
   [image: cover]


   
      
          

         
            
[image: ]
               Giacomo Leopardi

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            A STUDY

in 

SOLITUDE

            The Life of Leopardi –

Poet, Romantic and Radical

            Iris Origo

         

         
            PUSHKIN PRESS

LONDON

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
        For Elsa
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            Preface

         

         The first edition of this Life of Leopardi, which I have now revised and enlarged, appeared eighteen years ago. Since then the centenary of Leopardi’s death has been celebrated, with much pomp and many speeches, in both Naples and Recanati, and on the 22nd of February 1939, the little that is left of his bones was transferred from the church of S. Vitale to the slopes of the hill above Mergellina, beside ‘Virgil’s tomb’.

         A considerable amount of new material—including four more volumes of Leopardi’s Epistolario and many of the papers left in Ranieri’s possession—has either come to light, or has been rendered available. It is listed in the Bibliography at the end of this book. Moreover, two excellent Italian Lives of the poet—by Giovanni Ferretti and by Michele Saponaro—as well as several interesting critical studies and monographs, have appeared, and two new critical editions of Leopardi’s Works have been made by Francesco Flora and by Giuseppe De Robertis.

         All this recent material, while it has made me aware of the deficiencies of my first effort, does not, I think, lead to any essentially different conclusions about Leopardi, either as a writer or as a man. My apology for this edition is rather the one I would give if I were asked after eighteen years to describe an old friend: in the interval I have perhaps got to know him a little better.

         It is sometimes a good plan, however, to go back to one’s starting-point; and while I was re-reading Leopardi’s works, I thought I would also visit his birthplace again. I arrived there on a grey November evening. In the little square before Palazzo Leopardi a piercing wind was raising little eddies of dust and dead leaves, and an old woman—the only human figure in sight—was hobbling up the church steps, with a little straw chair under her arm, her black shawl drawn tightly around her. I followed. In the centre of the nave, beyond the font where Leopardi was baptized, a bier, draped in black velvet, with a great waxen candle at each corner, was prepared for a funeral. The long wooden bench where I knelt still bore the inscription, gentis Leopardae. I came out and wandered up the long, winding street. The shutters of the palazzi were closed; an unusually high proportion of the people I met seemed to be either crippled or infirm; and another blast of biting wind came with renewed vigour up one of the narrow side streets, at the corner where Leopardi’s hat was blown off, and the little boys jeered, as he wrapped his cape over his head.

         I rang the bell of Palazzo Leopardi and was shown into the library; its chill—though it was only November—entered my bones. On the table, in a case, I saw the brown rugs which the poet used to wrap round his shoulders and knees: they seemed thin. Beside his inkstand the petals of the carnation left there by Carducci had shrunk to a pinch of dust. But everything else in the library was unchanged. Still a metal grating enclosed the books forbidden by the Church and among them Leopardi’s own Operette Morali; still the traveller may see the beautiful copperplate hand in which, at ten years old, the poet wrote out his dissertations and his translations of Horace; still he may handle Leopardi’s Virgil, his Tasso, and his great lexicons; and still, across the little square, he may see the window where Leopardi watched Silvia at her loom.

         But here, unfortunately, there is a change. For the citizens of Recanati—with belated and perhaps excessive piety—have celebrated the centenary of the poet’s death by putting up, on every site mentioned in his poems, a number of white marble tablets, inscribed with some of his lines, and on Silvia’s little house we may read all too plainly the verse about

         
            
               
                                         la man veloce

                  Che percorrea la faticosa tela.

               

            

         

         The whole town is bestrewn with these tablets, white and incongruous on the faded brick walls. They may be seen on the doorway of Palazzo Leopardi, on the torre del borgo, on the tower of il passero solitario, on what was once a lonely country path, leading to the hill of L’Infinito—and, worst of all, on the wall encircling the hill itself, which has now been turned into a trim public garden.

         But perhaps, after all, it is not very important. For as I stood on the hill in the fading light, the wind dropped; a pale autumnal gleam caught the far snow-capped peak of the Gran Sasso and lingered upon the long trellises of yellow vine-leaves in the fields below, and on the orange flames of the bare willows. ‘Le vie dorate e gli orti’—there they lay. And suddenly it seemed very easy to understand the mixture of love and aversion that Leopardi had felt for his native city. Bitterly as he railed against it, he never ceased to belong there and to feel the tie that tugged him back. He belonged to Recanati as Flaubert did to Rouen, as Joyce to Dublin. This was the town that in his youth he called ‘horrible, detestable, execrated’, a prison, a den, a cave, an inferno, a ‘sepulchre in which the dead are happier than the living’, and ‘the deadest and most ignorant city of the Marches, which is the most ignorant and uncultivated province of Italy’; this the city of whose 7,000 inhabitants he said that they were ‘only remarkable for their endurance in remaining there’, while he himself vowed ‘never to return there permanently until I am dead’. And yet, and yet—hardly had he got to Rome than he wrote to his brother that life in a big city was only bearable if a man could ‘build himself a little city within the great one’. Hardly had he got to Bologna than he was walking upon the hills, ‘seeking for nothing but memories of Recanati’. When he returned there from Rome, it had become ‘la mia povera patria’; when he published his Canti in Florence, he put the name of his birthplace upon the title-page; and when, in the following year, he felt his strength decreasing, he wrote to a friend that if he got any worse he would return to Recanati, ‘since I wish to die at home’. And certainly many of his greatest poems were either written there or directly inspired by his memories of youth and of home, of the night wind stirring in his father’s garden, and the stars shining above his native hills.

         There is, moreover, I think, a more fundamental sense in which Leopardi belongs to Recanati. Many men of genius, perhaps most, have been, in the botanical sense, sports (Shelley is the first instance that comes to mind). But Giacomo Leopardi was a very direct product of his inheritance and environment: he was a very great poet, but he also always remained a provincial aristocrat, the son of Conte Monaldo and Contessa Adelaide. From his stock he derived his fastidiousness, his pride, and his ill-health—the heritage of the fin de race. From his mother, his melancholy, his sense of grievance, his reserve—and, perhaps, some of his sensibility. From his father, his gentle manners, his love of books, more of his mental attitude than he would have liked to admit—and not his genius, but his talent.

         There are two Leopardis: the poet and the man. The man, as he revealed himself in many of his letters and his diaries, was a querulous, tortured invalid, mistrustful of his fellow-men, with a mind sometimes scornful and cantankerous, and a heart intolerably sad and lonely. But to this unhappy man was granted the poet’s gift: a capacity for feeling so intense and an imagination so sensitive and lively that he could perceive, in the most common sights of daily life, the ‘heavenly originals’ of which, according to Plato, all earthly objects are but copies. ‘To a sensitive and imaginative man’, he wrote, ‘who lives, as I have lived for a long time, constantly feeling and imagining, the world and its objects are, in a way, double. He sees with his eyes a tower, a landscape; he hears with his ears the sound of a bell; and at the same time his imagination sees another tower, another bell, and hears another sound.’ And it is of these sights and sounds that poetry is made.

         The key to Leopardi’s character and to the peculiar flavour of his work lies, I think, in this passage. He saw the whole world and the people in it, as it were, at one remove; his only contact with reality was through his own imagination. Thence his fore-destined unhappiness in love: the only woman he ever knew was the one in his own mind—‘la donna che non si trova’. Thence, too, his unfailing disillusionment with every new scene, his incurable restlessness, and, at the same time, his deep attachment to anniversaries and to familiar places, however unhappy he had been in them, merely because they had become part of the furniture of his mind.

         This book does not claim to be a critical study of Leopardi’s work. It is only an attempt to describe rather more fully than before his life and character, and to perceive, through his letters and notebooks, something of the imaginative background of his mind. In some fragmentary notes for an autobiography, which he was planning in 1828—‘before knowing’, he wrote, ‘whether I shall ever do anything that will make men want to hear about me’—he said that he intended to call it The Story of a Soul ‘because I do not intend to tell anything else, and indeed, have no other material; for so far I have experienced no great changes of fortune, nor any outer events that are unusual or worth mention’. This was true then, and remained so until his death, at the age of thirty-nine. But for the story of his inner life, which alone he thought worth telling, he has himself supplied all the material a biographer could desire. ‘Almost all writers of real feeling,’ he wrote, ‘in describing their despair and their total disenchantment, have drawn the colours from their own heart.’ Tedium and disillusion, love unfulfilled and dreams unsatisfied, nostalgia, loneliness and grief—these are the colours of his palette. With them he painted—in his poems, in his notes about his childhood and youth, in his letters, and in the four thousand pages of his encyclopaedic day-book, the Zibaldone—a merciless and tragic self-portrait.

