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And that the unclean spirit, having left a body, might find seven others even worse.


—BLAISE PASCAL, Compendium of the Life of Jesus Christ
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1


IT WAS ARBUS who opened my eyes. Not that I was keeping them shut, but I had no way of being certain of what my eyes were seeing—these might be images projected to deceive or reassure me—and I was incapable of fostering doubts about the spectacle that was presented to me every day and which we called life. On the one hand, I unquestioningly accepted everything that befalls a kid aged thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, and all the other years that follow in a row to bring to completion that “phase” (I’ve always heard it described as a “phase,” a “moment,” even when it lasts for quite a while, a “delicate moment,” or even a “crisis,” which truth be told will be followed by other moments and phases every bit as delicate or critical, coming one on the heels of the other in an unbroken succession until you are grown up, an adult, old, and finally dead), I partook without objection of the daily meal where the table was set with all the things that happen to any adolescent, the business he’s surrounded by as he grows up, as he develops (there you go, “development,” another keyword used by grown-ups to jimmy the padlocks of adolescence, the difficult “age of development,” the “development of a personality,” and then the horrible intransitive expression, “he has already developed,” which puts an unctuous glob of sealing wax on the secrets of the genitals), and which may not follow in any exact order, but which form the inevitable courses of any adolescent’s meal: school, soccer, friends, frustrations and excitements, all of it punctuated by phone calls and filling up gas tanks and falling off mopeds—in other words, common experiences.


On the other hand, though, I was stung by a feeling of bafflement. Was this really life? That is, was this my life? Did I need to do something to make it mine, or was it being provided and guaranteed like this? Would I have to earn it and deserve it? Perhaps it was just a temporary life, and soon it would be replaced by the permanent one. But in that case, was it up to me to replace it, or would someone else see to that? Some external event? Life can be something extraordinary or something normal. What kind of life was mine? Until Arbus came into the story, these questions—which I am now at least capable of formulating, though I have long since given up all thought of answering them—didn’t even bob to the surface, because they dissolved before even emerging into my awareness, leaving behind only the faintest of tremors.


Even the idea of calling it awareness is an overstatement.


At the very most, the sentiment of being in the world. Of being there.


Whoever projected the images that were so comfortable for me and that wrapped so snugly around me was a magician, a genius. I have to give him that. His lamp unleashed dreams that were perfect, sweet, and crystal clear, inside which I walked rapt and, indeed at certain moments, practically ravished. In other words, I was truly happy and I was truly sad. I inhaled deeply the mysterious air of the stage sets that were built around me and hastily broken down again the minute I went by. Something made me think that sooner or later a decisive event would occur that, rather than explaining one by one the previous insignificant twists and turns, would stitch them together with an irresistible thread like the kind used to bind the pages of novels so that you keep turning them until you reach the end, unable to put the book down. And so, merely resembling a piece of fiction but also possessing the implacable coherence of a piece of fiction, my life and everyone else’s lives could finally be called true, and real . . .


They were moments that were precise and yet deeply troubling, I wouldn’t know how to put it any better, in which I perceived with painful clarity the confusion that took possession of me. All of me. It took hold of me and left no room for anything else—say, for ideas or thoughts. I was reduced to feeling and nothing more. To be exact, what I felt was the blood that flowed, amassing in my chest, my swollen, hurting heart, I mean to say, it actually hurt, really really hurt, as if it were about to leap out of my chest, to use the language of the novels of a bygone time, but though it hurt there was also a sweetness to it, strange, a truly strange sweetness, as strange as all the rest of it.


Arbus was in the same class as me from the first year of middle school, but I only began to notice him as middle school was about to end. Just a month before final exams . . .




STUDENTS ARE LEFT BEHIND by definition. All of them, with no exceptions. For that matter, teachers are also always left behind, too, they can never keep up with the study plans that they themselves drew up, and they put the blame for that on their students, which is right and wrong at the same time, since, let’s just imagine that their classes were made up exclusively of little geniuses, even then they wouldn’t be able to keep up, they’d still be left behind, maybe just by a page, or a line, or a millimeter. Their fate in any case is one of failure and giving up: for instance, giving up on the idea of covering all of Kant by the next-to-last year of high school. There’s no explanation for it and all we can do is fall back on the enigmatic expression “the force of events.” Goals are created in the first place to fall short of, it’s in the exclusive nature of targets not to hit the bull’s-eye. Whether it’s because you run out of strength as the journey continues, or because the destination recedes imperceptibly as you go, or else because the plans were too optimistic or presumptuous or abstract in the first place, or the obstacles more daunting than expected, and the rain days or sick days or strike days or election days were just surprisingly numerous. I don’t know the field of science he pursued or what he based his findings on, but a certain expert calculated that any project we get under way is bound to cost an average of a third more than the starting budget, and will take at least a third again as long as we estimated to complete. And this appears to be an ineluctable factor. Only the rarest of exceptions escape the dictates of this law of intrinsic delay, and one of them was Arbus.


ARBUS, ARBUS, FRIEND, you skinny old fishbone. You were so skinny that the sight of your elbows when you pretended to play volleyball to keep from flunking gym sent a shiver down my spine. A shiver of pity or revulsion. To say nothing of your upper arms or your knees, whose sharp-edged bones practically poked through the black tracksuit with green-and-yellow trim that you had special permission to wear even as late as May, or the farther reaches of June, to protect your precarious state of health. However much you might pretend to focus on the game, everyone knew that if by some chance the ball ricocheted in your direction, into the narrow slice of the volleyball court to which we’d exiled you to make sure you did as little harm to the team as possible, you wouldn’t even see it hurtling downward because by then you’d be gazing in enchantment at the beams in the gymnasium roof, as if lost in calculations of the quantity of concrete required to hold it up. And if by chance, startled awake at the last instant by our shouts, you actually realized that you had to play (volleyball is a hysterical sport, a matter of crucial instants, in an entire game, you might or might not get your hands on the ball for a total of five seconds, and your turn comes unexpectedly), Arbus, come on! Pull it together!! Arbus, fuuuccckkk!! then you’d windmill your long, uncoordinated limbs, though it was unclear whether you were trying to return the ball with arms raised or loft it from below or even to catch it, which is what anyone is instinctively tempted to do when they’re not paying attention and they see something coming straight at them. And in fact that’s exactly what you did most of the time, you’d catch the ball in mid-flight and gather it to your chest, and then look around at your teammates as if hoping with a disoriented half smile for their approval in the very same instant that it was dawning on you that you’d screwed up for the umpteenth time, a hunch that was confirmed by the chorus of your impatient teammates, “Oh no, noooo, Arbus, what the fuck are you doing!?” And in fact, that was something that happened to you pretty regularly, that your face would have an expression sharply at variance with what you were thinking or feeling. You’d smile while people were insulting you.


The fantastic thing about Arbus was that he never got discouraged. He stayed impervious to events. Others couldn’t have put up with the constant ribbing and insults, and would have just thrown the ball at their teammates or lunged into physical combat or, as the ones we called little girls would do, burst into tears at their own undeniable inadequacies: reactions that I, for instance, gave in to on numerous occasions, incapable of putting up with the pressure of other people’s judgments, which always trigger a malaise or aggressivity in me even when they’re flattering, leave aside when they’re critical. I can’t say, however, that I ever saw Arbus looking crestfallen or worried. Anyone else would have suffered through this kind of situation and found it humiliating, but not Arbus, he maintained his equanimity as if none of it mattered to him or perhaps it did matter, but his face gave no sign of it, frozen as it was in a sort of delay, unable to keep up with his much faster mind. He took forever to register what was happening and to switch one mask for another. That’s it, maybe that’s really how Arbus was constructed, out of modular elements that weren’t synchronized each with the other, a lightning-fast mind, a cold heart, a face that was lazily incapable of shifting expression to suit the circumstance and was therefore often poised inappropriately (which is something that, as we shall see, brought him no small number of problems with his classmates, his teachers, and the authorities in general, who considered his expression to be insolent, irreverent, while his words sounded reasonable and obsequious, or the other way around).


And then of course there was his uncoordinated body. Arbus was tall and skinny, his vaguely Slavic-looking face framed by long locks of dark hair, oily as if he’d never shampooed in his life, a mouth with fleshy lips perennially arched in the half smile that proved so irritating, and then the deeply intelligent gaze behind a pair of eyeglasses that would have looked perfect on the scientist in a sci-fi or spy movie, that is, the kind of glasses that make your eyes look enormous behind lenses thick as the bottom of a glass bottle, especially if your eyes are the light blue of water as Arbus’s were, or I really ought to say, as they still are, because Arbus is alive, I know that for certain, I have proof, though I have no idea where he’s living or what he does.


IF HE WAS QUICK to learn (he took half the time I did, and a quarter or a tenth the time the others needed to absorb and translate theoretical lessons into practical exercises), he was every bit as good at instantly unlearning. It wasn’t that he forgot, it was simply that he moved on. Once he understood them, things suddenly ceased to be worthy of attention. At year’s end, he emptied out so he’d be ready to understand new things. Those who devour theories then go on to expel them. And those theories leave transparent traces of their passage through the mind, they seem to serve only to expand it, to make room for the transit of other, more complex schemes. When one’s understanding is so very rapid, one has no need to store up knowledge.


Already in the first two years of high school, Arbus flabbergasted both the priests and the rest of us by going up to the blackboard and rewriting point by point the entire array of steps in a theorem that had just been set forth by the teacher only minutes ago. He would draw histograms and rotate solids in isometric projection, giving us the impression that he was actually observing them simultaneously from all sides—Cubism was nothing in comparison! The minute he pulled away the stick of chalk he’d sent screeching across the blackboard with nervous little strokes, without so much as an instant’s hesitation, he remained there motionless, long arms dangling, clumps of hair covering his cheeks, silently staring into the void as if he were waiting to receive new instructions before venturing a movement or uttering a word. Like a robot that goes into standby mode until it receives the next command to execute. You couldn’t call it boredom or impatience, if anything the opposite of that: indifference. And in fact, once the problem was solved, what more was there to add? Given that we hadn’t grasped it even the first time it was set forth by our math teacher, we only realized that Arbus had replicated it exactly by the amazement painted on the priest’s pointy face. He wasn’t exactly pleased by how easy it was for Arbus. This facility might suggest that the teacher’s job was, all things considered, superfluous. People like Arbus could simply have stayed home, curled up in bed, to leaf through the textbook and run through a month’s curriculum in a comfortable half hour. There was no real difference between going to school and skipping it, after all.


Perhaps it would be better to have Arbus and the story of his well-understood genius written by someone at the bottom of the class, the behavioral problem, or the chronic underachiever, so as to bring out the full contrast. Instead the story is going to be written by me, intelligent, gifted, but not all that gifted, and most important of all, insufficiently endowed with the character needed to truly excel, like one of those young tennis players with enchanting backhands, for whom experts prophesy a spectacularly successful future, willing to swear up and down that they’re bound to become athletic phenomena, but instead as the years go by they never actually win major tournaments because there’s something they just lack. And what is it exactly that they lack? Determination? Courage? Tenacity? Balls? The killer instinct? What should we call that invisible quality without which the other, visible qualities are basically useless? Might it be no accident that we have the expression “first in the class,” while no one has ever talked about the second or third, or the fifth in the class, which is what Zipoli, Zarattini, Lorco, and I were, that is, the ones who, depending on individual performance, would surge forward or fall back in the rankings, emerging into or dropping out of the top ten grinds, though never coming remotely close to threatening the number one leader of the class, Arbus, unfailingly at the top of every ranking, in spite of the few solid points that we scored with doctored classwork or oral exams in which by pure chance we were questioned on the only topic we had studied, or the one we’d studied last, and which was therefore still fresh. Hence our inevitable ups and downs. Arbus’s scores, in contrast, were stunning, his results never fell below the top quartile, and so in his case the teachers were often forced to violate the great school taboo of the old days—that is, the full ten, the Italian equivalent of the A-plus. A grade that is supposed to mean: perfection. The teachers went through a moral struggle at the very idea of writing a ten in their grade books, and in fact there wasn’t enough room to fit double digits into the appropriate space. But for Arbus, even the most conservative teachers understood, the ones who pointed out, “But if I give you a ten, then how should I grade Manzoni?” Well, it was unthinkable to give Arbus anything less than the highest grade, no matter how they quibbled or made planetary comparisons with ancient Chinese sages or with Descartes. Personally, I was never one to pull all-nighters, but the great thing was that neither was Arbus, much less so, in fact; I believe that at home on his own he never studied at all. And after all, homework is boring.


LATER, a great deal later, I would learn that one of the few things that Arbus did study, and systematically, were the different ways of killing people. I don’t know where he got this singular passion, since he was the most mild-mannered and inoffensive young man you could ever hope to meet, especially in those years that, as we shall see in the course of the story, were marked by a very particular enthusiasm for violent abuse, an abuse that—rather than being exercised by the usual categories that are historically responsible for such abuse, that is, the rich (as a class prerogative), the poor (for survival), and criminals (by nature or profession)—was the province of just about everyone, on a scattered, individualized, personalized basis. You’d never call Arbus an aggressive or violent young man, and yet even then (though I learned of it only later, during our last years in high school) he cultivated a meticulous interest in killing, and let me be clear, killings of every kind and employing all methods or weapons—in war, of course, first and foremost, since war provides the greatest quantity and variety of killing—and then in ritual and sacrifice, in self-defense or for revenge, or else in the settling of accounts among gangsters or else to rid oneself of a boring husband or a cheating wife or out of sheer cruelty or else in the scrupulous implementation of a death sentence—in short, wherever there was a human being who for whatever reason or purpose chose to take the life of another human being, that was where Arbus turned his interest. In the pursuit of thoroughness, let me add that my classmate was also interested in the diametrically opposed situation (clearly, it was extremes that caught his attention): that is to say, not how one kills and is killed, but how one manages to survive.


As children, actually, we were immersed in a constant round of killings, for the most part imaginary but nonetheless quite appalling. Every time we went out to play, we rubbed out a vast number of enemies and almost always, at some point, our turn came to die. That was a prerequisite of the story. The scene that I believe I’ve played out the greatest number of times in my life is that of the gunslinger who crumples after being shot. There existed a vast array of speeds and manners of falling, bending one’s legs, staggering, clutching one’s chest or throwing one’s arms wide, and then flinging oneself or slowly tumbling over backwards, followed by writhing and one final attempt to return fire at one’s enemy before giving up the ghost. Nearly blinded as we were by blood and dust, it was hard to aim accurately and the gunshot often went wild. There is no escaping the destiny of games. Your hand would fall slack and the fingers that formed barrel and hammer would spread out empty after one last spasm, and for good. We shed rivers of blood, including our own, it was a full-fledged school of life, and now that I think back on it, it’s rather strange that so few of us, after all, actually translated simulation into reality, and went out to harvest flesh-and-blood victims. It astonishes me how rarely people have recourse to violence, considering how you hear nothing but exaltations of it in books, movies, and games, and you enjoy simulations of it for decades at a time, on TV. By age twelve I’d already seen thousands of people killed or else killed them myself. I had taken part in executions by firing squad and funerals. I’d been responsible for bloodbaths. Today, you can attain the same number of kills in a few sessions with any video game, and you can send all those bastards hunkered down in the bushes straight to hell. You wipe them off the screen. The enemy has proliferated a hundredfold and the means to destroy that enemy have been perfected.


I couldn’t say whether, as an adult, Arbus ever dedicated himself to these video games with their hyperrealistic graphics, which bring together the greatest imaginable verisimilitude with the sheer height of absurdity. If for no other reason than that I imagine he would like such an abstract and powerful blend, yet served up cold, by a computer. I’ve always thought that Arbus’s life was restricted to his mind, and was therefore expansive beyond all limits. In the secret circuits of the brain—that was where things materialized. All things. If the phrase had already been coined back then, the world my friend inhabited might very easily have been called a virtual world. Within the sheltering shell of his intelligence, a great many more things happened than in his everyday routine as a young prodigy, that is, a day in which there was time only for school, piano lessons, and the postural gymnastics that he had to do every day, with the assistance of machinery that resembled instruments of torture, with straps and steel springs, to keep his spinal cord in alignment in spite of his growth spurt. Yet another phenomenon of development and its collateral effects. Something ungovernable and deep down, unedifying, if at the very most it took the form of a mark on the wall a few inches higher than the one carved last year. How satisfying. But in Arbus’s mind there was sufficient space to contain all and every argument and adventure, and nothing was excluded from the outset because it might be too challenging or strange or dangerous or vicious. Arbus’s mind was boundless, it stopped at nothing, it recognized no limits, and it overcame them practically without realizing it. It might take any hypothesis under consideration, even the most horrifying ones.


I remember that one time in class we studied the theory of a writer who had proposed, as a sort of macabre joke formulated in a solemn language (it wasn’t all that clear, in other words, whether or not he meant what he said), that children be eaten as a way of alleviating the hunger of the masses. It’s well known that much of what is taught in school, starting with the humanities, at first glance appears to be senseless or exaggerated or tossed out just to elicit reactions. “These people are out of their minds” is the phrase that springs to your lips every time you study a philosophical or literary doctrine, or else actual history: the emperor who had the sea whipped, the pineal gland, the theory that a cat might be simultaneously alive and dead, an excursion to the moon where the juice from the brains of men who’ve gone mad is kept in bottles, a chorus of mummies that sings at midnight, monads “with no doors or windows,” and then the great political theorist who suggests you invite your adversaries to dinner and then have them strangled . . . Highly revered characters who hang themselves one after the other, who devour their children, have sex with their mothers, poison themselves in the belief that they can be brought back to life, the most and the least, the last who will be first, to be alive and to be dead are the same thing, and so on and so forth.


THEN WHEN THE TEACHER EXPLAINED that the author of this modest proposal was the same man who had written Gulliver’s Travels, we understood that it was someone accustomed to retailing tall tales and felt reassured with a dose of the typical skepticism that a student employs in the face of the umpteenth loony doctrine. It goes without saying that the only one of us who found this theory sensible, although difficult to put into practice, was Arbus, who in the end was forced to admit that it was absurd, but only for considerations of hygiene.


WE WERE RATHER UNIMAGINATIVE DREAMERS. Our chief sources of stimulation were television and dirty jokes, of which I have to admit I rarely got the point, I mean to say, the whole point. I would laugh, pretending I had gotten it, while all I had gotten was that this was when I was supposed to laugh. Just as there is full nudity, there is the whole point of a joke. Let’s say that I sensed it, that I did my best to guess at the point. My solitary efforts to interpret the unknown led me to original discoveries and colossal misunderstandings, some of which were never refuted and still survive today. The erotic autodidact is no better off than the scientific autodidact. At age twelve, for instance, ashamed of my ignorance but even more so of asking questions, I didn’t know the meaning of the word “condom,” and for an entire summer and the autumn that followed I was convinced that it was a kind of lubricant that was kept in small smoked-glass bottles, just like nose drops. It was hard for me to guess its exact use. I don’t know how I deduced that piece of information. Certain of my classmates were well ahead of me in this field, but far behind me in others. The advancement of adolescents is irregular, in fact we might say that the age between twelve and fifteen doesn’t really exist as an age at all, with its standard prerequisites, given that in it there coexist attitudes and events and even before that bodies, physical bodies, of every size and appearance, and of every possible sex plus other improbable sexes that exist only during adolescence and then disappear, components that have nothing to do with each other, one being diametrically opposed to the other, pure contradiction: and in fact those years are lived with a barbaric spirit, assembling the shattered suits of armor of our childhood games with the fragments of a future that is always imagined as being far more a place of science fiction than it will actually prove to be.


All games call for prizes, but especially punishments. There’s usually only one prize, just as there’s only one winner, and it comes at the end, while the punishments are countless, almost everyone gets them, and they are inflicted progressively over the course of the game, and every season of life has its own: depending on what is dearest to us, that is what is taken away, while what we most fear or are most ashamed of stings and drowns us, amid choruses of laughter. This is a form of “paying the penalty,” doing penitence. You can be punished in your pride, in your face, watching your snack money being stolen or being obliged to study the oboe; and when the sexual games begin, of course, the sexual punishments begin with them, the most horrific of which is sexual exclusion. Rejection, however friendly the terms in which it’s couched. Oh yes, even more than forced inclusion. Perhaps that’s why I was trying to keep pace with the vulgarities, with the pornography, verbal even before it became visual, at the cost of having to invent explanations for everything on my own. The times and the techniques. The secret, that is, which could be found in special magazine sex supplements, shrink-wrapped inside the issue to make sure that kids couldn’t peek at them on the newsstand. God, how ignorant and underdeveloped we were! The whole world conspired to keep us that way, and in the final analysis it was the priests alone, our archaic teachers, who lifted a finger to free us from that limbo. Willy nilly.


“HOLD IT RIGHT THERE, all of you! Who gave you the condom?”


That’s exactly what he said, “condom,” in the singular. I thought that it must be a kind of medicine, or anyway, who knows why, something liquid, and precious or dangerous, contained in a small bottle from which it could be doled out with an eyedropper, like a poison or, perhaps, opium. When I later discovered, without any further details, that it was a contrivance that kept girls from getting pregnant, I insisted on believing for no good reason that it was some kind of liquid, I thought that the condom needed to be sparingly applied, drop by drop, on your dick . . .


IF I WERE ASKED to begin the story of Arbus from the very beginning, I would be hard put because, as I’ve explained before, for a long time his presence attracted no notice in class, more or less like a rock in the desert. Immobile, off-color, he hardly even breathed. If not a rock, then let us say a reptile. His priceless way of blending in functioned almost throughout middle school, which he passed through incognito. But then when little by little he became popular (well, let’s be clear on this, relatively popular: because in reality Arbus was never really loved at school, rather he was the object of morbid curiosity, rumor-mongering, looked upon as a phenomenon, in a certain sense, venerated, and therefore kept at arm’s length), in other words, when Arbus became famous for his monstrous intellectual capacities, he began to be enveloped in a blizzard of legends and such hyperbolic formulations as “Arbus has no beginning nor will he ever have an end,” “He is the Word,” and when we began our first lessons in philosophy, all the formulations from the textbook were pinned on him, rendering them finally understandable, among other things. The tag of “unmoved mover,” taken from Aristotle, for instance, fit him to a T and perfectly rendered the idea of an imperturbable power. The teachers usually didn’t bother to test him, since they knew that he’d give all the right answers anyway. And the few times that they did test him, immediately after the exchange there was always someone in the back of the room who added in a solemn tone: “Ipse dixit.” Moreover he was given nicknames with the most abstruse concepts, especially if expressed in Greek or foreign words, so that in correspondence with the curriculum he was called variously Apeiron, Mantissa, the Gnomon, Mummy, and Synapse.


High school students’ sense of humor isn’t (or wasn’t) particularly inspired. In the sense that it involves relatively little imagination and almost exclusively makes use of what comes to hand, that is, in textbooks and in class. It reduces the universe to the scope of a Cliff’s Notes and then continues to work on that to reduce it still smaller, miniaturizing, swept up in the same perfectionistic and caricatural delirium that led some, before classroom exercises, to copy over in characters scant microns across whole chapters on a scrap of paper that could be rolled up inside the shaft of a Bic ballpoint pen. It was a technique straight out of a spy movie, so laborintensive that it would have been much less work simply to study those chapters. The result of this mind-set were ditties, bland parodies. “Knock, knock. / Who’s there? / Euripides. / Euripides who? / Euripides trousers?” (the gags all had this dated, almost classical flavor) and “Knock, knock. / Who’s there? / Eumenides. / Eumenides who? / Eumenides trousers?” The same kind of stuff that our fathers might have recited with an identical sophomoric snicker. “This is Lavinia, your future bride / feel her down under, slip your finger inside.”


School in my days and Arbus’s days was still in many ways as it had been in the postwar years (but how long did these blessed postwar years go on and, above all, when is it that they finally stopped stopping?), and it would change before our eyes, or perhaps I should say, under our feet—I mean to say, as children, we entered a school that seemed eternal, eternally unchanged, and when we got out, everything had changed from top to bottom, the world, the school, of course us, but even the priests who ran it were no longer the same, they were no longer the old stiff-necked bigots with the haggard faces of Spanish saints, their eyes burning with who knows what, perhaps in fact it was the priests who changed more than anything else. The only thing about them that remained the same was the tunic.


OUR SCHOOL, the SLM Institute, was a private school, religious in nature, with a monthly tuition and boarding fee, and teachers who were nearly all priests, especially in the elementary classes. In middle school and high school, the lay teachers became more and more numerous until, in the last couple of years, they were in the majority. You might deduce from this fact that the priests weren’t prepared to teach anything more complicated than the lowest or most generic levels of instruction (such as: reading, writing, and arithmetic); or that, quite the contrary, they reserved for themselves the first few years in their students’ education, since those are the most decisive from every point of view, including the religious sphere, which was near and dear to their own hearts and the hearts of the families (though not all of them, as we shall see). Probably both things were true. The Institute stood and still stands on Via Nomentana near the Basilica di Santa Costanza, and therefore on the eastern border of the Quartiere Trieste, a border that in fact runs along Via Nomentana, the long tree-lined boulevard, dense with traffic and romanticism, that ends at Porta Pia, where the Bersaglieri breached the walls and entered Rome. The salient events of our story will take place in the rectangle encompassed by Via Nomentana, the Tangenziale Est, or eastern bypass, Via Salaria, and Viale Regina Margherita. Nowadays the Institute, perhaps because of financial problems or for a lack of paying students, which amounts to the same thing, has been split up and reduced in size, and the buildings overlooking Via Nomentana, where the high school classes were once taught, are now occupied by a university that—before noticing the sign next to the gate, just a few yards away from the entrance to the pool where I now go to swim a couple of times a week—I had never even heard of. At the time in which this story takes place, the SLM Institute could fairly be called a very modern school.
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THERE ARE THOSE who maintain that the cult of the Virgin Mary is an archaic holdover from the powerful and widespread matriarchal religions that came before the advent of male deities and also defied their dominion; others instead see in that cult the symbolic and highly effective reduction of a woman’s role to that of mother, exclusively mother—loving mother, sorrowful, dolorous mother; yet others view it as the sole and invaluable acknowledgment—within the context of a monotheism rigidly based upon such male figures as the father, the son, and the patriarch—of the decisive importance of the female half of the species, not only in ensuring that the world exists, but also that it be both humane and inhabitable. To put it in other words, let’s just be relieved that there’s a woman in that gallery of bearded, highly vocal men. At least we have Her. She at least is there to rehabilitate Her sex from the beginning of things, so badly ruined by the misbegotten actions of her foremother. The religious order of the brothers of SLM was dedicated to the Virgin for all these reasons, plus the other, more obvious one, namely to ensure that there be a Mother to worry about and watch over the rearing and education of children and young men, the loveliest and most attentive and patient and indulgent of mothers, but also (as in the wonderful painting by Max Ernst, La Vierge corrigeant l’Enfant Jésus, or Young Virgin Spanking the Infant Jesus in Front of Three Witnesses) a Mother capable of administering punishment when necessary, albeit in a perfectly lighthearted manner. It really is hard to imagine (in spite of the various schools of thought about child-rearing that were progressively establishing themselves in those years, to the point that they became a sort of unquestioned common sense, maintaining exactly this view) that there could be any form of education that called for no form of punishment whatsoever. And I say this because punishments, leaving aside any consideration of whether they are just and proper retribution and whether they actually result in deterrence—it is surely reasonable to question whether they are and whether they do—in any case serve to develop in those who are subjected to them, rightly or wrongly, an anger that might prove quite useful if it can only be turned to the purposes of the education in question. Punishments, then, are useful as a way of testing and developing an individual’s resistance rather than breaking it. Only those who are shattered by the punishments they receive actually transform them into pointless humiliations, which they will then proceed to resent and wallow in obsessively. For everyone else, punishments constitute merely so many ordeals to be overcome, much like the Labors of Hercules, calling upon inner resources that only in this fashion can one discover, to one’s astonishment, and make use of. Strength and intelligence and even personal dignity, then, begin to run in the veins of those who resist and react to punishment, qualities that would otherwise remain in a dormant state; one would never even know that one possessed them. In other words, it’s not sufficiently appreciated that morale precedes morality, but in time there is a complete confluence of the two, and that among the constituent elements of both morale and morality we should also count the resentments created by authority with its acts of repression. It’s a very simple chemical reaction in the soul. Neither revolutionaries nor patriots, scientists, or even ordinary bank clerks, much less nurses and lawyers and dermatologists, would ever develop into fully formed persons unless someone along their path, much like in the game of snakes and ladders, chose to hinder their progress from time to time, by sending them back to square one, inflicting a penalty, and often for contrived reasons or at the slightest misstep. Any initiation cannot help but be painful, at least in part.


