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Preface





ON THE RECOMMENDATION of a brother naval officer, who had long had Italian connections, I first came to Ischia and Procida in 1947. The war was not long over; I had only recently returned from Germany, where memories of Belsen, of ruins and refugees were still too close for comfort. Naples and the islands of the gulf seemed in comparison something akin to paradise.


On my first visit I walked over most of the two islands with a beautiful Polish girl, no stranger to deportations and concentration camps. She died long ago, but the journal I kept – a kind of anatomy of landscape – was an attempt to make sense of the peace and of my own feelings. It is reproduced here with all its limitations and inhibitions of emotion for which topographical description became a substitute.


In the succeeding years I returned many times, with my family and friends, generally to Forio, where villas were cheap. In the 1950s and 1960s Forio became a centre for writers, painters and musicians. We avoided Capri, its days of high fashion in decline.


Eventually, I had my fill of the gulf, such excursions as I could manage taking me to Greece, Yugoslavia, Turkey. In the late 1990s I became curious again about these half-forgotten islands: how much had they changed, been spoiled?


Most especially, Capri, for nearly a century an island of legendary beauty, of scintillating conversation, in which the idle rich, political exiles and others on the wrong side of the law took refuge. The inhabitants had little part in the history of their time except as spectators, hard put to eke out a living from the inhospitable soil.


Their ghosts roam these pages. Deliberately, I returned out of season, when summer islands are once again private, almost unrecognisable in their emptiness. As well as to Capri, I went back to Ischia and the Aeolian islands. You are never out of sight of the sea and its heady presence. Even in winter, this is where blue water properly begins.



















Capri: Winter 1998





A STRIKE, NOTHING unusual, of the comely, white ferry steamers; so instead of the leisurely, fresh air approach to the island, the gulf fanned out and to be appraised under benevolent sun, there was nothing for it but the aliscafo, enclosed, urgent, pressing, its windows so salt-stained that nothing was to be seen beyond the foamy moustaches at the bow. The sea was flat, slightly ridged, the sky a cool blue.


On the port side, growing closer, the scaly extremity of the Sorrentine peninsula; to starboard, receding, the outlines of Ischia and Procida, smoothed out as if under clingfilm.


Few passengers in mid-January, a Japanese couple, a handful of commercial travellers. We cross the seventeen sea miles unescorted, our wake a straight line as if we had been invisibly pulled on a tautening string. In forty minutes we are stopped short by the vertiginous cliffs rising sheer ahead of us. We sidle into the harbour, almost apologetically for our sparse cargo of passengers. In winter this is an island far from its famed image, spectral.


*


It was not at all the atmosphere that Bunin’s Gentleman from San Francisco envisaged, travelling with his wife and daughter in November to live it up in the Old World, the pay-off for years of exploiting thousands of Chinamen in his factories. He had crossed the Atlantic in luxury, the weather foul, but the passengers, rich and extravagantly dressed, soothed, dined, massaged and generally cradled, were mostly immune to the world outside the Atlantis. At Gibraltar it cheered up, an Asian prince joined the ship, then, once in the Mediterranean, winter returned. “Waves, large and florid as the tail of a peacock, waves with snow-white crests heaved in the bright lustre of a perfectly clear sky … Ischia, Capri, could be seen through the glasses, then Naples herself, looking like pieces of sugar strewn at the foot of some dove-coloured mass; whilst beyond, vague and deadly white with snow, a range of distant mountains.”


Naples did not appeal, dirty, wet and dull, “the cigar ends of the fat cab-men, whose rubber rain-capes flapped like wings in the wind, seemed insufferably stinking”, the women were disgustingly short-legged and the fish on the quays smelled horrible. The Gentleman from San Francisco, to whom Bunin allots no name, and his wife begin to bicker; they are told on all sides that in Capri it will be different, “there it was warmer, sunnier, the lemon trees were in bloom.”


*


There are few hotels open but we learn the name of one and haul our bags on to the funicular. On the way up branches of lemon trees brush the side of the car, we climb through orange trees, the fruit hanging like light bulbs, then into the silver glimmer of olives. In the piazzetta – Piazza Umberto I – at the top only a handful of people, coat collars turned up, loiter in the space between the three outdoor cafés, a similar number of dogs trotting purposefully among the cane chairs. There is a weak sun, but the air sharp, the sky cloudless.


In summer, this is where everyone hangs out, a perfect stage set, town hall, campanile, church – with oriental-style dome and baroque façade – fourteenth-century palace, all whitish or pale biscuit, tiny alleyways running off it and a flight of steps leading up to the terrace below which the gulf is spread out, Ischia, Procida, Vivara all visible. Alberto Sarinio called this terrace, terminus of the funicular, “the anteroom of Capri, a sampling room open to the four winds.”


We don’t for the moment dawdle up here, but make our way down the steep little Via Vittorio Emanuele, past the Hotel La Palma with its autocratic palms, and then turn sharply in front of the Quisisana, last of the truly grand hotels from Capri’s heyday, down the short Via Camerelle with its line of boutiques, Gucci, Hermès, Ferragamo, Grey Flannel, and finally into the lush Via Tragara, which is our destination. This part of the Via Tragara, balancing villas with exotic gardens on one side and a kind of meadow with yellow flowers on the other, is one of the few non-precipitous streets in the island, though where it twists down towards the sea above the Faraglioni it reverts to type.


We find our hotel perched among various layers of terrace; potted plants, orange trees and oleanders at all levels. From our balcony we look through a frieze of palms at sea and sky merging, their different blues barely detectable. We are the only guests.


*


The Gentleman from San Francisco had no such luck in his passage to the island. Vesuvius was obliterated by fog, the sea was leaden and heaving, Capri was invisible. “The little steamer … tossed so violently from side to side that the family from San Francisco lay like stones on the sofas in the miserable saloon of the tiny boat, their feet wrapped in plaids, and their eyes closed.”


The Gentleman from San Francisco, unlike his wife and daughter, was not actually sick, but, lying flat on his back, in cloth cap and overcoat, had a ferocious headache. His activities restricted by the bad weather, he had taken to the bottle and become addicted to the tableaux vivants on offer in the shadier parts of Naples.


Once on shore, though all were badly shaken, spirits revived. They were greeted with great ceremony by the elegant and frock-coated young proprietor of the hotel, which must have been the Quisisana, his exact double curiously seen in a dream the previous night by the Gentleman from San Francisco, and installed in a suite lately occupied by royalty. The French maître d’hôtel introduces himself and announces that lobster, pheasant, roast beef, asparagus etc. along with various other delicacies are on the evening menu. Although the floor is still rocking under his feet, the Gentleman from San Francisco confirms that they will be taking dinner, ordering a local wine and champagne “moderately dry and slightly cooled”. Carmela and Giuseppe, celebrated dancers, would perform the tarantella after dinner.


In preparation for the banquet ahead of him the Gentleman from San Francisco shaves and washes carefully, rearranges his artificial teeth and steps into silk underwear, black silk socks and patent leather slippers. Recovered from his seasickness he is by now very hungry, anticipating eagerly his first spoonful of soup, the first sip of wine. Shirt, trousers and cuff-links safely installed, there only remains the exhausting obstacle of the collar studs and stiff collar.


Justice done to his appearance the Gentleman from San Francisco, alerted by the dinner gong, sets off for the reading room to await the appearance of his wife and daughter. “From the darkness came a waft of soft air, and there loomed the top of an old palm tree that spread its boughs over the stars.”


In the reading room, having collected a large Manilla cigar from a tray, the Gentleman from San Francisco settles himself into a leather armchair. Casting a cold eye at a grey, untidy German “looking rather like Ibsen in his round silver-rimmed spectacles and with mad astonished eyes”, the Gentleman from San Francisco opens a newspaper, begins to glance at headlines about the never-ending Balkan war, when suddenly “the lines blazed up before him in a glassy sheen, his neck swelled, his eyes bulged, and the pince-nez came flying off his nose … He lunged forward, wanted to breathe – and rattled wildly.”


It is the end of the Gentleman from San Francisco, deprived at the last of all the pleasures and sensual delights for which he had made others slave for so long. The hotel staff, anxious to spirit the body away to avoid upsetting other guests, are foiled by the German, who runs into the dining room yelling in alarm. Meanwhile, attended by fumbling porters and waiters tearing off his clothes, the Gentleman from San Francisco is only too plainly writhing in his death throes. The proprietor’s nervous assurance that it is only a fainting fit are to no avail. The diners watch horrified and fascinated as he rolls his head, “rattles like one throttled, and turns up the whites of his eyes as if he were drunk.”