         
             

         

         My grateful acknowledgments are due to Dottoressa Guerrieri, the librarian of the Biblioteca Nazionale in Naples, for permission to reproduce the two holographs of Leopardi’s poems; to Cav. Polverigiani, the archivist of the Commune of Recanati, for permission to photograph the death-mask of Leopardi and the bronze bust by Monteverde reproduced on the jacket; and to Prof. Astolfi, the librarian of the Sodalizio dei Piceni in Rome, for assistance in consulting a number of books and periodicals not easily accessible.

         I should also like to thank Duke Antonio Carafa d’Andria for his kind permission to reproduce Domenico Morelli’s portrait of Leopardi, the Contessa Vittoria de Gavardo for her courtesy in allowing me to visit the Villa della Ginestra, and the Contessa Rosita Leopardi for permission to visit the private rooms and garden, as well as the library, of Palazzo Leopardi.

         I am most grateful to Mr Julian Trevelyan for allowing me to make use of the translations of Leopardi’s poems by R. C. Trevelyan quoted on pages 269, 340 and 343. All the others are my own.

         I can only thank Elsa Dallolio for greater help than can be listed here by dedicating to her a book which, in some ways, is as much hers as mine.

         IRIS ORIGO

         Rome, January 1953

         

      

   


   
      

         
            I

            Gens Leoparda

         

         
            Del mio nascimento dirò solo che io nacqui di famiglia

nobile in una città ignobile della Italia.*

         

         The little city of Recanati, in the Marches, stands on a low hill some fifteen miles from the Adriatic. It is, at first sight, indistinguishable from a hundred other hill-towns of provincial Italy, like them presenting an aspect which combines distinction and squalor, dignity and dreariness. One long winding street stretches along the crest of the hill: tall shuttered palaces—Renaissance and Baroque—of faded brick and stone, face each other in a stateliness that has lost all splendour. The narrow, sunless little side-streets come to an end with startling suddenness, framing a view of an astounding beauty: hillsides of olives and of vines stretching down to the Adriatic, with the orange sails of the Venetian paranze far out to sea—and to the west, fold upon fold of blue mountain ranges, rising to the Gran Sasso and the Maiella. The piazza has a great square watchtower, to guard against the pirates; the numerous churches are adorned by a Romanesque portal, a Renaissance façade, the figure of the Virgin or of a patron saint. The palaces mostly belong to a later period, to the prosperous seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Through the wide arches of their doorways one has a glimpse of an inner courtyard and of a great stone staircase—occasionally, of a garden beyond: a desiccated palm tree or a bed of dusty geraniums, sometimes a pillared balustrade or a sponge-stone fountain. 

         At the beginning of the nineteenth century, when Leopardi spent his childhood in one of them, no less than forty of these palaces were inhabited by noble provincial families. They all ‘kept a carriage’; they gave formal entertainments several times a year; they prided themselves on their box at the theatre, on their footmen in liveries, and on being able to afford the maintenance of at least one priest in the house, as the children’s tutor. The Leopardi family, at the time of the birth of their son Giacomo, had four such ecclesiastics living with them—but they were one of the oldest families in Recanati, and their palazzo was the most important in the city. Standing at the edge of the town, where the main street winds into a small cobbled square and emerges as a white country road, it presents a dignified, rather sombre façade of dusty red brick, with a few balconies of wrought-iron, and an arched doorway. Within, a double staircase, adorned with balustrades and classical busts, leads to the main rooms of the palazzo, and to the library in which Giacomo Leopardi spent his youth.

         Here we may still see—stretching back to the beginning of the thirteenth century—the documents relating to the gens Leoparda, as well as a great family tree, and a long manuscript narrating the Istoria gentilizia of the family, compiled by the poet’s father, Conte Monaldo. It is a typical record of the clerical noblesse de province: in each generation, down the centuries, we find few men of action, and none illustrious, but a long line of magistrates and city priors, of bishops and canons and knights of Malta, while the women are either mothers or nuns.1 At one time, indeed, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, there were no less than fifteen nuns of casa Leopardi alive at the same time, and nine of them in the same convent, in which some of them dwelled for sixty years.2 And we hear of one of the poet’s aunts, Donna Margherita delle Oblate dell’ Assunta, who, after a great many years of conventual segregation, ‘showed a great passion for the sun, so that once, when its rays reached her cell, she spread a sheet on the spot where they fell, and began to dance upon it’.3

         A slight strain of madness, or at least of eccentricity, is to be observed among the male ancestors, too. One, in the eighteenth century, Conte Paolo, went mad—according to his great-nephew Monaldo—‘from excess of scruples. He lived very quietly in perpetual silence, never answering anything but yes or no when spoken to… and spending the greater part of his days in bed.’4 And the poet’s own great-uncle, Don Luigi Bernardino (also a priest), was so anxious to be perpetually at the service of his parishioners that he kept in his bedroom at Palazzo Leopardi a little bell, fastened to a long cord which hung down into the street, so that the faithful might be able to call upon him at any hour of the day or night.

         Conte Monaldo, the poet’s father, prided himself on his ancestry, on his palace, and on his town—further than that, he considered, a man’s pride should not extend. ‘One’s patriotism is not due to the whole nation,’ he wrote, ‘not even to the state; one’s true country is only that morsel of the earth in which one is born and spends one’s life. That alone should awaken any interest in its citizens.’ In this view, if there was a genuine local patriotism, there was also a keen awareness that it is pleasanter to be a large frog in a small pond. ‘Being very proud’, he himself wrote, ‘of my abilities and personal independence, I neither want nor need a great town. I would always choose a hut, a book, and an onion at the top of a mountain, rather than hold a subordinate position in Rome.’

         To Monaldo, as to most members of his caste, the boundaries of the Papal States were also those of the universe. To them the invasion of the Papal territory, in 1796, by the troops of the French Republic, partook of the nature of sacrilege; and when the news came to Recanati that the troops had reached Ancona, Conte Monaldo was among the first to join a solemn procession of the whole population and clergy which made its way from Recanati to Loreto, to implore the miraculous aid of the Madonna. For Loreto, the most famous sanctuary of central Italy—‘that great market of ignoble superstitions’, as Giordani called it—was only twelve miles distant from Recanati, and from the windows of the Palazzo Leopardi one could see the church’s great dome outlined against the sky. In this church of Baroque magnificence, fortified against pirates by massive bastions and turrets constructed by Sangallo, under Bramante’s imposing dome, and enclosed by a marble screen adorned by Sansovino, stands the little house of the Virgin Mary. This dwelling, according to the legend, took flight from Nazareth, assisted by angels, precisely on the 10th of March 1291—on one of the many occasions when Palestine was invaded by the Moslems—and, after trying several other less favourable sites, finally settled down in its present position. And, according to Conte Monaldo, it was a Leopardi, Ciccotto di Monaldutio, a ‘Doctor-in-law’, who was ‘one of the sixteen deputies sent from our province in 1296 to Dalmatia and Palestina, to verify the miraculous departure from those lands of the Holy House’.5

         To Loreto, throughout the Middle Ages, came pilgrims from every Catholic country in Europe; princes and emperors were among them, and like the Magi, they brought their gifts. But, alas, less than a year after the Republican troops’ invasion, the Emperor Napoleon entered Loreto—not to bring gifts, but to take them away: jewels worth half a million scudi, according to one account, besides gold and silver, statues and brocades. For the prayers of the pilgrims from Recanati, which at the time had appeared marvellously efficacious—since the Virgin in the cathedral of Ancona was seen to move her eyes ‘in compassion’ for the people’s suffering—were only able to delay for a short time the progress of the Republican troops. In the following spring French soldiers were billeted in Recanati—and a few days later Napoleon himself rode through, on his way to Rome. He rode hastily, Conte Monaldo related, surrounded by guards with their hands on the trigger of their muskets, and all the population turned out to see him. ‘But I’, wrote the Count, ‘refused to approach the window, thinking it too great an honour for such a villain, that an honest man should rise to see him pass.’

         The pages of Conte Monaldo’s autobiography tell us a great deal about the education and the manner of life of a Catholic nobleman in the provinces at the end of the eighteenth century. Conte Monaldo was born in Recanati on the 16th of August 1776, lost his father before he was five years old, and spent the years of his childhood in the Palazzo Leopardi, ‘in perfect harmony’, with his mother, his great-uncle, four of his uncles, his brother and sister, and no less than four ecclesiastics. ‘Indeed,’ he adds, ‘I did not dream of ascribing this harmony to any merit of theirs or mine, not imagining that any family could live otherwise.’ It is plain that Monaldo himself was both a docile pupil and a faithful friend. Of the family chaplain, Don Vincenzo Ferri, he said that he must leave a portrait, ‘since probably no one else will ever speak of him again until the day of the Last Judgment’, and he then proceeded to describe him as ‘the ugliest man in the city’, but commented: ‘The affection I felt for him made his features so attractive to me that to this day I feel inclined to love anyone who combines in his appearance an African complexion, cat’s eyes, a large mouth, and a snub nose.’ Of his next tutor, Don Giuseppe Torres, a Jesuit from Vera Cruz, he wrote that he was not only his preceptor, but his father and friend. ‘To him I owe my manners, my principles, and my whole formation as a Christian and an honest man.’ But sincerity compelled him to add that this same tutor, owing to the manner in which he insisted on his pupils saying all their lessons by rote, had been ‘the assassin of my studies’—an opinion which did not prevent him, in later years, from entrusting to Don Giuseppe the education of his own sons. For both these tutors stayed on in casa Leopardi—the latter for thirty-seven years—as much part of the background of the poet’s boyhood as the walls that looked down upon him.