THE PRIESTS of the SLM Institute were well acquainted with the virtues of the Virgin Mary and how to make the best use of them in the course of their teaching, a pursuit that was at the basis of their calling. Just as there are military orders and mendicant orders, so there were the brothers of SLM, an order predicated upon the mission of teaching. Certainly, it was a bizarre detail that the principles of their protrectress should be applied by a community consisting exclusively of men; and that the recipients of their loving efforts should also be only and exclusively male. Teachers and students at SLM: all males, with just one great Mother and Queen, like some sort of beehive. The priests’ objective—tenacious gardeners that they were, tilling a garden of pumpkins and tomatoes, was to raise young men to adulthood and eventually take them to ripe maturity as good Christians; the first of these goals was by no means an easy one, while the second, which may perhaps at the time of the order’s foundation (1816) have seemed obvious and straightforward, with the passing of time had become increasingly daunting, up to and including the period in which our story unfolds, when the very expression “good Christian” had become indecipherable and everyone interpreted it as they saw fit, adding to it psychological or political shadings—the pope meant one thing by it, individual worshippers quite another, and even sinners could rightly proclaim themselves to be good Christians, indeed, perhaps the very best, seeing that they were the raw material, the ultimate evangelical resource, the latest generation of prodigal sons and potential Mary Magdalenes, an authentic seedbed worthy of tending for eventual redemption, in short, and in fact it was these last-mentioned paragons that the students of SLM wound up most closely resembling: aspiring young sinners.


According to the Eastern tradition, it is said that Mary never died but instead fell into a deep sleep, and in that state she abandoned earthly life.




I DON’T KNOW, I still don’t know, I still haven’t figured out what I think of priests. How I feel about them. It’s a deep and lasting controversy. There are a few aspects, indeed a great many, of the priestly way that I find within myself, starting with my shoes, those shiny black lace-ups, slightly elongated, that I’ve always bought, never varying the style, unfailingly prompting this comment—“Once again, you’ve bought yourself a pair of priest shoes”—or else sandals, that’s right, sandals, which are so fashionable these days, albeit in rude and daring styles, and which can be found in all kinds of stores, though I used to go buy them from a shoemaker over near the Roman Ghetto, who made them expressly for monks, with the penitential strips of black leather that crucified your foot, bruised as any martyr in a Mannerist painting, the foot of the month of May when it sticks out, pale and skinny, from beneath a pair of winter socks, courageously exposing itself to view.


Many years ago, a young woman made me blush by telling me that “you could see from my face” that I’d gone to a school run by priests, and however hard I tried to take it as a joke, wiping my forehead clean of that stain, consisting not of one scarlet letter but actually three, S, L, and M, I was actually cut to the quick. Stabbed in the heart. Indeed, for many years to come, like some young and evasive St. Peter, I concealed the truth that I had attended SLM, had been taught by priests, just as you might conceal a physical defect, avoiding the topic or outright lying, and I was lucky if the question was formulated, “What school did you graduate from?” whereupon I’d promptly reply, “Liceo Giulio Cesare!” a public high school on Corso Trieste. Neglecting to mention that I’d spent the previous twelve years at the Catholic school.


That was when I understood what it meant to be ashamed of one’s own identity, to the point of hating it. To be so embarrassed that you inwardly admit the right of others to hold you in unjustified contempt. The accusers generally ask for nothing better than to be offered good reasons by those they’ve targeted.


In time, though, I learned that the only way to avoid shame is not so much to accept oneself (impossible to do!), but rather to boast about it, to show off the very thing you once concealed. Toss out an open challenge of defiance. Like in a gay pride parade, in other words.


From that point on, the fact that I’d been taught by priests became a jolly joker, a wild card that could be played without warning. A self-accusation, a denunciation of my own education.




FOR MANY YEARS I have also imitated or worn other elements of priestly attire, more or less consciously, for instance, the black, square-cut overcoat. The rejection of color, mistrust when it comes to variety. Likewise, a vague aspiration to egalitarian garb, the forced brotherhood of the uniform that frees us from the anxious necessity of gauging ourselves, comparing each with the other, and therefore of choosing, judging, and suffering beneath the hammer of other people’s opinions of us. Of course, this aspiration is defensive by nature, it’s a way of protecting oneself. I confess that I am afflicted with a sort of obsession with comparison, but not on serious matters, rather on the most frivolous things, trivialities, a man who plunges endlessly into the abyss of details, and can suffer over a half-inch miscut on the hem of his trouser leg, just as he can rejoice at a brassiere that increases by a full measure the volume of its content. The only way to abolish this incessant turmoil would be not to multiply endlessly the differences, as libertarians insist, until it becomes impossible to compare individuals at all, each one unique in her or his singularity, but rather to eliminate those differences entirely and never give them another thought. One less thing to worry about. For starters, why don’t we all dress alike? A world without judgments and without controls is thus implemented once and for all, in the mornings we dress without reflecting, so that no young man or young woman suffers at the thought that their T-shirt might not be quite right, or feels superior because it is. Everyone in uniform, and not another word on the matter, wouldn’t that be great? A jumpsuit, a kaftan, a tunic, perhaps a hat topped with a feather. Just to make it clear who you’re dealing with, whether it’s a soldier a priest a fireman a factory worker a millionaire or a convict. These days, only gypsies and Carabinieri make it clear who they are . . .


Hey, this isn’t some regret I’m expressing. I regret nothing at all, because even in my day uniforms no longer existed, they’d all been converted without distinction into the one obligatory uniform of T-shirt and jeans, the straitjacket of casual wear (therefore, they were by no means a marker of grim conformity, uniforms—if anything, they were proud signs of one’s differences . . .), and when I did my required military service, the regulations had just been changed, which meant that off duty we could go out dressed just as we pleased. That meant that, while up until just a few months ago the city of Taranto was overrun at night by thousands of young sailors and air force men, clad in shapeless uniforms but still, somehow, dignified in their shared tawdry squalor, in the brotherhood of that ridiculous obligation, when our turn came (the draft contingent of September 1979), we were a tidal wave of oafish young men from every corner of Italy, but so very oafish . . . so grimly tumbled together and even more anonymous than if we’d all been in uniform.


A PRIEST’S TUNIC is an article of clothing that inspires respect in me, and by respect, I mean a recognition of diversity. Not a way of bridging this distance; if anything, of preserving it. Diversity is a factor of both attraction and repulsion. These days it is not generally tolerated. People say that in a faceless crowd no one pays attention to anyone else, but that’s not true, a priest, for instance, or even more so, a nun, is noticed, people pay attention to their clothing, which expresses a specific choice—and this choice, since it’s exclusive by nature, makes others feel uncomfortable. You’re tempted to tell the priest, Hey you, why are you showing off the fact that you’ve dedicated your life to God, huh? Do you realize that you’re offending me by making a show of how good and holy you are, or rather, claim to be? What are you trying to do, preach me a sermon? Well, listen up, you’re worse than me, or maybe I should say, you’re exactly like me, so why do you act like you’re so special?


In this Western world we live in, an environment totally dominated by and devoted to sex, where sex sprays out of the wrinkles of every topic and image, in private phone calls and public billboards, clothing, politics, exercise, sports, TV programs, comedy, and so on, the prominent presence of men who don’t have sex is inexplicable; or perhaps they do have sex, but only in secret, which makes hypocrites of them, or else they have no sex at all, which means they’re insane. Normally, people assume the former, and in fact, in all my life I’ve never heard anyone denounced as damned hypocrites the way I’ve heard priests being condemned. But at least, if that is the case, priests would be proving that deep down they’re no different from anyone else, and their alleged diversity is therefore nothing but a trick, a piece of buffoonery.


But what’s really intolerable is the thought of another individual’s actual chastity. First and foremost, I cannot bring myself to imagine it as anything more than a mutilation. And so, what moral authority ought I to acknowledge, for what reason on earth should I allow myself to be guided aided instructed or even just advised by a man who has so horribly mutilated himself? By giving up the only thing that makes this beastly life worth living at all, namely, love? Let’s not beat around the bush here: physical love, that’s right, carnal love, which includes within its domain celestial love. I don’t want to waste my time listening to refined theological arguments aimed at proving that even the renunciation of love is a form of love, indeed, is an even greater form of love, as one papal encyclical claims. You can’t renounce wife and children and then say: I am renouncing nothing. This is not a renunciation, ceci n’est pas une pipe: there are times when Catholicism appears to be a forerunner and subsequently an epigone of Surrealism. It takes any ordinary thing and then claims that that thing is the exact opposite of what it clearly and unmistakably actually is. Go to a funeral, you’re feeling sad because someone you care about has died, at least this seems like a point that’s beyond discussion, you just want to be left alone to mourn your loss in peace and quiet, and instead there’s always a priest at the pulpit—and when I say always, I mean always, like a recurring curse!—assuring you that your friend or your close relative, whose loss is a burden of sadness, isn’t actually dead at all. No, he’s not dead. Or she’s not dead. Enzo isn’t dead. Silvana isn’t dead. Cesare isn’t dead. Rocco is still alive. Wait, what, aren’t they dead?! Then what are we even doing here? No, he’s not dead, he lives on, and you should all put away your sadness, you should exult with him . . . for him . . . about him . . . rejoice with him . . . Certainly, he is in paradise, where he is now happier than before, and I see what they’re doing, I’m not as simple as all that: all the same, I feel that this philosophy is a mockery, a way of pulling the wool over our eyes. It triggers a boundless rage in me, I have to go outside, leave the church, I haven’t been able to sit through an entire funeral service in years, I’d rather just wait around on the street for the coffin to be brought out, on the shoulders of the pallbearers, a couple of red-faced relatives and friends and the people from the funeral parlor, with bulging biceps beneath their misshapen jackets. All it seems necessary to do is take the obvious facts and turn them on their heads, and boom, you have the solution. If you’re poor, then actually you’re rich; diseases are gifts of God; when someone dies it’s a benediction because now they’re rejoicing with the angels, the first will be last, the blasphemer unbeknownst to himself praises the Lord, if you turn your back on God that means you’re searching for Him, if there is no God then that surely means that He’s there . . .


Could it be that in this life there’s not a single thing laid down straight from the outset, that you don’t absolutely feel the urge to turn upside down? In the midst of all the, shall we say, active virtues, that push us to be more and better than what we are, those on the other hand that are based on renunciation remain enigmatic. From the respect that we feel for those who commit acts of self-sacrifice to repugnance and ridicule is often only a short step. The typical life of a saint, of the sort frequently narrated in hagiographies, with the customary succession of mortifications and suppurating wounds, would, if replicated nowadays, be the object of universal disgust and censure. But a priest ought to bring at least a crumb of holiness with him, in a corner of his heart, or of his mind, or of his clothing, otherwise what makes him different from the rest of us? If he doesn’t possess that speck of sanctity at all, then he’s just bluffing, and if instead he does, then we’re so unaccustomed to holiness that it frightens us or else it just bores us. The sacred is in fact a form of diversity. Those who are forty years younger than us and have yet to experience their first sexual relationship or get married are sacred, those whose skin is a different color than ours or who go barefoot are sacred, if we are male then women are sacred, if we are female then it is men who are sacred, anyone who wears a fez is sacred, or a turban or a bowler hat or a Bersagliere’s plumed hat, while even a top hat rented for a wedding confers the aura of a sacred vestment for the space of an evening upon the head of whoever wears it. The unpronounceable surname of a Sinhalese housecleaner is sacred. Yesterday evening it was sacred for me to glide silently in a boat down the canals of Castello, in Venice. And it is these crumbs of the sacred, these particles of the sacred, that annoy others, unleashing tides of resentment.


SO I SUPPOSE you’re someone who talks to God on a daily basis? we’re tempted to say to a priest. Show me this God of yours, then, let’s have a look at Him, do a miracle for me, here and now, on the spot. I realize that I often use, mentally, the same language that was used in the interrogations the earliest Christians were subjected to, to which Christ Himself was subjected, before He was nailed up on the cross. Hic Rhodus, hic salta. From every religious credo we demand, and not entirely without reason, that it prove itself immediately redemptive and healing: instead they all promise things far away and in the distant future, rewards that will come later, far too late, at the end of times, so that in the meantime we find ourselves settling for the lesser and propitiatory, semi-magical aspects, a smidgen of consolation from the harshness that we are forced to tolerate in the here and now, some miracle small or great, the chilly caress of the statue of a saint that protected you in some catastrophe, an airbag inflated with prayers.


One day when I happened to be in Padua, I left the hotel early in the morning and, turning the corner, realized that I was a hundred yards from the Basilica of St. Anthony (the night before, arriving half crocked in the taxi, I hadn’t noticed it). I entered the church, walked toward the urn that contained the saint’s remains, and I have to admit that as I got closer and closer, I could feel a powerful and inexplicable emotion growing inside me. It wasn’t as if the wave of this new sentiment in any way erased my prior skepticism, since I can’t even call myself a skeptic, nonbeliever, or atheist, as I’m not even any of those: I’m nothing. Personal convictions had little to do with it: perhaps it was just a kind of current, the magnetic ring formed of the vows that had been circulating around that stone structure for centuries. When I was close enough to the sepulcher that I could reach out and touch it, and did so, caressing one of its walls, I realized that the multicolored tiles that covered it were not marble inlay, as I had thought, but photographs stuck on with adhesive tape, dozens and dozens of photographs, and they were all pictures of crushed or gutted or burnt car wrecks, the kind of pictures you take after a car crash to send to the insurance company for a payout. Though, to judge from the seriousness of those wrecks, none of the cars would ever be repaired. There were cars whose entire hood had been shoved back into the passenger compartment as a result of a headon collision, others with the roof smashed down all the way to the level of the backrests of the seats, leaving little room to the imagination of what must have become of the occupants of the vehicle. Instead, however, to my surprise, next to the photographs taken by the highway police, there were other, smaller and more recent, pictures, this time Polaroids, depicting a smiling man or woman, and a note thanking the saint for having saved them. I learned that by deciphering some of those messages, written in English or Spanish with the sort of childishly clear and rounded handwriting that, for instance, Filipinos tend to have, and in fact nearly all of the votive photographs belonged to immigrants, Asian or Hispanic, as if car crashes only befell them or else they alone, by now, in a country that is so unaccustomed to showing gratitude, felt the obligation to thank someone up there for having spared their lives. I was sorry not to have the photographs of the Honda 125 motorbike my daughter Adelaide had been riding just a few weeks earlier when she’d hit a car one morning speeding to school, and the accompanying photograph of her, smile on her face, and safe and sound. I was sorry, but I thought I might still do some good by saying a prayer, “I thank you . . . I thank you . . . for having saved her,” but I didn’t know exactly whom to thank, who the you was that I was thanking. God is far away, the saint is too busy, and in anything he’s more likely to listen to those who truly believe in him. So I kept it vague, just like in one of those poems where you’re certain the poet is speaking to a woman he loves, but you don’t know who.


TAKING JESUS as your model doesn’t help. Jesus has always been the opposite of everything. Perhaps it is in fact from Him that issues this obsessive fixation on overturning everything, always turning everything upside down, reversing appearances, overturning fixed hierarchies, overturning the money changers’ tables, overturning customary ways. Overturning every instinct, beginning with the simplest of them all: if they smite you, turn the other cheek. And then Jesus overturned the final and only certainty in men’s lives, that of death, by bringing Lazarus back from the dead, probably the greatest injustice ever committed. Go explain that to all the other dead who were left underground, to their families, who I doubt shed tears any less salty than those of Martha and Mary, Lazarus’s sisters . . . This is a quality common to all great masters, that of overturning all at once a vision of the world after leaving it to steep for a while in the minds of their gullible disciples. They’re always coming up late, the disciples, struggling in their effort to grasp and execute; when they try to apply His precepts rigidly, they come off like fools, because in the meantime the Master has chopped those precepts into bits and tossed them over His shoulders, for Him those are last week’s news. He’s always ten times more rigorous and a hundred times more elastic, the Master. Any priest who tried to follow Christ’s example in its entirety would be paralyzed by the task.


And so each of them takes a snippet of that Christ figure and imitates it as best he can. There’s the good Christ, the humble one, the teacher, the victim, the mystic, the anarchist, the consoler, the implacable one, the violent Christ, that’s right, even violence can be found in that unequaled figure, or at least the violence of those who use words as swords to smite and cut, to sever. There’s a mocking Christ, incurably comical, in contrast with what Nietzsche claims (“There is not one single buffoonery in the Gospels; that alone suffices to condemn a book”), and, of course, a tragic Christ. In short, He leaves His followers an entire array of characteristics and attitudes, even though each man will at most manage to take on just one of them. This was already manifest in the apostles (each of them a tile in the mosaic that, taken as a whole, depicted the Master), let alone in the priests of yesterday and today.


The brothers who taught elementary school at SLM were enthusiastic young men, driven by I have no idea what force to remain faithful to their callings. Our teacher was named Brother Germano. I remember him as a young man, open-faced, his hair trimmed short on the back of his neck, a good soccer player. He was a first-rate teacher, or at least I learned a great many things from him, indeed I would say that most of the things I learned there and still remember today were taught to me by Brother Germano. If I were to reckon up percentages of my knowledge, I’d have to guess that 90 percent dates back to my time at school. Later (at the university and in life) I didn’t learn much more. Sure, a few notions of art history . . . certain political theories that called for a world ruled by very special tyrants . . . plus a bunch of other things that came in useful then and there and which I used and almost immediately forgot about. Many topics that I studied specifically to write about and then forgot. It’s the only way to free oneself of an obsession.


As recently as the sixties, there were still young men in Italy who chose the harsh path of chastity and poverty (by which we mean the renunciation of individual ownership of money and property), and all this in the name of teaching, that is, in order to be able to provide young people with a Christian education. Even if eventually a chemistry teacher would have to do that, teach chemistry, which in and of itself has very little to do with matters Christian or non-Christian, and the same can be said of a French teacher or a gym teacher: what specific aspect of this is Christian I couldn’t say. Is there really any reason, in order to explain to a classroom full of lunkheaded, spoiled boys how sulfuric acid is formed, or to get them to repeat the nasal French sounds of an, en, in, on, and un . . . why the teacher should take vows? The teachers, in fact, weren’t even priests (I call them priests for convenience, but they were by no means priests, and they couldn’t say mass), having received only minor orders, which made the meaning of their sacrifice even more mysterious. What reward awaited them in return for their efforts? To see us become good Christians, or good citizens? How many good Christians did SLM actually produce? Formed as men to go out into the world, from that confessional and nonconfessional clay. While in elementary school, our teachers were priests, enthusiastic young priests, in middle school the teaching staff was a mix, and in high school the teachers were nearly all laymen. The only priests in high school were the philosophy and chemistry teachers. The Italian teacher (who I liked very much, Giovanni Vilfredo Cosmo) was a layman, and so was the Greek and Latin teacher, likewise the math, physics, and art history teachers. I never knew if that was because of any lack of specific knowledge and preparation, that is, whether there were no priests trained to teach those subjects; perhaps it was because that order’s specific choice was to devote itself to primary education, which forms individuals at an early age and in an indelible manner, while single disciplines at higher levels of education can perfectly well be imparted by qualified professionals. I’ve always wondered whether the lay teachers at SLM were ever asked, when they were officially hired, to make an explicit profession of faith, in other words, just how these teachers were asked to comply with the model of a Catholic school, and with its principles. When I think back to my high school teachers, none of them seemed sanctimonious to me—not even vaguely religious. Never once in class did they mention God or the Virgin Mary. Indeed, the Latin and Greek teacher, De Laurentiis, showed an unmistakable inclination toward paganism. It was the subject itself, with its erotic and heroic undertones, that sent him into a state of ecstasy, and that veil of excitement was enough to conceal the sense of ridicule and defeat that gnawed at him, and make up, at least in part, for the frustration of having to teach all those luxuriant riches to classrooms full of ignorant, spoiled boys, who simply looked on at his vehemence with pity. It is love’s fate to be the target of mockery. Not one of his passions was conveyed to us, not even a line of the poets and philosophers he read out loud, emphasizing their meter, entered our heads or captured our hearts. His heavy Neapolitan accent as he declaimed Thucydides and Virgil, for that matter, left us disappointed and indifferent. Our detachment was far crueler than any mutiny could have been. Nothing could be worse than a classroom of boys who snicker at things that you personally find exciting and stirring. De Laurentiis had made up his mind to let us hear a sample of ancient Greek music, he’d obtained sheet music from some obscure source, and he’d had his son play it on an electric keyboard of some kind, I think a GEM Mini or a Bontempi organ, or else an Eko Tiger combo organ, and in class he’d played the recordings for us. They were whiny monodies, played with a single finger, and he would follow their ascending and descending notes with the hand gestures of a rapt conductor, as if painting the melody in the air, half-closing his eyes against the sunshine beaming through the branches of the pine trees outside the window, murmuring “mmm . . . mmm . . .” along with the melody as it monotonously rose and fell, rose and fell, “mmm . . . mmm . . . mmm . . .,” until the sheer joy of his exclamation, “mmm . . . mmmusic from ancient Greece!!” It seemed as if that thin line of notes had crossed twenty-five centuries of history just so that he could grumble along with them. Then he’d open his eyes, giddy with happiness, and discover that no one, no one except him, was even listening.




BUT THESE WERE INNOCUOUS mythologies, minor ecstasies that we concede to anyone so disposed. The mania that lurks in all our hearts, if anything, is snuffed out by an excess of tolerance, and certainly Catholicism, whatever else might be said about it, is the most tolerant, elastic, and indulgent of religious professions, what with its constant habit of forgiving all and any sins, even the most infamous, and it practically gives the impression that it’s justifying them, so that in its noblest and most elevated moments it skims dangerously close to amorality, its embrace is so ample that it becomes practically impossible to escape its conciliatory grip, those welcoming arms become tentacles. In a country that was still as profoundly religious as Italy in those years, where only avowed atheists were willing to step outside of and set themselves against common sentiment, evidently the fact of being a Catholic, a good Catholic, or only just someone who attends Christmas mass “because it’s so charming,” was considered a natural state of affairs, something along the lines of the air that you breathe. Deep down, after all, I think that our teachers were asked to do nothing more than be like everyone else. A friend of mine who had applied to teach at a private girls’ boarding school a few years ago was asked a question by the headmaster, who had gathered all possible information about the candidate and checked out his extensive CV; he knew that this question would be decisive to the outcome of the interview:


“Are you married?”


“No.”


“Engaged?”


“No.”


“But then, tell me . . . do you like women?”


It was obviously a booby trap. My friend’s instinct to lie (in reality he would drool at the sight of any even faintly desirable young woman) would have led him to reply precipitously “No!” which would have spelled his ruin. Ah, no? Liar, or pederast. But if he’d frankly replied “Yes!” that would have been even worse. At a girls’ boarding school, which is more dangerous and unseemly, a teacher who likes women, or one who doesn’t? What about at a boys’ boarding school (this question, as we shall see, is even more interesting and would require a courageous answer . . .)? My friend, instead, improvised an answer in perfect priestly style: that is to say, a masterpiece of evasiveness.


“So, do you like women?”


“Well . . . just like any good Christian,” he said, with a smile.


CATHOLICISM CALLS FOR a reasonable restraint of one’s instincts, rather than a total repression. “For it is better to marry than to burn.” There was a time, in the early eighties, when St. Augustine was fashionable, more or less like Siddhartha. Personally, I found that his famous yet painfully slow conversion grated on my nerves, that reluctance to be willing to become good. If one day you really understand the right thing to do, then hurry up and do it, right? I prefer, however crude and fanciful they might be, the dramatic crises, the falls from horseback, the dazzling lights and thunderous voices telling you what to do, so that you obey without hesitation—the psychology of Augustine wears me down with all its nuanced twists and turns. Our philosophy teacher was named Brother Gildo. He was a cold and meticulous man, already rather well along in years, who scrupulously prepared his lessons, though he gave the impression that the material was far away, no longer within reach, and that he’d had to study it all over again, making more than a few efforts along the way. In other words, he seemed like an aging reservist called back to active teaching in the aftermath of some emergency. Perhaps he’d studied theology as a young man, and the headmaster, encountering staffing problems, must have thought that philosophy worked more or less the same way: a succession of implacable abstractions. Strange how the science of God proceeds with roughly the same pedantry as the others, interrupted here and there by great bursts of flame. Taking the breviary out of his hand and hastily thrusting a history of philosophy (and perhaps a few volumes of Cliff’s Notes) in its place, he then tossed Brother Gildo into the trenches of the classrooms. Up until Aristotle, his detached and notional lessons led us to believe that the earliest philosophers were, basically, deranged maniacs who were in the constant throes of hallucinations and saw the world as if it were made entirely of fire or water or atoms with little arms and paws to clutch at other atoms or as a slanting rain of grayish matter or other such nonsense, to say nothing of the absurd Platonic myths. Recounted, or rather coldly reported, by Brother Gildo in his nasal, incredulous voice, those daring phantasmagorias left us cold. I really found it incomprehensible that anyone could ever have taken this bullshit seriously, such as the idea of men parading back and forth like targets from a sideshow shooting gallery with statues tied to the tops of their heads, and all this just to play a game of Chinese shadow puppets in order to deceive prisoners in a cave (?), seriously, what, are we kidding? That was supposed to be philosophy? The greatest creation of human intelligence? That everything is number (which means what?) and that dogs have souls and it’s forbidden to eat fava beans? And those would be the champions of world thought?