The still writhing body is hastily removed to a poky little room, a far cry from the fine suite from which the Gentleman from San Francisco had emerged only minutes earlier. Watched over in silence by his wife, daughter, doctor and various servants, the Gentleman from San Francisco suddenly expires: “his features begin to grow thinner, more transparent … with a beauty which might have suited him long ago.”


No sooner is death pronounced than the proprietor – does Bunin really mean the manager? – orders the corpse’s removal from the hotel, coldly rebuking the wife of the Gentleman from San Francisco, who starts to protest at such callous haste. “If Madame does not like the ways of the hotel, he dare not detain her.”


That, more or less, is the end of the Gentleman from San Francisco and of Bunin’s gently created moralistic story. The corpse, accompanied by wife and daughter, is borne away to the mainland on the morning steamer, while on the island a party, of which the Gentleman from San Francisco had planned to be a member, is preparing to make the steep ascent of Monte Tiberio, alongside them old beggar-women with sticks and mouse-coloured donkeys with red saddles.


Bunin is not quite finished, however, for he returns to the Atlantis, homeward bound to the New World, but this time with the tar-coated coffin of the Gentleman from San Francisco in its hold. The liner passes Capri close to “and to those who were looking out from the island, sad seemed the lights of the ship slowly hiding themselves in the sea’s darkness.”


On board, despite a snowstorm “booming like a funeral service, rolling up mountains of mourning darkness silvered with foam”, there is dancing, and the same handsome young couple, hired for the occasion to provide some romance for mostly ageing passengers, go wearily through their routine, bored with the ship and bored with each other.


*


I have the book with me, in a translation from the Russian by D. H. Lawrence and S. S. Koteliansky. Published by Leonard and Virginia Woolf at the Hogarth Press, Paradise Road, Richmond, in 1922, the title page bears a pasted-in correction slip. “Owing to a mistake, Mr Lawrence’s name has been omitted.” There are three other stories in this elegantly produced volume, with a cover whose orange, blue and green chevrons suggest Vanessa Bell, and for these Leonard Woolf adds his own name as translator to that of Koteliansky, Lawrence dropping out.


On our balcony, a solitary gardener busying himself below us, and the boatless sea like a blue cummerbund behind a rigging of sea-pines, I return to Bunin, whose book was a wedding present to me from his publisher in 1949 and has long ceased to exist.


Did Ivan Alekseyevich Bunin ever set foot in Capri? He left Russia in 1920, at the age of fifty, settling in the South of France. A member of a declining noble family, a natural sceptic, he had kept clear of pre-revolutionary activity, though in general sympathy with the views of the movement led by Maxim Gorky, whose publishing house Znariye produced Bunin’s first five volumes. Acclaimed initially as a poet, awarded the Pushkin medal three times, Bunin took time to discover that it was in prose that he really wanted to write. He was over forty when stories such as “The Premier of Love” and “Chang’s Dreams” began to make a reputation for him. The 1917 Revolution led him to emigrate and he never returned to Russia. None of his later books was published there until after his death.


As a result, the marvellous stories of his middle and late years, most still set in Russia, gained him only a modest number of readers and little money. He was unlucky in his translators and though the Nobel Prize in 1933 helped him financially the outbreak of war in 1939 left him isolated in Grasse.


Bunin has the same skill as Turgenev and Chekhov in immediately establishing a sense of place and arousing curiosity. “Visiting Cards” begins: “It was the beginning of autumn and the steamer Goncharov was making her way along the deserted reaches of the Volga.” The opening sentence of “At Sea, At Night”, “During the night, the ship which was on its way from Odessa to the Crimea dropped anchor outside Eupatoria”, rouses similar expectations. The first line of “The Caucasus” is: “Arriving in Moscow I took rooms, furtively, in an obscure lodging house tucked away in an alley close to the Arbat.” “Roosya”’s beginning is typical: “At eleven o’clock at night the fast train from Moscow to Sevastopol stopped at a little station beyond Podolsk.”


You are in the story straight away. Many of Bunin’s stories, whether set in Russia or elsewhere, involve journeys and illicit assignations, snatched moments of love in existences denied it. He was a master of compression, a few pages enough to squeeze the juice out of situations.


Looking out over the orange trees on this crisp January morning I imagine him beginning a story “They left Naples in a hydrofoil that was nearly empty. They had never been here before together and when she first saw the saddle-shaped, indigo outline of Capri she caught her breath. Their problems seemed to drop away.” There is no spare flesh in a Bunin story, every detail, in the setting of scene, the description of clothing even, tells. He plays games sometimes with titles. “The Steamer Saratov” describes a late-night meeting between an army officer and his mistress. When she tells him she has decided to go back to her husband he shoots her. The ship of the title makes no appearance until the final paragraph: “In December of that same year the steamer Saratov of the volunteer fleet was sailing from the Indian Ocean to Vladivostock.” On board, sweltering in the heat, are a number of convicts, half-naked and with iron fetters round their ankles. There is no linking passage but simply this: “He, like all the others, was naked to the waist, and his thin body was tanned from exposure … Leaning on the handrail, he gazed fixedly at the dark blue water below, lapping the high sides of the ship, and from time to time he spat down into its depths.”


*


“The Gentleman from San Francisco”, both in and outside the hotel, suggests high society of a kind, a fashionable meeting place, a general air of bustle. Trans-Atlantic liner-travel, on which the winter season in Europe must have to an extent depended, was at its height at the time of which Bunin was writing. Flying put an end to that long ago, and now from November to March practically all the hotels are closed. We were lucky to find this one, amongst the most perfectly situated, even half-open. The bar and restaurant are shut. Along the Via Tragara the smart shops are undergoing repair, there is a smell of sawdust, three-ply wood leaning against open doorways, a racket of hammering, planing, sawing.


Every morning, when we get up, we become aware of the angostura light on the cliffs of the Marina Piccola below us, the first delicate, rather hesitant intimation of a new day. This could be a northern island at this time of year, the colours pastel, the air clear, with no suggestion yet of heat.


We called in on our way here at San Remo, to see an Edward Lear exhibition at the Palazzo Borea d’Olmo. It is curious that Lear, who lived in Italy for so long and travelled extensively in Calabria, never seems to have got to Capri. One would have thought that this most dramatic of islands would have been irresistible to him.


On 25 January 1848 – 150 years ago to this day – Lear was in Rome, on his way to Albania and Greece. He writes to Ann Lear: “Sicily is utterly revolted and gone; and we wait daily for certain news … Every day brings ugly tidings from Naples, the English are fast leaving it and flooding here. The foolish King will not take warning, and worse events must follow. At Naples all the shops are shut.”


In April, however, we find him writing from Malta: “My journey down to Naples by diligence was most extremely pleasant … One of my fellow passengers was a Neapolitan noble, exiled for 16 years; when he saw Vesuvius first, he sobbed so that I thought he would break his heart. Naples I found yet more unsettled and excited than I had left Rome. No-one could tell what would happen from one hour to the next … As usual, I found numbers of friends at Naples and had dinner invitations for the 6 days I was to stay. The English fleet being there made a deal of gaiety. We left the harbour at noon and truly glad was I to be out of Italy.” Malta, from a drawing point of view, had no appeal for Lear and he was soon on his way to Corfu. But he appears to have spent six days in Naples and although hypochondriacal and nervous of seasickness, was not a timid traveller. Perhaps social distractions were too many or boats too few or the sea too rough. Whatever, from our point of view, it seems a missed opportunity.


The San Remo exhibition contained several of Lear’s most nourishing watercolours – views of Ain Howara, with its group of camels in the desert foreground and mere suggestions of mountains in the distance, Villefranche, La Spezia, an almost unknown 1878 View of the Campagna – but an equal number of dully grey engravings and stolid oils. Here, though, he would have loved Capri’s ferocious cliffs and rocks, the luxuriant Giardini di Augusto, the donkeys and honeycomb white houses packed into hillsides among olives and pines, the distant silhouettes of other islands.


*


In San Remo, on a Sunday, there was altogether more an air of people and parade than in Capri’s piazzetta. Along the marbled Corso Imperatrice with its magnificent palms that runs parallel to the single track railway and the Ligurian sea for two miles, elegant fur-coated women of all ages and shapes walk their dogs and menfolk. The marble shines like ice, the sea glitters, the dogs are jacketed, muzzles dangling loose on their chests like surgeons’ masks after operating.