         At the age of sixteen, during a visit to the neighbouring city of Pesaro, Conte Monaldo fell in love with a charming young lady of the same age as himself, Contessa Teresa Ondedei Zongo, whom he met in his grandmother’s house, and who, he ventured to believe, returned his affection. But their shyness in each other’s presence was such that neither of them dared so much as to speak to the other. Finally, one evening, a jovial and tactless family friend rallied Monaldo before the whole company: ‘Come, speak up, since we all know it—confess that you are in love with the Contessina Teresa.’ But the unfortunate young man was so overcome by bashfulness that, blushing furiously, he could only stammer: ‘No, no, it isn’t true!’ and thus himself brought his first romance to an end.

         Two years later, when barely eighteen, he assumed, as head of the family, the complete management of the whole property—yet he was still forbidden by his mother to go out of the house, unless accompanied by his preceptor. This restriction, although not unusual in families such as his, was particularly galling to Monaldo. ‘To this day,’ he wrote in his Memoirs, ‘although I am the father of twelve children (living and dead), a magistrate of the city, and forty-eight years of age, I still feel a very great satisfaction when I find myself alone in a street, without a tutor by my side.’ Indeed this early humiliation may well have contributed, in later life, to his intense punctilio in dealing with both equals and inferiors, and to his insistence on all outward signs of dignity. From the age of eighteen he dressed from head to foot in black, with knee-breeches and a sword at his side, and in later years he prided himself on being the last man in Italy habitually to wear a sword, and to be clothed ‘in a noble and decorous manner’. ‘With a sword by one’s side,’ he wrote, ‘and always in full dress, it is not possible to fall very low, even should one wish to.’ In his Memoirs he advised his sons to follow a similar practice, partly on the grounds of economy—‘five or six yards of black cloth have always formed the whole of my wardrobe’—but also because ‘to be clothed in a noble and decorous manner’ invariably, in his opinion, aroused respect. ‘When I go out in a rather finer suit and cloak, I am bowed to more deeply than usual… Dress’, he advised, ‘with dignity, be select in your company, greet everyone courteously, give a few pence to beggars, and you will be respected always and everywhere.’ These precepts he was himself the first to follow. ‘Your servant, your servant’ (schiavo, schiavo) he would say, as he took his leave, and in the street he would be greeted by so many acquaintances and beggars that he would hold his hat permanently in one hand, and scatter pence with the other—until, the money being exhausted, he put his hat on his head again—and the beggars, who understood the sign, would give up and go home.6

         A kind man, a self-important man—and also an extremely opinionated one. ‘All that I have ever come in contact with, has been done according to my will, and all that has not accorded with it seemed to me ill done.’ So the Count wrote in his Memoirs, but unfortunately his first act as the official head of the family was a conspicuously imprudent one—the hasty marriage of his sister Ferdinanda, at the age of sixteen, to the Marchese Pietro Melchiorri, a Roman nobleman who required an extremely large dowry with his bride, and supplied her in return with the permanent company of his stepmother and of nine brothers- and sisters-in-law, all living in the same house. ‘This’, wrote Monaldo, ‘enabled her to find ample exercise for her many virtues.’

         His second independent action was even less fortunate: a contract of marriage between himself and a young lady of Bologna, Marchesa Diana Zambeccari, whom he never had seen, but who had been offered to him—‘since the placing of young women is a difficult business’—by a merchant of that city. But before signing the contract, Monaldo expressed a natural desire to see his bride, and finally set out for her parents’ palazzo in Bologna, accompanied by a mutual friend, Conte Gatti, who had taken charge of the whole affair. It had been arranged beforehand by the two young men that, if his bride did not displease him, Monaldo would pull a white handkerchief out of his pocket—and leave the rest to his companion. On arrival they found the palazzo filled with the young lady’s relations and friends, all profuse in compliments and consumed with curiosity. Only the bride herself was not yet visible. Poor Monaldo, bewildered alike by the attentions of the company and the admonitions of Conte Gatti, became convinced that he had now gone too far to retreat, and kept his hand continually upon his handkerchief, ready to pull it out. At last the young lady appeared: ‘a bow, two words, one glance, and out came my handkerchief. Gatti whispered something in the bride’s ear, and then everyone cried out: “Long live the happy pair! Bravo, Conte Gatti, how clever you are, how well you have managed!”—and so the marriage was arranged.’

         But a few hours later, on further acquaintance with the young lady, Monaldo began to be convinced that ‘the handkerchief had been drawn out with too great a precipitancy’. He found in his bride, who was several years older than himself, ‘those qualities that deserve respect and esteem’, but none of the lighter graces—and in short, it seemed to him ‘that our union was not written in heaven’. But how could an escape be found? Here Monaldo first exhibited a combination of qualities that he was to show throughout the rest of his life: vacillation in conjunction with profound obstinacy. At first he allowed himself to be convinced by the persuasions of his friend, who told him that his doubts were ‘temptations of the devil’, and he prepared himself ‘to drain the bitter cup and poison myself for life’. The bride’s portion was decided upon: 20,000 scudi. The date of the wedding was fixed for the following February, and Monaldo embarked on preparations on a scale proportionate to his own distaste for the whole enterprise: jewels and gowns for the bride, furniture for a whole new apartment, horses and carriages and liveries. But on returning home and reviewing the prospect of his marriage from a distance, he decided that it was not endurable. Was there, he wondered, any conceivable way of escape? A loophole was offered him by his future father-in-law, who refused to pay him the half of the dowry that was due ‘in advance’, on the pretext that his coffers had been depleted by the levies of the French troops. But Monaldo felt a creditable distaste for haggling over his bride, although, he admitted, this ray of hope ‘changed the whole aspect of my future to a splendid and seductive one’. Unwilling to use the opportunity here offered, he hit upon another plan: he composed an anonymous letter to his father-in-law. ‘Conte Leopardi considers his bride most worthy of respect and of esteem, and would wish to regard her with passion: but the heart is not subject to laws… Leopardi will marry your daughter, and treat her as befits a Christian and a man of honour, but… if these young people are unhappy all their lives, you will have willed it by disregarding this warning.’

         This disconcerting letter was followed by two others to the same effect, with the consequence that soon after, on a market-day in January, an ‘honoured merchant’ of Bologna visited Recanati, and asked Monaldo, in the name of his future father-in-law, whether or not the thought of this marriage was pleasing to him. After some hesitation, the future bridegroom replied that he disliked the prospect so intensely that he would prefer to enter a monastery. The contract was accordingly dissolved, but at a severe price: Conte Monaldo had to return to the Marchese Zambeccari the full sum expended on his daughter’s jewels; he had to pay for the new carriages, the new liveries, the stables, for a lady’s maid who had been engaged for the bride, and even for ‘the damage suffered by the trousseau owing to the changes of fashions’ (this alone was estimated at 400 scudi). In all, his imprudence cost him 20,000 scudi—with no return, except the meagre satisfaction that the Marchese Zambeccari remained his friend, ‘and was perhaps the more pleased with me in that he had saved a good deal of his own money, and tasted a little of mine… So true is it,’ he sententiously concluded, ‘that a facile error may lead to most bitter penitence. But let us leave this melancholy subject, and pass on to other events.’

         Other events, indeed, crowded the next two years of Conte Monaldo’s life. In the spring of 1797 the French Republican troops had made their first invasion of the Papal States, and now the Pope—having failed in various efforts to conciliate the enemy—decided to fight against France without arms, without fortresses, without provisions, without soldiers, and without time to prepare his unarmed and trembling subjects, numbering only two and a half million, for warfare against forty million Frenchmen. Among these unprepared soldiers was Monaldo’s brother Vito, then a boy of seventeen, whom Monaldo decided to equip and send to the wars. They set out for Rome together, where Vito, ‘inflamed by the sound of martial trumpets’, entered the Papal troops as a private, became a second-lieutenant within four days, and a lieutenant within eight—all ‘without knowing a single word of what is necessary to be an officer or a soldier’. On the first occasion, however, on which this youth might have been called upon to fulfil these functions—after the defeat of the Papal troops at Faenza—Monaldo reflected, on his brother’s behalf, ‘that neither religion nor honour require an unprofitable death’. So he hurried to meet the troops and, after convincing the head of the battalion that his brother’s services could be dispensed with in exchange for those of ‘two fine horses’, brought Vito home, ‘to hide his military ornaments in the attic’. Four days later, after the fall of Ancona, a regiment of Papal troops occupied Recanati, and began to prepare for its defence; but Monaldo succeeded in persuading its colonel (‘whom I found in casa Massucci, eating a fat boiled pigeon’) that Recanati was indefensible, and that it would be better ‘to take his troops away in peace’. After this story it is not difficult to agree with Monaldo that the citizens of the Papal States ‘lacked the preparations, the temper, and the inclination for warfare’.