Then came Aristotle’s turn. There the schematic nature that Brother Gildo wore emblazoned into his very physique, skinny and gnarled as he was, was elevated to the dignity of a system. The curly brackets on the blackboard grew thick and fast and his voice became increasingly nasal. Since he was incapable of speaking spontaneously off the cuff, he was constantly forced to refer back to his notes, which were written in such a minute script that even he struggled to decipher them, adjusting the little wire-rim spectacles that slid down his beak of a nose. In the end, he gave up the idea of explaining at all and limited himself to reading aloud variously from the textbook, now from his little sheaves of notes. Or else he’d copy his diagrams out on the blackboard, and we in our turn were expected to copy them into our notebooks. Aristotle himself is already the barest of barebones reasoning, so it is hard to imagine how he managed to render his work even more schematic than it already was. This was a charming pastime known at school as “dictating notes”: a pure oxymoron. Notes that are dictated are, by very definition, not notes. Under dictation, the very essence of that most noble art is lost. Note-taking is the very first form of understanding and framing of a broader topic. Dictating notes is an approach that only very ignorant teachers, at the beginning of their careers, employ, or else exhausted ones, at the end. They turn on autopilot and churn along until the bell rings. The result of this further distillation of the philosopher’s thoughts was an incomprehensible algebra. It seemed as if Brother Gildo, by impersonally dictating those formulations, had freed himself, and consequently us, from the duty of understanding. That is why some students are fond of this method, which has the advantage of being clear and requires no particular effort, resulting in a reasonable tacit understanding with the teacher: he is not forced to raise his voice, and peace and quiet reigns sovereign in the classroom because all the students are silent as they write.


They come out much cleaner, those pages of counterfeit notes, nice and dense, tidy, regular, and free of corrections or scratch-outs.


We had a classmate, Zipoli, who wrote the notes for all his subjects in a single notebook, in pencil. He only needed one notebook because his handwriting was so small and precise. In half a page, he could fit the entire Renaissance. His handwriting was as fine as a hair on a newborn’s head. But why in pencil? The explanation came at the end of the year. On the last day of school, Zipoli took an eraser and deleted everything that he had written during the year. Patiently, page by page, in a fine shower of rubber shavings. The notebook turned blank again, ready to be reused the following year. It became virgin again. In five years of high school, Zipoli only ever owned one notebook, always the same one, plus, of course, various pencils (with 3H lead?), and a set of erasers. He came from a large family, with five or six Zipoli brothers, I never knew whether they handed their notebooks down from one to the other, if they were deeded at the end of the school career. Sometimes I imagine that the entire Zipoli family used that single notebook, like the Graeae, who shared one eye among them, passing it from one to the other. (By the way, the Zipolis didn’t own a TV. As far as I know, they were the only family who didn’t. That fact amazed me.) Zipoli did well at school, after Arbus he was one of the best. Scrupulous, reserved, understated, he had curly blond hair so close to ash in color that it seemed white, in fact he looked old already; at age seventeen, Zipoli looked like an aged Swede. One day he asked me to lend him a helmet so he could go on a trip by Vespa, riding behind a friend, to Sweden, in fact. Two months later he brought it back to me, without a scratch on it.


Zipoli was accustomed to leaving no signs of his passage. If he did produce them, he carefully erased them.


WITH HIS PAINSTAKINGLY MINUTE WORK, Brother Gildo was successful in ruining, or perhaps we should say, in forestalling my understanding of philosophy, roughly speaking, from Thales to Kant. Something I never fully recovered. I am sorry to say that my mind grew deformed and quite modern. Those gaps in an education can’t be backfilled. Subsequent readings and studies are like artificial limbs applied to a mutilated limb: however artfully made, they struggle in vain to simulate the naturalness of gestures, with their hooks at best you can reach out and clutch a glass and raise it to your lips, but you can’t use them to play the piano. Certain topics or historical periods or even entire disciplines have remained out of my reach, like kingdoms that were destined to my rule, but lost before I could wear their crown. Luckily, at least Kant would be wisely reviewed by my new philosophy teacher (a professoressa, a woman! After a priest, a woman!) the following year, after I left the school run by priests for the reasons I will lay out later. She knew that there was no way ever to understand Kant sufficiently, it’s not humanly possible to assimilate and remember it all after a three-month summer vacation, and I certainly couldn’t have, given that I, thanks to the good offices of the elderly Marist brother, hadn’t understood a single thing Kant had written, and so she explained it all from the very start. From first principles, which is where that body of thought itself begins, the first thought, as if it burst forth from nothingness.


My new teacher at Giulio Cesare High School felt the utmost contempt for me because I had been attending a school taught by priests. She considered me a child of wealth and privilege, spoiled and ignorant, which for that matter is the exact description I offered a few lines earlier of both myself and my classmates. The simple fact that I’d ever attended a private school at all disqualified me in her eyes. My math teacher and my Italian teacher felt the same way about me. At a public high school with a bit of a reputation, as was the Giulio Cesare of the time, anyone who came from a private Catholic school might as well have been branded with a mark of infamy. So you can just imagine if they’d transferred in senior year, in the offing for the final exams. If they didn’t want him even there . . . that is what they must have thought about me. I was a piece of human detritus, in short, kicked upstairs from one grade to the next until the priests had grown heartily sick of me, so sick that they were willing to give up my tuition. I had in store for me some real ostracism and a bounty of humiliations—on one of my first days of school there, I was tossed out of class for “sitting impolitely” (that’s right! In the middle of the seventies such a thing was still possible!) with the sarcastic comment, “They’ve spoiled him, the young master . . .” I walked out into the hallway, filled with shame and disbelief. I’d never thought of myself as “different.” Apparently, however, I was.


To have studied at a school run by priests was an original sin that would have to be scrubbed out.


What does that sin consist of?


FIRST OF ALL, it’s a marker of social class. Anyone who attends a private school clearly has money. And this condition of privilege, admired or envied in other ways, can have its disadvantages, its contraindications, its collateral effects. That is why even the rich are sometimes ashamed of their wealth and tread a path of purification spangled with charity, enlistment in revolutionary movements, rejection (for the interim) of the inheritances that await them, and systematic squandering of great estates. Italian society is, in fact, a class-based hierarchy, like all other societies, but it’s equipped with ingenious mechanisms of reparations, for the most part fantastical in nature, just like any and all systems that dream of compensating for injustices while leaving unaltered the harsh economic facts on which those injustices are founded. The supposed vendetta almost always remains on the verbal plane, where the Italians are past masters. Indeed, I would say that the central axis of Italian culture is formed of geniuses cursed by misfortune who console and ennoble themselves, craft their vengeance, and invent a better fate for themselves or lay waste to their enemies in a bloodbath—all with words. The most illustrious and unattainable paragon: Dante. But before him and in his wake there is a horde of wildcat desperadoes who tirelessly produce elegies and songs and cantos, landscapes and dreams, virtual paradises and enchanted groves and knights and sorcerers, and revolutions and visions and prophecies and apocalypses that were meant to rectify (or at least help to forget for a while) the wrongs inflicted. Only thus made whole—alas, on a strictly symbolic level—can life become tolerable. The rigidity of social distinctions is probably less unforgiving here in Italy than in England or France, but if wealth in any case remains out of reach, then it is made the target of a very particular scorn. Which is not merely the thuggish and plebeian sneer, the bow from the waist turned on its head with an insult (“My good sir, would you care for some shit?”) or a Bronx cheer. No, what I’m talking about is the seething petit bourgeois resentment that springs from frustrated aspirations, from dashed admiration for something to which one imagines to lay legitimate claim by proximity. Or else from a thirst for egalitarian principles that, unable to raise one, merely degrades, incapable of elevating, hurls down, and is therefore only too eager to exult every time a wealthy man tumbles into disgrace. When this, all too rarely, actually happens, there is genuine jubilation. It’s time to pay for the original sin of money.


The curse of gold . . . infectious . . .


The wealthy man, this figure out of the Gospels, rendered legendary . . .


In Italian society, the rich often tend to camouflage themselves, and in fact it is more likely that the false rich or the halfway rich show off their Audis purchased straight out of the showroom, with zero mileage. True wealth refracts its image deceptively, allowing others to believe what they will, turning away gazes, fostering illusions, raising screens and mirrors.


What’s more, wealth in Italy is only rarely recognized as something that can have been acquired honestly and through merit; it is far more likely that people will think of it as the fruit of theft or good fortune, or a blend of the two. Rhetoric flames when it’s time to stigmatize “the easily acquired fortunes and quick profits,” but only when the tax authorities are pulling up out front, rarely if ever before then. The rise and, even more eagerly, the fall of the rich are followed with all the excitement of a public lottery. And the extraordinary thing is that the catastrophe is almost never definitive, the wealthy always seem able to rise from the ashes and begin their climb again until they can reach a height from which it is worth one’s trouble to fall.


(Only those who die early are permanently out of the running: this is the origin of every suicide’s damned impatience . . .)


Now, the students attending SLM were for the most part the sons of a medium-to-high-level bourgeoisie, but even of the petit bourgeoisie, whose parents had decided to put on airs by sending their boy to a private school, or else hoped to protect him generically from the threats and pitfalls of the world or assure him teachers who wouldn’t be replaced in the middle of the year or go on strike, a swim course and a pottery course, and maybe even procure him a few useful friendships to carry him through his life. I believe that few if any did it for any exquisitely religious preferences, that is to say, the real reason that the school existed in the first place. The tuition wasn’t high enough to scare off the shopkeepers and civil servants of the Quartiere Trieste and Quartiere Africano, or even of farther-flung neighborhoods that back then constituted the outlying borders of the city: such as Talenti. They’d make a sacrifice, and sometimes they’d make it double or even triple, depending on how many brothers there were. If I think about those who will soon become the protagonists of this story, and who will be described in the popular press as young and pitiless nabobs—well, one was the son of a hotel desk clerk, another one’s father worked in an office at the national Workers’ Compensation office.


Another good reason to sneer at an alumnus of SLM was the idea (I have no way to verify this in any statistically grounded fashion) that in that school even utter dunces were passed from one year to the next just because they paid tuition. Private school considered as a professional service is a paradox, perhaps the only case in which it is the supplier of the service who judges the quality of the work, rather than the paying customer. That is the inherent contradiction of thinking of teaching as nothing more than a hired service: I do a job for you but in the end it is I who tells you that the result is unsatisfactory, and whose fault is that? Mine? No, yours . . . If a teacher is the equivalent of a dentist, and he teaches lessons the way he might drill a tooth and fill a cavity, but then the tooth splits, is it because you just didn’t try hard enough as a patient? In order to avoid such a contradiction, I believe, rather than any full-fledged act of corruption, it was in fact rare that anyone flunked a year at SLM. And they tended to involve the edge cases, the most serious cases of misconduct. For better or worse, all the others seemed to be promoted to the next grade, this much is true.


But the genuine reason for discomfort in the presence of the new arrival was the faint scent of the sacristy. I didn’t know I was emanating it. But it wasn’t just the teachers, my new classmates could smell it, too.


SLM (SAN LEONE MAGNO) took its name from the great Pope Leo, who had barred the barbarian king’s way by holding up the cross. Whereupon the barbarian had halted his onslaught, choosing not to invade Italy. A savior, in other words, a protector. I’m not interested to learn that this story is a legend, that the invader was actually paid off with the gold of who knows how many crucifixes melted down, and agreed to turn around and go off to devastate some other land, or some other prosaic explanation of events: the demystification of ancient stories fundamentally irritates me, having spent half my life swallowing stories like molten gold and the other half being told that not one of them was true . . . well, I’m actually much fonder of the first half. Just like the convicts I now teach, veritable sweepings of the nation’s prisons, who clap their hands over their ears if I venture to tell them that the Trojan horse is a fairy tale, no, hold on a minute, I don’t believe you, teacher, that can’t be true! Otherwise the whole house of cards of school itself tumbles to the ground, and in fact it’s been crumbling since the day they first dared to state that the heroes of antiquity were basically rogues and criminals, Gaius Mucius Scaevola a self-destructive kamikaze, Joan of Arc a schizophrenic, that it wasn’t the Arabs who killed Roland at all, but the Basques, and before you know it the protagonists have vanished from the stage of history, and with them their swords and their oaths, to be replaced by an insipid socioeconomic porridge. This unmasking of history, let it be said, was sacrosanct duty, no two ways about it. Teaching is based on myths and, at the same time, like the prestidigitator who makes things appear with one hand while making them disappear with the other, the destruction of those myths. That’s the intrinsic metabolism of education, the natural cycle it has to follow. But if you start straight up with disillusionment . . .


In the final analysis, what is it that a young boy should or shouldn’t learn?


AND YET LEO TRULY DID DESERVE the sobriquet of Great. He spent his life refuting heretics, and in particular those who refused to acknowledge Jesus’s dual nature. Denying that dual nature was the easiest and most logical thing to do, and therefore also the stupidest, when rational thought is unwilling to give up the ghost so it fights on with its blunted weapons, A is equal to A and A is different from B. No doubt, that is the way it works here on earth, but what about in heaven? If you don’t believe that Jesus was also a flesh-and-blood man, and that he really and truly died on the cross, or do you think instead that he was only a man, albeit a rather remarkable one . . . in that case, how can you call yourself a Christian? Why not just drop religion entirely? What’s the point of mongrelizing the great mysteries with cold reason that cannot understand, will not understand, demands or pretends to understand, without even bothering to make the effort required to understand? No religion would be acceptable, no religion would make even the slightest bit of sense by the lights of the principle of noncontradiction: they would all be nothing but processions of absurdities. Why did Odin hang himself from a tree, and what does it mean that he sacrificed himself to himself, and how could it be that Dionysus was born from one of his father’s thighs, or that Athena was born from his forehead? To common sense, practically nothing makes sense, starting with the simple fact that we’re here in the world at all. Beneath its patina of reasonableness, common sense is actually the true delirium: it darkens everything with its demand of enlightenment. To these philosophers Pope SLM brought to bear the palpable chill of reason joined with the heat of action.


Yes, I admit it, I took a certain mental habit or way of thinking from the priests, made up of incessant logical reversals, sophisms, virulence banked beneath the ashes . . .


ONE OF THE DUMBEST and perhaps, for that very reason, one of the most successful pranks was this: during Brother Gildo’s philosophy lessons, we would nod as he explained, let’s say, Aristotle; we’d nod after each sentence he uttered. We’d gaze at him levelly and listen to every word, and with every statement he made we’d nod our heads yes, every last one of us, as if eager to assure him that the things he was telling us were true, that we’d understood them, and that we shared them. An entire class of students, serious and attentive, nodding their heads, heads bobbing up and down almost uninterruptedly, like the bobbing heads of those spring-loaded dogs that people used to put in the rear windows of their cars. I have nothing more to say about Brother Gildo.




Socrates tells us


And Xanthippe gives thanks


Better one fuck


Than ten thousand wanks
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HERE IS THE IMAGE that I’ve always had in my mind of a class of boys in an all-male high school: crabs in a bucket, that’s right, crabs heaped up in a pail.


. . . AND JUST as these animals, waving claws and pincers, climb over each other’s backs, hoisting themselves up the sheer walls only to fall back and start over from the beginning: the bucket teems with helpless life . . .


BUT IT IS NOT at all true that there is nothing but competition among males, quite the opposite. The profound and natural need that males feel to win love and tenderness and warmth from other males almost inevitably remains unsatisfied, and that is why it is wholly (and sometimes brutally) turned upon women; women who in turn end up, willy-nilly, invested with the unsustainability of that demand, brusquely and violently; likewise, the ritual manifestation of masculinity so often takes a menacing and disproportionate stance toward women, and is actually displayed simply to win respect from other males. Males, in other words, are the real audience other males are appealing to, especially in their teens, it is their judgment they depend upon, it is from them that they anxiously seek approval and admiration: it is from his classmates and friends that a male, only rarely able to earn love, expects at the very least recognition. And in order to obtain it, he’s open to anything.


HOWEVER MUCH I may now complain about not having had girls in my classes at school, I can’t really imagine what it would have been like to have them. To experience a normal adolescence at least concerning that aspect. Like the adolescence of my own children, for example.


But, come to think of it, perhaps not even my own children are experiencing one: I think of the younger one, my daughter, a student at the Righi public high school, and her girlfriends, constantly the targets of abuse and harassment, exposed to the cross fire of gossip on social media, the rankings of who is the biggest slut in the school and things like that: stuff that can knock your level of self-respect down to zero or send it skyrocketing to the stars in a giddy and hysterical oscillation . . .


At the age of fourteen they’re incessantly subjected to grabbing and groping, intrusive roughhousing, offensive appraisals, and whatever terminology you may choose to apply to it, to a constant psychological and physical pressure on the part of certain of their classmates, who are however (and this is the surprising fact that perhaps deserves further discussion) not at all the early developing or fully developed “macho” males, but quite the contrary, the ones who are still half-children, and almost half-females, without a hair on their face, high-pitched voices, layers of baby fat that have not toughened into muscle or been absorbed, so that the muscle mass can break away from the bone. Their annoying persistence remains childish, but it faithfully predicts their behavior as adults. It is as if, through their bullying (which, luckily, my son, who’s a little older and roughly a foot taller and attends the same high school, has promised to put an end to by delivering a pair of well-chosen punches if these students persist in bothering his sister), they fooled themselves into thinking that they thus had grown two or three years older in a single day, thus earning the status to subjugate their female classmates, especially the attractive ones.


BEING BORN a boy is an incurable disease. Arbus wasn’t the only one who proved to be awkward and uncoordinated. We all constantly made ungraceful movements when we went to do any given thing, even only to throw our book satchel over our shoulders (back then there were no such things as backpacks, except for camping). If psychologists had chanced to observe our uncoordinated lunges, the way we scratched ourselves or flung our arms in the air, they would have deduced that we were mentally ill. No one realizes just how far a boy would go in order to win the approval of his classmates and pals; the quantity of abuse that he can make up his mind to tolerate, whether inflicted upon himself or inflicted upon others, in order to earn recognition. The game was wearisome and repetitive: it was necessary to prove that we were men, that is, macho males, and the minute we were done proving it, we were immediately required to prove it again, each time starting over from scratch, as if it were always possible simply to lose the masculinity that had just been measured, as if that risk always lay lurking in ambush, as if already having proven a hundred times that we were men meant nothing, because a single misstep, just one failure would erase all the results achieved, wiping out the entire stake one had accumulated. Like in card games or in those sports where the points laboriously piled up can be lost all at once on the next turn, what good does it do to prove your masculinity if just a minute later you wind up back at square one, required to prove your worth again?


And in fact, having come to this conclusion, after striving eagerly to pass these blessed tests, after posing for a lifetime so as to appear courageous, daring, virile, responsible, serious, and so on and so forth, well, once and for all, I’ve given up, let them take me for queer—amen.


THE GAME was very simple, it was just a matter of being fast: whoever was first to accuse someone else of being queer, wasn’t. Whoever had been accused of being queer, in order to disprove the charge, had to accuse someone else, and so on. It was pointless to retort by turning the original accusation on the first one to level it: you had to pass it on to a third target. Anyone who didn’t think about girls was queer; but even those who thought about them to the exclusion of all else, the whole blessed day, was equally queer. They both deserved the same amount of mockery.


Hierarchies among boys are established in a crescendo of orders, insults, alliances, and challenges.


When it came to the bullies at school, you could be:




a) Subordinate


b) Complicit


c) Persecuted/marginalized


d) Or belong to a category that was difficult to define (Nonaligned?), that the bullies left alone, considering it too much effort or basically useless to fight, sort of the way Hitler treated Switzerland. I belonged to this fourth category. The appropriate term might be “neutrality,” except not enough thought is ever given to the reasons one might have for remaining neutral, and what is required in order for that status to be granted.







IN ORDER TO BE FUNNY, a prank has to contain something amusing and something hostile. A perfectly innocuous prank makes no one laugh, it remains inexplicable: if it isn’t crude, why do it? Why bother to organize it? Even the victim, if he is in no way harmed by the prank, wonders why he was targeted in the first place. Vulgarity, for example, remains absolutely necessary if one means to forge a bond of brotherhood: vulgarity tends to be established on a lower level, tending toward the filthy, the trivial, the offensive, but since brotherhood per se tends to strive upward, it is clear how one can proceed in just a few rapid steps from mongrel wisecracks about women to the sublime love of the Dolce Stil Novo, and from the heavy-handed spirit of the locker room to acts of altruistic self-sacrifice and heroism, migrating from body to soul by imperceptible degrees . . .


For instance, I’ve reached an age at which it is customary to consider one’s status to be an achievement gained after a lifetime of effort, and yet, strangely enough, I care little or nothing about status now, while I cared about it frantically when I was thirty or so and even more than that when I was a teenager, ah, how I worried back then about how others saw me, how I worried that I be considered the handsomest, the smartest, even the most likable, even though I knew I was none of those things (Arbus’s intelligence knew no rivals; the laurel wreath of sheer beauty was fought over among Zarattini—an angel—and Jervi and Sdobba, and when it came to likability, I knew that I was struggling feebly, while both Modiano and Pilu would have swept the vote with unanimous victories), and how I suffered at the thought! But it wasn’t only at school that this desire burned within me, but rather during the holidays, when the landscape was adorned with girls and the frenzy to lead the pack was focused on them. How I yearned, at the beach, in the summer, at the ages of thirteen fourteen fifteen sixteen, how I seethed with the desire to be held in consideration by the others my age, boys and girls alike! I’d have done anything to please them, to win their respect and approval! Even though I was shy and pretty much a coward, I’d have been willing to take part in any risky or disreputable undertaking if it would allow me to emerge from my state of anonymity, that place in the shadows where no one ever remembers your name and they mistake you for someone else and it always seems like they’re meeting you for the first time.




WE DEVELOP those aspects of ourselves that we think others will like best. First of all for our mother, then to our young playmates, and eventually to everyone on whom we want to make a good impression, contemporaries, grown-ups, teachers, girls, we present the part of ourselves, and only that portion, that we imagine has the best chance of being approved and accepted. The rest remains in the shadows, and only someone with a very sharp eye (generally, our friends, and even more than our friends, our enemies) is able to glimpse it. The face that we present to the world, hoping that it will be accepted, the face we lay all our bets on, is called the “false self,” but not because it is false—it certainly isn’t, it’s not a simulation or a masquerade, it belongs to us, it’s authentic, it really is our face or at least an expression that comes naturally to us; it is we who falsify it by presenting it as if it were all of us, whereas it is merely a part, and not even the most significant one.


The false self can only feel alive if it is activated by a challenge to take on. It has a continuous need of outside tasks, tests to pass. Unless it acts, it might as well not even exist.


HOW DIFFICULT it is to manage one’s contradictions, to hold them together! For instance, I have always had a hard time feeling alive in any sort of continuous fashion. The figure of myself that I had created to present to the attention of others was something that I was capable of sustaining for only a few hours a day, let’s say, four or five, or if I had decided to tough it out, at the very most, seven or eight hours in a row, after which disaster inevitably ensued: I would collapse into abulia, complete apathy, sheer anonymity, a sort of diseased torpor that, really, wasn’t such a disagreeable condition, if for no other reason than that it demanded no further efforts or displays. I didn’t much like being alone, but at least solitude offered the advantage of sparing me other people’s judgment, sheltering my general dereliction; and so, in the end, I grew fond of that apathy, that laziness, that exceedingly profound melancholy, and the scorn I felt toward myself for the very fact that I had spent so much time forcing myself to seem what I was not, or not really. I grew fond of that whole gloomy stew. I recognize myself more fully in those few hours of nothingness than I do in the poses put on to fortify myself.


I could feel my nerves distending until they transmitted nothing more than a weak pulsation, like guitar strings progressively slackened until they emit a dull, hollow, slightly funny sound. A useless sound. That was the ideal condition in which to read books and listen to music.


I THEREFORE CAME to the conclusion that we are nothing more than bundles of nerves and sensations to which an identity has been attributed for juridical reasons: in order to ensure that that crossroads of random and chaotic pulsations will pay the taxes, inherit his father’s house, can pick up prepaid tickets in his name at the airport, and sit in his assigned seat. Nothing more. Nothing more than a convenient way of tracking you down.


And the name corresponding to this identity? Well, it’s nothing more than a registration: on a magnetic card, a notarized document, the caption underneath a photograph, the bronze letters bolted to a slab of travertine, and then let’s call it a day.


THE LOCKER ROOM was the place where this ritual acknowledgment of masculinity was acted out. Perhaps there can be nothing more shameful than to display one’s body as a subject for comparison, even as it is still developing. When we went down to the gym and took our clothes off, there emerged from under a layer of largely equivalent clothing the bodies of boys who were more deeply dissimilar than so many stray dogs in a kennel.


With inexhaustible wisecracks designed to target alien elements, be they women or faggots, an exclusive fraternity we were celebrating, but one that, paradoxically, wound up only reinforcing the homosexual tendencies at play within the group. It is an inevitable consequence of living in a wholly male community: what with all the demeaning and dismissing, even if only in words, of women and queers and faggots, and the waving of the banner of virility, you wind up seeking only the latter. True machismo cannot be anything but intrinsically homosexual.


Very, very curious, this oscillation between the outright rejection of femininity and the almost desperate quest for it . . .


But it was all a masquerade: consisting of displays of bravado, obscene language, tremendous bullshit, either uttered or committed, risky, idiotic behavior (there’s now a TV program specifically devoted to this type of behavior, steeped in a vaguely suicidal spirit: its protagonists swallow worms, strap rockets to roller skates, let themselves be flung off ceiling fans or butted by rams), in other words, any undertaking provided it is dangerous and absurd, capable of causing abrasions or making you vomit, self-destructive behavior, gratuitous violence, by which for instance I’d point to boiling a toad or filling the tank of windshield wiper spray with urine and then directing the nozzles to douse pedestrians and motorcyclists; by night, throwing cobblestones at the lions in the safari park, after luring them to the fence with the smell of raw steaks . . .


STICK A HAMSTER into a microwave oven (a traditional oven takes too long to heat up . . .), throw coins out the window at street musicians, after heating them red-hot in a pan, give an unsuspecting friend a snowball to eat, with a center of frozen piss . . .


IT WAS A TEST to which we were all subjected on a daily basis. We had to prove that we were man enough to tolerate the pressure implicit in the ongoing joke in extremely poor taste that is life in an all-male boarding school. Even though I was never particularly targeted, indeed, since I belonged to the group of the luckier ones as I was exempt from any glaring physical or moral defects, and also because I’ve always basically minded my own business, I confess that I’ve given in more than once to that pressure. A palpable, tangible pressure. So how did I let off steam? By crying. If possible, without being seen. There is no better and no faster way. A couple of times by getting in fights. In the Brief History of Punches that one of these days I plan to write, one chapter will certainly be dedicated to fighting at school. If you leave out the fights that originate out of politics—which can be examined in a chapter all its own, a chapter that is actually very important, about fights that see the school as nothing more than a theater for a dress rehearsal of a dance that will take place on a very different stage, in the streets and in the squares—fighting in a boy’s life is an integral part of his scholastic career, no less so than exams: indeed, they are just another kind of exam.


THE MOST IMPORTANT human resources are spent on gaining acknowledgment of one’s role. At home, in society, at school, at work, on this earth. At certain points, it might seem that our principal pursuit was neither that of studying nor playing a sport nor watching television (which in terms of scheduling filled our days to the very brim), but rather that of playing a role. Which role? It’s not that easy to say, it isn’t obvious. The role of young people? The role of enterprising young males? The role of privileged young Roman Catholic Italian males? The role of good boys or the role of vice-indulging reprobates? Probably equal measures of all of these things, simultaneously or else in alternating phases, in rotation, changing roles between winter and summer, among the family or with friends—after all, it’s only normal to behave differently according to the situation, like the father and head of household who on Sunday goes out and sets fire to cars around the soccer stadium, and then Monday morning shows up right on time at his job. There’s a great deal of room in a single personality—it can hold two, or three, and maybe even more. The central story of this book will confirm that you can be obedient students by day and nevertheless still go out to kidnap and rape underage girls by night.