The air was voluptuously soft and it is not hard to imagine why Lear favoured this green and pampered sea-city sandwiched between mountains and water. It was in 1870 that he settled here, after considering the claims of Cannes and Nice. “I have never met people as accommodating and pleasant as the people of San Remo” he wrote to Lady Waldegrave. He bought a plot of land, built himself a sumptuous villa and studio among semi-tropical trees and with a view of the sea – the villa, Villa Emily, seems to have gone up with astonishing rapidity – and was soon joined by his cat Foss. Giorgio, his faithful servant, was in charge of arrangements. “I realise that I have not lived so well for twenty years.”


Lear had only been installed a few years when, on his return from abroad, he found a five-storey hotel under construction between his house and the sea. His paradisal existence ruined, he was forced to find a new plot, his grand friends Lords Derby and Northbrook rescuing him with loans. With their help he was able to build a new house identical to the Villa Emily so that Foss would not get lost, which he called Villa Tennyson. “My new property,” Lear wrote, “has only the street and the railway between the house and the sea, and unless even the fish begin to build I would not suffer further inconvenience.”


Lear lived another eight years, dying in Villa Tennyson in late January 1888, exactly this time of year. He did a lot of his best work in San Remo: his Corsican book, several collections of Nonsense, illustrations to Tennyson.


On a mild, windless day we sought out his grave in the beautiful La Foce cemetery overlooking the sea. At the foot of cypresses, umbrella pines and palms his tombstone, newly scrubbed probably for the benefit of visitors to the exhibition, gleamed in the pearly light. “In memory of Edward Lear, landscape painter in many lands,” it was inscribed. “Born at Highgate, May 12, 1812, Died at San Remo January 29, 1888, Dear for his many gifts to many souls.” Alongside Lear’s grave is another inscribed with the names of Lear’s Albanian servant Giorgio, actually buried in Mendrisio, and Giorgio’s son Nicola, buried in La Foce.


Although San Remo has a delectable situation – like those other places on the Nice–Genoa railway line Lear liked to paint: Eze, Bordighera, Menton – and a striking Chirico-like città vecchia high above its twin harbours, it is the parallel of single railway line and marble promenade under the tall palms, the sea on one side, the mountains on the other, that graces the city. Edward Lear’s two villas shared the view and he lies buried only a hundred yards to the west of it. Dogs and cats equally appear to find the promenade congenial, among them perhaps Foss’s descendants.


*


It is curious how the memory of San Remo and Lear lingers with us here in Capri, the light similar, the air slightly scented, the sea briefly inviting. D. H. Lawrence when he was here one January felt tempted to bathe and indeed when we took the steep winding path one morning to the Marina Piccola there were a few children frolicking on the edges and a lone swimmer far out in the bay. It reminded me of that other indomitable swimmer, my friend Charles Sprawson, and his magical book Haunts of the Black Masseur.


The quickest way for us to get to the Marina Piccola would normally be down the Via Matteotti, past the Carthusian monastery, and along the Via Krupp, which snakes down under the Giardini di Augusto to the sea far below. But a landslide under the Villa Krupp, now a hotel, had sealed off the road. The name Krupp does not ring kindly to English ears but the German industrialist, a voluntary exile for one reason or another – sex, politics, financial scandal? – lived five years off and on in Capri and was a generous benefactor to the island. Not only did he initiate the public gardens below his house, known since 1918 as the Giardini di Augusto – Krupp after the 1914–18 war being an unwelcome name in Italy – but he engaged the well-known engineer Emilio Mayer to build a path down the cliff face to the sea. A series of sharp, narrow hairpin bends, scarcely wide enough for two people to walk side by side, the turns are precipitous. Krupp, who died in 1902, had constructed out of a cave, halfway down, a two-storey building apparently for clandestine meetings, an odd idea when his own nearby villa, later used by Gorky and Lenin, must at that time have been as remote as anyone could have wished.


We could not take the road now, but had to go back up to the piazzetta, and leaving the Via Roma, which the taxis use as it is the only road for cars from Marina Grande, negotiate the steep steps of Via Mulo. On terraces planted with vines and olives shuttered villas line the steps all the way to the sea, many overhung by threatening slabs of rock. One such is the Villa Perina where Gorky is recorded to have lived in 1911. It cannot have been a bad life for a Russian writer used to a Siberian climate.


Capri is not rich in beaches, comparing poorly with Ischia, and the scatter of flat rocks, file of bathing huts and tiny curve of sand at Marina Piccola is the best on offer. But no-one in their right mind comes to Capri to lie on a beach. The coast is of a rocky, cathedral-like eminence, grotto following grotto in varying degrees of blue and green, in summer no doubt nosed by tourist-filled boats. You come eventually to Punta Carena and the lighthouse on the south-west corner. Nothing on so tiny an island takes very long to reach but since you move vertically most of the time and vistas are packed close as pages in a book you have the illusion of moving great distances.


At Marina Piccola the three Faraglioni rocks, brooding presences like a rocky animal family, the infant nursed by its parents, seemed to follow you. Scarcely anywhere in the island are you rid of them and though they are some way off by foot the closing embrace of the cliffs clicks them in like a handcuff.


Sitting in the sun on a rock watching an old fisherman pulling his boat out to sea I imagine with some difficulty Lawrence’s skinny figure wanting to plunge into these foaming inlets. After a while, the day becomes wonderfully warm and we drink the silky local white wine and eat prawns outside at the Onda d’Oro. There are the shepherding Faraglioni as usual to our left, the Scoglio delle Sirene in front of us, and to the right, with tufts of pine and cactus embedded in the rockface, the cut-throat cliffs of Punta Mulo. At any moment you feel the cliffs could fall in on you, carrying with them a handful of precariously lodged villas, bits of castellated wall and the Saracenic tower. The sea, shifted now from grey-green to something near blue, swerves behind the tiny fishermen’s church of St Andrew. Nature at its most picturesque and perilous all around you, it is a blessing in late January to feel the sun and sea air, soothed by wine. When we returned the next day, the weekend over, the sun had gone in and the two bar-restaurants were firmly shut. So quickly does one go from delight to gloom. On summer days, all striped umbrellas and bathers, these tiny beach-inlets must seem like Brighton.


I don’t know if Lawrence ever came to the Marina Piccola but he spent some weeks in Capri in January 1920. Suddenly, in typical Lawrence fashion, tiring of the icy mountain village of Picinisco, to which he and Frieda had fled from Rome, they decided on Capri, enduring a crossing no less uncomfortable than that of the Gentleman from San Francisco: “We spent a night on board that rolling saucepan of a boat … the sea rose as we left the bay.” The seas were running too high for boats to come out to take them off their steamer, so they had to take shelter near Sorrento. “The Italians were sick; oh dear; luckily we managed to keep all right.”


The Lawrences rented an apartment “two beautiful rooms and a kitchen we share, at the top of an old palazzo which has a staircase like a prison, not a palace. It is extremely beautiful – just on the very neck of the little town, on the very neck of the island: we can touch the queer bubbly duomo, almost, from our balcony.”
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Above Marina Piccola, Capri








With his customary initial enthusiasm Lawrence wrote happily to Catherine Carswell “this is the life we could enjoy together.” Their friend Compton Mackenzie is living in Capri, but though they plan to stay until Easter the gossip begins to get Lawrence down. “This island,” Lawrence wrote, “is covered with a small band of cosmopolitans – English, American, Russian, German – everything. The English-speaking crowd are the uttermost, uttermost limit for spiteful scandal. My dear Catherine, London is a prayer-meeting in comparison … The stories Mary Cannan is told are incredible. Suetonius would blush to his heels, and Tiberius would feel he’s been a flea-bite.” They should have seen the austere, deserted place, devoid of foreigners, we are experiencing.


Although Lawrence continued to make the most in letters to friends of their boat journey from Naples, “when a boat came to take us off it almost hopped on to our deck and then fell back into an abysmal gulf of darkness, amid yells unparalleled almost in Italy … leaving us rolling with a lot of spewing Italians,” they soon settled down.


It would seem from Lawrence’s descriptions that the Palazzo Ferraro in which they were camped was just off the piazzetta by the church. “Here we are, high in this old palace, with two great rooms, three balconies, and a kitchen above, and an enormous flat roof, one of the most wonderful places in the world: Ischia, Naples, Vesuvius slowly smoking to the north – the wide sea to the west, the great rock of our Monte Solaro in front – rocks and the Gulf of Salerno south. Below us, all the tiny jungle of Capri town.”