         During the next two years, a constant succession of troops—French, Papal, and Austrian—occupied the Marches, and Monaldo had to exercise all his ingenuity to placate each one of them in turn, following the principle, which he expressed to the population of Recanati, that ‘wars should be fought by soldiers, and citizens should remain quiet spectators’. His indignation against the iniquities of the French Republican government was intense. The taxes imposed by it, he said, were terrible—amounting, in his own case, to over twelve thousand scudi, besides a carriage, four horses, wood, oil, fodder, beds, sheets, clothes, and even chickens and eggs. He was deeply shocked, too, by the impiety of the Republicans: two of the churches of Recanati were turned into stables, the black robes of the priests were requisitioned, and the monks (as well as the rest of the population) were compelled to wear a coccarda tricolore and to take their turn, still clothed in their monk’s habits, in mounting guard at the city gates. Finally, a ‘tree of liberty’ was erected in one of the squares, and some coins were scattered on the ground around it, so that the populace might applaud. They did indeed pick up the money, but put the tree of liberty to a baser use. This government was temporarily brought to an end in Recanati by the arrival of a large number of insurgent ‘brigands’ (the expression is Conte Leopardi’s own), who turned out the French, cut down the tree of liberty, and elevated Monaldo himself, much against his will, to the position of governor of the city. A week later the French returned again with reinforcements—the brigands fled—and Monaldo was left to face the returning enemy. His position was rendered worse by the fact that he had recently married and that his wife was expecting her first baby. He hoped to find comparative safety for her in the house of one of their peasants, just outside the walls, but during their first night there his wife—of whose determination we shall hear more later—was so tormented by fleas that she insisted on their all returning to Recanati, ‘although’, he adds, ‘I could not be persuaded that the fleas were even more to be feared than the French’. Indeed, on his return, Monaldo was immediately arrested. The first sentence was that he should die; then this was altered to the destruction of his palazzo, and finally he considered himself fortunate in escaping with the payment of a large fine.

         But he did not allow himself to be depressed for long. A few months later the tables were turned again. With the help of Austrian troops the Marches were being freed from the French domination, and in 1799 the Republican army, in its turn, was shut up in Ancona and besieged there. Monaldo and his wife hurried down to the plain, camping out in a peasant’s house (this time, without fleas) to enjoy the delights of the siege. ‘We slept as peacefully in the cannon’s mouth’, he wrote, ‘as if we were in the shade of a peaceful olive tree.’ The troops then besieging Ancona belonged to every country in Europe, for the Austrian allies included Germans, Hungarians, Turks, Croats, Dalmatians, Lombards, and Venetians; there were even some English sailors, and a cavalry troop of French Royalists. Such a variety of foreigners, Monaldo wrote, ‘rendered this residence a most agreeable one’. He had no praise warm enough for the ‘charming courtesy of the Austrians’, and the manners of their Turkish allies seem to have pleased him no less. ‘One morning, a Turkish soldier passed by under our windows, holding by the hair a Frenchman’s head, so newly beheaded that it still seemed to have some remnants of life, the mouth and eyes still grimacing. The Turk held it up mockingly, saying: “Look! The Frenchman’s laughing!”’

         One more important event brought Recanati into the annals of history. On 25 June 1800, the new Pope Pius VII, on his triumphant return from France to Rome, went to Loreto, and even paid a morning visit to Recanati. The little city was decked in its best; the sailors of the port of Recanati, halfway to Loreto, unharnessed the horses of the Papal carriage and themselves drew it up the hill to the cathedral, where a large congregation of reinstated monks and nuns and an exulting congregation of the faithful came to kiss the Pope’s toe, Monaldo of course among them. ‘This was the precise anniversary of the sack of our city, and I reminded the Holy Father that in the preceding year, at the very moment when I was kissing his toe, I had been condemned to death.’

         This year, however, was the last in which Conte Monaldo played a conspicuous part in the affairs of his city. After Marengo, the Papal States again fell into the ‘abhorred power’ of France, and as long as this rule lasted, Monaldo remained in complete retirement. His conduct, however, of his private affairs continued to be venturesome and ill-advised. He speculated disastrously on the price of wheat and made an unfortunate attempt to redeem a part of the Roman Campagna, by introducing new agricultural methods there. This enterprising effort may well command our sympathy now, but its immediate result was the death from malaria of the peasants sent from the Marches to those fever-stricken lands—and Monaldo had to face yet another financial disaster. It is at this point that a new figure steps into the foreground of our scene—a figure who from now onwards will dominate it: that of Monaldo’s wife, Contessa Adelaide.

         His marriage, of which he gives us a detailed account in his autobiography, had taken place three years before, in 1797—in the same year that marked the termination of his unlucky engagement to the Bolognese young lady. Another man than Monaldo might have been influenced by this experience to a certain prudence in affairs of the heart, but less than six months had elapsed before he embarked on a fresh alliance, which this time was to be irrevocable. On the 15th of June, he tells us, the feast of St Vitus, while he was attending a Mass in honour of this saint, his eyes fell upon the daughter of a nobleman of Recanati, Marchesa Adelaide Antici. Three days later, at the Corpus Domini procession, he saw her again, and although he knew that she was half-engaged to another man—‘I was so dizzy that I could think of nothing else.’ Two days after that, he went to see her brother, and asked if his addresses would be welcome—and so, ‘on the 15th of June I was as free as a bird, and by the 21st, of my own accord, I had walked into a net’. The engagement was approved by the Antici family, but was violently opposed by the Leopardis, though their reasons do not appear to have included one which would seem important: the fact that this would be the eighth time that the Leopardi family intermarried with the Antici. According to Conte Monaldo, his mother even went so far as to kneel before her son, to implore him to alter his decision. Monaldo knelt down too, kissed her hand, and stuck to his determination; and subsequently as he himself wrote, ‘endured for a whole lifetime the severe punishment of this fault’. He decided that, under the circumstances, it was not possible to take his bride home after the wedding, so he intended to go with her instead to live in an apartment in Pesaro. None of his family, except his great-uncle, came to the wedding, but after the ceremony, while the carriages were waiting to start, he determined to make a last attempt at a reconciliation. Taking his bride by the hand, he said, ‘Let us go and kiss my mother’s hand’, and on entering the old lady’s room, they received complete forgiveness. His uncles, too, wisely accepted the fait accompli, and one of them, on hurrying to casa Antici with the good news, found ‘the street full of people, and all the relations and friends who had come to the wedding, waiting at the window to hear the result of this visit’; so he declared that peace had been restored, ordered the horses to be unharnessed, and invited the whole party to casa Leopardi.

         ‘And so’, Monaldo concluded, ‘I became a husband.’ His relations with his wife, throughout their married life, were very odd and his feelings for her extremely mixed. Many years after their marriage he still wrote love-letters to her, and in his Will, in which he still left the whole of the family property in her hands, he wrote: ‘I feel sure that my children will respect and obey their worthy and venerated Mother, remembering that she has not only been the edification and blessing of her family, but also, by her wise energy and prudence, has restored our domestic fortunes. If our House has been preserved in the midst of so many storms, it is due, after God’s mercy, to the care, diligence, and labour of this wise and loving woman.’7

         But in his autobiography his description of his wife ends with the following words: ‘I was unmoved by the tears that my mother shed at my feet, and I have been terribly punished. The arsenals of the Divine wrath are inexhaustible; let those sons tremble who dare to provoke them. My wife’s character and temperament are as far apart from mine as the earth is from the sky. Every married man knows what that means—and let the unmarried beware of finding it out.’

         Such, after twenty-six years of marriage, was Monaldo’s estimate of his wife’s nature: she was ‘at once a divine blessing and a divine chastisement’. The force of her character began to reveal itself in full measure six years after their marriage, when the vast extent of his financial imprudences could no longer be concealed. The mere interest on his debts now amounted to a sum equal to the whole family income, so that ruin seemed both imminent and inevitable. Monaldo, continually pressed and harassed by his creditors—vacillating, proud, confused—was at his wits’ end, and now it was that Contessa Adelaide, once and for all, assumed complete command. She summoned a family council, laid bare the whole situation, persuaded Monaldo to resign the management of the estate to an administrator, signed an agreement with his creditors, and herself became the undisputed mistress of the household.