IN KEEPING WITH a Romantic tradition with little or no foundation in reality—truly the stuff of aesthetes—a notion circulates that young people are rebellious, or at least more rebellious than adults. Nothing could be further from the truth. The vast majority of young people are superconformists. Instinct leads them to join the herd, only rarely to wander outside its bounds. If they revolt against certain rules, it’s only because they are obeying the dictates of others whom they feel have greater authority. During adolescence, the herd spirit dominates life in almost every aspect: nothing lies outside its control, from the way you dress to the things you say, from how couples kiss to which and how many cigarettes should be smoked, and how to inhale without coughing. Everything, everything is learned through imitation.


PERHAPS THIS GREAT EFFORT, this continuous, endless mirroring and comparison of oneself, this interminable skirmishing with oneself even more than with others, this construction of challenges, this meeting and overcoming of them, this proving one is up to them, this hardening, as one grows wily and tests oneself, kneading one’s spirit and hammering one’s physique with runs around the track that leave one breathless and rounds of push-ups, this battle without quarter asked or given of crabs in a plastic bucket, well, perhaps it is nothing more and serves no other purpose than to prepare one’s entry into the world of work, and that’s all. Behind all these inner torments, there’s just one concrete purpose: finding one’s way out of the maternal Garden of Eden with the least possible amount of regret, in order to descend into the purgatory of practical, everyday life, where every conquest entails a corresponding loss, a slap in the face, a betrayal, and there are no sugar-sweet berries that simply plop into your mouth unbidden, nor do milk and honey drip from the trees. It is only so that we can tolerate this expulsion without immediately taking our own lives that we must “be men.” It is with endless amounts of muscle-straining and butt-clenching and eye-squinting and cock-handling and shouting and sobbing and dreaming of oneself as the recognized leader of the World Order that one reaches a sufficient average level of insensibility that the world ceases to instill overwhelming fear . . .


I HAVE BEFORE MY EYES the last letter I received from Arbus before he exited my life. It’s dated May 12, 1980, that is, six years after he left SLM, in the spectacular fashion that I’ll describe in just a few pages. Let me transcribe here the passage that most struck me, hurt me, and convinced me.


“The difference between you and me, Edoardo? I understood it many years ago, but it never stopped me from being your friend. And you know what that difference is? In spite of everything, you always wanted to be accepted by our other schoolmates, and you tried to get them to like you. You’d step away, from time to time, you gave the impression of being detached from them, but only so you could make a surprise return appearance, ensuring that everyone noticed both how you went away and how you once again conceded your friendship, how you participated in the pranks and all the rest. You needed it, you couldn’t live without it, just as a fish can’t live out of water. You always needed the others, and there’s nothing wrong with that, you need approval, admiration, even though you pretend to care nothing for it, in reality you think of nothing else and you wouldn’t be capable of bidding farewell to anything or anyone. You’d only leave for a while, but you’d never make a definitive break. You’re a weak and moody heart. I’ve seen you make trouble in class, not because you really wanted to, but because you were afraid to be the only one—aside from me and Zipoli, and let’s throw in Rummo for good measure—not to be doing it . . . You were afraid, and you had fun out of a fear not to have fun. Admit it. There remain two options and they’re irreconcilable: assimilate with the others, complying with all the conditions and expectations that have to do with being men; or else isolate yourself, really break away, remain pure and extraneous, noncompliant, rejecting all models. And what choice did you make?”


Yes, Arbus is right, as always, I chose the first option, or rather, it chose me: I was unable to defend my diversity, and I never really cared to defend it. I wanted to be like everybody else. Deep down, that is what I secretly aspired to, even if I was too proud to admit it. Arbus wasn’t proud in the slightest. And indeed, he chose the second option, isolation.
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WE WERE and we felt close to one another, without talking much. Better to do things together than talk about it. We were united, practically joined at the hip, and yet there was no real intimacy among us. In fact, if anything we feared intimacy.


Intimacy means feeling and being vulnerable, and also displaying that vulnerability: weakness can be exploited, trust can be betrayed, exposing yourself just opens you up to derision.


Actually, we felt no need to talk about ourselves, that is, about our hopes, our secrets, our fears, and our ambitions, no, these remained hidden and unknown, and I mean to say that, first and foremost, they were hidden from ourselves, we didn’t know what they were, we didn’t know who we were, how could I have confessed to my friends and classmates something that I myself didn’t know? Instead, we told stories that for the most part we’d heard from others, we joked, did imitations, issued proclamations, threatened impossible things, mocked and derided one another or really (it was an asymmetrical pursuit) we’d always make fun of the same four or five classmates, always the same targets of vulgar wisecracks and pranks, a couple of whom had accepted their sacrificial role to the point that they even self-immolated, if no one else was mocking them, they’d do it themselves, insulting themselves and then proving the validity of those insults by exaggerating their awkwardness and incompetence so as to draw more slings and arrows: thus managing to appear even shyer and fatter and shorter and clumsier than they actually were. Far more powerful than degradation, in fact, is self-degradation.


INTIMACY: fear and desire. Perhaps it’s just a different way of expressing similar emotions—or maybe it’s a matter of awareness. You desire what you secretly fear; you fear what you unconsciously aspire to. There are those who see an absolute polar opposition between the masculine principle and the feminine one, while perhaps there are only different ways of experiencing and expressing the same forms of affection, the exact same emotions, dreams, desires fears and feelings, it’s just a matter of seeing the order in which these propensities are arranged, which are visible and even exhibited, and which instead are left hidden: it’s possible then that, while young women desire intimacy but subconsciously fear it, young men instead are frightened by an intimacy that, deep down, they desire, even if they’re unwilling to admit it: that would smack of sentimentalism. The mutual misunderstanding springs from this hybrid, this mixed sentiment of fear and desire, which is the ambiguous cipher of sex. Fearfully. Fearfully we oscillate between fear and desire, with the paradoxical result that we flee from what we truly desire, and desire to be like those we are most afraid of . . .


Males: to hear them talk, they’re vulgar, but deep in their hearts they’re super-romantic, fragile, and emotional. They become dangerous when they lose their heads. A violent passion goes hand in hand with a matter-of-fact reckless kind of roughhousing. In some cases, violence against women has originated from this contradictory mixture: explicit brutality and vulgarity in practical terms, while deep in the heart there explodes a savage sentimentalism that will stop at nothing, ready even to transform the culminating apex of romanticism (“I can’t live without you”) into a stab wound, or thirty of them.


In existing literature on sexual differences, it’s often stated that males are incapable of intimacy, that they fear it, flee it, dread it. In fact, in the context of intimacy they’re at risk of being seen as weak, afraid that others might recognize this and take advantage of it. Therefore, they prefer general topics in conversation rather than more personal ones. Let’s take soccer. It’s a common topic of conversation among young men and even grown ones, and it seems perfectly designed to avoid personal subjects. By talking about the draft campaign being conducted by your team as it revs up for the coming championship, and doing so with an ironic or self-ironic tone, oscillating between the jokey and the tremendously serious, with expressions that range from “With the defense we’ve got as a team, it’ll be a miracle if they don’t demote us to Serie B” to “This is the year that we finally kick your ass good and hard,” you start a conversation that can slither and slide for a good long time between that topic and others like it, and then eventually flicker and die, without ever having introduced anything more serious or personal.




IN ANY CASE, it’s true, I’ve always preferred working side by side to a face-to-face interaction: not telling each other something, but doing something together. At the very most, concerning the matter of talking together, revealing oneself to another, what I find interesting is the position of those who confess their sins with respect to the confessor; there, too, the schema is an oblique one: on the one hand, there’s the outline of a person whispering into a grating, on the other side is a person who lends an ear and is therefore in front yet remains invisible, protected by the door or a curtain. The separation between the two is minimal but essential. The asymmetry is a useful way to ensure that there will be some progress, to make sure that human interaction serves some purpose. The face-to-face interaction tends to silence, and in fact, it is ideal when you have nothing to say to each other, that is, when you love each other. In that case, it’s quite enough to gaze at each other.


A CERTAIN NUMBER of us were homosexual, and the rest were homophobic. In as much as we were half-queers, we hated and laughed behind their backs at the real queers, the hundred percent, thoroughgoing ones, like Svampa, the chemistry teacher. The other part of us was turned against the first part, or to be more exact, in order to avoid acknowledging the existence of our own first part, the second part of each of us aggressively turned on the first part of the others, especially those in which the first part was even the tiniest bit more distinct, more pronounced . . . what I’m saying, in other words, is that it was fairly normal to be half-queers, queers by half, but not an iota more, no, not that, more than half an iota was too much! We’d have never admitted, for example, that there was any true love among us as classmates. That sense of transport, that quiver of pleasure at being together, even the attraction toward individual body parts of which this or that classmate might have particularly fine specimens, a pair of handsome blue eyes (that was the case with Zarattini), fine broad shoulders (in the whole class, only Sdobba and Jervi had them), nice legs (again, Sdobba, long, muscular, shimmering with blond hairs that made you want to pet them like a cat)—these feelings had to be mustered into the comradely category of friendship.


IT’S NOT AS IF we hated queers, in fact, quite the opposite, we found them fun and amusing (I’ll talk later about the hilarious outbursts that followed the caresses exchanged among classmates in the classroom . . .); if anything, what we did hate was the thought that we might be taken for queers, even though we weren’t (at least not all of us, or at least not entirely . . .), in other words, the possibility of a misunderstanding. What worried us was that misunderstanding.


THE FOLLOWING method had been suggested to me by a friend. He claimed it was infallible. Do you want to know if one of your classmates is a queer? Then get him to play a game of Ping-Pong. And watch him while he plays. If possible, make sure he’s up against a better player. There’s nothing that tests your nerves like being trounced at Ping-Pong—and the effort, the excitement, and the frustration at being unable to pull ahead in spite of all his efforts all provide the perfect setting for any individual to reveal his true nature. No one will be able to conceal their tendencies while playing a Ping-Pong match, two games out of three, or three out of five. If you’re a homosexual and you mess up a decisive forehand smash—even if you’ve done everything you can to keep from admitting it, struggling to conceal the fact from your parents and your classmates, because you couldn’t stand the mockery if they ever learned the truth—well, if your forehand smash hits the net, the queer lurking deep inside you is bound to leap out like a wounded tiger. With a little shriek, a foot-stamp of vexation, or some fretful phrase along the lines of: “I don’t even like this game!” or “No fair!” or else “Jesus, what’s wrong with me today?”


It’s a method you can even use on yourself, if you haven’t figured out whether or not you’re queer. At a certain age you start to feel a lurking and generalized attraction toward others of your own sex . . . Play a game of Ping-Pong and you’ll know for sure.


VIRILITY MEANS POWER. If I don’t have power, it means I’m not virile. If I’m not virile, I’ll never have power, the circle is unbroken.


It is, in fact, the uncertain ones who care most about seeing their half-power affirmed: the ones who have full power feel no need to prove it over and over again.


There can be no question about the fact that men as a group hold power, whereas men as single individuals rarely do. And they often react in a crazed and hysterical way to this clamorous disparity. They are going to have to invent the power they do not possess: by finding someone within reach to order around.


One of my favorite scenes from a novel comes from a book by John Fante that I read many years ago, I don’t even remember which, in which the young protagonist, perhaps the famous Arturo Bandini, the author’s alter ego, appoints himself King of the Crabs. (Crabs again, sure enough, they always seem to pop up . . .) His realm was the beach, his throne was the dock. From there, he shouted orders to his subjects swarming over the sand, and if they failed to obey them, he’d shoot them with a BB gun. He’d execute them one after another. He slaughtered the mutinous crabs.


Never once did they obey him.


His was a very chaotic kingdom.


BUT WHY an all-boy school, like SLM?


Perhaps it was all about that: was that the specific quality of our education? The fact that we were all students at SLM instead of some other mixed-gender school: being deprived of all contact with the world of women, with the world of mothers and sisters that had once been our family universe. The family as a feminine couche (class or social layer) that the boy, like a young Spartan, had to be ripped from, as young as possible. Perhaps that is the only reason our school was all male: in order to highlight that separation, make it such a customary thing that our parents and we ourselves would be convinced that it was a sage and necessary step. Who knows whether our mothers, some of whom might even feel reassured by the thought that their son was being protected from the distractions, influences, and dangers represented by young girls in flower, who can say whether they ever realized that these restrictive measures were actually directed not so much at those cunning little contrivers, but rather against them, the grand intriguers . . . and that the bosom from which we were meant to be separated was theirs, and not the unripe bosoms of the female students of the Collegio Sant’Orsola.


THE FEMALE EQUIVALENT in our quarter of SLM was, in fact, the Collegio Sant’Orsola, near Piazza Bologna.


(WHEN, YEARS LATER, several of SLM’s alumni gained notoriety for their grim exploits, they became synonymous in the starkest terms with the problem of the all-male identity of the school: of its teachers, whether religious or not, and of its students. Women weren’t allowed at the school, and however hard I try to remember, I can’t conjure up a single female presence inside the school’s walls, with the possible exception of our mothers when they came to pick us up. Maybe, yes, there might have been one woman who sold pizzas at recess . . . But when school was in session proper, the place was a veritable Mount Athos. The only woman who wasn’t an intruder at SLM was the Virgin Mary. How lonely she must have been, though, there behind the altar!)


NO WOMEN among my classmates . . . oh well, it’s more or less like prison. No women among the teachers . . . and this is stranger since, in Italy at least, school is predominantly feminine, an extension of the realm of the mother, a very prolonged version of nursery school. But in contrast, we, starting from elementary school, had for teachers no one but vigorous young men in tunics. Perhaps they wore tunics to remind us of the skirts from which we were torn away every morning: reminding us to reassure us, and in the meantime take it away from us, little by little, day by day.


In any case, we were unfailingly raised by individuals in skirts: first our mothers and governesses, and later, priests. We transitioned from the laps of our nannies to fluttering black tunics. How they flapped in the SLM courtyard when the wind was blowing! I personally very much like kaftans, togas, and the shalwar kameez, as well as women’s dresses proper and skirts both short and long, while I have always found trousers to be crude and barbaric, acceptable only to ward off the cold.


Men in skirts are assigned the task of transforming boys into men: an all-male line.


HOMOSEXUALS, artists, priests, and warriors all aspire to a transcendental achievement that bypasses the ordinary and mechanical process of reproduction via the feminine element. They can do without women because they create or claim to create the future in another manner, through violent acts, prayers, artworks, and teaching. They constitute self-sufficient categories of males, and they give birth to ideas or deeds instead of children. Or else they adopt other people’s children to raise them themselves. While in other human groups and activities there is a continuity established over time, with the formation of dynasties, guilds, and professions handed down, as well as a family memory of shared customs, or at least a name, the celibate brotherhood of priests ensures that every generation dies out without leaving heirs. Priests must be replaced one by one as they die out. New priests spring up out of thin air.


THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF SCHOOLS, then: the first, in which virility emerges, is tested, and recognizes itself only in its interactions with the feminine (for the most part, that means an amorous encounter, a sexual testing of self), and the second, wherein the male finds his identity by separating himself, moving away from women, placing them between parentheses. The initiation then passes through women in the most literal sense (like the initiation of the mythical Enkidu, who becomes a man, from the half-beastly creature that he was, by means of fucking), or else it takes place by eliminating all contact with them entirely. An intermediate variant that was practiced regularly until a couple of generations before mine was to reduce the content of the initiation to its physical aspect, that is, to sexual intercourse considered as nothing more than a way of letting off steam. The place where a man was supposed to discover himself was the brothel.


THE DIFFERENCE between males and females was that both categories constituted enigmas, but the enigma of women struck me, at least, as the more interesting of the two. As did their bodies: males were flat, both physically and in their souls, it seemed to me, while females were full of curves and recesses. Given their physical and mental configuration, ideal hiding places. Where you can hide any secret, and where even males can go hide from the rest of the world (I number myself among them). Penetration itself, instead of being an act of possession, can be viewed as an act of concealment. The search for a secret place, a haven. The nonvisibility of the female genitalia has always intrigued, disconcerted, annoyed, and sometimes even frightened males, if compared with the insolent, brutal, and laughable visibility of their own sex organ, which dangles like a salami from the ceiling of a delicatessen.


WHAT IS OFTEN and crudely judged to be a flight from the essence of virility, that is, homosexuality, is, in fact, quite the contrary, and in the most concrete terms, a flight from the feminine in order to take refuge in the sphere of pure, uncontaminated masculinity, of a relationship between equals: it is a case of sexual separatism, where one swears faithfulness and love to one’s own sex. You seek asylum among your own peers, your own brothers: and for that reason, I have to imagine it must be terribly tough when they treat you with contempt and expel you from their midst.


I’VE NEVER TAKEN PART—and I somewhat regret it—in conversations along the lines of “Have you ever done this? Have you ever done that?” about your first sexual experiences, about the things that girls did to you or let you do to them, how far they let you go, their mouths, their thighs, their panties, insistent focus on anatomical details, wet Kleenex, and, afterward, licorice candies in the glove compartment, to freshen her breath. I was never on close-enough terms with anyone. It was pointless to talk of such things with Arbus. Among my friends from the summer holidays, I felt too shy, since I was the least experienced of the group. I’d listen to their oratory on the subject, but I never dared to weigh in; for that matter, it was my good fortune that they left me out of it, as if I were somehow a pure spirit, and to tell the truth I really was, let’s say, an already impure pure spirit, stained with nocturnal thoughts and pollutions. Continual, racking: to wake up practically every morning in a puddle of dried sperm. I can imagine the sarcastic comments of whoever had to make the bed or wash my pajama bottoms. I realized the depths of the resigned wisdom or sheer insubordination of the housekeepers from the fact that quite often at night when I went to put on my pajama bottoms I found they were quite stiff, rendered parchment-like by semen: a signal that those women were sick and tired of washing them . . . I did it all in my own room, in my twisted mind, where those perverted conversations really never stopped, where those dubious questions were asked and promptly answered.


The mind of an adolescent is a galaxy.


Sex wasn’t an invention, after all, it was insistently present and manifest, inside us, planted deep in our brains even more than our bodies, a dull, thudding pulsation that made us tremble. It was a drive or a frenzy that was unquestionably natural, but where and how we were to direct it, that was much less so: this latter question was the topic of unending study, consisting in fact of fragments of phrases overheard here and there, from the orders issued to the entire team by some nameless shared sensibility, a sort of law that no one had ever set forth in clear terms, with its articles and clauses lined up one next to the other as unambiguous as commandments, which everyone or nearly everyone obeyed. What a strange thing it is when you are forced to see to your own education by peeping, perusing, winking, and yet to my mind it’s the only way, at least as far as sex is concerned. And perhaps the same can be said of literature. Everything else, though, should be taught to you by someone who actually knows about it. But in those two fields, we’re always self-taught and we always will be. After all, the more twisted the outcome, the better and the more authentic. You pick things up here and there, that’s how it works, you can’t really hope to study, you can only imitate and pilfer. Or else we’re talking about an apprenticeship so panicky and hasty that it hardly deserves the name: there is none of the calm, the systematic approach, the progressive acquisition of knowledge that ought to come with true study. Lurches, violent conquests, sudden, dazzling glares of light against a background which remains that of a blessed yet ignoble ignorance.


For that matter, how much simpler and finer it would have been simply not to have it at all—a sexuality! To be cultivated, to be satisfied . . . and first and foremost, to be identified! What a relief it would have been not to feel its pressure . . . because, even if the others hadn’t been there to poke and prod, to offer suggestions, to make demands, to force you to have a sexuality of some kind, there would still be your body, implacable in its reawakenings like a dinosaur buried in the ice, and to force you sooner or later into that stupid pantomime with girls, into subterfuges with your parents and braggadocio or frustrations with your classmates, that whole rather ridiculous process that culminates in a brief venting, in four or five (and if there were a hundred, or even a thousand, what difference would that make?) thrusts of the pelvis . . . Sexuality: there exist bodies other than our own. Yes. Should we approach them or recoil from them? Which of them should we approach and from which should we recoil?


I know people who simply can’t keep themselves from trying to seduce others. With smiles, a warm voice, glances. Anyone, man or woman, who is around these people must necessarily yield to their charm. While ordering an espresso in a café, or signing up for a gym membership, or paying a debt, the seducers are at work, 24/7/365: it’s a pursuit you never stop engaging in, the seduction of your fellow human being. An inability to have natural interactions with others forces you to try to win them over.


For that matter, taking the sexual initiative, the thought of sex, thinking about sex, thinking about the opposite sex or one’s own—all these things can hardly be anything other than obsessive in nature. If sex doesn’t manifest itself as an obsession, then it hasn’t manifested itself at all. It has no way of manifesting itself other than as a mania, a frenzy, a morbid refrain, the hammering rhythm of thought. If it doesn’t pound, it doesn’t exist, it’s dead. There’s nothing on earth whose braided fibers are so durable: it’s so very difficult to cut through them, tear them asunder, just as it’s almost impossible to silence the siren’s voice as it echoes in your ears. Its song drives anyone who listens without taking precautions stark mad. Those fibers form an animate and palpitating continuum: it can be the one reason that keeps us alive. In an action movie, Russell Crowe asks another cop: “Are you thinking about pussy?” “No,” the other cop answers. “Then you’re just not concentrating,” and that vulgar wisecrack possesses a certain truth. Unless sex occupies your whole mind, it hasn’t really entered your mind at all. That’s how the game of soccer was for my mother, or classical ballet and mountain hiking were for me. Things that concerned other people. Because once it gets its claws into you, sex never lets you go. If it doesn’t possess you now, in this exact instant, if you don’t hear the dull echo of its call, then that’s something that’s probably never happened at all, and which may never happen for that matter.


Back then, for us at SLM, sex was something that belonged almost entirely to the domains of chatter and dreams, in hyperbolic dirty jokes, magnified no end by the words but extremely scanty when it came to the facts and deeds, consisting by and large of the occasional masturbation onto the ceramic tiles of the bathroom with a dirty magazine propped open to the double-page spread where a smiling Junoesque dame with enormous sagging breasts displayed an incredible tawny bush between her thighs and, beneath that bush, a pink slit that the fat woman held open with her fingers, in an effort to show it off. Not only the slit but the entire flaccid body were an overexposed pink that verged on the hues of candied fruit, patently unreal; and the color often seeped beyond the borders that were supposed to contain it, in a delirium of imprecise details, blurred and bleeding, the enormous nipples with irregular areolas, the lips of the mouth and the lips of the slit, psychedelic gradations of pink.


WOMEN, then, were targets, and the ones in glossy magazines were easy to hit because they didn’t move, and attractive because they were half-naked or entirely nude.


But that concerned my classmates, not me.


WHAT HAPPENS at night in the beds of adolescent boys is something known only to those who, the following day, while the boy is off at school, have to make his bed and change his sheets, given that in Italy it was (and I believe still is) rather rare for the moderately spoiled young man of the house to have to make his own bed, if you leave aside the dreary interval of military service, when on the first day of boot camp he is taught the extremely complicated and absurd operation of “fare il cubo,” as the Italian would have it—“making a cube,” literally—that is, transforming his pallet by folding the thin mattress over on itself and swaddling it tight with the sheets and blanket, so as to assure that it’s impossible to lie down on it during the day.


As Italian mothers and housekeepers undo the bedding, they discover stains, either dry or still damp, and the same is true of the pajamas (which have long since been virtually abolished and replaced with a T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts, as in the American series we watch on TV).


Back in the day when this story took place, male Italian adolescents still wore pajamas, and stopped wearing them—because they suddenly were perceived as something ridiculous and awkward—only with the official beginning of a true love life, with the first nights spent in bed with a girl, when it would only seem embarrassing to be seen in checkered flannel bottoms and tops, buttoned to the chin.


Whatever you wore to sleep, once the garments were stained, they went straight into the laundry hamper. I’ve often wondered what goes through the mind of the saintly Italian mother in those situations; whether she thinks of the word “sperm,” or uses some other term, more commonplace and vulgar, or whether she simply doesn’t think a thing and just goes on with her task, like any of the other routine household chores of the day, with that brisk, blind, and healthy mindlessness that preserves those who toil all day cleaning up other people’s messes, their defecations, the remains of the food collectively consumed, saving them from considerations that range beyond the strictly practical: there’s another load to run through the washing machine, we’re almost out of fabric softener, I’m going to make stuffed zucchini for dinner, and so forth.


ITALY IS A COUNTRY where the mothers do everything, where it is said of even the most famous Son of all time that He wouldn’t have achieved a thing if it hadn’t been for His Mother, sainted woman that She was. Sainted women were those well-to-do matrons who found themselves, unexpectedly, dealing with problems that went well beyond the matter of grass stains on white pant legs. Sainted women are those who tolerate, conceal, and hide from the fathers the misdeeds of their sons, choking back tears.




THE SEXUAL EDUCATION that was imparted, or more often than not, not imparted, consisted for the most part in an assortment of prohibitions, in precepts of a negative, or else hypothetical nature: don’t do this, and if you do that instead, trouble will follow . . .


Considering that it was a religious school, at SLM they were very bland and vague on this topic, aside from occasional initiatives on the part of some individual priest who was a little more rigid and old-school than the others, such as Father Saturnino, for instance, the father confessor.
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IN ONE OF MY MOTHER’S PHOTO ALBUMS, I found a picture of my first communion.


It’s taken at an angle, arranged vertically like a composition by Paolo Veronese or Tintoretto, where figures tower from on high over someone who is far below, imploring, receiving without argument; the only thing missing is fluttering banners to complete the allegory; and that tiny kneeling figure with the face turned upward is me.


My hair is neatly brushed, I’m wearing a gray jacket without lapels and a pair of gray shorts, white calf-high socks and shiny shoes, but these conventional details tell us relatively little compared with the position of the head, the neck twisted back, and the mouth open to receive the host. A position of expectant trust and concern for something that must be extraordinary.


There are three priests looming over the little boy, and I can recognize two of them. The way in which their figures are modeled, and the way they hold and intertwine their hands, and tower over the child, all seem to have been devised by a painter, starting with the elderly priest with the long white beard standing straight on the right, and if he weren’t wearing a pair of eyeglasses he might just as easily have emerged from any devotional painting as the figure of a saint or a prophet. This was Father Saturnino, and he must have died many years ago. He used to come visit me at home when I was sick and missed a great many months of school, to assist me and console me, and it was with him that I said confession for the very first time.


Confession is a sacrament that may be even harder to understand than the eucharist—when you’re ten years old. He would ask me what sins I’d committed and I didn’t know what to answer. I would have been glad to accuse myself, in utter seriousness, of something very bad, but I searched and searched, almost desperately rummaged and struggled to feel a powerful sentiment of remorse, and nothing came to mind except for trifles and the desire to be done with it: I was, as so often happens to me, deeply moved and at the same time bored and impatient, and so I replied to Father Saturnino that I’d told lies . . . and then, that I’d disobeyed . . . disobeyed Mamma: but even that was half a lie, since I was an obedient child. Still, I was ashamed to have so little to confess and, therefore, little of which to repent; I really was embarrassed, not of my sins, but rather of their paltry number and negligible nature, and as a result I wished I could invent a few more, to make a more interesting sinner of myself, one more deserving of forgiveness, a prodigal son. I had understood that the more you sin, the greater the joy your repentance will cause. Indeed, to use the language of the religious, the greater the jubilation.