They visit Compton Mackenzie in his villa. “He does the semi-romantic but I like him, he’s a good sort.” They meet Mary Cannan, Barrie’s former wife, and Brett Young. “But I prefer the Italians.”


The balmy weather leads to considerations of swimming, but appears to stop there. Lawrence writes to Lady Cynthia Asquith, “Here I sit at the top of my palace, and do nothing, sweet nothing, except go out to lunch and walk from one end of the island to the other. As for walking across it, needless: one bestrides the narrow world without being a Colossus.” They are taken by the Signorina from whom they rent their rooms to look at a villa, Lo Smeraldo, to be let furnished. “It is very beautiful, and we collected wood in the grounds, and made a fire in the drawing room, and had a joyous tea, and danced on the marble floor while another Italian played the piano – altogether what one should not do – till the sun went down. It is a beautiful villa above the clear sea and the Faraglioni, all sun.”


*


Lawrence’s weeks in Capri were a brief perch in between hectic spells of travel, perhaps the most restless period of his life. Having been obliged by the war to stay in England, mainly in Cornwall, he and Frieda took off for Italy as soon as they could. The Rainbow had been published in 1915 and then withdrawn after the publishers were ordered to destroy their stock. Twilight in Italy came next and then Women in Love, published this time by Seeker, privately at first. It was while he was in Capri that Lawrence negotiated the change from Duckworth: “I should like to be with you,” he wrote Martin Seeker from the Palazzo Ferraro, “because you really care about books.”


In Capri Lawrence dreams up one fanciful scheme after another. “We think, of course, of South Seas or Africa. Do you know anybody in Africa, a nice climate, who’d let me live on his land and help him – no wages or anything – but I should like to help a man to make some sort of a farm in Africa, and I can always keep us two by writing.”


That came to nothing, but disenchanted by what he called “the stewpot of semi-literary cats” Lawrence set off with Frieda for Sicily. They spend a year in Taormina, visiting Germany briefly before returning to Sicily. He wrote Sea and Sardinia after a sortie of a few days and then, in March 1922, they set off for Australia, spending a month in Ceylon on the way. The same year saw them in New York, Tahiti, San Francisco, New Mexico, and finally Mexico itself.


Lawrence soon shed his initial infatuation with Capri. Once installed in Taormina he has little good to say about Capri. “Capri was all the time like a ship which is going to arrive somewhere and doesn’t.” While Sicily is “beautiful, and green, green and full of flowers” Capri is “a dry rock”. “Frieda loves this place.” “Etna is a beautiful mountain, far lovelier than Vesuvius, which is a heap.” It is not long before Taormina gets similar treatment. It is the way of Lawrence.


*


The Giardini di Augusto, shaped like a child’s high chair, have nothing to do with the Emperor Augustus, but for diplomatic reasons were so named in 1918. They offer a green oasis among grey rock to come to in the mornings or early evening, to read or simply look. The cloisters of the Certosa, with their elegant arches and flowing lines, nest in scrub and pine below, vaguely Arab in feeling and faintly desolate in their ruin and desolation. The buildings date from the fourteenth century, but were repeatedly desecrated and plundered by pirates, and the Charterhouse itself suppressed by Giuseppe Bonaparte in the nineteenth century. From many angles the biscuit-coloured monastery and its outbuildings are almost invisible, lying in the curve of a steep slope, only its oleanders standing out in the protective green of cypress, sea-pine, agave and prickly pear. We visited the bare, single-naved church one morning, starkly beautiful, and its adjoining museum, the walls adorned by huge, utterly gloomy paintings by a resident German called Diefenbach. Capri appears not to have been lucky in its painters, surprising in an island that has been host to so many writers.


The Giardini di Augusto are equally sprinkled with seats and statues that are sensuous and invite stroking. People drop in here for a rest on their way up and down Via Krupp to refresh their eyes, and to inhale the soft balsamic air. It is like being in an aeroplane or a balloon, plunging cliffs to seaward, blue waters curdling to green, small white villas set like eyes in the island’s tilted spine and flanks. The three Faraglioni from here look less threatening, their swooping, jagged surfaces given a more reduced and domestic context. The quiet, among these luxuriant ledges and terraces, flowerbeds curved under palms and cypress, is tangible, the distant sea hiss and splash of fountains only intruded on by the occasional screech of gulls. It dawns on one gradually that there is no traffic on this side of the island, only paths, not roads.


*


There is something suicidal about Capri, less in spirit than in geography. You have only to look over the balconies of the Giardini to feel the terrifying pull of the rocks below, a sensation repeated at scores of similar points of fall all over the island. It would be tempting to attribute this to a ghostly legacy of the time when the aged Tiberius, succeeding Augustus, was alleged to have disposed of his enemies by making them jump to their deaths off the cliff known now as Salto di Tiberio. The rumours of extreme sexual licence, cruelty and random punishments that have trickled down the centuries seem, despite the efforts of Tacitus and Suetonius, to have little basis in fact. Tiberius, arriving at Capri after a life of exemplary rectitude at the age of sixty-eight, spent the last ten years of his life in disillusioned solitude, the cares and passions of the world well behind him. During his retirement in Capri the road structure and harbours that exist today were begun and what had started out as a kind of declining emperor’s playground developed into a miniature model state, the construction of new buildings and villas in places only made possible by amazing feats of engineering. When Tiberius died the impetus flagged, castles and other fortifications were left unfinished, and by the time Vandals and Saracens had their way with Capri it had returned to what it had been before, an island inhabited and cared for by a few fishermen and vine growers.


At dusk, the sky suddenly slashed pink, melancholy descends. The few people about move stealthily like conspirators.


*


Some years ago, when, in the incubatory period of a savage depression that was to be repeated twenty-five years later, I spent a few weeks in a seventeenth-century former monastery at Sant’ Agnello. I made an effort to come to terms with the nature of my illness. The monastic quiet did not do the trick, the fabulous views across the Sorrentine peninsula made me even more nervous and edgy. I turned to Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, but in its baroque prose and interminable lists of symptoms and causes my attention wandered. I wanted simple answers and a simple cure. Burton was no help to me then, the situation deepening irrevocably until the tunnel had to be gone through in the hope of coming out the other side. It took many months.


I was hoping for something that Burton was not equipped to provide. He was, after all, a scholar, not a doctor. His natural home was an Oxford library, not a consulting room. But now, a further episode of affliction, when suicide was the desired solution, only a horrible memory, it seemed time to give Burton another try. Among these perfumed limestone rocks, the elusive musks of acanthus, arbutus, lentisk, pine, creating a feeling of light-headedness, there were no answers to be sought, only a strange idiosyncratic style to be engaged.


Burton occasionally refers to his own melancholy, which presumably was the starting point of his investigations, but he lived an extraordinarily limited and protected life, with few of the external pressures he discusses as being possible causes of illness. Born in 1577 in Leicestershire he went as a commoner to Brasenose College, Oxford, subsequently being elected a student of Christ Church. After serving as a Clerk of Oxford Market, he became a Bachelor of Divinity in 1614, then librarian and tutor at Christ Church. He undertook not very demanding duties as a parish priest, as a rule leaving his rooms in college only to venture as far as the Bodleian.


The first volume of The Anatomy appeared in 1621, when Burton was forty-four. Five further editions appeared, the last one posthumously, taking the final extent to over 1300 pages. The book is divided into three “partitions”, preceded by an address to the reader in the name of Democritus Junior.


Burton is keen to present himself modestly as an all-rounder, rather than as a specialist, an attitude commended by both Plato and Montaigne. “Like a ranging spaniel that barks at every bird he sees, leaving his game, I have followed all, saving that which I should. I have read many books, but to little purpose, for want of good method, I have confusedly tumbled over divers authors in our libraries with small profit, for want of art, order, memory, judgement. I never travelled but in map or chart …”


Prevented from marrying, a college limitation he found abominable, Burton had no distractions of family. He was, as he put it, not poor, not rich; “I have little. I want nothing …” Reduced to the life of a monastic observer “I hear and see what is done abroad, how others run, ride turmoil, and macerate themselves in court and country; far from those wrangling lawsuits, I laugh at all.”