         Thus did Monaldo fall into the position of ‘her penniless and restricted pupil’, a position he was often to rebel against in later years, even complaining about it to his own children. But he never succeeded in regaining independence, although he was, within his limitations, a man of culture and learning. A poet, or at least a writer of verse, in his youth, he later on became the author of many—too many—theological and political treatises, and revived in his native city a ‘poetical Academy’ which had previously existed there in 1400, under the name of ‘I Disuguali Placidi’—literally, the Placidly Unequal, or those who can agree to disagree. Its meetings were held in the Palazzo Leopardi. ‘Such Academies’, the Count wrote, ‘excite a spirit of emulation, inflame a desire for glory, awaken a love of study, or at least the necessity of pretending to it, bring about social life, civilize our manners, render familiar the fine phrases and the elegance of our language, and are even sometimes of service to religion, since they oblige men to speak of it in high and respectful terms.’

         In these assemblies Monaldo, like his fellow-members, could ‘placidly agree to disagree’; but when it was a question of standing up to his wife, his spirit failed him. ‘My father has a good heart and is really fond of us,’ wrote his daughter Paolina, ‘but he lacks the courage to face Mama’s sulks for even the slightest cause… When I was quite small, perhaps even before I was born, my father’s legs became entangled, I know not how, in my mother’s skirts—and he has never since been able to free himself.’8 Monaldo too confirms this: ‘My wife, if I dared to conceal from her the reason for one sigh, would take my letters out of my pocket, sue me, make an uproar over the whole town.’

         A remarkable woman, Contessa Adelaide. On the day when the family affairs passed into her hands she decided that everything should be sacrificed to the family prestige. She sold all her jewels; she deprived her husband and children of pocket-money; she even measured, ‘with a little wooden hoop’, the size of the eggs brought by the peasant-women as part of the owner’s dues; she cut down every pleasure and every luxury. She herself always wore, for economy’s sake, clothes that never varied in cut or fashion: straight gowns with short skirts and high peasant’s boots, in the manner of the French Revolution, but with a broad jabot to mark that she was not dressed ‘à la guillotine’, short hair, and when she went out, an enormous straw hat which concealed her face, and nodded of its own accord, as she drove by in her carriage. Nor did she think it necessary for the other members of her family to indulge in the luxuries of which she deprived herself. When Giacomo’s overcoat became too short for him, she told the tailor merely to add to it a strip of pelone.† But when it came home, ‘You’ve done a fine piece of work,’ said Giacomo to the tailor, gently, ‘but, you know, I really can’t wear this.’ ‘Perhaps for sitting at home at the fire?’ hazarded the man. ‘But it’s the only one I’ve got!’9 And even Conte Monaldo himself, when he required a little pocket-money, was forced to resort to subterfuge; he would plot with the bailiff, to sell a barrel of wine or a sack of wheat behind his wife’s back, or he would take to her two books from his own library, saying that he needed a few scudi to pay for them. ‘Thus,’ he remarked, ‘I used to steal from myself.’

         It must be added that often these subterfuges were practised by Conte Monaldo in the cause of charity: the cloister, for instance, of the monastery of the Minori Osservanti was built entirely at his expense, but, to avoid his wife’s vigilance, the building materials had to be carried there at night. And the story is even told that on one winter’s evening, on being accosted by a half-naked beggar, the Count retired into the shadow of a doorway, took off his trousers, gave them to the wretched man—and thus, wrapping himself in his cloak, made his way home.10 

         But meanwhile, Contessa Adelaide held upon her undeviating course, and year after year, scudo by scudo, the family fortunes were built up again, while—whatever the sacrifices at home—outward decorum was observed in the sight of Recanati. The great rooms of Palazzo Leopardi still remained open, and the household was not diminished by one footman, one coachman, or one priest. Similarly, in the conduct of Contessa Adelaide’s spiritual life, she admitted no inner relaxation: the thought of the Kingdom of God wholly occupied her mind—and it was a kingdom as narrowly circumscribed as the little temporal world in which she spent her days. She was possessed by two ruling passions only, or perhaps it might be said by one alone, which had a double face: the laying up of coin—temporal for this world, and spiritual for the next. Everything else—the ideals and dreams, the little ambitions and passing distractions that go to make up the variegated life of ordinary men—all this was dismissed as vanity. ‘In all her life’, wrote her husband, ‘she knew no wish, no pleasure, and no interest, but those of her family and of God.’ To her children she appeared in a similar light. ‘She is an utter excess of Christian perfection,’ wrote her daughter Paolina; ‘you cannot imagine the severity with which she regulates every detail of our family life. Dear Marianna, I wish you could spend just one day in our house, to realize how it is possible to lead an existence that is bodiless, soulless, lifeless.’11

         For indeed Contessa Adelaide demanded from her children, as from herself, a total submission to her uncompromising ideals. Religion—not as doctrine and precept alone, but also as a meticulous daily practice of every ordinance prescribed by the Church—this was the basis of their earliest education, and everything else was secondary. When, in their babyhood, the children burned their tongue in the soup and cried, their mother bade them ‘offer it up to Jesus’; when, later on, they wished for the distractions and interests of a wider world, she condemned the cravings which would only take them further away from God. The most terrible indictment of her is contained in her son’s own words. ‘I have known intimately a Mother who was not in the least superstitious, but most orthodox and scrupulous in her Christian faith and practice. Yet not only did she deny pity to those parents who lost their children in infancy, but she went so far as to regard them with a deep and sincere envy, inasmuch as those children, escaping all perils, had flown to heaven, while their parents had been freed from the trouble of bringing them up. When, as several times happened, she seemed likely to lose an infant child, she did not pray God that it should die, since religion forbids it, but she did in fact rejoice… She was indeed scrupulous in her care of the poor sufferer, but even so she hoped at the bottom of her heart that her care would be of no avail, and one day she let fall the confession that her only fear in questioning the doctor was to hear of some improvement. When she saw the death of one of her infants approaching, she experienced a deep happiness, which she attempted to conceal only from those who were likely to blame her; and the day of her child’s death, if it came, was for her a happy and pleasant one, nor could she understand how her husband could be so foolish as to lament it. She considered beauty a true misfortune, and, seeing her children ugly or deformed, gave thanks to God… In no way did she attempt to help them to hide their deficiencies, but required rather that on this account they should give up all semblance of youthful life. If they resisted, or attempted to follow their own bent, and if their endeavours met with any success, she was annoyed, and in both her thoughts and words did her utmost to diminish that success. Similarly she never neglected an opportunity of pointing out to them their faults, while expatiating, with a ferocious and merciless veracity, upon the consequences, and the inevitable misery to which such defects must lead. In these and other matters the shortcomings of her children were a comfort to her, and to tell them what she had heard said against them was always her deliberate choice. All this to free them from spiritual pride…’12

         The picture is, indeed, a terrible one. But at the end of the passage—which was written by Giacomo at the age of twenty-one—there is another sentence, not usually quoted: ‘This woman had been allotted a most sensitive nature, and had been brought to this state by religion alone.’

         What are we to make of this? May it not be, perhaps, the key to a better understanding of this formidable woman? For indeed other stories about her also make us feel that perhaps Giacomo’s terrible portrait holds only one facet of the truth. We hear, for instance, that this cold and stiff woman, who habitually, after an absence of her husband’s, only kissed him on the shoulder, once, after a long absence, fainted from emotion as she came down the stairs to greet him. She never fondled one of her children, yet she kept in her bedroom all her life the little chair on which they used to sit in childhood. Usually so cold and dignified, and stoical in all physical pain, she would have sudden bursts of weeping, in which she would retire to her room, alone.13 And the only earthly possessions she cared for were her flowers—violets, lilies of the valley, cherry-pie, small yellow acacias—delicate flowers that make no show, and give their scent only to those who hold them close.14

         As for her relationship with her son, we can hardly deny that there was a severity on one side, bitter resentment on the other. But against this there are letters in which, perhaps in affectionate reference to his having begun to earn a few scudi by his works—Giacomo signs himself ‘your golden son’, tuo figlio d’oro.15 And when, in 1825, Monaldo wrote to thank Carlo Antici for Giacomo’s prospective appointment as Secretary of the Academy of Bologna, he added, ‘For all Adelaide’s severity, when she read your letter, her eyes were wet.’16 There are letters, too, of Contessa Adelaide’s own, written to Giacomo just after he had left home for the first time, which show, through a formal pietistic style, an awkward, constrained tenderness. ‘You know’, she tells him (in a letter which begins ‘caro, carissimo figlio’) ‘that I love you sincerely, and that it is a thorn in my heart to see you always discontented and out of humour. I shall pray, although unworthy, to Our Lord and to our dear advocate the Blessed Mary, to render you completely happy. Take great care of yourself, and have no dealings with unworthy persons. Love me, and believe always in the sincere affection of your most affectionate mother, who embraces and blesses you.’17

         This is the letter of a woman unaccustomed to show emotion, but not to feel it. And to it we may add a phrase of Paolina’s, long after her brother had left home. ‘The truth is, my dear Giacomuccio, that in those days [she is speaking of their youth] we did not understand you—except Mama, who understood you very well.’18

         What was the link between the rigid, pious, bornée woman and her brilliant, unhappy son? What, but their depth of hidden feeling, their common capacity for self-torment? Giacomo too—as we shall see—drew away, when wounded, into silent, solitary grief. He, too, after the first spontaneous demonstrativeness of early childhood, learned to conceal his sensitiveness beneath an armour of silence.