This blessed rule stupefied me then as it does now and should be classed among the things whose spiritual grandeur I am able to intuit, but it is in fact that very grandeur that upsets and irritates me, undermining my very sense of justice. This would happen to me many times in the years that followed, when I saw men of the cloth so impassioned in their devotion to sinners that they made them their pets, almost their fair-haired boys: repentant terrorists, bank robbers who have turned to painting Madonnas, murderers who, in the end, seem almost to be better people than their innocent victims, seeing that, by choosing goodness after committing so much evil, they’ve helped to shift the scales in which the world’s good and evil are weighed, because if they stop their killing, then the dish of the scale that holds evil will in fact become that much lighter. I once thought of a way to win the Nobel Peace Prize: one sure method would be to become a terrorist, plant bombs and blow up airplanes, etc., and then at a certain point, decide to give up my wicked ways and lay down my arms and, in this exact manner, become to all intents and purposes a peacemaker, a man of peace.


Victims don’t stir the same passions as a rogue redeemed, that much is obvious.


I sincerely wanted to attain redemption but I didn’t know what from, so Father Saturnino came to my aid, convinced that I was ashamed to confess my sins, while I was actually struggling with a shame of the exact opposite hue; and just as good-hearted teachers do during an oral exam, when they see that a student is having difficulty, it was he who suggested to me a few of the sins I might have committed: and even if it wasn’t true or I didn’t begin to understand what the specific sin might be, I hurried to answer yes, yes, to each of his questions, yes, I did that, as if I thought that in order to obtain that blessed pardon I needed to reach a certain quota, a predetermined scorecard of evil, so that I could reset that number to zero and start over, as in the card game of sette e mezzo or blackjack, or a loyalty program at a gas station.


And I remember very clearly just what the last sin was that Father Saturnino suggested I go and rummage around in my memory for, just in case I might have committed that one, too.


“Have you ever watched dirty movies?”


“What?”


“Dirty movies.”


This time I hesitated to answer yes, because I really didn’t know what the brother was talking about. Dirty movies? Was he possibly talking about . . . pornographic films? That couldn’t be. I was ten years old. It wasn’t like now, when a kid can go on the Internet and watch people having sex, or threesomes, or group sex, rapes, and orgies. Again this time, when the wise brother saw me hesitate, he decided to help me out.


“You know what I mean, don’t you? Movies with undressed women.”


Just the mere word “undressed” made me blush violently. I’d never seen undressed women, in the movies much less in real life, if you leave aside a certain episode from my childhood that I may perhaps tell you about later on. And so, deciding that enough was enough, that I’d confessed to enough sins to give an image of myself as a sufficiently wicked Candlewick, I was about to say no, when the father confessor specified: “Like, Double O Seven movies.”


Secret agent 007. Bond. James Bond. And I had seen at least a couple of those movies, back then, Goldfinger for sure, and maybe Thunderball, but the women were never actually nude, when they took off their bras or when 007 unhooked them, they always had their backs to the camera, and even when they let their robes fall to the ground, the only thing you saw was their shoulders. Yes, in effect, I found those movies very unsettling, the brother had hit a bull’s-eye. And in Goldfinger I remember that there was a girl completely naked, dead on a bed and covered from head to foot in gold, painted gold . . .


It was Father Saturnino who heard the boys’ confessions, since the men I call “priests” here weren’t actually fully ordained, but simply Marist brothers, and they couldn’t administer the holy sacraments. Strange to live an entire lifetime as a priest but never enjoy the prerogatives of the role, that is, let’s say, the powers.


The other priest I recognize in the picture is in fact a Marist, Brother Domenico, who’s still just a young man in the snapshot, and who reaches up, solicitous but also serious, stern, fully taken with his role, to support the plate beneath the host. I don’t know, on the other hand, who the officiant is, perhaps it’s a bishop, he grips the pyx in his left hand and delicately extends the host, between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand, his gestures and faint smile suffused with calm and benevolence. A good father, in other words, or perhaps we should say, a good grandfather. The photographer showed great skill in capturing the exact moment in which the event has not yet taken place but is, in fact, still on the verge of taking place, or actually, is already in process, and though nothing has really happened it’s already inevitable that it will, we now know with certainty that the host was swallowed, after that moment of imperceptible hesitation or suspension of time that can be experienced only retrospectively because reality itself flows too quickly, like in photographs of sporting events, a fleeting second that remains transfixed in an endless duration. The actors on that stage could hardly help but recognize themselves many years later, just as I am doing now, for the first time in forty years, forty years have passed since the boy in the good suit tipped back his neck and opened his mouth, and in all that time I’d never once laid eyes on that photograph, which I found rattling loose in an album where my mother keeps images of different times and places without ever making up her mind to paste them in. With the transparent adhesive corners that are still waiting to adhere. The so-called ricordi, or souvenirs. Children at various ages, vacations, trips, dead people, children in black and white and in full color, ceremonies, ID cards.


What emotions did I feel? Should I make a considerable effort to remember, or should I just rely on what the photograph says? Children are innocent but, at the same time, monstrously guilty, sincere and simultaneously full of make-believe, they think that the whole thing is a performance but that, if they are good actors, the performance will become reality. And they want it to. If a boy really concentrates on being good, then he truly will become good, and God will spring forth from the wafer that is dissolving in his mouth. After he goes back to his seat and, kneeling, rests his face in his hands in a sign of spiritual concentration, God’s presence in his mouth will make itself felt, and if it doesn’t, then he must once again rest his face in his hands, pumping up the level, increasing the dosage and intensity of the prayer, the pathos of that special day. It’s impossible to imagine that nothing will happen. A few years later, I had the same perplexed sense of expectation while I masturbated. I was supposed to feel something, but it just kept not happening, I just kept not coming.


I know that pairing these things will sound blasphemous, but the expectation is the same and if it doesn’t click, if the proper mental connection isn’t there, you sit there with the communion wafer in your mouth or your dick in your hand wondering not so much why nothing’s happening, but rather what is supposed to happen.


AS LITTLE CHILDREN and then as boys and young men, we were full of doubts of a legalistic nature. Do we or don’t we? Are we allowed to? And under what conditions? What were the terms established, the oaths sworn? Isn’t this a bizarre miracle—that something prohibited should suddenly become licit? Why? Isn’t it perhaps unjust that that which is unjust should suddenly become just? Schedules, quantities, measurements, very precise calculations, boundaries not to be transgressed. As far as the gate, only up to the sign that says DANGER, no later than eight o’clock, not before meals, be back in an hour. Even games are made up of prohibitions. The observance of every commandment ends up giving more importance to the rules as such, than to the reasons those rules were established. The prohibition against going swimming after a meal is an obvious and generic precaution, but if you give it an exact duration (when I was a kid, no less than three hours! You couldn’t go swimming for three hours after eating, which in our imagination meant that if you dove into the water two hours and fifty-nine minutes after polishing off a panino, you’d die the minute you hit the water . . .), when you draw an exact line, then all the forces are marshaled on one side and the other, like two armies lined up in battle, the forces of good and evil. Children are the most inflexible custodians of the given promise, of the geometry of prohibitions, and when they break their word or a prohibition, it’s out of either extreme courage or desperation, never out of solid good sense, they never think, “Oh, come on, how much will it really matter . . .” the way adults do. There’s no adjustment possible in the mind of a child. Home before dark, is that clear? All right, Mamma, but dark, exactly . . . when does dark begin?


With holy mass, the same thing happened. I had more scruples than an elderly Pharisee, and if I had been born an Orthodox Jew or a fundamentalist Muslim or any other of those many faiths brimming over with rules and prescriptions telling you that you must take care how you walk, when you breathe, what you drink, watch, and eat, which hand you use and which hat you wear and how many times you wash, painstakingly attentive to the smallest actions that are all regulated from the very outset, I think I would have been perfectly at my ease, ahhh, life would have been prescribed and guided minute by minute according to the observance of the laws, like a ticking clock, calmly, ineluctably, and once you’ve respected those rules you’re all good, no one can say a thing to you. You’re safe. You’ve paid in advance. The sternest law works this way, so that the very fact that you’ve observed it constitutes punishment enough. You punish yourself by obeying it.


The problem, though, is that little by little the moral core of the law begins to escape you, and you limit yourself to doing the basic minimum necessary to respect it, not a gram, not a lira, not a second, not a genuflection more than is strictly required. The rule is reduced to bone, worn shiny from being gnawed. Done! you can say to yourself once you’ve observed the precept. Done with that, now, too!


When I found out that a mass was valid once you reached the Our Father, then there was no way I was going to attend the whole service. Never. I split the second to make sure I got there just in time for the eucharistic liturgy after I discovered that that was all it took.


SCHOOL, for that matter, isn’t exactly a place to study, or certainly not for studying alone: it’s a period of your life when you explore the borders of the known world and what is permitted, when you buzz around them. And the friendships that you cultivated there were nothing more than a free zone in which to experiment and behave in ways that are otherwise forbidden, receiving support instead of scoldings. To develop our personalities, there was nothing left but to step over the borders. You achieved great progress by breaking rules, after which you either suffered cruel but fair punishments, or else you learned that there was no punishment after all. Or else, that there really was no rule, that the rule had been set up there like a scarecrow in a field, or else the rule was something completely different that we hadn’t understood yet. After all, everyone knew that the rules would keep on changing, or that they would be interpreted in ever-changing ways. You grow in spurts, by making mistakes and doing reckless things, and if you don’t die in the end, voilà, you’re grown up now, but everything you left behind you has grown too, in its fashion, that is, becoming twisted and deformed, and it continues on its way, only in the opposite direction, growing smaller, getting older, and while you understand more and more things, an ever greater number of things, you understand them less and less clearly, until in the end you don’t understand them at all.


And in the midst of all this relatively pointless anxiety there’s Jesus.


Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.


Jesus remains the true and only problem. There. You can’t take Him and reduce Him to nothing more than an agitator and enemy of the Romans, nor was He just a mild-mannered and permissive preacher. He claims to be the Son of God, right? As a result, He either is the Son of God, or else He’s a liar and therefore all His other personas (prophet, revolutionary, moralist, and hippie), however charming and attractive and likable and estimable they may be to those who do not believe He was the son of God—and likewise everything He ever preached—all simply go out the window. There is no escaping this contradiction. You pay no attention to what a liar has said, just as you don’t pick and choose among the things he said according to whether or not they’re convenient for you to believe.


If Jesus was just a man, albeit a very special man, then He was a con artist, in spite of all the messages of love and brotherhood. He cannot be anything but God. Otherwise, if He is not God, He lied, and the Gospels aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on.


Nor does the commonsense interpretation apply. Is it really necessary to explain that God is unlikely to take His inspiration from plain common sense? And in His turn inspire it in us? And that faith cannot limit itself to having a mere calming effect? We have pills for that already.


If all that was needed was to put in a good word among men, then what need was there for a solution like winding up on the cross?


“WELL? How did it go?” I asked Arbus as he came back, lost in thought, from confession. “What did Saturnino tell you?”


“He told me to kill my bad thoughts.”


“To kill . . . what?!”


“Sinful thoughts. As soon as they come out of your head, he said, take them and hurl them to the ground . . .” Arbus waved a long arm in the air. “You have to crack their skull wide open,” and he suddenly lowered his arm. “On a rock.”


I didn’t understand. Crack the skull . . . of your own thoughts?


“Yes, they’re just like newborn babies, tiny and adorable,” Arbus explained, “and for that very reason they make you feel sorry for them . . . you’d cuddle them to your heart . . . but then they will grow and become dangerous, and by then it will be too late to stop them.”


This was the first time that my classmate had been struck by a religious idea. Maybe because it was so violent.


“Have no fear, just grab them quickly,” Father Saturnino had told him, “seize them by the feet, and crush them . . . kill them. It may hurt a little, true, but it’s the only way to get rid of them.”


“So that means we must show no mercy . . .” I murmured.


“With ourselves, with ourselves. None.”


“And with the others?”


Arbus nodded. “Well, if they refuse to understand . . .”


THE NEXT DAY it would be my turn to say confession. I saw it as a sort of test I would have to take, and I wondered if I would be fully prepared for it. As long as it was a matter of repeating lessons you’d heard in class or things you’d read in a book . . . but the things you’re supposed to confess aren’t written down anywhere. They were going to have to come out of me, out of my soul, and what’s more, they were bad things, nasty and filthy, my sins.


Whichever way it goes, you come out looking pretty bad. If you were to confess little or nothing, it might seem you were trying to conceal your wicked deeds (which in fact amounts to one more wicked deed), or else it must mean that you are such a good person—but I mean so full of sweetness and light—that you had nothing to tell the father confessor, in other words, a disgusting little angel.


To me, the intimacy required to tell someone else the harm I had done was inaccessible. You can conceal it, the harm, you can invent it, exaggerate it, or attenuate it . . . but you can never say it.


I’ve always been troubled by the doubt that what Arbus told me wasn’t true. I’d never heard Father Saturnino use violent or fanatical language. His long white beard, which he let us stroke and even pull, was designed to encourage us to confide in him.


As long as I went to confession and said confession, it remained a genuine torture for me. I was sincere but, at the same time, I lied, and though I was sure I’d told the truth, at the end of confession, it seemed to me that I hadn’t told the truth at all, both because the sins confessed weren’t true, and because I had kept the real ones carefully hidden. I thought that I’d forgotten to mention important things, wrongs I’d committed that were far more serious than those I’d confessed, even though when I stopped to think about it, none actually came to mind. Or else I have the even more sinister sensation that I had soft-pedaled my sins, telling them in such a way that I came out looking good, so that when all was said and done I got away scot-free, I practically deserved to be congratulated, if not for having committed them, at least for having recounted them so very nicely. Too nicely, in other words, like Rousseau and his Confessions, which of course I hadn’t read at that age but in which I’d later recognize a reflection of myself, make no mistake, not for the spiritual greatness and breadth of thought, unequaled and unattainable, but rather for the pervasive hypocrisy, about which there could be no doubt. But my greatest remorse came from the awareness that I had by no means actually repented, that is, that the repentance declared at the end of confession was in no way genuine. A convention to be respected, a formula to be recited. I only had one real regret—that I felt nothing. Nothing at all. No authentic repentance nor any impulse to make a new resolution or deep emotion or a vow to give something up. I wasn’t ashamed, exactly, but neither was I proud of the wrong I had done, the way one may feel when one is truly wicked.


I FELT INSINCERE, whatever I might say or refrain from saying. My remorse was never authentic or spontaneous, my contrition was always contrived, copied from some other model, from something I’d read or heard or seen, just like so many other behaviors in my life, truth be told, that I adopted simply out of imitation, like a talented calligrapher, without ever feeling them wholeheartedly as my own for even a fleeting instant, without believing in them or, rather, believing that it was best, all things considered, to act that way, because that’s just the way people act, because it’s required of you, because that’s what others do, because everyone else expected it of me. This is a more than adequate reason to go along: the problem is that slight feeling of being out of phase, that instant of detachment. My confession was like a song being lip-synched, with the background music playing and the lips moving as you pretend to sing, but all it takes is the slightest hitch in the timing and the fakery is revealed on the singer’s face. Confession was, for me, the utmost moment of artificiality, that is, of distance not between what I was saying and what I was thinking, but rather between what I was saying and what I was feeling. And that, I am sorry to say, was nothing at all.


And then there was that morbid certainty of having forgotten perhaps the only real sin that was worth bothering to confess and expiate. Sincerity, courage, memory: zero. Exactly what this great buried sin might be never came to mind, no matter how hard I tried. It was there, of that I felt certain, but it remained out of my reach.


I NEVER MASTURBATED until I was old enough to be drafted and serve in the Italian army. Probably no one will believe it, but it’s the truth. I mean to say, it’s not as if I had never tried, I gave it a go many many times, starting when I was just a kid, I knew that my contemporaries were doing it, and I couldn’t stand the idea that I was somehow different from them. But by the end of half an hour or an hour of autostimulation, with my sex erect and flame-red from the rubbing, nothing had happened. The application of mechanical movement hadn’t produced any effect, and I was just worn out and disappointed. It all struck me as strange and I was afraid I hadn’t really understood what I was supposed to do, what I could try that might be better, might be different. I continued to have wet dreams, or pollutions, as the terminology went, as I slept in the night, but if I tried to reproduce the phenomenon in a waking state, I could never bring matters to a fitting conclusion. Not once.


I must have been twenty-two or twenty-three years old, I’d already been having sex with girls for some time now, when I managed for the first time to achieve an orgasm, solitary and voluntary, and maybe you won’t believe this detail either, but in the end I managed to get it done while reading a novella by Boccaccio—that’s right, none other, I know it sounds like a joke or, even worse, a literary contrivance or piece of snobbery: the idea that someone, instead of using the usual pornographic pulp rag, should be aroused and actually ejaculate onto the pages of a fourteenth-century Italian classic, and yet that is exactly what happened. I was studying for an exam at the university, and I was reading the Decameron, and specifically, one of the dirtiest stories in the Decameron, the tenth tale of the third day, which has become proverbial for a very bawdy film, Metti lo diavolo tuo ne lo mio inferno (Put Your Devil into My Inferno), a box office hit and the founding example of a long-lived Italian film genre.


I had come to the part where the naïve and lusty fourteen-year-old girl, whose vagina’s inferno simply would not leave her in peace, invites the hermit to fuck her for the umpteenth time, by saying to him the famous phrase, “. . . let’s go put the devil back into the inferno,” etc., and while reading I had had an erection, indeed, to borrow Boccaccio’s phrase, a “resurrection of the flesh,” whereupon my own personal devil had reawakened and was bothering me no end. With an automatic reflex I took my devil in hand.


And this time I succeeded.
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ALREADY, toward the age of fourteen, in upper middle school, the class was divided into two parts: those who Did and those who Didn’t (or at least not yet). By Didn’t I mean: those who were compliant rather than arrogant, incapable of giving a soccer ball a good hard kick, uninterested in girls, beardless, as yet unfledged. Those whose mothers back home still hadn’t packed all their toys away. In other words, the ones who were behind in the great race toward the conquest of masculinity: which many never entirely attain, those who will never entirely move over into the other column, the column of the Did.


It’s a rough, approximate schema, but one that more or less works. There are many oblique approaches to the conquest of points of masculinity even for those who do not possess the natural endowments: power, money, perhaps even cruelty. These things do not constitute a virile identity, but they do provide satisfactory substitutes.


When it came to such sports as soccer and basketball, I wasn’t particularly talented, but I was precocious. I could perform reasonably well simply because I was physically better developed than other boys my age. It’s an advantage that bites back two or three years later, when the ones who are really good players actually begin to emerge, catching up with you, passing you, and finally leaving you in a cloud of dust, so you know you’ll never get close to them again . . . My physical precocity, in fact, created many false impressions. At swimming and skiing, where what counts is technique and nothing else, I wasn’t very good. There it doesn’t help to have whiskers a year earlier than the other boys.


It is obvious that what we were looking for in sports and especially in soccer were confirmations not so much of our skills as of our masculinity. Someone who was a strong player was treated with a certain respect; the duds, on the other hand, who ran around the field leaping and prancing and waggling their asses, chasing the ball in the air as if they were bathing beauties (an expression that my mother always used to use, when I was small, as a somewhat ironic compliment: “Hey, what are you doing, where are you going, bathing beauty?” inspired by the movies with Esther Williams), could only hope to be scorned. A boy who was no good at sports, not even a little bit, was not a boy, he was just a girl. For that matter, even among the better players, scenes of utter hysteria would break out: it’s a notorious fact that when a brawl erupts among soccer players it’s rare to see a genuine, well-thrown punch: they’re always chaotic windmills, or shoving or face-slapping, as if they’re trying to scratch their opponents’ eyes out. They look like screaming fights among transvestites, and the only thing missing is people hitting each over the head with handbags.


WE HAD a destructive and self-destructive attitude. Self-destruction was the science we knew best, the discipline that we practiced most assiduously. Even those who studied seriously or attended a gym on a regular basis, and thus seemed to be interested in strengthening their mind or their body, would end up distorting them both, generating maniacal thoughts or bowing themselves down under a heavy blanket of muscles. There seemed to be only two paths: either reject all exercise, or else take it to a fanatical extreme. Whichever path you took, the result was unharmonious.


We were out to conquer the world, or actually, the universe, but before doing that, we had to beat the closest adversary, even if it was just at a game of cards: there, your deskmate, that’s who you had to defeat, destroy him—but at the same time, help him. That’s what they taught us at SLM. The weakest must be defeated and, at the same time, helped.


It’s the same contradiction we encounter so frequently these days in politicians’ speeches, when in the same breath they claim to be fighting “for a meritocracy,” but also to ensure that “no citizen is left behind,” when it’s plain as day that the first thing excludes the second.


WHAT MADE A CLASSMATE a good classmate, what made a pal a good pal? What are the qualities that make a kid a “good kid”? I’m talking about that singular, indeed unique form of coexistence that consists of being together in a classroom, a coexistence that can endure for many years through a series of coincidences, in some cases throughout one’s entire scholastic career, from elementary school to high school, and might constitute for some the most long-lasting bond experienced in a lifetime, therefore providing an endless source of memories, even if those memories are increasingly distant and legendary. Well, a good classmate and pal is someone you enjoy being with, who tells funny stories or who is himself funny, who is loyal to you in the sense that when he can he helps you out and has no doubt that you in turn will help him. It’s well known exactly when a person needs emergency help from a pal and a classmate: during oral quizzes and classwork, and during the study sessions leading up to these important events, sessions that fill entire boring afternoons, when the better student explains it all to the donkey from start to finish, or else when the other classmates take it out on you, and you need an ally. Plus, the bond between pals is cemented by the daily adhesive of wisecracks, smart-ass comments, jokey insults and real ones, and then gossip, tall tales, and so on . . .


You like each other, you stimulate each other, you give the other strength and you receive strength in return: if you’re together with a good pal, you feel fuller, more authentic . . . protected, that’s what it is, you feel protected. You could fly along with your eyes closed and you wouldn’t run into anything because there’s someone watching over you as you sleep. That must be what it’s like in wartime when you entrust your sleep to a sentry standing guard.


At the same time, the exchange also consisted in a constant poking and prodding of your pal, continually testing him, making disgusting allusions to the sexual activity of his mother or his sisters, the small size of his dick, the fact that when he walks he swivels his hips and wiggles his ass, or else sticking a finger in his ass crack anytime he turns his back to bend over and pick something up under the desk.


We called it friendship, but it’s the wrong term . . .


We were all eager to spend time together but at the same time we were terrified at the idea of opening up, revealing the truth about ourselves. Pranks and crude jokes were the best way we had to conceal our inner life, drowning it in a vulgar laugh that was always slightly awkward and embarrassed and defensive. It was in fact much simpler to show off your penis in the locker room after gym class by swinging it like a lasso than to display any other undefended part of your personality. The crudeness cauterized wounds or prevented them from being inflicted. Sports were the ideal activity for this purpose, they allowed us to spend time together without obliging anyone to open up in any real way. In fact, by playing sports with our classmates and pals, we developed a supermuscle of control. In order to protect ourselves from the risk of potential confessions (the kind of stuff you’d expect from young ladies), we preferred to do things instead of talking about them, and in sports there’s next to no chitchat at all, a game is the kind of thing that after an hour and a half or two hours of insane intensity, thank heavens, comes to an end, so that you’ve given your all without actually giving anything specific or useful, the most burning commitment over the shortest period of time—and in fact it has many things in common with sex. That is, it allows you to emerge still virgin and uncontaminated. Risking your physical safety in sports ensures that you preserve your psychological safety. Male locker-room camaraderie, in other words, has very little in common with intimacy; instead it’s something midway between vaudeville, with its rat-a-tat volley of gags and bullshit, a lineup of suspects, and a conference table surrounded by generals with maps and charts before or after a battle. The things that are said there have the muscular character of an exhibition, and the rhythm of a variety show.


Unfortunately, true intimacy doesn’t exist in a partial or moderate form: it’s always, by its very definition, excessive. Made up of vertical lunges. Contaminating, like saliva in French kisses. That’s why we feared it, because we dimly sensed that you can never quite recover from contact with it, you can no longer veil what has once been unveiled.


Rather than opening up to your pals, then, it was necessary to conquer them, or, at least, stand up to them. Hold your own in public in such a way as to avoid being riddled with indiscreet questions. What it required were such gifts as a powerful or strident voice, the capacity to tell jokes and anecdotes (a good memory was fundamental if you wanted to keep stock of your repertory), quick repartee so that you could offer a clever or filthy riposte to any mockery, the ability to lay your audience low in helpless laughter or else make them shut their mouths with a sharp glare. What’s more, sports, as practiced intensively at SLM, were a reasonably effective bulwark against the threat of girls, or at least the thought of them, seeing that there weren’t any in the surrounding area. The only individual of the female gender in the entire school, as I’ve previously mentioned, was a woman who sold pizza at recess. Still, even a vague thought can be every bit as unsettling as a physical presence and, in some cases, even more intrusive. I, for one, can say that I’ve never felt females to be so incredibly close to me as the times that all I saw on all sides were other males: in my years at SLM, during my mandatory stint in the army, and in prison, I could easily swear that they were physically present, that’s just how close I felt them, intensely close, upon me, inside me. It’s like the old joke about the guy who goes to the doctor, claiming that he’s a hermaphrodite; “What are you saying, are you sure of this?” the doctor replies. “Let me take a look . . .” Then, after an examination, the doctor reassures him: “Trust me, you’re fully male, perfectly normal . . .” “No, doctor, the thing is,” the guy insists, in desperation, “I have a pussy, more than one in fact, right here!”—and he slaps his hand against his forehead.


Nothing remained to us, in other words, but mental projections that we’d try to exorcise with chaotic basketball games, hikes, push-ups on wooden handles, kicking balls back and forth on dusty red fields, raising long trailing clouds behind us with every galloping charge, like in the cartoons with the racing ostrich. Some went so far as to try heading a seven-pound medicine ball. With actual flesh-and-blood girls, in any case, we wouldn’t have begun to know what to do, what to say, it was an unknown ritual, one that most of us would learn, if anything, by testing out and rehearsing an array of phrases and acts borrowed from our older brothers like good suits, but only after we’d graduated. Once we were expelled into the real world. Only a mechanically applied ceremonial protocol would allow us to get over the shyness we’d accumulated over years of dress rehearsals.


People can’t begin to imagine what a fragile fabric male shyness is, they never seem to make the effort, except perhaps to make fun of it. And they never consider, even more than the stumbling block of shyness itself, just how mortifying it is to have to make recourse to various stratagems to find one’s way out of it: in pathetic little vignettes, the movies and TV have retailed the tryouts, a boy in front of a mirror rehearsing his lines, as he plans to invite a girl to dance, the declarations of love uttered to one’s own image in the mirror by gawky guys who then shut their eyes and wrap their arms around their own shoulders and kiss themselves, but all this is strictly to get a laugh out of the audience, while male shyness really does have a dark, morbid side, demented and mad, which can lead variously to murder and suicide, forget about sophomoric comedies with Jack Lemmon or Adam Sandler! When you feel as if you’re being strangled . . . that the air won’t reach your lungs . . . and a devastating wave of desire rises to the verge of an anxiety attack, and yet it still can’t breach the levee and transform itself into action. You don’t lift a finger. Your voice dies in your throat. And she impatiently turns away, walks across the room, starts talking to other boys . . .