What made such an apparently self-sufficient hermetic fellow devote most of his life to what is basically a health guide, despite all its exuberant ramifications? None of Burton’s diagnoses and remedies was particularly novel, Bright’s Treatise on Melancholy having appeared in 1586 and Adams’s Diseases of the Soule in 1616. There were other health guides then available, the result of a general feeling of unease and alienation prevalent at the time due largely to breakdowns of confidence in traditional views about science, religion, politics and society. “So much science,” Burton wrote, “so little conscience, so much knowledge, so many preachers, such variety of sects … such absurd and ridiculous traditions and ceremonies.”


The virtues of The Anatomy lie in the richness of its diversions. In similar fashion to the Capri hotelier curtly dismissing the wife of the Gentleman from San Francisco, Burton remarks, “I resolve, if you like not my writing, go read something else.” Although The Anatomy is broken down into a bewildering number of sections, members and subsections, as if adhering to a rigid formula, it can be opened anywhere with both profit and pleasure. Burton’s basic assumption is that “the world is mad, that it is melancholy, dotes. Examine, and you shall find that kingdoms and provinces are melancholy, cities and families, all creatures, vegetal, sensible, and rational, that all sorts, sects, ages, conditions, are out of tune … For indeed who is not a fool, melancholy, mad? Folly, melancholy, madness are but one disease.”


Before facing the question of any remedy for this universal madness Burton sets out plans for his ideal state: “a new Atlantis, a poetical Commonwealth of mine own”. This fetching Utopia, set forth in detail, depends upon a general acceptance that man’s infirmities and imperfection are susceptible to improvement, his own task being to “anatomise this humour of melancholy, through all his parts and species, as it is an habit, or an ordinary disease, and that philosophically, medicinally, to shew the causes, symptoms, and several causes of it, that it may be the better avoided.”


Moderation is the basis of all Burton’s recommendations. “Nothing so good, but it may be abused.” Thus, exercise but not excessively, and especially not after meat. “Opposite to exercise is idleness (the badge of gentry) or want of exercise, the bane of body and mind, the nurse of naughtiness, stepmother of discipline, the chief author of all is mischief, one of the seven deadly sins, and a sole cause of this and many other maladies, the devil’s cushion, as Gualter calls it, his pillow and chief reposal.”


Burton warns against too much solitariness and the dangers, so delightful at first, of lying in bed whole days. Studying and education are further causes of melancholy, as are poverty and want. “To be poor is to be a knave, a fool, a wretch, a wicked, an odious fellow, a common eye-sore; say poor and say all; they are born to labour, to misery, to carry burdens like luments, to lick salt, to empty lakes, fay channels, carry out dirt and dunghills, sweep chimneys, rub horse-heels etc.”


It is one of Burton’s habits that when he gets under way there is no stopping him, whole pages given up to examples and lists in support of a statement, at once erudite, fantastical, comic, poetic. The reader drowns in them, as under a great wave, willingly going under.


In general, lavishly arranged as they are, none of the symptoms and remedies remarked on by Burton come as a surprise or revelation. They are of the common sense variety, dressed up by a rich imagination. There are wonderful perorations. I imagine him here, in the Giardini di Augusto, enveloped by plants, shrubs, flowers, trees, looking out at the blank, blue sea. He observes, as at the opening of his Second Partition on the Digression of the Air, “as a long-winged hawk, when he is first whistled off the first, mounts aloft,” that “a good prospect will ease melancholy”, as Gomesius contends. “The citizens of Barcelona, saith he, otherwise penned in, that pleasant prospect their city hath into the sea, which, like that of old Athens, besides Aegina, Salamis, and many pleasant islands, and inhabitants of Genoa, to see the ships, boats and passengers go by out of their windows, their whole cities being sited on the side of an hill, like Pera by Constantinople, so that each house hath a free prospect to the sea, as some part of London to the Thames; or to have a free prospect all over the city at once, as at Granada in Spain, and Fez in Africa …” So it goes on, taking in Italy, Greece, Cairo and the Nile, Mount Sion. He concludes: “Laelius à Fonte Eugubinus, that great Doctor, at the latter end of many of his consultations (as commonly he doth set down what success his physick had) in melancholy and most especially approves of this above all other remedies whatsoever, etc. ‘Many other things helped, but change of air was that which wrought the cure, and did most good.’”


If only it were as simple as that, a passage to Capri would be worth all the words and potions of psychiatrists.


The Anatomy is a very sensible book; of course, if possible, one should have a “quiet” soul, avoid fear and sorrow, remain calm in face of provocation, “mitigate the mind with mirth, constancy, and good hope” but these are the very things that in states of nervous breakdown or depression one is least likely to achieve. Burton is aware of this. “Yes, but you will here infer, that this is excellent good indeed if it could be done; but how shall it be effected, by whom, by what art, what means? You may advise and give good precepts, as who cannot? But how shall they be put in practice?”


The answer is “from the patient himself the first and chiefest remedy must be had; for if he be averse, peevish, waspish, give way wholly to his passions, will not seek to be helped, how is it possible he should be cured?”


We can easily give counsel to others, Burton agrees. “Every man, as the saying is, can tame a shrew but he that hath her.” Nevertheless a friend’s counsel “is a charm, like mandrake wine, and as a bull that is tied to a fig-tree becomes gentle on a sudden so is a savage obdurate heart mollified by fair speeches”.


A melancholy discontented person must never be left alone or idle, for in solitariness his misery “will work upon itself, melancholize”. If all else fails and good advice and kind words have little effect it is permissible to divert the patient with feigned lies, strange news or artificial invention. Burton quotes Philodotus, the physician who cured a melancholy king that thought his head was off by “putting a leaden cap thereon; the weight made him perceive it, and freed him of his fond imagination.”


Burton, so innocent in affairs of the heart, begins the third and final partition with a discussion of what he calls “love melancholy”. He does not deny the initial pleasures of lovers who cannot contain themselves, “kissing, embracing, treading on their toes etc, diving into their bosoms, that scarce honesty sometimes,” but for the most part, he concludes love is “a plague, a torture, an hell … like a summer fly, or a rainbow of all colours, fair, foul, and full of variation, though most part irksome and bad.”


Burton lists the defects in a mistress which a man will overlook in his besottedness. They run to over thirty lines; she may have a. “thin, lean chitty-face, have clouds in her face, be crooked, dry, bald, goggle-eyed, blear-eyed” look “like a squis’d cat”, have “a nose like a promontory”, have breath “that stinks all over the room”. These are minor faults to others named as Burton’s eloquence takes hold of him. She may look like “a nerd in a lanthorn”, have the waist of a cow, goaty legs, breed lice, have filthy long unpared nails, but her admirer would rather have her than any woman in the world.


None of this seems to have much to do with melancholy, rather the reverse. But as a guard against the folly of passion Burton goes along with Montaigne and Chrysostom in advising the lover to look beneath the outward appearance: “Take her skin from her face and thou shalt see all loathsomeness under it, that beauty is a superficial skin and bones” and he suggests imagining the lady sick “full of filthy fleam, stinking putrid, excremental stuff; snot and snivel in her nostrels, spittle in her mouth, water in her eyes” etc.


These seem rather extreme measures, more inclined, one would have thought, to lower spirits than to raise them. But, if one is to accept that in general women have faults, just as do men, Burton adds, then it is sensible to admit them. “The worldly cares, miseries, discontents, that accompany marriage, I pray you learn of them that have experience, for I have none.”


Although he strives to be even-handed Burton cannot refrain from contrasting “how free, how happy, how secure, how heavenly, in respect, a single man is” with the slavery of marriage, “what squalor attends it, what irksomeness, what charges,” and worst, “all gifts and invitations cease, no friend will esteem thee, and thou shalt be compelled to lament thy misery, and make thy moan.”


That is a bachelor don speaking. But there is a way of escaping from what Burton calls “the devil’s paws” and “love-melancholy” whether the object of the latter is women or God. Those of us who suffer “a most intolerable pain and grief of the heart” and who hear and see chimeras “prodigious, uncouth shapes, bears, owls, anticks, black dogs” should have comfort in knowing that Melancholy “the Devil’s bath” can be routed by fresh air, exercise and faith in God’s mercy. Too much fasting, meditation, questioning of God’s judgements, listening to rigid preachers, should be avoided. We must take advice from physicians and divines “whose words are as flagons of wine”, and above all, “be not solitary, be not idle”.