         Giacomo’s suppressed emotions found an outlet in his poems—Contessa Adelaide’s, in the practices of her religion. But in the mother, as in the son, the abiding note was self-torment. Giacomo has recorded, as an example of her insensibility, that when she heard of a young person’s death, she had no thought to spare for the sadness of a life cut short; all her concern was for the manner of death—was the sufferer at peace with God? Yet if indeed she believed, as undoubtedly she did, that to die without being shriven was to be condemned to eternal hellfire, was not her concern rational? Even Conte Monaldo, who loved his children more simply, wrote in his diary, when his wife had a stillborn child, that his chief cause for grief was that ‘my daughter will never see the beautiful face of God’; and when another little boy died, at the age of nine months, found his consolation in having given ‘another Angel to Paradise’.19

         Perhaps, to understand Contessa Adelaide’s character, we should above all remember a prayer found among her papers: ‘My God, you are the first father of my children… Suffer them to die, rather than offend you.’20 Here, perhaps, is the key to the rigid rules, the pious practices, of casa Leopardi: they were instituted by a woman haunted, for herself and for her children, by a sense of sin.

         The character and will of Contessa Adelaide were never to suffer change. A few years after Giacomo had died in Naples, his mother, still alive and vigorous, was able to declare that she had succeeded in restoring the family fortunes to their original prosperity. But neither her son’s renown nor his early death could alter her conviction that, in the sight of God, virtue alone was of any consequence, nor dispel her haunting fear that he had not used his gifts according to the Divine Will. Some ten years after his death an admirer of Leopardi’s, Filippo Zamboni, went to Recanati ‘on a pilgrimage’ to his friend’s house. There, in the room where the poet was born, ‘beside his bed I saw his mother standing, majestic, austere, with snow-white hair. I pointed to Giacomo’s portrait, and cried out: “Blessed be she who bore thee!”—whereupon she neither moved, nor bent her head nor turned to me; only lifting up her eyes to heaven, she exclaimed, “God forgive him!”’21

         
            Notes

            The Autobiografia di Monaldo Leopardi, already referred to, gives a vivid picture of the background of the Leopardi family, and a self-portrait of the author. Unless otherwise specified, everything in this chapter written by Conte Monaldo is taken from this work. A lively portrait of the Count is to be found in Alfredo Panzini’s Piccole Storie del mondo grande (Milano, 1901) and there are a number of anecdotes, as well as some unpublished passages from Conte Monaldo’s Diary, in the following books by C. Antona-Traversi: Documenti e notizie intorno alla famiglia Leopardi (Firenze, 1888), Notizie e aneddoti sconosciuti intorno alla famiglia L. (Roma, 1885), I genitori di G.L. Scaramucce e battaglie (Recanati, 1891), Paolina Leopardi (Città di Castello, 1898), and Studi su G.L. (Napoli, 1885).
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            II

            The Making of a Poet

         

         
            A voi ripenso, o mie speranze antiche,

Ed a quel caro immaginar mio primo.*

         

         An evening party in casa Leopardi. The long reception gallery, where Conte Monaldo and Contessa Adelaide were married, has been opened for the occasion; a chill mustiness still hangs on the air. The great chandelier has been lit; the marble busts in their niches have been dusted, the floor polished and waxed. Presently the footmen bring in the meagre refreshments: dry home-made biscuits, glasses of Marsala and of vin santo. A little later the guests begin to arrive; the reception has begun.

         The company that gradually assembles includes all that is notable in Recanati. Conte Monaldo’s mother, the Marchesa Virginia Mosca, has come down for the occasion from her little apartment at the top of the palazzo, and in attendance on her is her querulous old cavalier servente, Volunnio Gentilucci. Don Giuseppe Torres, the ‘assassin’ of Conte Monaldo’s studies, is talking to an Alsatian priest, Johann Anton von Altkirch, who has taken refuge in Recanati after his expulsion from his own country—a jovial, acute, and learned man. The bishop from Loreto holds a central position under the great gilt chandelier—as is suitable to his rank—and is conversing with his host. Seated on stiff sofas against the walls are the gentry of Recanati—a gentry as pious and austere, as narrow-minded and parsimonious, as the Leopardis themselves. The ladies all sit together in a group, talking of the dowry of Contessa Maria’s daughter, of the new images in the church; at the other end of the room the men discuss local politics and the unsatisfactory price of wheat. The candlelight flickers on their faces, reveals for a moment features puffed with over-indulgence or pinched with avarice, vacant with stupidity and pride. The air is heavy with the smell of unwashed garments, of stale powder and pomades. Hidden in the embrasure of a window, a small boy, whose fragile body is already dressed as a priest, peers out from behind a curtain of heavy red brocade; his large, inquiring eyes travel round the room, his glances falling upon each member of the assembly in turn. ‘There is no place here upon which the eye can rest’—and with that Giacomo rushes out of the room.1 

         The little boy—Giacomo Leopardi himself—was then only eight years old, but he had already been dressed for two years as a little abbé, and when he was twelve he received the tonsure. At his birth on the 29th of June 1798, the news was sent by his father to all his friends in a letter informing them that his joy at the birth of his eldest son was all the greater ‘in that it was preceded by forty-eight hours of anxiety, occasioned by the severe pains of the mother’.2 Giacomo Leopardi, as was fitting, made his entry into the world with pain. On the following day he was baptized in the little parish church with the names of Jacobus, Taldegardus, Franciscus Sales, Xaverius, Petrus, and was laid in a cradle of cream and gold.3

         His childhood, like that of his brothers and sister, was dominated by the indomitable will and unrelenting virtue of his mother, Contessa Adelaide, in a deliberate shaping of both their bodies and their souls. In illness she alone nursed them; even the ointment on their chilblains might be applied only by her hands. But above all she watched, day by day, the development of their spirit. ‘Her eyes followed us unceasingly,’ wrote her son Carlo in later years, ‘it was her only caress.’4

         In early childhood Giacomo slept with both his brothers, in a boudoir opening out of his mother’s bedroom, and even when, later on, the boys were moved to an apartment looking over the garden, they could only reach it through the Contessa’s rooms.5 She accompanied Giacomo, who was then six, to his first Confession, and, to the boy’s extreme discomfort, did not even move out of earshot while he knelt in the confessional.6 Moreover, even when Giacomo was fully grown-up, he complained that both his parents were liable to open any letters addressed to him, or even any which they thought might refer to him.7 At meals the eldest son sat on his father’s right hand, and Monaldo has recorded that, since the boy could not be bothered to use a knife, but tore at his meat with a fork, he himself cut up every mouthful that his son ate, and continued to do so until he was twenty-seven.8 For indeed Conte Monaldo was hardly less assiduous than his wife in watching over both the moral and the physical welfare of his children. When the three eldest were vaccinated—a daring innovation in those days, which the Count was the first in Recanati to practise, sending for the vaccine all the way to Genoa—he kept in his diary a daily record of their progress,9 and he also put up (this too was very modern) swings and parallel bars for them in the garden. But further than this the Count’s innovations did not go, and it may be noted that when, in his Will, he drew up a plan of education for some young gentlemen of the Marches at his expense, he stipulated that they should never be taught ‘dancing, riding, fencing, or the use of weapons’, since ‘these exercises are partly immoral and partly dangerous, and should never be allowed in a wise and Christian education’.10

         This unceasing parental control, this semi-divine parental omnipresence, strikes the reader of today with a sense of unbearable oppression. And indeed Giacomo himself has left a record of his feelings. ‘The most beautiful and fortunate age of man’, he wrote in his notebook many years later, ‘is tormented to such a degree with a thousand anxieties, fears, and labours of education and instruction, that a grown-up man, even in the midst of all the unhappiness caused by the disillusionment and tedium of life, and the deadening of the imagination, would yet not accept to return to childhood, if he had again to suffer what he suffered then.’11

         This suffering was not caused merely, or even chiefly, by his parents’ strictness: many families have prospered under a rule quite as severe as that of Contessa Adelaide. What was lacking was the one thing that this particular child could not dispense with: an atmosphere of love. ‘I need love, love, fire, enthusiasm, life,’ he wrote to his brother at the age of twenty-four.12 His childhood had held none of them. Casa Leopardi was a cold house, and he needed warmth; a grey house, and he needed light. Conte Monaldo loved his children, but he was too much afraid of his wife to show them indulgence, and too much inhibited by his own prejudices to be easy-going. And Contessa Adelaide—perhaps she did love her children, too; but she thought it wrong to show it. As implacably as she snuffed out, between finger and thumb, a superfluous candle, she quenched her children’s spontaneity. Giacomo was a child who needed praise: ‘with a ferocious and merciless veracity’13 she analysed his faults. He needed reassurance: she spoke to him, ‘by preference’, of what she had heard in his disfavour. Like most other children, he was naturally communicative and ‘inclined to share any new impression, whether inner or outer’.14 He would run up to his mother, crying, ‘Look! Listen!’ Beneath her cold grey eyes the new treasure dropped from his hand, the words from his lips. Very soon the habit of silence and secretiveness was formed, for ever.