Even idiotic pranks like taking a classmate’s underwear, left in the locker room during swim lessons, and drenching them thoroughly (this was a trick played frequently on Arbus, and I confess that a couple of times I myself was a member of the gang of pranksters), played a role in this process of negotiation. These were moves on the chessboard of our identities, constantly under construction. In this way, we negotiated the fear of being taken for faggots. We negotiated the desire, however small or large that desire might be, to be faggots without letting it be seen. We negotiated the rank that we were to be given in the hierarchy, where the classmate forced to wring out his sopping underwear was dropped a level or two, and if subjected sufficiently to cruel leg-pulling and ass-kicking, might sink to the very bottom of the barrel, and even remain there, a permanent pariah. To become the target of ridicule, in fact, constituted our greatest fear, a fear that we negotiated with ourselves, each of us splitting into a dual personality, at once victim and agent of the same persecution, to see which of the two personalities would be the first to collapse, the faggot within me or the real man? The serial killer or the naked girl in the shower? When you’re an adolescent, it’s impossible not to be both things at once. We negotiated our way through that rising tide of pointless, vulgar words and a barricade of rude and repetitive gestures pushed well beyond the bounds of the absurd (pinches, knuckle-grinders, nape-smacks, accompanied by shrill whistles and neighing, goat-nips and donkey-chomps, soldier-slaps, unannounced smacks to the testicles), struggling the whole time with our aggressivity. Put like that, I wouldn’t be able to say whether we tamed those aggressive impulses or became enslaved to them like so many robots.


Since all of us were equally revolted by the thought of playing the part of the victim, we had to study, like so many would-be professional executioners, how to lop off a head, hurrying feverishly lest our own head be lopped off first. Honestly, I never really believed in even a tenth of the jerky wisecracks or extravagant boasting I spouted back then, in retaliation to those spouted by my pals and classmates, and I’m not saying that I realize that only now: I already knew it at the time. And yet, like so many others, aspiring as I did to be like everybody else and, when it came right down to it, succeeding—I said those things. I spouted them. Well, what’s so bad about that? You were in trouble if you missed a chance to make a rhyme with words ending in “-ock” or “-ucker” or “-ussy” or “-unt.” They just made your mouth itch at the chance. We also negotiated these succulent opportunities to show off our poetic or creative sides. To show some wit—wit, which delights in whistling through obscenities. Though none of us were born to the working classes, the low humor of our filthy nursery rhymes challenged the finest creations of an age-old tradition, in general, and Roman tradition, in particular, based on long, filthy lists and a ruthless vision of life, a cavalcade of cynicism and ass-fucking.


But foul language made us feel like good kids. Why not, a genuine community of good kids. It’s often said of people with dubious reputations, even of criminals, that deep down they’re good kids. If you scratch the surface, deep down you’ll find a good kid. What is it exactly that makes a young man a “good kid”? What are we talking about? About someone who’s always loyal to his buddies and ready to do what they’re willing to do without hesitation, to follow them anywhere, even when we’re talking about deplorable deeds, because if he tried to pull out at the last minute, then what kind of a buddy would he be, what would be so good, after all, about this good kid? A man is judged by the things he does, not by the things he says, so if someone doesn’t happen to get the chance to show what he’s capable of, he runs the risk of remaining a child, in the sedentary society we live in, stingy as it is with special moments. That’s why sports were invented, that is, a rapid succession of acid tests that can be administered two or three times a week, even at school, without having to wait for a war to break out or an apartment building to catch on fire in order to test those who are involved, to test their courage, their emotional control, and their willingness to endure pain. With the fairly pedestrian excuse of physical exercise, improving their posture, etc.: and at SLM they’d understood all this perfectly, to the point that they outfitted the school with a very modern gymnasium, and a pool where half of the Quartiere Trieste now splashes and swims (we’ll talk about that later on), as well as a sports center with basketball courts and soccer fields on Via Nomentana, where every afternoon buses full of shouting kids would pull up, and then leave several hours later full of the same kids, but now exhausted. We’d return from that sports center so sweaty and weary that often, in the winter, when night fell early and Via Nomentana was jammed with traffic, we’d fall asleep, dusty heads leaning together. Maybe males can establish relationships only in the midst of raging battle, so they re-create that condition on the playing fields.


SINCE BACK THEN the schools were very crowded, as many as thirty students in every class, or even more, in our class there were enough kids to form not one but two soccer teams, and there were even kids left over. But instead of distributing the talent pool in a uniform manner so that the two teams were more or less evenly matched, it was customary to choose the best players and put them on a Serie A team, call it major league, which would compete in the Serie A tournament, while the rest of the players formed a minor league, B team, with its own Serie B tournament.


In other words, the boys who knew how to play, the ones who might be better or worse but were, in any case, real players, and on the other hand—the jack-offs. Never in history has a discriminatory system been less called into question, even though it was questionable at best, at least around the statistical edges of the classifications, where the two categories bumped up against each other, since between a real player with serious defects and a jack-off with great energy and determination there might not be much difference when it came to actual performance on the field. All the same, the thing that astonishes is how willing the jack-offs were to be recognized as such and therefore to play on the B team. I don’t remember who was in charge of the selection, as delicate and cruel as it might prove to be, I don’t recall any envy or remonstrances, or demands for reclassification, quite the opposite. The jack-offs were comfortable to be grouped together and were delighted to be playing against other teams of jack-offs, soon forgetting that they’d been categorized as human garbage. Their games, however revolting they might have been in the narrowest terms of fine soccer, were still lively and hard-fought, I enjoyed watching them, and not just for their comic potential. The fascination of the struggle actually became purer amid that chaos. The ball spent nearly all the time in the air, as if the objective of the players in kicking it was to get it as high off the ground as possible, while far below, in a dense cloud of dust, the awkward bodies of the jack-offs were scrambling and flailing in jury-rigged uniforms, running and leaping without end. From the opening whistle to the game-ender, more and more chaotically and confusedly, but never slowing down in the slightest. It should in fact be said that the jack-offs proved they had almost inexhaustible stores of energy, and every bit as much determination, considering that in order to perform even the slightest acts of athleticism they squandered at least triple the effort, for instance, in delivering a corner kick or a penalty kick, for which they’d back up dozens of yards from the ball and then charge at it, head down, like excited bulls, delivering a tremendous kick with the tip of the toe but then only moving it a short distance, as if someone had secretly, at the last minute, replaced it with a cannonball. When they leaped in the air to deliver a header, they’d grind their teeth, preserving that demoniacal grimace because their tendons had trouble releasing it, and even the most elementary throw-ins from the side of the field, using the hands—something that any normally coordinated human being ought to be able to do without any particular talent or training—when done by them, seemed like extremely difficult exercises, requiring several attempts. The unsustainable level of competitive fury displayed by the jack-offs was accompanied, oddly, by a singular show of sportsmanship. In the aftermath of the frequent collisions between players caused, as often as not, by the reckless speed at which they lunged, legs extended, to take possession of the ball, in groups of three or four at a time, they would immediately leap to their feet, shaking hands with the rivals who’d been entangled in the scrimmage, though only after cleaning the dust from their hands with the tail of their shirt; afterward they’d immediately tuck the shirttails back into their shorts, as required by regulation.


ALL OF THIS TOOK PLACE in order to keep the body straight and the mind clear and to consume all our aggression in harmless skirmishing, though, mark my words, not to the point of utter exhaustion of that vein of aggressiveness, since that is what pumps life into an individual and assures he won’t succumb when he comes face-to-face with the first obstacle. The correct dosage of aggression is the secret of rearing and educating males: it can’t be repressed, otherwise it will build up and might erupt all at once, nor can it be denied or inverted from negative to positive, because that runs the risk of producing a litter of altar boys or (heaven forfend!) a genuine sexual inversion. Whereas if you exalt it into something healthy and vigorous, well, that’s the shortest path to fascism, even if it is camouflaged in lily-white outfits. The story that this book is going to tell, alongside other stories, ought to show how, on at least one occasion, on the basis of groundwork laid long ago by numerous contributing factors, around the middle of the eighth decade of the last century—the 1970s—the priests got their formula wrong, in other words, they misjudged the dosage of various ingredients or were just plain unlucky, because what happened next was that the flammable blend caught fire and exploded.
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EVERYONE had some problem or other with their physique. If they had a nice one, they had to cultivate it, if an unattractive one, they were required to modify it, but no matter what, they could not and must not leave it as it was, which in any case would be impossible, because in the meantime, your body would change of its own volition, and almost never according to plan, it stretched out and hunched over and twisted up. You’d never think muscles even existed in a state of nature before the invention of weights. No one would ever have developed without pumping iron. Pump, pump, pump. Otherwise your rib cage would resemble that of a little bird. Repetitive thoughts and actions lie at the basis of all training.


Swim class was a revelation, a leaden Mannerist painting: pale, misshapen bodies were exposed, jutting shoulder blades, rolls of baby fat jiggling on hips. Few of us were exempt from the urge to cross our arms to conceal our sunken chests, a gesture that people think only women perform, to cover their breasts; well, let me tell you, we did the exact same thing, out of shame but also partly because we were cold, since the priests tended to be cheap about the heating, of both the air and the water, and you’d find the big windows in the locker room thrown wide open, even in the winter.


YOUNG DENUDED VERTEBRATE, what did they do to your back? Why don’t you straighten that cordillera of vertebrae, each jutting out in a different manner, like large rocks laid out hastily in the middle of a stream to cross it, why don’t you tug it straight, all at once, with a pinch of pride? Your pallid back seems to stand there, just waiting for a whipping, and even if your daddy is a physician or a noted accountant, there isn’t much difference between you and some slave awaiting punishment. Places like the swimming pool of an exclusive religious school, designed and built to enhance the health and development of the boys attending there, become instead theaters of the most stinging humiliations, those who aren’t saddled with a bully who mocks them will just take on the job themselves—you need only to go running past a mirror, flopping along in your flip-flops, shoulders bowed, on your way to the showers, and you’ll see the specter of your own adolescence go shambling past.


PROFESSOR CALIGARI, swim instructor, would line us up along the side of the pool to review us: he never said a word, he’d just stop to caress with his gaze the weak points of the various boys’ constitutions, weak points that were so numerous in some of our physiques that he might stand there scrutinizing for as much as a minute, prompting us to laugh and blush. Who knows why it is that shame so often expresses itself in the form of a snicker. “There’s nothing at all to laugh about here,” Caligari would exclaim, “quite the opposite . . . if anything, a person ought to cry at the sight of you. You bring tears to my eyes. You’re all so many charity cases. (Titters from the class, shivering with cold.) Though the last thing I think when I see you are charitable thoughts. (Titters and snickers. Almost everyone is crossing their arms on their chest, rubbing themselves or covering some part of their body, alternately.) But let’s keep our hopes up. I’ll take care of things. (One or two boys slide their hands into their swimsuits. It’s a childish gesture of self-protection.) I’ll turn you into living statues, you understand? You’re not just going to become men, you’re going to become statues,” Caligari crowed. “I promise you: sta-tues!”


The exercises that our teacher assigned us to begin our sculptural transformation were only two in number, rudimentary and not especially effective: pressing our hands together in line with our sternum, or else hooking our fingers together and yanking outward, in the same position, elbows out. That’s all. Ten seconds of pushing, then ten seconds of yanking, and back to the beginning. After firing a starter pistol, Caligari would count—one, two, three . . . at regular speed . . . but once he got to seven he started to go slower and slower . . . eeeighhhhttt . . . eight and a haaaalf . . . while we tried to hold that absurd position of prayer, pressing our hands together until the effort began to make them wobble, eight and three-quaaarters . . . and our elbows would tremble, and the usual involuntary snickers would explode in our sunken chests. This line of hairless boys (with the exception, of course, of Pierannunzi, about whom I’ll have more to say in the next chapter), the sinews of their necks quivering, was pitiful to behold. From the corners of Busoni’s mouth, straining in a grimace of effort (after ten seconds!), streamers of drool descended. Without his eyeglasses, Arbus couldn’t see a thing. “Aren’t we here to swim?” Zarattini, who was the skinniest and most effeminate of the kids, would ask the other boys closest to him, under his breath, but Caligari didn’t miss a thing. “Excuse me, I’m not sure I heard what you said? Maybe you said that you like the water, or am I mistaken?” Whereupon he promptly ordered the others to toss him into the pool. Gladly! The skinny teenagers standing around him were suddenly transformed into musclemen, who grabbed Zarattini and hustled him over to the side of the pool, then held him right over the surface of the water, as if about to toss him over a cliff into a very deep gorge. It was an image of great festivity, and no festivity can begin without a human sacrifice. Indeed, the entire class would ally itself against Zarattini, obeying Caligari’s instruction with blind and cheerful uniformity, because after he was thrown into the water, that splash served as a signal for one and all to dive in after him . . .


TRUTH BE TOLD, this happened only the first few times, we were all impatient at the thought that all the fun was to be had in the water. Instead, in the pool, you don’t have much fun, and what fun you do have lasts only a few minutes: splashing, ducking others, sticking the lifesavers under your belly until they pop up out of the water: after that, you have to swim. Which is the most damnably laborious and pointless effort imaginable. The lane is packed with swimmers, it feels as if you’re having to dig your way through the water, barely advancing toward the pair of feet kicking and churning froth and bubbles in front of your nose, so that if you do manage to put together a couple of more vigorous and coordinated strokes, you’ll get kicked in the face for your trouble, whereas the minute you slow down the guy behind you will plow into you. If you stop in the middle of the pool you’ll never get started again, and you’ll sink to the bottom. Everyone gets pissed off and drinks mouthfuls of chlorinated water.


YES, among the classes of the week, the most popular and, at the same time, the most unpleasant is certainly the hour of swimming. On the one hand, nothing is as pleasurable as the prospect of being able to stop fooling around with pens and balls of crumpled paper and bothering your neighbors by plucking at the metal hooks where in theory you are supposed to hang your book bag from your desk, even though I’ve never seen anyone hang a book bag on one of those hooks, not once, in all the time I spent at SLM, that is, more than ten years—and then hurry out into the hallway, line up on the staircases, and then tumble down two or three stories until you reach the swimming pool and plunge into the water. Strange to imagine that in the bowels of the school it was always there, by day and by night, wobbling ever so slightly, that rectangle of green water which for only a few hours was kicked and smacked to a froth by the boys’ feet and hands, while the rest of the time it rested, smooth, dark, and cold. Until the next dive. A beautiful idea, but beautiful the way only ideas can be, because in actuality the hour of swimming was the most suffocating time of the week.


We pass through pebbled-glass doors, and it’s a slap in the face of hot, humid air, it seems as if we’re already swimming when we descend into the locker rooms. I’ve always been very shy and ashamed, and stripping embarrasses me, it even embarrasses me when I’m alone and I have the door shut, if I look at my legs and belly a chill runs through me. As I enter the booth I take great care to make sure I snap the lock shut, and I keep my eye on it as I take off my shoes, my socks, I glance at it again as I remove my trousers, and then underneath, just to get done quicker, I’m already wearing my swimsuit, on Thursday mornings instead of my underwear I put on my swimsuit, and I put my clean underwear into a bag inside my gym bag.


While the air might be warm, everything else in the locker room is freezing cold, the bench, the floor, the aluminum bars speckled with chilly drops of water.


The thing that always depressed me most when I was little and I had to undress was the moment it became clear that my undershirt was tucked into my underpants. The undershirt was mandatory and mothers in the old days took care while dressing their child that it was tucked in securely under the elastic band of the underpants, and since undershirts were often bought large and loose, a size too big, “with room to grow,” the extra length had to be tucked all the way down, below your buttocks. With the SLM swimsuit, which was black, pulled up over your tummy, and the white tanktop undershirt tucked into it, the image of any young boy was even more pathetic. But just as no one can say exactly what sadness is, likewise its causes are open to discussion, and you might reasonably think that it is one reason, but instead it turns out to be another, or another still, or it might even be that there are no particular reasons for being sad, you just are. Like circles under your eyes: you have them and you keep them.




BEFORE VENTURING into the water, a few minutes of those calisthenics that are supposed to make us become muscular. Arbus is a laughable spectacle because he is skinny as a rail and pale as a sheet and yet he struggles to press hand against hand, wrist against wrist, and the conviction behind his effort and his scientific reliability make us think that by doing that, you really can bulk up your muscles, “Five more seconds, hold it like that . . . five, four, three . . . two . . .” and soon even Arbus will have a sculpted physique, with every single muscle defined by isometric exercise, “three . . . two . . . one and a half, one and a quarter . . . hold it like that and you’ll turn into statues . . . like marble statues . . . like the statues in the Foro Italico . . . come on, now! You can release! And breathe!”


The whole swim lesson from start to finish is about holding your breath. We stick our faces in the water and pull them out only to gulp down a mouthful of air and then splash our faces back under. Everyone has the next boy’s feet right in front of him, parboiled by immersion in the water. Arms windmill and the chlorine stings. Our eyes and our throats. Already after four or five laps, the water feels heavy, and our bodies, now even heavier than the water, stop bobbing and struggle to move forward beneath the surface, only the arms break through like lurching paddle wheels and the thrashing of the feet, frantic at first, begins to slow, becoming languid, reawakening periodically, when we remember that we have our feet to help us get across to the edge of the pool, and we start thrashing them hard again, just a few more yards and we’ll be able to grip the edge and pretend to take a second to adjust our caps before turning and starting back across—embezzling a little more time to rest. Not even five seconds and the instructor will lean down and start smacking your head with a sandal if you don’t get going. And to think how much fun it was to dive in off the starting blocks! That’s what we ought to be doing, diving in, over and over again. Not struggling along, our lungs aching in the middle of a lap.


We students all wear the same black swimsuit, in a stretchy weave, with a stripe down each side, yellow and green—those are the SLM colors. And we’re all pale and white, in fact, an off-green shade, or maybe that’s just the light in the swimming pool, and by the end of the lesson we’re even more so. Hop out, taking care not to slip, dry off. The stunned state induced by heat and chlorine and effort (not really all that much effort, truth be told, but then and there, insurmountable) merges with the hot roar of air from the wall-mounted hair dryers, which turn off after a minute so you have to start them up again with a tremendous whack on the oversized chrome-plated pommel. The head feels as if it’s stuffed with heat, and you give more whacks to an ear, as you tilt your head to one side, to get the water to stream out of the other ear. Kidding around, jokes, the usual roughhousing. After the hour of swim lessons it’s tough to go back to class, dragging our gym bags, they, too, black with yellow and green stripes, up the stairs. To help us get up the staircases, which suddenly seem as steep as those in a bell tower, we intone in guttural voices, “Jeee-sahel . . . Jeeee-sahel . . .,” which was a sort of biblical anthem sung by a pop group back then, with guitars and bongo drums, and a nasal voice, drawling and twangy. Only Arbus, me, and a few others in class have long hair, but not as long as the longhairs who sing the lamentatious verses of “Jesahel.”




In her eyes there is light there is love . . .


In her body is the fever of pain . . .





It is always in any case an exodus, the journey of the students together in a school. They are marching toward a promised land.




She is following a light that walks


Slowly a crowd comes together . . .
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MEN ARE INSECURE both when they feel insufficiently masculine and when they feel too masculine: sensuality shakes an individual down to his very roots, it makes him tremble. An excess of confidence is nothing more than an inverted effect of insecurity. We were obsessed with this problem, since we had nothing but other males surrounding us—our classmates were males, our teachers were males—and we were forced to engage in a continuous struggle for placement in the hierarchies, trying to preserve or improve the ranking we’d achieved through the usual systems—foul language, sports, stealing other students’ snacks, smacking, laughing, joke-telling, and our fathers’ fantastic automobiles. What was missing, though, was the only reliable element to certify that a male really was one, namely, girls. As a result, this none-too-chivalrous tournament was deprived of its proper audience or, rather, of its natural referee. It took place in private, like a performance put on by inmates who are called upon to play all the roles, including that of the widow and the seduced young maiden, so that they dance together and kiss each other. Among other things, it should be pointed out that in our class there weren’t only awkward bespectacled young men and altar boys and tubs of lard, but also boys who, already at the ages of fourteen or fifteen, were very well developed, bursting with vitality, and yet those were the very ones who ended badly, as if the overabundance of masculinity had led them astray or else started to devour the organism that produced it.


IN MIDDLE SCHOOL and, later, in high school we had a very particular classmate, who never seemed able to sit still for a minute and who looked at least two or three years older than his actual age. He was skinny, dark-skinned, always dressed in motorcycle garb with a pair of short boots the rest of us could only dream of; his most salient characteristic was a pair of long, thin eyebrows arching over a pair of wide-set eyes as inflamed as the eyes of an Arabian stallion. His sensual gaze struck all of us, to say nothing of the priests who taught us, who feared him a little and were intimidated in his presence but were also indulgent toward that homegrown version of a Middle Eastern prince, in spite of his unimpressive academic performance. His name was Stefano Maria Jervi, and he was doing poorly in a number of subjects, starting with Italian and mathematics, which are the load-bearing columns of the whole structure—fail them and everything else collapses: especially if the reasons for the poor academic performance are different and at odds between them. In fact, Jervi did poorly in Italian because he paid no attention, when he even attended, and in mathematics and science because he didn’t understand. That meant he could neither save himself by pointing to his unrealized potential nor by adducing the effort he’d lavished on his studies. The truth was that school, that is, school for adolescents, meaning the school that you had to attend because you were legally a minor, didn’t seem to suit him: he was already an adult, in mind and body. His precocious development led him beyond the typical interests of a high school student, prompting him to skip lessons, to evaporate outside the walls of SLM that hemmed him in. Even sports, where he ought by rights to have excelled given his taut and fully developed physique, struck him as nothing but a waste of time. Strictly for kids, all that running around on the grass. The only exception he made was for skiing, which he considered “totally awesome.”


I have a recurring dream, in which I’ve flunked a year and had to repeat, and I’m being led by the hand by a headmaster who’s younger than me down a row of desks to take a seat at mine, the only unoccupied desk in the classroom, ridiculously tiny, so I wind up wedged into a minuscule chair with metal legs, surrounded by snot-nosed kids who turn to look at me, amusement in their eyes, while I am consumed by the disbelief of a dreamer who knows that sooner or later he’s going to awaken again, putting an end to this travesty, but also by the terror that, by the time the exams roll around, I won’t be able to pass them. I’ll never make it. I’m just not up to it. Those equations are too complicated for me, I won’t be able to solve them, or then there’s calculating mass, I don’t even remember how you’re supposed to find mass, or what it is, and after all, who gives a damn about equations, they don’t do you a bit of good in life, I’m a grown-up now and I can confirm your suspicions, kids, take it from me, 99 percent of the stuff they teach in school won’t serve any purpose later on, I’m tempted to tell them, and yet I’m deeply troubled by my unmistakable inability to perform those equations, to solve those problems, it fills me with a subtle wave of panic. There you go, inadequacy accompanied by a feeling of unjustified superiority. An adult who can’t keep up with a class full of kids who, in every other aspect of life, ought to be years and years behind him. Maybe that’s the way Stefano Maria Jervi felt. The drive of his hormones had already launched him far past school at a single bound, almost without realizing it. While most of us hadn’t even kissed a girl, and maybe hadn’t even held hands with one, it was whispered that Jervi had already had complete sexual relations.


Complete sexual relations, that was the formulation in use back then, when it was pretty well understood that girls were willing to put out, but on a sort of installment plan, in stages, or by anatomical parts, this one yes, that one no, maybe in a week from now, or maybe never. Touch, kiss, insert fingers, a Monopoly game of assorted acts, where you have to go back and start over and you lose everything just when you thought you’d reached the finish line, all because of an unlucky toss of the dice. Denuding one portion of the body, but not another, or else first one and then another but—careful—not all of them at the same time. (Truth be told, this little game is still played even when you’re a grown-up, with adult and reasonably consenting women, whom you begin to strip at one end while, in the meantime, they’re dressing themselves again at the other . . .) That’s just how arbitrary the stages of the erotic process could be, where none of the people involved ever seemed to be fully in charge, and things would stop or move forward on what seemed to be a rather random basis. Desire, no matter how powerful, is still terribly imprecise, and female desire is even more so, creating provisional moralities instant by instant, inviolable prohibitions that are swept aside in a matter of seconds, while barriers are erected every bit as rapidly on the foundation of an ethical code that is, as it were, blinking, that exists on one day but not on the following two. To say nothing about personal will, the most ambiguous concept that’s ever been coined and that, in the erotic context, practically loses all meaning or else seems eager to take on the first definition we care to give it. That we choose to give it. Complete sexual relations, in any case, remains a mocking and hypocritical expression, because there’s very little about it that can be called complete, since it takes place in a very narrow anatomical area, however sought-after and sacralized or reviled it might be, depending on traditions and points of view. Was it enough to spend a few seconds there in order to be able to talk about completeness? The penetration of one orifice by another appendage was mistaken for the whole of the two people implicated in this welter of organs, giving rise to the most clamorous of all rhetorical figures, a synecdoche as double in nature as the helix of DNA. For that matter, was it not the greatest of all modern philosophers who described conjugal relations as nothing more than a contractual stipulation allowing each of the two parties to the agreement to make use of the genitalia of the other? But maybe it’s only right that the matter should be so defined and in that definition be reduced to this, that it become simple, it’s all there and there’s nothing more to it, it’s not always true that language delves into the depths of the topics of life, sometimes it just clarifies them with sheer brutality, and perhaps it is true that the completeness of relations between man and woman, the culmination of all that the two sexes have to communicate with each other, cannot be attained in any way other than the insertion of one organ into another. For a few minutes. And if that actually is the way it works, then Jervi was a pioneer, the explorer who in all our names put to the test the formula that allows you to enter by rights into the realm of masculinity.


THE JERVI FAMILY was wealthy in the way that only the families of high state functionaries seem able to be, that is, in a sober and mysterious manner. The Court of Audit, the Administrative Court, the State Council, the Constitutional Court, the Prefectures, the Bank of Italy—these are all state bodies that never occur to you when you think of power. You tend to identify them, instead, with the government, the parliament, or else with wealth, the public works contracts won by industrialists, financiers, bankers, oilmen, film producers, real estate developers . . . And while politicians and businessmen are visible to the general public, these functionaries little by little climb the ladders of their careers inside a sort of hermetically sealed, soundproofed chamber, until they attain the chairmanship of agencies whose existence no one would even have suspected. It seems that Jervi’s father had already occupied a number of these chairmanships, and was continuing his rise through the ranks, always shrouded in discretion, as if the steps he climbed were carpeted in thick felt. Some of us there at school said that he was, or had been, chairman of the Italian State Railways, others said he chaired the Olympics Committee, and there were even those who claimed that he was the supreme accountant in charge of the most mysterious Cassa Depositi e Prestiti, where, just like in Scrooge McDuck’s massive money bin, he swam in a pool full of cash, from which Commendatore Jervi was able to turn on and off the faucets as he chose and pleased. Among kids, unless someone’s father had a very clearly defined profession (“He’s an abdominal surgeon”) or else there was some other reason for special pride (“He built a dam on the Nile”), the work he did was never the subject of any specific inquiry, and that rule applied to all the other fathers as well; on the outside, at SLM, they might be classified as more or less wealthy, or not wealthy at all, according to the car they used to come and pick up our classmates in front of the school. No one dared to ask Stefano Jervi: “What does your father do?” But everyone noticed how well he dressed, his little alligator-skin ankle boots, the complete assortment, right up to the very latest model, of the leading brands of sunglasses, which most of the time he didn’t even wear on the bridge of his nose, but rather perched on his forehead, to keep his raven-black bangs from tumbling over his eyes.