*


Capri, despite its handful of neat white churches, does not give off much of a spiritual or religious feeling: its prevailing spirit is pagan, wild, denunciatory. What was once local here, endemic, a place for simple people living off the sea and the land, has been replaced by the fleeting, the seasonal, its inhabitants swallowed up by holiday-makers. I doubt Burton would have found it soothing or conducive to serious reflection, its changes of mood are too violent. But now in these empty, beautiful gardens it is possible to take Burton at his face value, relish the gay abundance of his imagery, the variety of his scholarship, without seeking for enlightenment or release from torment. I don’t think that Burton, had I persevered with him all those years ago in my Sorrentine monastery, would have done me much good. There is sound common sense of the kind that any decent doctor could provide, but as Burton was aware, melancholy passes eventually, and by melancholy he is talking about what we now call clinical depression, not mere sadness or low spirits. There are talking illnesses and physical illnesses and most serious depression is caused by a chemical imbalance that is most effectively treated by drugs, or in extreme cases electric shock. In the almost catatonic state of deep depression words cannot reach you, or describe your feelings. William Styron in his book Darkness Visible, probably came nearest to suggesting what one kind of break-down feels like, but everyone breaks down in his or her individual way, and most of us do not have words for it. At the time every moment seems endless and the situation beyond resolve. Burton displays all aspects of it with wonderful abandon, but his “anatomy” remains curiously cerebral.
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The Certosa, Capri, by moonlight








Below the gardens the sea changes by the minute, peacock blue, indigo, wine-dark. The bent-double road built on the proceeds of armament manufacturing twists like a series of paperclips under us and out of sight. Walking back past the empty cloisters of the Charterhouse, its arches gleaming like ivory soon washed in sunset, we drown in the enveloping greenness, smothered in the scents of Via Tragara and our own terrace.


*


Capri is like a turn-table; whichever road you take the same bits of rock or promontory eventually appear but at a different angle. You lose the Faraglioni for an hour or so only to find yourself on top of them, even though you have set off in a different direction. If you follow Via Tragara indefinitely you complete a circle, exchanging a gentle passageway nursed by flowering trees and potted plants for steep, rock-edge paths, the gradients and narrowness of the paths often alarming, the waves crashing about beneath you.


A path, looked at from above resembling a leg of lamb, curves away from Punta Tragara, almost on top of the rocky sides of the Faraglioni, and winds north past the Grotta di Matermania, the steepling path never more than a yard or two from the cliff edge. This path joins on to a higher one that leads you back into Capri and closes the circle. On the level the distance covered would only be a mile or two but its switchback nature makes it exhausting.


There are various terraces at different heights from which you can take a breather and contemplate death, chunks of detached rock or savage splits in the cliff. There is a tiny beach at Porto Tragara, a mere dusting of the rocks, and some little way out to sea the sheer cliffs of Monacone, a giant stone molar with the remains of a Roman-built bath embedded in it. In this unlikely and inhospitable spot, seemingly impossible to access except by air, Augustus’s celebrated architect, the Mauritanian Masgaba, has his tomb. Here too in some mysterious fashion the Charterhouse monks levered themselves up for periods of retreat. Rabbits were apparently bred here during the French occupation, though beyond a few stunted tufts of scrub there is no vegetation. The rabbits must have had a good sense of balance for there is not a flat surface on the place, the wedge-shaped crown only a few yards across. There were once monk seals, a rare species of sea cow, in the transparent waters off Monacone, but though there are fragments of a Roman port below Punta Tragara itself the sea seems innocent of any such beguiling creatures.


It is impossible to imagine that anyone, unless a monk, would choose to live on this part of the coast but a few craggy bends north of Monacone you come to the equally sheer Punta Massulo. Sunk into the cliff edge is an extraordinary construction that from a distance looks like an aeroplane that has crashed into the rock and round which a circle of pines have sprouted. Closer to, the resemblance is more to a streamlined express engine, painted Pompeii red.


This bizarre edifice was dreamed up by Kurt Suckert, who under the name of Curzio Malaparte had some success with his novels Kaputt and La Pelle in the late 1940s. A punctual and enthusiastic Fascist, his quarrelsome nature and controversial writings soon got him into trouble, though not before his Fascist connections enabled him to buy and build on a hitherto strictly protected area of rare beauty.


The Villa Malaparte got underway in 1938; the architect entrusted with the task of making a spectacular modern villa that was to be an extension of the rock was Adalberto Libera, responsible for various Fascist buildings in Rome and a contributor to Gruppo 7. Much favoured by Mussolini, Libera was a leader of the school of Italian Realism. “The day I began work on a new house,” Malaparte wrote, typically envisaging himself as its creator, “I had no idea that I would be drawing a portrait of myself. Better than any I had drawn in my writings.” While Libera got to work, however, Malaparte departed for the Russian front, from where his dispatches earned him Nazi disapproval and relegation to Finland. Kaputt and La Pelle, both apocalyptic and visionary novels about the increasing decadence of post-war Europe, established Malaparte’s fame and enabled him to profit rather than suffer from the scandal they caused. After a few unsuccessful plays, and an interesting film Cristo Proibito, Malaparte’s political and moral cynicism found expression only in journalism of a not very popular kind.


In Capri he was able to fulfil every fantasy. There is a photograph of him on the roof of his house astride his bicycle, dressed as a racing cyclist, hands gloved and spread wide in acclamation. Cultural critics descended on the Villa Malaparte, after his death designated by the architectural magazine Modo “the most loved and recognised work of twentieth-century Italian architecture.”


Whatever the truth of this, the villa, completed in 1949, is certainly unlike any other house in Capri, whether a peasant’s or a film star’s. Malaparte described his house as “sad, harsh, and severe”, like himself. Its futuristic lines, on two storeys leading to a roof solarium with a white sail-like curve of brick, suggests an aircraft carrier’s inclined take-off deck. There are no extruding ledges nor balconies along the building’s 177 feet length, five times its width, and the windows are inset like binoculars aimed at the sea or the Faraglioni. A long flight of gently graded, red steps leads up to the solarium roof in one direction and much more steeply and narrowly through the rocks down to sea level in the other. The interior is not for inhabiting, but for exclaiming; the exterior for wondering.


Malaparte died in 1957. His hope was that his villa, so futuristically conceived and uncluttered, would have some international cultural function. Instead, lawyers have fought over it, most of its paintings and internal features have been looted, and what was once so startling and fresh, so daring in its construction, seems destined to subside quietly like a submarine on the sea bed. Malaparte’s novel La Pelle was filmed in 1981 round these cliffs, with Burt Lancaster and Marcello Mastroianni as the main characters. Much earlier Moravia’s novel L’Attenzione had been filmed in Capri by Godard with Michel Piccoli and Brigitte Bardot. Moravia had a house in Capri at the time, though I doubt whether he and Malaparte were ever likely to be soulmates. The Futurists Marinetti and Prampolini, who spent time here, would have been suitable occupants of the Villa Malaparte, had it existed in their day.


*


The one other main phenomenon on this coast, a sight as startlingly original in its way as the Villa Malaparte, is the Arco Naturale. The path taking you back to the piazzetta winds through steep, wood-encrusted rocks, many of them hollowed out to form caves or grottoes. In the largest of these, the Grotta di Matermania, orgiastic rites were said to be practised in honour of the Mater Magna, though the bits of stucco and mosaic still remaining in the dripping darkness suggest more orderly and spiritual activities. Much research has been devoted to establishing what exactly went on in the semi-circular gloom, but the cave, thirty feet high and 6500 square feet in area, appears to have been fitted out with seats and couches for the spectators. Looking likely to collapse at any moment, the vaulted ceiling was sensibly reinforced by the Romans who levelled the floor against the natural slope. Why a place of such awkward access, requiring the agility of a goat to reach it, should have been chosen by portly emperors and their priestly attendants for their games, remains a mystery.


There is an oak wood nearby, and beyond it, arched 600 feet above the sea like a giraffe’s head, the Arco Naturale is all that is left of the vault of a huge cave, collapsed over thousands of years through erosion and geological movement. What remains, rearing over water glinting like a turquoise stud through its opening, is precarious to a degree of caricature. The giraffe buries its head in thick scrub, the neck attached to the precipice as if it had been sculpted. All round it, clinging on for dear life, a rash of green scrub swarms down the cliff face.


Winter light subsides gently, the sea taking on silky cerise swathes as the last rays of reflected sun disappear behind Punta Carena. On water placid as milk a solitary tanker edges its way south towards Sicily. Two fishing boats, lampari, with their lamps not yet on, chug round Punta Mulo on their way to the favoured grounds off Punta Ventroso.