         When his mother scolded the servants sharply, he ran away, his fingers in his ears; and he has recorded that one day, when a poor woman had come to her, weeping over some lost opportunity, he overheard her comment: ‘If you had only thought of it sooner, you might have got it,’ and the cold unimaginativeness of this reply struck him as almost worse than cruelty.15 Very possibly, as much as the words, it was the sheer harshness of the voice that he found intolerable. All his life long, he retained an acute sensibility to the timbre of people’s voices, or indeed to any sharp sound. This became—not only in childhood but in later years—real suffering during a thunderstorm, or during the fireworks which enliven any Italian village festa. ‘I did not believe that there was any danger,’ he wrote, ‘but I was no less frightened than if I had known the contrary.’16

         His father was not unaware of his ‘warm, lively, and apprehensive imagination’—but appears to have prided himself on it, rather than to have attempted to shield the child. At the age of four Giacomo was led into the great salone, which the children were only allowed to enter on special occasions, and there, in the centre of the hall, he saw a table covered with red velvet and with cushions of red damask, with a lighted taper at each corner. The little boy ran up to the table, stood on tiptoe—and saw the corpse of his baby brother, ‘dressed as a little St Louis!’ ‘He has gone to Paradise,’ Giacomo was told; ‘say a prayer and kiss him good-bye.’ He tried to obey, but as his lips touched the cold baby hands, he was seized with such a fit of sobbing that his father, in describing the scene, commented with complacency on the precocious sensibility of his eldest son.17

         On another evening in the same year Giacomo was taken, after dark, to watch a penitential procession through the streets of Recanati. Down the long street the penitents came, preceded by members of the various religious confraternities carrying lighted torches, and followed by monks with black cowls over their heads. The torches, the dark, moving shadows, the corpselike whiteness of the monks’ faces under their black cowls—all this struck such terror into the child that for many nights he could not sleep, and—according to Monaldo’s own account—his parents feared for his reason.18

         This may well have been the origin of his fear of seeing people in masks—a frequent occurrence in carnival time, but to him so unpleasant that at the age of twenty the impression still endured. ‘No misfortune,’ he wrote, ‘no fear or danger, however formidable, at a later time seems to me strong enough to produce in us such anguish, torments, horrors, terrors, insomnia, as those so-called childish apprehensions.’19

         But most unpardonable of all, in Leopardi’s own opinion in later years, were the fears deliberately instilled by unscrupulous nurses, who terrified their charges into docility by telling them ghost-stories at bedtime—‘so that the impression made upon their souls by these tales heard in the darkness, should be indelible’. And he proceeded to describe the results, in a manner which makes it plain that he was speaking of himself. ‘Hardly can he lisp and make the sign of the Cross upon his forehead and breast, to show that he is born into the true religion, than tales of imps and apparitions have already found a place in his fearful and wondering mind… He becomes aghast and afraid; he looks upon the coming of night as a torment, and on dark places as terrifying caverns; he shakes with anguish in his bed, sweats, and draws the sheets over him, tries to speak, and can only shudder from head to foot. The educator has achieved her intention… She has taken from a child the one gift that can render human life as little unhappy as possible: Courage!’20

         Thus Giacomo’s imagination came to harbour all the menacing phantoms which, since the days of the Ancients, have haunted the dark recesses of men’s minds: Lamie or Striges (‘from which word comes our name for Streghe, witches’) and Fauns and Satyrs, ‘more insolent than words can tell’, who would hide along the roads ‘and mock at everyone who passed, terrifying them and laughing at their fears’, while others ‘would lie in ambush, and attack the passers by, murdering them and barbarously tearing them to pieces’. Then, too, there were the larvae, ‘who were said to be evil men who had become demons and who had the faculty of terrifying children and croaking in dark corners… Such’, he wrote, ‘were the fearful objects that made the ancient peoples tremble, and that, it must be said, still cause fear in us, too.’21 For hours, rigid with terror, the child would lie awake listening to the creaking of the weathercocks and the bells of the city watchtower, and counting the chimes that brought the dawn a little nearer.

         
            
               
                  … Era conforto

                  Questo suon, mi rimembra, alle mie notti,

                  Quando fanciullo, nella buia stanza,

                  Per assidui terrori io vigilava,

                  Sospirando il mattin.†

               

            

         

         Yet seldom, surely, has there been a boy who was less in need of this rule of fear. Conte Monaldo described him as ‘a most docile and amiable child’, and he himself has recorded that he believed every word his parents told him, even to the extent of thinking ‘that everything tasted good that was praised by those who gave it to me’22 and waiting, in any trouble or anxiety, ‘to determine the degree of my own affliction or apprehension, until I had seen or conjectured what my father’s was’.23 He looked upon his father as a being immeasurably superior to all others, and showed ‘a blind submission to his authority’, and an equal faith in his kindness. Moreover he showed an unusual degree of infant piety. He took a deep pleasure in going to church and serving Mass, ‘calling that day a happy one, in which he had been able to attend more Masses than usual’;24 and at home he set up a little altar, at which he played with his brothers. (It is reassuring, however, to hear that they sometimes made so much noise at this game that their father, sitting in the library below, would have to tap in protest on the ceiling with his long stick!) He bore the Cross at the reconsecration of the church’s font; he wrote a little poem on the Three Kings, which obtained the praise of his great-uncle, Cardinal Antici,25 and he enthusiastically took part, at Christmas-time, in a little Nativity play written by Conte Monaldo for his children, ‘so that they may be good, and love him, and pray to Jesus and Mary for him’.26 

         What was going on in Giacomo’s head, he himself has told. ‘Seeing some pictures of St Louis riding through the streets of Rome, and people calling out, “There goes the Saint!” the boy said to himself, “I too, when I am grown-up, will be like that—and the people, when they see me pass, will cry, ‘There goes the Saint!’” And his devout parents,’ the poet added, ‘took it for devotion and a heroic inclination to sanctity—as indeed he still did himself.’27

         There was, indeed, a ‘heroic inclination’ in the boy, but it was hardly for sanctity. He was overwhelmed with compassion, he wrote, ‘with everyone who, I saw, never could be great’28 and he was determined to excel in everything. ‘I am the strongest!’ he would boast, when he had defeated another child in a race, or knocked down his brother Carlo. Indeed, forty years later, Carlo said that he could still remember the strength of his blows. But what he was seeking was not so much victory, as le beau rôle. When the boys played at Pompey and Caesar, it was always Carlo who was the hateful ‘Roman tiranno’, and Giacomo who played the heroic part of Pompey. And one year, at Christmas, he proudly presented his father with a tragedy entitled Pompey in Egypt, in which the future author of the ode All’ Italia plainly saw himself in the title role:

         
            
               
                  Me sol pugnar, me sol cadere estinto

                  Del fier tiranno appiè…‡

               

            

         

         But the best game of all was that of the Roman Triumph, using as a war-chariot the cart in which the lemon and orange trees were carried out of the orangery in springtime, and back again into shelter in the autumn. On these occasions Giacomo was in his greatest glory, for the small peasant-boys joined his brothers to swell the train of his lictors and slaves.

         That he was an attractive little boy appears from all accounts—even his own. ‘My face,’ he wrote, ‘when I was a little boy, had a slightly serious and wistful look which, being without any affectation of melancholy, gave it charm.’29 He had ‘simple, natural, unaffected manners’, deep-blue eyes, and a gentle little voice. The ladies of Recanati were kind to him, and one ‘mature lady’ told him how much she preferred him to his brothers, and tried to question him about his troubles. But he, according to his own account, ‘avoided her, more than any other’.30 Already his private world was his alone.