JERVI WAS THE FIRST one of us, and I think for a good long time, the only one, who went to the discotheque on Saturday nights and Sunday afternoons to dance, at a time when some of us classmates of his had mothers who were still hesitating as to whether they should go on buying us short pants or graduate to trousers. (I believe that I belong to the last generation of the Italian middle class that assigned this coming-of-age marker, this rite of passage: they kept boys as long as possible with their knees bare, until they finally seemed like irremediable idiots. I’ve thought long and hard about the possible economic motivation for this approach, which at first I believed was an attempt to prolong our childhood and therefore the pliability and obedience of male children to their parents, by forcing them to display their knees, just as it was forbidden to the daughters to display them. In reality, it was more because those shorts could be worn without having to constantly lengthen the legs or buy new ones, and they could be worn until it became impossible to fasten them at the waist.)


I COULD TELL a number of stories about Jervi at SLM, and perhaps later in this book, if you’ll be good enough to listen and I haven’t wandered too far afield by that point, and if they end up having anything to do with the principal story line, I’ll tell them then: for now I’m going to limit myself to something that happened years later, to be exact, seven years after the end of school, which was also the last year of Jervi’s life. An episode I learned about from the newspapers, identifying as my classmate—thanks to the publication of an old photograph taken from a falsified ID, in which Jervi looked absolutely identical to the way he’d looked when we were in class together at SLM, with his dazzling eyebrows, befitting a Latin American singer, and that half smile—identifying, I was saying, as Jervi a man who had been blown up while he was planting an explosive charge on the roof of the criminal insane asylum of Aversa, in the middle of the night on February 11, 1982. He’d lost his leg in the unsuccessful bombing, just like the publisher Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, and he had died in the hospital the following day without ever regaining consciousness. And so he had had no chance to reveal the objectives of his attempted attack, credit for which was not claimed by any organization. It was only after further investigation and the arrest of several of his comrades, who practically didn’t have to be asked twice before spilling first and last names, Stefano Maria Jervi turned out to have been a recently enlisted member, and hardly a prominent one, of one of the numerous revolutionary groups to spring out of schisms and last-minute desperate recruitments in the final period of Italian terrorism, when it slid into its irreversible decline, producing a pyrotechnical and immensely bloody succession of shoot-outs, kidnappings, and murders, almost always committed at random or out of frustration, the last blossoming of the tree before the revolutionaries all wound up in prison or state’s witnesses or fugitives abroad. His revolutionary group, if I’m remembering right, was called the UGC, Unità di Guerriglia Comunista—Communist Guerrilla Unit.


I was stunned to learn that Jervi had wound up in the UGC (how? when? and most of all, why?) just as the organization reached the end of its rope. A man who was about to die enlisting in the ranks of a moribund movement. What had driven him to climb onto the roof of an insane asylum on a winter night? Did he have accomplices or was he alone? Had he simply been trying to make a statement, or did he want to kill someone? And who could you be trying to kill on the roof of an insane asylum, except for pigeons or else, if you were trying to make the roof collapse, everyone in the top-floor ward with the cells of the confined inmates, which meant a bunch of criminals who were no crazier than whoever was planning to blow them up? In the newspaper article about Jervi, identified as such only two days after his death, there was some reference to the hypothesis that what was actually on the roof of the Aversa insane asylum was the arsenal or one of the arsenals of the UGC, and that my schoolmate had been killed in an accident having to do with the ordinary routine maintenance of that arsenal, in other words, while he was storing or picking up explosives.


ANOTHER CASE of overabundant but not self-destructive masculinity was Pierannunzi, the son of a toymaker on Viale Libia. He wasn’t in my class, but one below me, which means that, while I was stepping over the threshold into high school, he still had another year left in middle school. At age thirteen he was as tall as he was going to be for the rest of his life, and he had a beard. Not in the sense that he could grow one, but that he actually wore one, and a fairly thick beard, too, like some character out of the Renaissance. It was quite something to see him with the rest of his class; he stood a head higher than them and had a full beard: Polyphemus as he’s about to choose which of Ulysses’s men to devour. But it was even harder to process the sight of him today, as I went past his toy shop with the exact same green neon sign that it had back then, the letters slanting to the right, in a sort of stylized script. The whole shop is the same as it was, even if now the display window is full of video games instead of dolls and six-shooters.


Pierannunzi was behind the counter, resting his weight on both elbows, with a gut, but by no means as tall as I remembered him. He wore his beard trimmed short, perhaps because it was all white, his thinning hair grown long to cover his bald spot, and now only the black bushes of his eyebrows belonged to the cyclops that he was no longer. Forty years had passed over him, not like a train but like a sandstorm that had discolored him.


I stopped to admire him, half-concealed behind the corner of the glass door as he patiently explained to an old woman, drawling his instructions with a nasal accent, exactly how to install the batteries in the back of a toy piano that she had brought back to the store, thinking it was broken.


“You see them? You see them, signora, these little marks with the plus and the minus signs?”


But the signora wasn’t able to see them, even though she craned her neck over the counter.


“The batteries need to be inserted with the poles inverted, that’s why it wouldn’t work.”


And he started tapping on the keys to test it, first at random, and then starting to play a piece of music, which he left unfinished after a couple of brief phrases. It ought to have been the first of Bach’s two- and three-part inventions. Or something very similar.


Again, he went back to trying out the individual keys, pressing them the way a child with no knowledge of music might do, changing the settings so that the device produced first the sound of a trumpet, then of an organ, then of violins. Then he cut in the electronic drum set, whereupon the signora put both hands over her ears, pretending to be overwhelmed by the volume, which was actually fairly low.


“Ah, signora mine, believe me, we could raise the volume quite a bit!” Pierannunzi smiled. “You could dance to it at the disco . . .”


Then with well-rehearsed and very precise gestures, turning his eyes to the ceiling as if wishing to prove that he could do it blind, he put the keyboard back into its polystyrene cradle and pushed it back into the carton, carefully folding shut the flaps, which fit into a series of slots but had been torn by the impatient recipient in his haste to open the present. All the same, he was able to gentle them back into their proper form and the package was good as new, no different from the day it had been purchased. Maybe the gaze he turned to the ceiling was an exasperated one, or maybe I just read it that way in order to prove my thesis. The old woman thanked him and apologized for having bothered him, implicitly withdrawing her tacit accusation that the toyseller had tried to fob off a defective product on her.


“My duty, signora,” the toyseller replied, “at your service. And I hope your grandson has fun with it.”


I thought I had detected in this last line a note of irony. It’s well known, in fact, the way things go in homes where gifts meant to produce music, say drums or other instruments, are given to children, and how as the birthday party stretches out toward its final moments and the little friends all clamor to be allowed to play, the mob of kids produces nothing but noise as nerves fray and exhaustion sets in. The most irritating examples: xylophones.


Pierannunzi had expressed his masculinity all at once in a mighty eruption between the ages of ten and sixteen, and traces of it still remained, interesting to revisit.


DEEP DOWN, adolescence is one of those rare moments in life, perhaps indeed the only one, in which you have the courage or you feel the inexorable need to venture into the labyrinth of an inner quest, something that for the rest of their lives nearly everyone avoids, either out of fear of what they’ve glimpsed during that search, carried out in fact when they were young, or else because all their energy is devoted to the struggle for survival, to responding to the demands and pressures placed on them by others. Only during adolescence can solitude, however much it may be feared and disliked, produce any fruit that is other than bitter, arousing authentic curiosity and holding incredible discoveries in store. Behold, this newly formed individual, newly hatched from the egg, is the very individual who is so voraciously curious to know about himself.


And how can you construct an identity for yourself, how can you even come to know yourself if not by studying, long and hard, your own image reflected in a mirror?


Who is the boy or the girl depicted behind the clothes-cupboard door, next to the stack of sweatshirts and T-shirts? Usually this dreamy posture is derided or upbraided, with the demand that it be replaced by a more adult, responsible one, open to productive interactions with other people and with the world, instead of standing there in enchanted admiration of oneself. The narcissistic lull, which is actually one of the few instants of reflection and self-awareness granted to an individual who is otherwise constantly asked to do, study, run, train, chat, have fun (that’s right, even having fun becomes an obligation, it’s constantly being devalued in the name of action and relationships). Having relationships with other people is good; having one with yourself, less so. We must immediately remind a young man who may be raptly evaluating and judging himself that only others have the right to judge him, only the evaluation that the world assigns him will be credible and valid. The young women who try on one skimpy dress after another, suffering the torments of hell over the defects that the mirror beams back to them, ought to be taken by the ear and marched away from that frustrating sight, there’s plenty of other things to study instead of their own bodies, there is chemistry and computers, there’s ancient Greek, art history, the buttocks of statues—those buttocks, yes, you can study them—then there’s algebra, the Revolt of the Ciompi in medieval Florence, there’s the piano, volunteering, the scouts, handball . . . anything, in other words, anything but an understanding of oneself, which only narcissistic self-contemplation could teach.


I, too, more vain than any of the others, in fact, vain exactly like the others, that is, extremely so, spent time gazing at myself in the mirror, admiring from various points of view the shape of my nose, pulling my eyebrows back toward my temples, stretching them out of shape, grimacing to bare my teeth, arranging my hair in various ways to figure out which style looked best, which was the most charming look to present to others, or to be specific, and not veer into the useless realm of the generalization, to others my age, the only beings on the planet whose existence mattered to me. Those instants of observation lasted for hours and were of a deeply upsetting profundity: I would be not just a good writer but a true philosopher if I were capable of reproducing so much as a single minute of it. The heart raced, pounding, so full of thoughts, doubts, hopes, plans, that spilled forth: spilling forth out of me, exactly, that was precisely the sensation I experienced, namely that my heart could no longer contain the wave of images and ideas churning inside it.


I misguidedly used the word “hopes”: I should have referred to “fantasies.” Even now I use the mirror to determine the onslaught of baldness and white hair, I live on fantasies, I nourish myself with fantasies or, rather, I slake my thirst with them like a horse at a trough, plunging my muzzle into them, I produce them and consume them on the spot, I’m obsessed with them, they possess me, I don’t know what to do with these voices anymore, these images and ideas and teeming phrases. For that matter, I couldn’t do without them, my life is already so bare-bones, so minimal, what would happen if the one source of daydreams were to dry up? These fantasies, moreover, serve to render astonishing the few things I do, the rare actions I actually take, which are so to speak swollen with all the aspirations, the fata morganas, the deliriums conceived in solitude, and so they give me unspeakable pleasure or scathing despair, according to whether they succeed or fail. If I fantasize about eating an ice cream and I discover that the ice cream shop is closed for a holiday, I give serious thought to the idea of killing myself. In me, sadly, the narcissistic self-contemplation of my adolescence never really came to an end: in response to the question “Who am I?” I’m afraid too many different answers have been offered to let me take any given one as correct. So, I still stand in front of the mirror, asking futile, self-regarding questions, like the queen in Snow White, and rejoicing or flying into a rage at the answers I receive. If I think back to Arbus and other classmates of mine, I ask myself: Which of them ever received a true, definitive answer? A single, sharp, clear, simple answer. Is there any one of them who at a certain point understood and said: Yes, I’m like that? I’m like that, period. Did anyone reach that point, early or late?
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THE PRIVATE SCHOOL housed a group of young men who enjoyed the initial privilege of having been born into well-to-do families and the additional one of a solid education capable of preparing them to occupy a prominent position in the adult world. All of which was tempered by a catechism that, on paper at least, preached something like the exact opposite. It is a singular characteristic of Italian Catholicism that it carries on a millennia-old tradition of defending the least powerful while in point of fact it allies itself with the worldly interests of the most powerful. Perhaps this contradiction is the foundation of its greatness and its solidity. But it cannot escape anyone’s notice, and the ones whose notice it least escaped were us, the lucky students.




ANYONE who as a boy belongs to the middle class doesn’t even notice the fact, in part because the privileges he enjoys or the privations he suffers aren’t really all that spectacular, in the final analysis; he hardly even imagines that he can qualify as a “bourgeois young man”: when he looks in the mirror he sees a young man, not a “bourgeois young man,” even though that’s exactly what he is and how he actually appears, even when he’s in his underwear he’s a bourgeois young man in his underwear, lifting weights to develop his arm muscles, in front of the mirror in the bathroom of a bourgeois home, etc. But he doesn’t perceive himself that way, at age fifteen or sixteen he hardly thinks that belonging to a class is significant, and most of all he really doesn’t think of himself as belonging to a social class, if anything he might consider the soccer team he roots for, the music that he likes or detests, the way he dresses, or his political beliefs, which, in the case of a middle-class young man, could vary from the extreme right wing to the extreme left without either option seeming odd.


A borgataro from the poorer outskirts of town or an heir to a fortune or the scion of an aristocratic family almost immediately realize who they are and where they come from and where they’re heading or risk heading: the markers along the highways of their lives.


The young bourgeois man, on the other hand, will all at once perceive, on a given day that is as likely to come at age eighteen as at age thirty or forty, the class he belongs to, and in a flash it will become just as evident to his eyes that his clothing, his home, his motorcycle or his car, his very thoughts and desires and the way he has of relishing life or suffering, and even the sweetheart he has chosen or who has chosen him and who might well now be his wife, and have been for some time—all these things are the way they are precisely because he is bourgeois.


From that moment on, no matter what he might be doing, even organizing a picnic or signing an insurance policy or kissing a woman who might or might not be his wife, he’ll be possessed by that awareness.


WHEN YOU ENTER SCHOOL at age six, as I did, from the warm protective safety of the family, without intermediate transitions through any form of social interaction with others, the risk is that you might acquire one of these two attitudes: either attribute to yourself a power over others, or else feel that the others have that power over you. Usually neither of the two things is real, or else it’s true even if it’s imaginary, like most things that a person feels and therefore does. Very few things in our lives are concrete before we ourselves make them so by materializing our fantasies, giving them a weight they didn’t have in the first place. Fears, expectations, and illusions shape the world to their own image and semblance. It’s rare that a concrete action takes its basis from a calculation, or else it entails a fantastic calculation which follows laws that are by no means rational, or else it might still apply an impeccable logic but to imaginary data. The person who spends the greatest amount of energy on calculation is not a mathematician, but a lunatic. Or a mad scientist, a perfect compendium between the power of reason and the delirium of the premises and the objectives. Arbus probably corresponded to that type.


BY THE SIMPLE FACT that we were enrolled in that school, by the fact that it was private, by the fact that our parents paid (thereby proving to us that we should forever be grateful to them, and to the rest of the world, which was no doubt suitably impressed that they could afford to do so) to have the teachers teach us things that all the other little kids in the country were being taught free of charge, making it clear however that what we were receiving at SLM, since it wasn’t being given away for free, must necessarily be a little more valuable, more special, more exclusive, a more highly concentrated fruit juice, a more highly prized vintage of wine, an advantage, a privilege, in short, for all this and more besides we felt, to use the English word, entitled. I can’t come up with an equivalent word in Italian: titolati, aventi diritto . . . I’ll search more carefully in the Italian dictionary that I pore over every evening.


Truth be told, ours was an entitlement devoid of any specific title, though unmistakable, practically an emblem, a trademark, to such an extent that nearly ten years later, a young woman would notice it, that indelible brand. “Say, by any chance: did you go to a school run by priests?” “How did you know that?” “It’s basically stamped on your forehead.” (But I’ve already told you this story, haven’t I?) In other words, we were young masters, signorini, a little rich, a little bit assholish, a little bigoted, a little bit Fascist, a little spoiled, a little bit blowhards yet at the same time shy, all these characteristics, barely hinted at or accentuated, matched the standard identikit of the former student of a private school: they made such a student easy to spot from a mile away, and apparently, I had them all in spades.




FRANKLY, it doesn’t seem to me that, out of that class, that year’s harvest of students, many great men emerged, outstanding, noteworthy personalities. I ought to reconstruct the class rolls and delve a little deeper, but it strikes me that there’s no one prominent enough to have reached my ears or come before my eyes without making specific, directed searches. Accomplished people, well advanced in their professions, a few doctors, a few accountants, one good and respected writer, Marco Lodoli, mid-ranking public officials . . . So, going on rough recollections, I know that Galeno De Matteis works in Zurich as a software developer, Alessio Giuramento took his father’s place running their packaging factory, Busoni also went into his father’s line of work, and is an ear, nose, and throat specialist, apparently a very good one, and in fact I was once tempted to send my son to him, he’s having problems with his vocal cords, he loses his voice, but then I decided not to, I didn’t feel like striking up old acquaintances just to get an office visit. And then there are certainly some honest engineers and competent lawyers . . . But really, though . . . weren’t we supposed to be the new governing class, isn’t that why our parents paid all that tuition? Or was it really just to keep us out of the turmoil of the strikes and the demonstrations and steer us clear of girls and drugs, to teach us the catechism, to make us good, was that why they sent us there? Or to learn to command? To help others, especially the poor and the helpless, or to gain the necessary rank to crush them underfoot, pressing down on their heads the manhole cover, like in Metropolis, to suppress those who march through the sewers of the underworld?


Perhaps, though, the education provided at SLM wasn’t meant to hit any spectacular heights, wasn’t meant to break away from the average, by preparing the students to make clamorous discoveries or achieve memorable deeds: things that no education of any sort can predict or aim at, things that are owed to an instinct which, in those cases where it is recognized ahead of time—as something already alive and in the process of development in a boy—any modern educator, especially a Catholic educator, would feel duty bound to ward off and suppress, rather than encourage. Why? Because such an instinctive impulse to achieve things out of the ordinary necessarily clashes with all and any regulations and forms of control, leads to conflict with the authorities and with the classmates. And while problems of resistance against authority might perhaps be solved in accordance with classic approaches that the priests knew and were perfectly capable of administering, and had been since time immemorial, because they’d experienced them themselves and tested them out in their own preparatory schools, seminaries, and so on, it is the conflict and detachment from their own classmates that prove unacceptable to modern educators, who look upon the idea of excelling with suspicion and consider it on a par with bullying. Education must tend toward the average, must achieve collective results, woe to those who are too far below this mediocre objective but far greater woe to him who, even without meaning to, driven by his natural gifts, surges even higher! An individual at odds with his peers, because they are not sufficiently similar to him, is eventually either domesticated or abandoned to some marginal role. Is there a way of excelling that does not entail conflict? Individuals who attain outstanding achievements are the ones who emerged victorious from the conflict, that much is obvious, but to an even greater extent, they are the ones who have emerged defeated. In fact, it is often defeat at one level that creates the occasion for triumph and redemption on some other, higher level. Now, it was that very education imparted by the priests that prevented one individual from rising above the others, that offered him Christian protection when he was at risk of sinking below them. There was no other alternative than to slog along at an average level: neither far above or far below. Whether Catholic or non-Catholic, nowadays that is how the Italian school tends to work. As soon as you emerge from its mechanisms, which at least on paper are egalitarian in nature, you plunge into the abysses of the real world.


By the way, speaking of meritocracy: if there ever were such a thing, it would be an implacable system, every bit as just as it would be illiberal, or as liberal as it would be unjust.


WEALTH . . . prosperity . . . yes.


Back then, the possessions of a young man from a well-to-do family consisted of a shelf full of records, a camera. A Vespa. And then . . . nothing else occurs to me. A stereo record player.
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THE OBSERVATIONS that follow are taken from reading official documents from that time period, about the Catholic school in Italy and around the world, its characteristics, its vocations. The interested reader may stop to pore over them. Otherwise, she may feel free to skip a few pages.


Already in those days the great enemy was relativism, that is, the attitude that reduces all values to the setting that produces them: in other words, according to relativism, there is no such thing as an absolute value, there is nothing but an array of discourses concerning the subject of values, periods of values, values subjected to an incessant process of revision, and downgraded to mere points of view, opinions, conventions.


The Catholic school there had the mission of combating relativism with a set of absolute certainties, with perennial and nonnegotiable values.


“The Catholic school intends to shape the future Christian, allowing him to take part in the construction of the kingdom of God,” and it is a precise and specific duty of all believers to “entrust their children to schools that will see to their Catholic education.”


The Catholic school has an unmistakable identity and historic vocation all its own in Italy, the bearer of a vision of man as at once the fruit of reason and the gift of revelation. As a consequence, the school must be independently and authentically a school, but it must also, at the same time, achieve a synthesis between faith and culture, between faith and life. It is not easy to understand how this synthesis is attained, it’s not a simple matter of addition. The Catholic school (hereinafter CS) is either identical to the public school (hereinafter PS)—but then what good is it?—or else it’s different. Different how? See above. Which means that it’s the same and yet different. But does the curriculum, do the subjects, Latin, physics, phys ed, taught in a Catholic school have anything special about them, anything specific? Is there a Catholic art class, a Catholic chemistry class? Of course not. And in that case, do the differences consist solely of the extracurricular activities, such as hearing mass or saying a rosary or going on a spiritual retreat? Which would mean, in the final analysis, that the CS is nothing more than a PS, plus prayers?


The priests knew all this perfectly well, and they had anticipated the objections, always treading the razor’s edge of paradox. On the one hand they required that the CS be and remain faithful to the Gospel (and God only knows how much of a challenge that can be, both because the evangelical precepts are unnatural, starting with that “turn the other cheek,” to such an extent that one can almost detect a provocative intent, a piece of sophistry, on Christ’s part, by preaching them while well aware of their impracticability, and on the other hand because it is not easy to deduce from general principles what might be the specific rules to follow, to apply: are we certain, for example, that the precept “love thy neighbor as thyself” is truly positive and binding, are we in other words sure that all individuals are so in love with themselves that they will love all others to the same extent? Doesn’t this equation run the risk, then, of encouraging those who hate themselves, who feel only contempt for themselves—and I’m afraid that’s quite a few people—to behave toward others with the same scorn they feel toward themselves? Why should someone who has no care for his own life respect the lives of others?


For that matter, once they’ve established the Gospel as a prerequisite, they say that in order to be a genuine school in every way equal to the others, and therefore able to secure for those who attend it the same educational credentials offered at the PS, the CS must therefore observe “the rigor of its cultural research and a strong scientific foundation,” recognizing “the legitimate autonomy of the laws and methods of research in the individual disciplines.”


The CS offers its service “both to young people and to families who have made a clear choice of faith and to people who are willing to declare themselves open to the evangelical message.”


So let’s take the parents and forget about the child who, at age six, can hardly say how open he might or might not be to the evangelical message, let’s take my parents: we can safely rule out the idea that they ever made “a clear choice of faith,” since they never attended church in their lives except for marriages and funerals, nor did they request the comfort of religious assistance on the point of death, there is nothing we can think of them except that, in any case, given that they were reasonable people and, I believe, deeply good and kind, they fit into the category of those who do not reject out of hand the principles of the evangelical message and who show themselves through their actions to be willing to follow them: almost as if these principles already exist in the human soul, aside from any issues of faith.


It’s the great unsolved issue of people who are good but not religious. Is it possible, then, to be good without faith? If it isn’t, those who do not believe in God are necessarily wicked. If it is, then what difference does it make whether or not you believe?


I’ve never managed to find my way out of this impasse. Perhaps it’s just a problem that’s been posed incorrectly, but would that mean that the most important thing is not to be good? What more could we ask of human beings? Would we prefer a good but faithless man or a bad man who fosters an ardent faith? There may be some priests who will hasten to tell me that the latter combination is simply not possible, you can’t believe ardently in God and still be evil, those two elements are simply irreconcilable. Therefore one of the two things must necessarily be false: those who claim that they believe in God and yet still commit evil acts are lying. I wouldn’t be at all sure of that, in fact, I could produce a wide array of examples of people I’ve known who are deeply religious, and basically evil, some of them very evil.


THE CS, moreover, means to create an integrated community among its members: students, teachers, parents, and that community must have regular opportunities for meetings. The meeting is one of those myths of modern Catholicism, one of the keywords, together with “journey,” “growth,” “listening,” and of course, “dialogue.”


Already back in the day when I attended it, the CS complained about the fact that it received no public funding, “with the understandable result that it was viewed as a privileged venue, accessible only to those with the resources to secure for themselves select and costly educational resources,” and in fact that’s the way it was: the CS was for people with money, with a certain amount of money, not necessarily wealthy, but certainly not poor.


(Parenthesis: society was more unjust but novels were easier to write when it was possible to use terms such as “rich” and “poor” without any further commentary.)


ALL THE SAME . . . priestly education, instead of reinforcing our sense of morality, I’m not sure why, only mongrelized it, watering it down, muddling it; salting it with contradictory human case studies, and as a result the exemplary, elevated words of the Gospels seemed overblown in comparison with respect to those who served up those words to us from dawn to dusk of every day; so that it would have done no one any harm if the mouths had been stitched a little smaller while the message had been unfurled to a more substantial size.


IN THE FINAL ANALYSIS, here there is only one lesson, repeated unchanged every single day: “How should a young man behave?” He should behave like this and like that. The teachers might even be dead and their dead lips would continue to repeat: “Like this and like that, like this and like that . . .”


MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE, they were worried that we might get some half-baked ideas in our heads; to prevent that, they filled our heads with an abundance of such ideas of their own, just reasonable and convincing enough, taking care not to leave any empty spaces in our consciousness where something unorthodox might sprout. A decorous absence of originality was then considered to be a distinctive feature of the respectable people the priests hoped we’d turn into, since that, after all, was their educational mission and the reason our parents had placed us in their hands. But it’s no easy matter to place limits on a young boy’s imagination. How I understand them, the priests! Their dialectic consisted of anticipating them, the weirdest arguments, and assimilating them preemptively, and in that way, Christianity supplied them with a formidable and versatile weapon, because it internally contemplates nearly any possible attitude and has an answer for everything: both conservation and revolution, the sweet and the bitter, the gentle and the horrifying, young people and old people, sorrow and happiness and hope and death. A doctrine unequaled in its flexibility and adaptability. Whatever the uneasiness and aspiration, whatever the context, Christ had an answer. It was as if He were incarnated continuously, in some proteiform manner, taking the appearance variously of good Son, rebel and revolutionary, alternatively capable of saving the weak, or else weak and in need of rescue Himself, on varying occasions conservative or liberal or moderate, poor as depicted in the Gospels but also ready to spring to the defense of the rich if they are threatened by the violence of the poor. The priests used Him in the manner of an encyclopedia or a superhero capable of pulling anyone out of trouble or doubt, handling Him like some immense racket capable of unfailingly smashing the ball over the net. There wasn’t a corner that He couldn’t reach on the double to rectify a compromised situation, righting it with a miraculous swoop. Perhaps the only subject, the only area that the priests were truly unable to cover up with their flexible interpretative and persuasive abilities, with their conciliatory method of sanding down all asperities, was sex. In that realm, there is very little that can be called reasonable, education has little if any grip, and however much times might have changed, it still remained a taboo, to be treated with incomprehensible allegories, like the old chestnut of the “sacred mystery of life.” It is no accident that it was by way of sex, that unguarded corner, that several of our schoolmates passed, going on later to become grimly notorious in the pulps and popular press.


