillside paths. Then he threw a last glance at his comrade. Why’s he walking like that? In all these months I’ve never seen him walk like that, as if he was walking on eggshells.

Milton was an ugly man: tall and gaunt, with a bent back. He had thick, very pale skin that was capable of becoming flushed at the slightest change of light and mood. At twenty-two, he already had two heavy, bitter creases at the sides of his mouth, and his forehead had deep lines in it from his almost constant frowning. His hair was brown, but months of rain and dust had reduced it to the nastiest shade of blond. His one good point was his eyes, his sad, ironic, hard, anxious eyes, which the least favourably disposed girl would have considered eminently noteworthy. He had long, thin, horselike legs, which allowed him to walk with lengthy, calm, rapid strides.

He went through the gate, which did not squeak, and walked along the little avenue until he reached the third cherry tree. How beautiful the cherries had been in the spring of ’42! Fulvia had climbed the tree to gather cherries for both of them, to be eaten after that genuine Swiss chocolate of which she seemed to have an inexhaustible supply. She had climbed the tree like a tomboy, to gather the ones she said were the most glorious, the ripest, and had stretched out along a not very solid-looking branch. The basket was already full and still she did not come down, did not even move back towards the trunk. He started to think that Fulvia was lingering there on purpose to make him come closer and sneak a glance up at her. Instead, he took a few steps back, the ends of his hair frozen and his lips trembling. “Come down. That’s enough now, come down. If you don’t come down now, I won’t eat a single one. Come down or I’ll tip the basket over behind the hedge. Come down. You’ve got me on tenter-hooks.” Fulvia laughed, somewhat shrilly, and a bird flew off from the topmost branches of the last cherry tree.

Stepping lightly, he advanced towards the house, but soon stopped and walked back to the cherry trees. How could I forget? he thought, shaken. This was where it had happened, near the last cherry tree. She had walked along the avenue and then entered the meadow beyond the cherry trees. She had lain down, even though she was dressed in white and the grass was no longer warm, had cupped the back of her neck and her plaits in her hands and stared up at the sun. But when he made as if to enter the meadow she cried no. “Stay where you are. Lean against the trunk of the cherry tree. Like that.” Then, looking up at the sun, she said, “You’re ugly.” Milton agreed with his eyes. “You have wonderful eyes,” she went on, “a beautiful mouth, and very beautiful hands, but on the whole you’re ugly.” Almost imperceptibly, she turned her head towards him and said, “But you’re not really so ugly. Why do they say you’re ugly? They say it without . . . without thinking.” But later she said, softly but so that he could hear it clearly, “Hieme et aestate, prope et procul, usque dum vivam.. .1 Oh great and dear God, just for a moment, let me see in that white cloud the profile of the man I’ll say that to.” Abruptly she turned her whole head towards him and said, “How will you start your next letter? ‘Blasted Fulvia’?” He shook his head, his hair brushing the bark of the cherry tree. “Do you mean there won’t be a next letter?” Fulvia asked anxiously.

“Just that it won’t start ‘Blasted Fulvia.’ Don’t worry about the letters. I realise we can’t do without them now. Me writing them and you receiving them.”

It was Fulvia who had demanded that he write to her, at the end of his first visit to the villa. She had sent for him so that he could translate the lyrics of “Deep Purple.”2 I think it’s about the sunset, she had said. He had listened to the record the minimum number of times and translated. She had given him cigarettes and a bar of that Swiss chocolate and walked him back to the gate. “Can I see you tomorrow morning,” he had asked, “when you go down to Alba?”

“No, absolutely not.”

“But you go there every morning,” he had protested, “and do the rounds of all the cafés.”

“Absolutely not. The town isn’t the place for you and me.”

“Can I come back here, then?”

“You must.”

“When?”

“In a week exactly.”

The future Milton had groped at the enormity, the immovability of all that time. How could she set it so casually?

“Let’s agree on that. In a week exactly. But in the meantime, write to me.”

“A letter?”

“Of course a letter. Write to me at night.”

“Yes, but what kind of letter?”

“A letter.”

And so Milton had written her a letter, and the second time they met Fulvia told him that he wrote really well.