         He was, however, delighted to go to the house of another lady of Recanati, Marchesa Volunnia Roberti—an intelligent, kindly woman, whose conversazioni were also Conte Monaldo’s only resource of an evening, when the atmosphere at home had become unbearably oppressive. Here the Count played cards and chess with a few old friends, and held an innocuous flirtation with his hostess, while Giacomo ate her cakes and rearranged her books. And we have a letter to her from the boy, written at the age of twelve in the highest of spirits and purporting to be from la Befana—the witch who on Twelfth Night brings presents to Italian children, riding on her broomstick. In this letter he told the Marchesa to treat the children well, ‘not only with coffee, of course, but with pastry, jam-tarts, pancakes, cream-puffs, and other gifts—for those who give conversazioni must be open-handed—and so yours will be called “the pastry conversazione”’.31 Here is a lively, mischievous Giacomo whom we have not seen before. 

         Fits of uncontrollable high spirits would suddenly come over him. Sometimes, in one of these wild moods, he would rush upstairs, with his brothers at his heels, to the little apartment at the top of the house where his grandmother, Marchesa Virginia Mosca, lived, and where, every evening, she received a visit from her old cavalier servente. The children would rush in yelling, hugging their grandmother and overturning the chairs and tables, while the old bachelor tried to conceal his annoyance. ‘Che specie graziosa!’§ he would say with thin lips, holding up his lorgnon—‘as if we were a sort of monkey’, the boys commented. And then Monaldo from below would hear a crash and a cry. ‘They’ve upset the lamp again,’ he would sigh—and hope that his wife had not heard, too.32 And we have, too, a highly spirited account in verse of the day when Giacomo and his brothers terrified their severe old tutor, Don Vincenzo Diotallevi, by demanding his money or his life, in masks, on a lonely country road.33 

         In all these pranks Giacomo’s inseparable companions were his brother Carlo and his sister Paolina. Of Contessa Adelaide’s twelve children, seven died stillborn or in infancy—thus freeing their parents (in the Contessa’s own words) ‘from the trouble of bringing them up’—and the other two who survived, Luigi and Pierfrancesco, were too young to be Giacomo’s playmates. But Carlo and Paolina, who were respectively one and two years younger than himself, were his only friends—and his first audience. Paolina, who afterwards learned to copy out his work in a writing almost indistinguishable from his own, was a grave, clever, ugly little girl, whom her brothers called ‘Don Paolo’—partly because her natural seriousness, her short hair, and the straight dark tunic in which she was dressed did indeed give her the air of a little priest, and partly because her favourite amusement, like Giacomo’s, was to play at saying Mass. For some years she shared her brothers’ studies and took part in their monthly examinations, and we read of her being presented by them with a wreath made, not of laurel, but of sausages! And in the evening, as she grew a little older, there were long confidential conversations with Giacomo, the brother and sister pacing up and down in the dark, because the light was painful to his eyes.

         But gradually Paolina’s life became more and more restricted; even the slight degree of liberty that was allowed to her brothers was taken away from her. Her only distraction was to write long intimate letters to two young women whom she herself had never seen—Marianna and Anna Brighenti, the daughters of Giacomo’s publisher—and these letters she was obliged to write in secret at night, while her friends’ answers had to be sent to her under cover to her brothers’ preceptor, Don Vincenzo. When a letter arrived for her, he would place a flowerpot upon his window-sill, to convey the good news, and then at night Paolina would steal to the library to fetch it. For in this, too, the insurmountable obstacle was Contessa Adelaide’s intense possessiveness—not for herself, but for God. ‘My mother’, wrote Paolina, ‘cannot bear my making friends with anyone, because, she says, it distracts me from the love of God—nor can she bear to see any letter addressed to me.’ And once, when her friends came to stay nearby, Paolina was obliged to inform them not only that it would be impossible to pay them a visit, but that when they drove into Recanati to church, she would not even be free to catch a glimpse of them out of the window. ‘My mother wanders round the house and is everywhere at every time, and all that I see out of the window is controlled by her.’34

         Yet she was not without spirit. No less violently than Giacomo did she rebel against the narrowness of their daily life, and her hatred of Recanati was no less intense. ‘Among the causes’, she wrote, ‘that have dried up the source of happiness in me, is the fact of having to live in Recanati, that odious and abominable spot.’ Poor Paolina! She had all her brother’s melancholy, without his genius. ‘I could wish no human being’, she wrote, ‘to lead a life like mine, deprived of every hope except that of soon leaving this world. Dear Antonietta, you cannot imagine how one can surfer in a prison like mine, in this horrible and detestable village—with a past of painful memory, a soul-destroying present and a desolate future. No, you would not believe it possible to live like this. And yet live I do, I live with a heart that is naturally warm, but is gradually becoming colder; with a nature that used to be sensitive, but which the evil of men and my experience of life have rendered dull and indifferent—I do live, but sometimes I ask myself whether I am indeed alive, and often I should prefer not to be.’

         Paolina shared with Giacomo an intense desire to travel. ‘If I could enter a post-carriage,’ she wrote, ‘and travel round the world, embarking from time to time on a great ship, and so spend the rest of my life living alone and seeing all the beauty and ugliness of nature—then I should be happy! Imagine then how much I must suffer, who cannot even get to see the pretty parts of this village, which are few enough, imagine what I feel when I read travel-books or descriptions of lovely places—then I burst into tears and throw the book away. I cannot get accustomed to my sad state.’ And, in a later letter: ‘There is no single thing on which my mind can rest with joy. Oh, there is no single serene day—not one, of which I can say: “Today I have been happy!”’35

         Throughout his life Giacomo remained devoted to his sister and continued to correspond with her, but an even closer friend was his brother Carlo. At the age of nineteen he wrote about him: ‘Of my many brothers, there is one with whom I have always been brought up (he being only one year younger than I), so that he is my universal confidant, and shares my studies.’ He was Sancho Panza to Giacomo’s Don Quixote—though, as they grew up, Carlo tried to hold his own. Their political and literary opinions differed: Carlo was a pure Romantic, an admirer of all that was French; Giacomo, at that time, a Classicist, with a violent hatred of France. Their discussions enlivened the tedium of the interminable Recanati evenings; and when Giacomo, at last, escaped to a wider world, his letters to Carlo continued the old intimacy. ‘No friendship’, he wrote, ‘will ever be equal to ours, which has its foundation in so many memories. You, your love, and the thought of you, are the pillar and the anchor of my life.’

         Meanwhile, in these first years, Carlo was not only confidant and playmate, but also a willing audience. From his earliest childhood, Giacomo had had an insatiable passion for fairy-stories. At the age of three or four, he would run to everyone in the house, pestering to be told another one—and these, when he was a little older, he repeated in bed, in the early mornings, to his brother. But soon these tales gave place to long serial stories of a different kind. They described the fantastic adventures of members of his own family—Monaldo being the cruel tyrant Amostante, Carlo the handsome but stupid young gallant, Lelio Testadura—while the hero, Filsero the brave, the eloquent, the invincible, was of course Giacomo himself. And so witty—at least to the ears of the faithful Carlo—were some of Filsero’s retorts that, forty years later, he could not hear a good joke without exclaiming: ‘Ah, questa è Filserica!’¶

         These myths were Giacomo’s instinctive defence against his life of subjection; he found a measure of freedom in telling them, and his brothers, in listening. But many other fantasies—too elusive to be fully captured, too precious ever to be told—haunted the child’s imagination, and belonged to him alone. They were his retreat from the world of love, which had cast him out, into the world of fantasy. Only very rarely can we catch a glimpse of the strange, solitary little boy, in this new world of his own. What did he see there? ‘A house suspended in the air’—so runs an entry in his notebook—‘held by a rope to a star.’36 And here he is, peering out ‘at the moon and a clear sky’, from a little window at the top of some garden steps, ‘like Noah in the Sacred History’.37 ‘It was his delight’—this is another note—‘to walk, counting the stars.’38 One evening, when everyone else was asleep, he crept up to the attic and, holding up some lighted candles in different positions, tried to make the shadows dance.39 Another day, he ‘made experiments with darkness’, on his little brother, Pietruccio. And here is a longer note: ‘Lying under the haystack at S. Leopardo at dusk and seeing a man coming towards me from the far horizon… a tower in the midst of all that space—how frightened I was by infinity!’40 The picture of St Cecilia in the dining-room made him ‘wishful to contemplate beauty’; the songs of peasant-girls in the fields, or of workmen trudging home at night, down the empty village street, moved him to tears. But still sweeter were other sights, other sounds… ‘I remember’, he wrote, ‘hearing in fancy in my childhood strains sweeter than can be heard in our real world. I remember looking up at pictures of shepherds and their flocks, painted on the ceiling of my rooms, and imagining a pastoral life so lovely, that were it to come true, this would not be our earth, but paradise—a home for gods, not men.’41 
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