Dining some evenings on the wide glassed-in terrace of Virgiliano the whole gulf is spread out before you. A string of lights marks out the Neapolitan port area and its siblings, and through binoculars, on a clear night, you can pick out the great fifteenth-century gates Porta Capuana and Porta Nolana, the burly bulk of Castel dell’Ovo and Castel Sant’Elmo. The last hydrofoils slice the dark with their foaming wakes, scissoring their various ways to Pozzuoli and Castellammare, towards the smoky bruise of Vesuvius and Sorrento. A sleek white steamer moves more sedately towards the Gulf of Salerno, the pleasure look-outs of Positano and Amalfi.


Today, a Sunday, life has seemed stalled. I remember Palinurus in The Unquiet Grave: “The boredom of Sunday afternoon, which drove de Quincey to drink laudanum, also gave birth to surrealism: hours propitious for making bombs,” perhaps Marinetti found inspiration on such a day. The original Palinurus, Aeneas’s pilot who fell sleeping into the sea, and whose still living body was washed up on a beach three days later, was subsequently murdered by the inhabitants of Velia and left unburied. Connolly’s attachment to sleep and its benefits made of Palinurus’s exit from battle a potent symbol of disengagement still flourishing in these waters.


In the restaurant we are alone except for a young Japanese couple, the girl speaking in perfect Italian to the waiter. We order frittura dei gamberetti and vino di casa, both delectable. We watch sympathetically as the young man strives to look unconcerned at his linguistic loss of face.


*


There are many plaques on the walls of Capri’s squares and alleyways, one of them by Pablo Neruda. He wrote:






Capri – Reina de Roca


En tu vestido


De color amaranto y azucena


Viri desarrollando


La Dicha y el dolor la viña Llena


De Radiantes Racimos


Que conquisté en la Tierra.








Neruda, “an amateur of the sea” as he called himself, had joined the Communist Party of Chile in 1945. He was forty-one, a former member of the Consular service, a poet already famous. Two years later, as a result of recently instituted censorship of the press, Neruda was arrested and went into exile. His world travels, lecturing and reading, landed him in Italy in 1951. When the Chilean Embassy demanded his expulsion there was a demonstration in Rome – Neruda witnessed Moravia’s wife hitting a policeman on the head with her silk parasol – and the order was withdrawn. The historian Edwin Cerio, whose palazzo overlooks the piazzetta, offered him a refuge in Capri and to this he went with his beloved Matilde Urrutia, though still married at the time to his wife of many years, Delia del Carril. “We came to the marvellous island on a winter night”, he wrote in his Memoirs. “The coast loomed through the shadows, whitish and tall, unfamiliar and silent. What would happen? A little horse carriage was waiting. Up and up the deserted night time streets the carriage climbed. White, mute house, narrow vertical lanes.”


Cerio, in his late eighties, tall, white-haired, white-bearded, and white-suited, greeted and then left them. Neruda describes him as “owning half Capri” and being more “genuine though not as famous as Axel Munthe”.


For Neruda their stay on Capri was a romantic idyll. They went for long walks. “Among the rocks, wherever the sun beat down most, in the arid earth, diminutive plants and flowers burst out, grown in precise and exquisite patterns.” They became part of “the hidden Capri of the poor”, and knew where to find the best wine and olives.


In the mornings Neruda worked at his poems and in the afternoon Matilde typed them. He finished Los Versos del Capitán: “a book of love, passionate but also painful”. Neruda records that it was the first time he and Matilde had lived together in the same house: “In that place whose beauty was intoxicating, our love grew steadily. We could never again live apart.”


Los Versos del Capitán, whose poems are about both love and homesickness for Chile, was first published anonymously in an edition of only fifty copies. “We had a long celebration for this, with a table full of flowers, frutti di mare, wine as transparent as water, a unique offspring of the vines of Capri.”


The reason for the temporary anonymity was to protect his wife, whom he acknowledges as his perfect mate for eighteen years: “sweetest of consorts, thread of steel and honey tied to me during the years when my poetry sang most”.


During the twenty further years he was to live, this most travelled of poets, friend of Castro, Guevara and Allende, of Lorca and Aragon, Picasso and Rivera, wrote many more books. He was able to return to Chile, and eventually became Ambassador in Paris. In 1971 he was awarded the Nobel Prize. In 1973 his great friend, now President Allende, was assassinated. Recording this shameful occasion in his Memoirs only three days after the event, Neruda was not to know that within two weeks he would be dead too.


In an essay, part of a book called Passions and Impressions, published posthumously, this great poet, who loved dogs and collected figureheads and ships in bottles, described his Capri days as “fruitful, amorous, and perfumed by the Mediterranean onion”. He went on, “One of the best times for working were those days we spent in Capri … Capri saves its better side for winter, the heights of Anacapri are tinged with evening purple. Bushes, weeds, and grasses spring up everywhere to greet the faithful friend who remained through winter, to live with the other island, the real island: simple stone surrounded by Tyrrhenian foam.”


*


Presumably one of the walks Neruda and Matilde took was the one from Capri town up to the Villa Jovis, the grandest of the villas which Tiberius had built on Capri. Tiberius owed his succession as emperor to his mother Livia’s marriage to Augustus. Augustus, in familiar nepotistic style, insisted on Tiberius marrying his daughter Julia. It was not a success and as soon as he decently could, Tiberius set out alone for Rhodes where he spent seven years. Eventually returning to Rome he took command of the Roman armies and on Augustus’s death assumed the imperial power. He immediately had Augustus’s surviving grandson murdered. Tiberius soon wearied of Rome and retired to Capri. He never returned to Rome, but he was by then sixty-eight, with many campaigns, intrigues and years of administration behind him.


Reports differ as to how he spent his time on the island, but he seems to have been solitary, bitter about the ingratitude of his friends, brooding, though this did not stop him completing numerous building projects during his ten-year stay. Augustus, more enterprising architecturally, was the first to put his imprint on Capri, visiting the island over many years, but it is curiously Tiberius’s spirit, rather than Augustus’s, that pervades the place.


It is a long haul from the town to the Villa Jovis but though the path is often as much a stairway as a path it takes you through real country, small peasant holdings with patches of vines alternating with elaborate villas smothered in oleander and bougainvillaea. From the Via Sopramonte, one of the wider lanes leading out of the network of arched alleys and covered ways that form the medieval centre, you take the walled Via Tiberio, rising continually through orchards and with sudden, spectacular glimpses of the sea and the mainland. The stone houses on the way are of the kind – casetta – that farm workers and fishermen often build themselves. Neruda, during his time on Capri when he was writing Las Uvas y el Viento – The Grapes and the Wind – relates how the country woman who used to clean for them always arrived and left very early. When Matilde asked her about this she replied, “I’m building my house, signora. ‘Una donna senza proprietà non vale niente.’”


The house she was building with her own hands, which she invited them to inspect, was no shack but a two-storey stone building with arches and balconies. There was a tiny garden and she was making a pool. I imagine houses of this size are let for large sums during the summer. Between Capri town and the Villa Jovis near the summit of Monte Tiberio, there must be dozens of them.


During this same period on Capri Neruda was working on a long poem about China, the Revolution, and Mao, at that time one of Neruda’s heroes. The cleaning woman whom they christened Olivito, because of her resemblance to a little olive tree, was meticulous in her work, including the emptying of waste-paper baskets. Unfortunately for Neruda some of the manuscript pages of this work, published eventually as El Viento en el Asia, had a tendency to slip unnoticed off the table and end up in the basket. In this way vital sections of the poem disappeared. Together with the Municipal Inspector, Neruda set off for the Capri rubbish dump but they were “not just hills, they were mountain ranges”. The whole poem had to be reconstructed.


The houses on Via Tiberio eventually fall away, so that the last stages of the climb are left to the tramping feet of archaeologists, those lured by the extravagant anecdotes of Tacitus and Suetonius about orgies, or connoisseurs of views.


Capri is not short of the latter, and the Villa Jovis, perched close to the cliff edge of Monte Tiberio, offers some of the most spectacular. The ruins of a lighthouse tower, just to the seaward side of the entrance to the villa, are what you come upon first: built originally as a system for signalling by light or smoke, enabling Tiberius to communicate with the mainland, it collapsed during a minor earthquake while Tiberius was still alive. The imperial fleet lay at anchor in the roads off Capo Miseno and contact between it and Capri was maintained from this tower. Not much detail of its stone- and brickwork, half obliterated by scrub, still stands, but its blind-looking, decapitated bulk has a powerful brooding presence.