“I’m . . . tactful.”

“No, you write wonderfully. You know what I’m going to do the first time I go to Turin? I’m going to buy a casket to keep your letters in. I’ll keep them all and no one will ever see them. Perhaps my grandchildren, when they’re my age.” He was unable to say anything, overwhelmed by Fulvia’s hinting at the terrible possibility that her grandchildren might not also be his.

“How will you start your next letter?” she had asked. “This one started ‘Beautiful Fulvia.’ Am I really beautiful?”

“No, you’re not beautiful.”

“Oh, I’m not?”

“You’re beauty itself.”

“You, you . . .” she said, “you have a way of using words . . . For example, it’s as if I heard the word beauty for the first time.”

“There’s nothing strange about that. There was no beauty before you.”

“Liar!” she murmured after a moment. “Look at that wonderful sun!” And she leapt to her feet and ran to the edge of the avenue, facing the sun.

Now his lowered eyes followed that long-ago trajectory of Fulvia’s, but before reaching the end they returned to the point of departure, the last cherry tree. How ugly it had become, how old! It was shaking, dripping indecently, against the whitish sky.

Then he pulled himself together and walked on rather heavily until he reached the open ground in front of the entrance portico. The gravel was thick with soggy leaves, the leaves of the two autumns he had spent away from Fulvia. That was where she usually sat down to read, just in front of the central arch, curled up in the big wicker armchair with the red cushions. Reading The Green Hat, Fräulein Elsa, Albertine disparue . . . In Fulvia’s hands, those books pierced his heart. He cursed Proust, Schnitzler, Michael Arlen, he hated them.3 Later, though, Fulvia had learned to do without those books: all she needed, it seemed, were the poems and short stories he kept translating for her. The first time, he had brought her his version of “Evelyn Hope.”4

“For me?” she said.

“Exclusively.”

“Why me?”

“Because . . . I hope you’re the right person for this kind of thing.”

“For my sake?”

“No, for mine.”

“And what is this?”

“‘Beautiful Evelyn Hope is dead / Sit and watch by her side an hour.’ ”

After she had read it, her eyes glistened, but she preferred to lose herself in admiration for the translator. “Did you really translate it? Then you really are an ace. But don’t you ever translate cheerful things?”

“Never.”

“Why?”

“I never seem to come across them. I think anything cheerful runs away from me.”

The next time, he brought her a story by Poe. “What’s it about?”

“‘Of my love, of my lost love, of my lost love Morella.’ ”

“I’ll read it tonight.”

“I translated it in two nights.”

“Don’t you think you stay up too late?”

“I have to,” he replied. “There’s an alert every night and I’m in the youth militia.”

She burst out laughing. “In the youth militia? You’re in the youth militia? You shouldn’t have told me. It’s too ridiculous. A volunteer in the youth militia, with a blue and yellow armband!”

“I have an armband, yes, but I’m no volunteer! They made us join the Federation, and if you miss an alert, the next day the guards come to your house and take you away. Even Giorgio is in the youth militia.” But Fulvia didn’t laugh at Giorgio, perhaps because she had already unloaded all her hilarity onto him.

It was Giorgio Clerici who had introduced them, at the gym, after a basketball game. They were coming out of the changing rooms and there she was amid the dispersing crowd, like a pearl camouflaged in seaweed. “This is Fulvia. She’s sixteen. Evacuated from Turin for fear of the bombing raids, even though deep down she enjoyed them. Now she lives here, in the hills, in the villa that used to belong to the notary . . . etc., etc. Fulvia has piles of American records. Fulvia, this fellow here is an ace at English.”

It was only at these last words that Fulvia had raised her eyes to Milton, and her eyes said that this fellow—Milton—didn’t look anything like an ace.

Milton covered his face with his hands, and in that darkness tried to see Fulvia’s eyes again. In the end, he lowered his hands and sighed, exhausted with the effort and the fear of not remembering them. They were a warm hazel colour, flecked with gold.

He turned his head to the ridge and saw part of Ivan, still squatting, his eyes fixed on the long, intricate hillside.
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