The lay-out and extent of the ruins – 75,000 square feet – make the term “villa” seem inadequate. Although much of the building exists only at ground level there is enough standing of the imperial quarters, staff rooms, kitchens, loggias and terraces to suggest that Palazzo di Tiberio would represent it more accurately. Water in one form or another is at its heart, a huge reservoir being central to it, with cisterns and baths leading off, symmetrically placed.


A miniature city, sliced off by time, the ground strewn with brick, stone, bits of wall. A kind of maze, leading into itself, sheer drops of hundreds of feet, meeting rooms, places of worship, an observatory. There are restored patches of brick like skin grafts, a feeling equally of fantasy and sorrow, a legacy of old games. But what games would an ancient ruler, soldier, disciplinarian, upright legislator have wanted to play here?


From the mosaic platform of Salto di Tiberio the island seems to spread itself, an attitude of surrender like a dog on its back. White houses like dice, the chill grey slab of Monte Solaro, toy harbours feathered by sails. Somewhere, bandaged by cloud, the hump of Vesuvius.


The heat begins to fade. The descent is gentle, the stone losing its glow. It is winter still, lights coming on, a man trimming his vines, another mowing, dogs barking. A fire burns somewhere, its delicious smell following us down the path, past the whitewashed tavern in which, in days gone by, a lady called La Bella Carmelina entertained visiting celebrities.


Looking back we get a last view of the church of Santa Maria del Soccorso, its white dome like a huge bald head just visible on its promontory, the cone-like structure of the lighthouse a final fling of stone in powder pink light.


So much history strewn about on the hill, so much still remaining in steps and walls and ceilings that one could believe, eyes half-closed, it was a site not in decay but in construction.


Walking slowly back in the dusk it is strange to imagine goats and cows and donkeys grazing among olive trees where there are now mostly only vines and not an animal in sight. Some, like Norman Douglas, have derided the whitewash that now covers every Capri villa, the native stone being a kind of greyish pink, but in the settling, golden light there is nothing that is not beautiful.


*


The piazza at night. The cane chairs of the three café-bars are pushed indoors, they are coffee and ice-cream consumers here, not heavy drinkers. This is opera, without the singers: towers and spires floodlit, the walls of the square washed in lemon light. Boats at sea are simply their lights, moving silently, waiting for the fish to rise. There seem to be pitifully few fishermen at work, not that the fish is ever worth the effort.


We are eating at Peppino’s, one of the three minuscule restaurants in the honeycomb of lanes and alleyways behind the Palazzo Cerio. This whole area, designed by Picchiatti in the seventeenth century, is a mixture of the baroque and the Moorish, the cupola of St Stephen’s Church offset by the arcaded front of Palazzo Cerio, with its cobalt blue balconies and rounded windows in faded pink stone. All here is curves and domes, elegant wrought iron and flights of steps, columns and pedestals, the tiny houses squashed together so that they almost meet across steep lanes. The church floor contains fragments from the Villa Jovis, but it is not the exterior that makes one linger but the perfect harmony of its setting, a tiny illuminated stage perched between mountains and sea.


The shops that form the ground floors of the covered alleys, in one of which Peppino’s is housed, are mostly closed, but at every intersection there are flowers, vegetable and fruit stalls, bits of greenery, cactus or palm branches. These dark, winding alleys, conducive to a dagger in the back that never materialises, open out into terraces and courtyards, grand architecture on a minimal scale.


Peppino, a comfortable figure in striped apron, presides over four tables, the cooking area an extension of the room. Saucepans bubble on the stove, soup and pasta at the ready, bottles of wine sentinel. On a now cold night the cosiness, sturdy food and drink are welcome. We walk back to our hotel under the stars, lights doused along the Via Tragara, but trailing plants and flowering trees giving an illusion of balm. The black of the sea is sliced by a swathe of moonlight sharp as a knife.


*


I have Neruda’s poems with me and I begin to envy him his travels, his persecution, his political exile, the experiences an English poet can only approach in times of war. As a professional diplomat his earliest working years were spent on consular duty in Burma, Siam, China, Japan, India, his poems taking on the flavour of a good cigar.


After a short spell at home Neruda was transferred to Madrid. He had not been there long when, in July 1936, Franco invaded. Neruda’s support for the Republic was not appreciated by the Chilean government and he was soon on his way again, this time as consul to Mexico. He returned to Chile, was elected a senator, but fell foul of the US-supported dictator González Videla. He was accused of treason, went underground, and crossing the Andes on horseback escaped first to Mexico, then to Paris.


During all this time Neruda never stopped writing poetry and his poems of these years, 340 of them, were put out as a single poem in fifteen sections under the title Canto General. Often bitter about the involvement of the United States in South American politics, and distressed by his own situation, Neruda looks back at aspects of his country’s past, its natural history, its geography, its discovery, liberation, exploitation. His poem “The United Fruit Co” ends (in Robert Bly’s translation):






Among the blood-thirsty flies


the Fruit Company lands its ships


taking off the coffee and the fruit;


the treasure of our submerged


territories flow as though


on plates into the ships.







Meanwhile Indians are falling


onto the sugared chasms


of the harbours, wrapped


for burial in the mist of the dawn;


a body rolls, a thing


that has no name, a fallen cipher,


a cluster of dead fruit


thrown down on the dump.








By the time he came to Capri, the surrealist influence and political preoccupation of his poems of the 1930s – Residencia en la Tierra – and Canto General had given way to a more personal, earthy, romantic style. In fact Neruda’s writing was never other than romantic and down to earth whatever its subject. In Capri he was, as long as Videla remained in power, excluded but also liberated.


One would imagine that Neruda’s staunch and sustained Communist views would date his poetry, but even at his most committed he writes with warmth that has a wide radius, drawing in people, places, objects, animals. His poems radiate good-will and affection, which is rarer than one might expect in poetry. In his imaginative embrace the world comes alive in its least significant details as well as in its grandest conceptions. His prolificness as a poet comes from a mind that is not compartmentalised, from a heart that bleeds easily, from eyes no strangers to tears. He is free with his emotions, with despair, loneliness, anxiety. He was fortunate to have his Capri interlude and enjoy a time of love.


Neruda’s poetry, whatever the subject, has a sweep to it and through it he welcomes us into his world:






I look at ships


I look at trees of bone marrow


bristling like mad cats,


I look at blood, daggers and women’s stockings


and men’s hair,


I look at beds, I look at corridors where a virgin is sobbing,


I look at blankets and organs and hotels.








On our terrace in the early hours I picture him crouched over his desk, not far from where Lawrence thirty years earlier used to work, and writing, as in his poem “No Hay Olvido”:






There are so many people dead


and so many sea-walls that the red sun used to split,


and so many heads that the boats hit


and so many hands that have closed around kisses,


and so many things I would like to forget.








When he was on Capri Neruda cannot have been sure that he would ever see Chile again. But as a poet he made the most of wherever he was, his poetry a valise into which he stuffed everything he could. “I see a clouded rainbow hurrying, I see its water moving over my bones.” In his Odas Elementales written on his eventual return home it was some kind of relief to be able to write poems to “simple things”, long, thin poems to salt, a watermelon, a watch, a pair of socks even: “Maru Mori brought me / a pair / of socks / which she knitted herself with her sheep-herder’s hands / two socks as soft / as rabbits / I slipped my feet / into them / as though into / two / cases / knitted / with threads of / twilight / and goatskin.”


*


After Capri, as it turned out, it was never to be quite so bad again. He returned to Chile in 1953 and from his Isla Negra home, with the sea swirling at his feet, he was free to have his way with poetry.


He had many narrow squeaks in his life, as do most of us. To survive and be able to sit out on a winter night, reading Neruda in such a beautiful place with someone one loves, is more than privilege, a kind of blessing.


*


There are few places in Capri from which Ischia is not an invisible presence. There are as many from which it can be identified, a detached hump, more blur than anything, that has drifted out to sea. From Monte Solaro, the peak that towers over the island, you get the best view of all: all of Capri, its vines and olives, miniature white settlements and caves, its wooded slopes and brutal rocks, but also Ischia and Procida, the Sorrentine cape, the peaks of the Apennines.
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