IT WAS INEVITABLE: no matter how you stuff a boy’s daily schedule with activities and disciplines and exercises, filling in all the boxes with various colors from eight in the morning until eight in the evening, there are still too many gaps, too many blank spaces that might be invisible to the naked eye. And then, it’s a sensation strange to describe, but even though the teaching at SLM really was serious and intense, and the teachers showed up in class in rapid and punctual succession, and there was no such thing as what in the PS (and there are more and more of them all the time these days, with the school staff cut to bare bones) is called the “hour off,” when the teacher is home sick and no substitute is called, but I had the feeling that we SLM students, and perhaps with us all the other students in all the schools in Italy and around the world, were destined to lengthy periods of doing nothing. Condemned to idleness, crammed in our desks, sitting on the benches in the locker room, leaning against the walls, sprawled out in our single beds, talking about nonsense or ruminating on the theorems of mathematics and the sciences or the exact formulations of religion or lists of the great French authors and the salient facts of the life of Jean-Baptiste Poquelin, dit Molière, which culminated in a spectacular onstage death, there was still a constant and disconcerting condition of waiting, of expectation.


Yes, of expectation . . .




IN WORDS and deeds, the priests of SLM rejected the authoritarianism that had been the ruling law until just a few years ago in every school, every family, and every workplace, and therefore certainly not a prerogative unique to the priests; indeed, perhaps, among the priests the principle of authority (which in given conditions, and accepting its high costs, well, a family a factory a state an army an orchestra a team or a school has to be commanded and run with discipline, forget about these criticisms, if you’re in charge you have to be in charge and if you’re there to obey then you have to obey, and there’s not much more to be said about it), perhaps it was precisely among the priests that this principle, so long standing and well established and tested and retested over the centuries, actually found fertile soil for revision, mitigation, softening, critiquing, or even abolition, drawing upon the abundant repertoire of maxims and concrete deeds and examples provided by the revolutionary founder of the church, Jesus: who had called into question any authority other than Our Father who art in heaven (and, in a certain sense, even that authority . . .).


THE PONDEROUS yet rigid and for that very reason creaky authoritarian control had been switched out by the priests of SLM for a bland paternalism, easier to manage, more flexible, and better suited to the times. The legitimation of those who command by means of paternalism ought in theory to derive from the fact that its subjects comply with it, relying upon it and obeying it without restrictions, indeed, almost willingly. The reasonable attitude that steers it should theoretically extend to those who are steered by it. A mild, judicious application of power is thought to be more willingly accepted by those who are subjected to it.


Well, it isn’t true.


In fact, while you may either obey or rebel against authority imposed by force, since there are no other options, there are many ways to oppose a wise paternalism while pretending to accept it. And those were the methods we employed.


THEY DIDN’T GET IT. They couldn’t understand. They couldn’t understand that their liberal precepts turned our stomachs, since they were conceived to make us behave. Of course, we were taking advantage, we took advantage shamelessly, but we held them in contempt, manifesting our scorn as if it were an open challenge, which they saw clearly but were forced to pretend not to see. Down to the last drop, we sucked the equivocal status of permissive education. That honey squeezed out of modern doctrines and mixed with traditional goodness. We reviled anyone who tried or expected to “understand us.” Those of us who committed full-blown crimes, I believe they ended up committing them for the fun of seeing how far they could push it, by continuing to be “understood.”


The knife cuts into understanding as if it were butter.


SINCE WE OURSELVES WERE PRODUCTS of those progressive fairy tales about upbringing and education, we knew perfectly well how to disprove them, or perhaps we should say that we were the living, breathing disproof: proof that it worked the other way around. The first generation to have enjoyed almost limitless liberty made the worst possible use of it, which is after all the only use possible, the most significant use, because of how exceptional and extreme it is. Pure liberty consists of nothing more than this. And it is its very purity that kindles fear.


INTO THE VOID. The danger of the end of school. A great, great danger, a cliff. After you graduate, at the moment your daily commitments suddenly come to an end, the mandatory alarm clock at seven, etc., every day, year-round . . . something that’s been going on since you were small and then, suddenly, breaks off. A structure collapses, the scholastic regime, a regime guiding your life. Whose sheer repetitiveness helps, in a boy, to stitch the various parts of you and hold them together, and even the bad mood caused by all the activities you’re pursuing against your will serves as an adhesive, it integrates you, it gives form to your persona. Your frustration or resentment against the teachers, the discipline against whose bars you bang your head and rub your back, all help you to gain awareness of your own head, your own back. The various pieces that make up a boy search for a limit within which they are contained, and they are grateful to that barrier, even as they never stop complaining about it for even a minute, as it prevents them from collapsing and being scattered, like the pages of a manuscript flying off in a gust of wind. The ineluctable duty of school wins over even those who hate it, indeed, it is only reinforced by that hatred. An unbroken chain of tyrannical inanities keeps those who are subjected to them awake.




BUT BEFORE THE END, every summer, the long, very long, practically endless summer vacation! So long that we’d forget everything. Whoever had been sent back for a new set of final exams in September would show up after the summer holidays even more ignorant than they had been in June.


It wasn’t recovery, though that was the term used for it! It was a regression.


There were those who claimed that such a long break was harmful to the boys, there were others who were convinced we absolutely needed it, to “recharge our batteries.” All I know is that it was a time of great joy. Unquestionably the greatest pleasure of our lives: the only wish that was granted, 100 percent, the summer would come, necessarily, all we had to do was wait and the vacation would come, school ended, locked its doors, you could count on it, you could bet money that that long-awaited event would actually occur. When? June sixth, eighth, maybe ninth. At the very latest, the twelfth. You just had to be able to wait.


IT WASN’T JUST THE THINGS we had studied during the school year that were forgotten, but rather the very existence of school itself. Three, nearly four months of time off erased it. June, July, August, September: each of these months had its own special color and sound, yes, it resonated in an unmistakable manner.


June: Yellow Astonishment City Expanding Ultramarine Ardor.


July: Fullness Red Buzzing Discovery.


August: Burnt White Dust and Emptiness.


September: Melancholy Thought Unknown City Heart Pounding in Your Throat.


UPON OUR RETURN, the city was new, our home was new, the furniture had never been glimpsed before. Reentering our bedroom, retaking possession of it, jumping onto the bed, it all starts over from scratch . . .


Two opposite sensations, the first prompted by the return home with the frantic excitement at seeing friends and classmates and starting a new life over again, the second caused by the impending end of vacation as we already mourned our summer adventures, those experienced and those missed out on—these two sensations electrified the last days before school: excitement and sadness, which usually present themselves at different times, swelled and grew until they reached high points of an overwhelming intensity and mingled in a single sentiment, like certain vegetables that can be found at the market only when they are in season, lasting no more than a few weeks and then vanishing for the rest of the year. There is no other month quite like September, no other set of feelings quite so special: you might feel happy or disgruntled or angry or fearful or envious at any given moment, and then on for the rest of your life, albeit with differing gradations and nuances, but the distinct sensation that seizes a boy by the throat in the month of September really has no equal.


WHEN I WAS LITTLE, though, how I loved to go to school! Inconsolable if I was forced to stay home sick. And intolerable the idea of going home when lessons were over. What happened to me was the exact opposite of what happened to young Törless as a student: just like when he was away from home, when I was away from school, that is, from SLM, there descended over eyes and heart a damp veil of melancholy; and I sometimes struggled to choke back my sobs. When as the sun set I found myself alone, eating a snack, standing at the kitchen counter, dipping slices of zwieback into my milk, and watching the way the wet half would break off and drop into the mug, I felt like the last man on earth and, seriously, I had to make an effort to choke back the tears. In reality, I was by no means alone, my brother was at home, likable and glad to socialize, and so was my little sister, and the maid, and at the far end of the apartment, in her bedroom, on the bed reading or making a phone call or drinking a cup of tea, my mother. In my bedroom I had plenty of toys and books and comic books and records to pass the few hours left till dinner. Nonetheless, I felt every bit as lifeless and aimless. Because what I missed was my classmates. And the gym, the courtyard, the chapel, the priests.
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THE HEADMASTER of SLM wore dark glasses, but only partially dark, like the ones I’ve seen only certain prelates, local notables, and ophthalmic patients wear. Behind those lenses, you can glimpse the eyes, but the lenses make the expression inscrutable. Those who peer at you through those eyeglasses don’t conceal themselves entirely, in fact, they don’t conceal themselves at all, but instead reveal only as much of themselves as they feel it’s worth the bother of unveiling, which is to say, their power: which alludes without ever displaying itself, without being transformed into a clear, concrete image, a specific act. The most indisputable and sovereign gesture would only limit the scope of that power. And however magnetic a look may be, you end up being yoked far more effectively to its dominion by the absence of certainty as to where it’s directed and what it expresses: whether it’s monitoring us or ignoring us, whether it approves of us or holds us in contempt.


Our headmaster never exercised his prerogatives: he never punished, never suspended anyone, he literally did little or nothing; but he cared very much about giving the impression of always being on the verge of doing so, always ready, always on the brink of taking very grievous initiatives that would surely impact us with incalculable consequences. If there had been precedents of punitive measures of any description, or for any specific variety of infractions, we might have had a way of imagining what might ensue if and when we committed them, rendering them commensurate with those of the past. But as far as I am able to recall, nothing had ever happened deserving of anything more serious than his ironic and cutting scoldings, and come to think of it, not even those seemed to spring from the individual shortcomings of any particular classmate, but were rather directed at all of us students as an amorphous, indistinct mass.


Or perhaps not, perhaps something terrible had already happened which had been buried or suppressed without ever coming into the light of day. But we didn’t know what that might be.


That was what constituted the halo at once menacing and faintly laughable, the aura that surrounded the headmaster. We were afraid of him, I have to admit it, in part because we were all basically cowards and if by chance anyone really rebelled, he did it out of pure idiocy and was almost never capable of sustaining for any length of time the consequences of his decisions, which were therefore reduced to sheer buffoonery, and fell into the ranks of parsonage pranks, oratory out of a sports locker room, where the boys lose all shame and then, in the end, are deeply ashamed of themselves. They’re outbursts that don’t manage to vent a single real thing.


We would prick the skin of the beast and then turn to run as fast as our legs would carry us.


So we were afraid of the headmaster, we were very afraid of him, but it wasn’t a serious fear and so, really, it wasn’t real fear at all. We knew that in any case he couldn’t lay a finger on us. He did not really stir the obscure depths of our fear.


And do you know why? Because, whatever happened, it was we who paid his salary.


The truth is that we can never really fully fear someone whose survival we guarantee, out of our own pockets. That is an economic law even before it’s an emotional one, or maybe it’s just a law of emotional economics. The fear that the headmaster struck into us was a conventional, theatrical effect, due to the roles that we played at school, surely more powerful than the fear emanating from the individual teachers but still not enough to hold back our lack of respect, which sprayed out of our attitudes the minute the panic caused by his unannounced appearances began to subside. In fact, if we didn’t mistreat our headmaster it was only because we had already exhausted our imagination and energy in mocking the teachers, objectively less powerful: the religion teacher, poor Mr. Golgotha, the art history teacher, the French teacher, and the music teacher, people who walked into the classroom already well aware they didn’t count for shit. No two ways about it, sovereign power cannot derive from the subjects over which it is exercised, which means that in democracies, too, the true power, the real power, is either not democratic or else it is not power. There is no point in wasting any more chitchat on it, anyone who wishes to understand will already have grasped the point. And then if it is based on a dependency of economic nature . . . specific and binding . . . the kind that only money can generate . . . then that’s that. Neither love, nor violence, nor culture: it is money that can subjugate one man to another, independent of his beliefs and his actions. Maybe it’s just a few stray spores of Marxism that have wafted onto me from the recent past that make me say it and reiterate it, today: who can really know? The bonds of money may be patent or they may remain invisible, like the leash woven to capture the monstrous wolf, son of Loki, but these bonds cannot be torn or severed.


And so: would a captain whose salary was paid by his own crew ever dream of ordering a swabbie keelhauled for insubordination or malingering? And you, rank-and-file musicians of a symphony orchestra, would you suck up without blinking an eye the tantrums of a conductor whose salary your own families paid, depositing a monthly sum in his account? And what else was the tuition fee that our parents paid, if not a demand for certain services, and at the same time, a guarantee of impunity?


I think back nowadays with a greater understanding that, yes, certainly, we were afraid of the headmaster, we hid from his sight . . . but it was he who had a leash around his neck, not us.


WHATEVER THE CASE, his unruffled, ironic manner of speech made him especially odious to us, given that it reduced our rare acts of insubordination to a level so insignificant and ridiculous as to destroy any pleasure we might take in having committed them. He never took us seriously, in other words. He never spoke directly to us, because we didn’t deserve it. Protected behind his lenses, his eyes seemed to look a foot or so above our heads, as if to communicate to us his disappointment, his impatience, and something like his disgust at seeing that we had not grown up sufficiently. Moral and intellectual midgets is what we were, if not midgets in actual, physical fact. What conflict can there be with someone who refuses to consider you as an individual? To the headmaster we were merely a motley crew, a mass, a mass of idiots, idiots and nothing more, but so lacking in the basic prerequisites that constitute a person that it wasn’t worth wasting on us even a drop of genuine anger. Let alone respect. We were mildly harmful microbes, numbered slots on the class ledger, nicknames, ghosts. In his presence, I, who thought of myself as fairly independent and proud, felt like a piece of shit devoid of personality. All it took was his dark glasses and the occasional wry phrase tossed off in the midst of his generic statements, in which he never had it in for anyone in particular, perhaps to make it clear to us that we were always and in any case all guilty, even when we hadn’t done a thing, because just doing nothing was itself a wrong, a fault. But a petty one, inane. At a certain point in his sermon he would stop, fall silent, slowly turn his head toward a corner of the classroom from which a tiny buzz had arisen, point to a student who wasn’t doing anything in particular, and warn him: “Hey, you . . . that’s right, you . . . a little less cocky.”


The classmate would be seized by doubt, since the headmaster had employed nothing more specific than his invisible gaze to single him out, his hands had remained crossed over his large belly in that all-too-priestly position that telegraphs tranquillity and amiability at all costs, or else hooked by the thumbs to the sash that held the tunic around his waist, and frequently because of this intentional equivocation about the actual identity of the accused, two or three other students would grimace in disbelief, as if to say, “Me? Are you speaking to me? What do I have to do with any of this?”


But it was perfectly clear who he was speaking to.


“Yes, that’s right, you, I’m talking to you . . . a little less cocky.”


Sometimes, after a stretch of silence, he would add: “. . . So are we clear, sweetheart? Fine.”


THE HEADMASTER, in fact, ended every sentence with a “fine,” just as Shylock in The Merchant of Venice said “well” at the end of each sentence. Any proposal brought to him or objection raised or request submitted, his answer, whether it was positive or negative, always ended with a “fine.”




CLASS REPRESENTATIVE: “Mr. Headmaster, sir, could school let out an hour early, today? Mr. Golg . . . that is, the religion teacher is absent . . . his mother has been admitted to the hospital.”


HEADMASTER: “I know all about it. No, I’m sorry, you can’t leave early, I’ll make sure and send you a substitute. Fine.”


IMPERO BAJ (custodian): “The third-floor bathroom is flooded, what should we do?”


HEADMASTER: “Tell the kids in the scientific high school to use the bathroom on the second floor, and the ones from the classical high school to go to the fourth floor. Is that all clear, Baj? Fine.”


IMPERO BAJ: “Maybe someone ought to call a plumber, I don’t know . . .”


HEADMASTER: “I’m already picking up the receiver, you see that? I’ve already dialed the number. All right, fine.”


HEADMASTER: “Well?”


SCOLDED STUDENT: “I won’t do it again.”


HEADMASTER: “Is it a promise?”


SCOLDED STUDENT: “It’s a promise.”


HEADMASTER: “Fine.”





It wasn’t a simple verbal tic, but instead something quite serious. It was fine, the inevitable conclusion of any issue had to be good, well, fine, positive, even matters that at first glance seemed thorny or painful.


It may be more useful for me to explain with an example, and perhaps the readers will understand—if, indeed, they are benevolent—my difficulties in explaining myself otherwise, especially because the example I intend to bring up does not constitute a digression, but rather a direct and immediate continuation of the story.


So, one day the headmaster found himself face-to-face with an extra problem and he took it on as was his wont. Three or four of the older boys had cornered one of my classmates, Marco Lodoli, during recess. With at least a hundred boys running around, milling, and shrieking all at once, no one had noticed that Marco had been targeted. What was the reason for that ill-intentioned interest? The fact that Marco, slight and skinny, tall, bespectacled, was also long-haired: an ash-blond halo of frizzy hair around an intelligent and invariably slightly mocking face. That’s why the upperclassmen had long since sized him up as a target, and that day they started shoving and jerking him around, grabbing him by his shirt front, giving him little slaps that at first seem friendly but then increase in intensity, and finally grabbed his glasses and half-broke them, yep, that’s right: one of them, without a word of explanation for what he was doing, pulled off Marco’s eyeglasses and snapped, with the strength of his fingers, in a single sharp move, the bridge that held together the two lenses. Then he handed them back to him. As I said, nobody had noticed a thing, but when we returned to class, everyone noticed that our classmate was forced to hold his eyeglasses up, pressing them onto his nose with his fingers.


Cosmo, our Italian teacher, jumped in.


And he asked Marco what had happened to him.


It was clear that he didn’t really want to say what had happened, and he muddled along, trying to come up with an excuse (“They fell off while I was running . . .” “I banged my face in the bathroom . . .”), piling up contradictory versions, until his voice cracked and he finally fell silent. He just stood there, holding his thick eyeglasses by the temples, hands trembling with nervousness.


The suspicion began to circulate that the guilty party might be one of our classmates, even if there weren’t any bullies or even any boys especially given to horseplay, aside from Chiodi, and possibly Jervi, who had never shown signs of any cruel or treacherous behavior, but then, without warning, it was the other Marco in our class, Marco d’Avenia, a chubby young boy with rosy skin and a blank look in his eyes, who got to his feet and told Cosmo and all the rest of us exactly what had happened. D’Avenia, in fact, tended to go off on his own during recess for fear that one of the older boys might steal his snacks or knock them to the ground with a rough shove, and so he hid behind the boxwood hedges that ran along the outside wall of SLM, and in the safety of that refuge he was able to devour his pizza in peace and quiet. From that vantage point, his mouth crammed full of tomato sauce, he’d been able to watch the bullying unfold. No one had noticed him hiding behind the hedge, and no one but him, in that corner of the courtyard, had noticed the older boys roughing up Lodoli. The boys had in fact surrounded him in such a way that no one could see what was happening inside the knot of bodies. D’Avenia, however, saw it all and told what he knew.


IT WAS A RARE THING to see Cosmo angry, or even irritated. Maybe he was neither this time. But when he strode out of the classroom after assigning Rummo to maintain a minimum level of order until his return, I’m quite certain I heard him utter, under his breath, the following words: “It’s high time someone taught a lesson to these gallows birds.”


THE TERM “gallows bird” had already long since fallen from common use in the time when this story unfolds: in fact, I place it primarily in the context of reading, the deliciously outmoded written language, books in other words, the yellowed and unequaled adventure novels I read, many of them in translation from the English, the French, and the Russian. And in particular I am reminded of a beautiful old large-format volume, perhaps twelve inches by sixteen, with magnificent illustrations, that I owned as a boy and which I must have read through, from cover to cover, dozens of times, until I had practically memorized the whole thing. It was titled Pirati, Corsari e Filibustieri—Pirates, Corsairs, and Filibusters. Cosmo liked to express himself in precise, ironic, literary turns of phrase, which were vividly realistic nonetheless. Since then I have been unable to forgo using the term myself. Gallows birds, that’s right, they were nothing but gallows birds, and for the crime they would commit not long after this episode, they would once have surely been hanged.


FOUR STUDENTS were summoned to the headmaster’s office after being reported by Cosmo, and for now at least I’m not going to reveal their names. A couple of those names will become significant in the second half of this book. As I said, they were a year older than us. In any case, I have no way of knowing what the headmaster said to them, how he confronted them, and in what terms he asked them to account for what they had done. I might try to re-create here—using the technique impudently picked up from the pages of Thucydides or Tacitus, when they imagine the speeches of generals before engaging in battle or diplomats determined to restore peace—a certain type of scolding lecture, in the style at once dismissive and elusive that was so typical of the headmaster, but that would simply be a waste of time because the only thing I know for certain is that no measures were actually taken against the four students, and that fact appears much more significant than any number of words, which after all, given the benefit of hindsight, we now know to have been spoken into the wind. Not even a disciplinary note on the school ledger, or a day of suspension, or a letter to the parents. I imagine that the matter of Marco Lodoli’s eyeglasses was simply filed away as a case of excessive physical boisterousness, incidental vectorial by-products of the kinetic energy that drove the bodies of those adolescents to clash in narrow spaces, like the swirling atoms in the visions of the ancient philosophers. That the incident had turned out for the best, at least from the point of view of our headmaster, was proven by the fact that a few days later, Ottetti (as we had nicknamed our custodian Impero Baj, on account of the otto etti, Italian for 800 grams, nearly two pounds, of pasta that he claimed to eat every day at lunch) came to Lodoli’s class to bring him a brand-new pair of frames, Lozza brand, or maybe Persol, to be fitted with his thick lenses. No one ever knew whether it had been the bullies themselves out of their own pockets, or the school, who had paid for them: the important thing is that Lodoli regained his sight, and SLM regained its equilibrium, for a while.


WE HAVE a deeper and more extensive knowledge of another significant day, that is, the day that Arbus went to the headmaster’s office to lodge a complaint because he wasn’t learning anything. The lessons were too dull and repetitive, the teachers were too lazy and predictable. Really, we classmates were the least responsible for that trend. It was the school itself that worked badly. An incredible number of hours and days, precious, irretrievable, spent amid those four walls—to learn so little!


With a cunning tactical move, the headmaster immediately summoned to the office Rummo, who was our class representative, so that he could either confirm or deny Arbus’s claim: actually, though, because he wanted the presence of another student as a witness, and he was convinced that to have one would restrain Arbus from expressing excessively radical judgments. Evidently, he didn’t know Arbus well enough (Who can claim to have ever really known him, that young man? Not even I can boast that I understood him, and perhaps I won’t succeed, right up to the last page of this book), and in fact Arbus spoke as if Rummo wasn’t even present in the headmaster’s office, in fact, truth be told, as if the headmaster himself weren’t there. It was, in fact, Rummo himself who told us about it later, filled with admiration. That was characteristic of guys like Arbus, if there has ever been anyone else like him: to pay no attention to their interlocutor, neither his rank nor his mood, to feel no need to come to terms with him, to worry about how he might react, and therefore adapt the things he might say to fit the circumstances, the way we do out of courtesy or fear or self-interest or mere hypocrisy. None of all that: Arbus wanted to say what he believed to be the truth, but without any demands or self-regard in teaching a lesson or laying down a challenge. He wanted to say, in short, what was right to say, even though it might be disagreeable or scandalous: almost without a care for what effect he might have, in fact, without even noticing that there might be any. Pure, ingenuous, innocent, pitiless, automatic: that’s what my friend Arbus was like. The presence of the unfortunate Rummo, in the final analysis, served only one purpose: to let us know, subsequently, how that meeting had gone. In contrast with what he did before the assembled class, which he treated with scorn, this time the headmaster reserved a treatment of utmost respect for Arbus. My classmate deserved it.


“SCHOOL? It’s just one more way of locking us up in a safe place and making sure we don’t cause any trouble. The teachers are nothing more than our prison guards. If they teach us anything at all, it’s by accident, or purely random, a collateral effect. Do you have any idea, Headmaster, how we could put the time we spend in here to better use?”


“That’ll do, Arbus, I understand your point. If I simply said that you were wrong, on the specific point, or else if I said that, no two ways about it, you’re not in charge of deciding how your scholastic career is to unfold, and that that’s up to your parents, I’d be insulting your intelligence, and at your age, that’s not a good thing to do. Fine. So how old are you?”


“Fifteen. Almost sixteen.”


“Almost. Fine. It is in that almost that we can find the answer to your complaints; which, in any case, I have no intention of overlooking. I’ve recorded them word for word, and I’ll take advantage of your input to improve the quality of the service that we, with all our limitations, are called upon to provide to you, to give you students . . . This is our vocation, and you know what that term means, don’t you? ‘Vocation.’ It means that ours is not a choice, but rather a simple answer: the answer to a calling. Fine. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure that this vocation is tested, teacher by teacher, and that is a promise: without making any distinction between the religious brothers, like me, and the laymen. They, too, answer to the same appeal, and if it does not come directly from God, it will surely come from their professional conscience. But I feel sure that you know these things already. And that, deep down, you appreciate them. Fine. I believe, for that reason, that it is unnecessary to summon your parents to let them know about your dissatisfaction. Perhaps you’ve already informed them on your own initiative, back at home, is that right? Have you talked to them? Did you? Oh, you didn’t? That’s exactly what I thought: you didn’t. Fine. Very good. The first piece of advice, in fact, that I want to give you, is always to try to solve problems within the context where those problems have arisen, never outside, never, never . . . never expanding them, never extending the problem to a broader circle, never allowing them to migrate elsewhere, contaminating others with the leprosy of these problems . . . Discretion and determination, that’s what it takes. Is there something not working here at school? Fine. We’ll resolve it here at school. Among ourselves. Among those who are close to that problem, who know it, who are capable of intervening, changing things, taking action. Fine. It’s like the interior of our souls: if difficulties arise, the struggle must be an inner struggle, us against ourselves. The true target of any revolution lies in whoever undertakes it, not outside him. Pointless to involve the others, to upset them, to make them worry, just as your father and your mother would be worried if they were informed of the criticisms that you’re leveling against the school. I don’t criticize you in the slightest, and for that matter, with someone like you, so wide-awake and mature, what good would that do, right? All right, then, let’s put it in these terms: we aren’t perfect, either as men or as religious, much less as teachers. Fine. Could anyone but Our Lord Jesus Christ claim to be? Claim, that is, to be the finest man or the finest teacher possible? No, certainly not. Fine. The fact is that, my dear Arbus, my very dear boy, neither are you. Neither are you the perfect student. Or are you convinced that you are?”


“No, of course not.”


“Fine. You see it yourself. You’re an almost ideal student. Chronologically speaking, you’re almost a man. In strictly theoretical terms, given your intelligence, you’d be capable of studying all by yourself what remains to be studied from here to the end of high school. Is that what you want? Do you think that it would amount to the same thing, if you stayed at home with your books, instead of coming to school each day? What do you still lack to attain your objective? I’ll tell you what: you lack something that you’ll never have. And it’s the same thing that we priests lack, we teachers, we adults, and in fact all men and women lack, even your father and mother, if it comes to that. Becoming adults, we’ve never become perfect, you know? The margins of improvement were great . . . but even if they had been small, and we improved a little more, every day a little more, day after day, and we still do our best to do so, well, we’d still fall an inch, half an inch, a quarter inch short . . . and we’d never bridge that gap. If you learn, from this day forward, to accept this constitutional shortcoming, this lack in you, maybe you’ll be able to better understand the same shortcoming in others. And after all, it’s not a matter just of making better use of your own time: it’s a simple matter of letting it pass, of overlooking it, do you understand me, Arbus? Because it’s the time that passes that makes us grow, even if we don’t realize it, even when we have the sensation of standing still, we aren’t, time still sweeps us away, it transports us over great distances, like the current of a river, as long as we oppose no resistance. Fine. At the end of this journey, you’ll be a changed person, a greatly changed person, my boy, much more than you could ever imagine, and independently of any lesson in Italian or geometry, while you will have received other lessons without ever realizing that they were imparted to you. And it strikes me that this is a good, a fine thing.


“We’ll be behind you, I assure you of that, Arbus, we’ll help in every way imaginable to keep you from feeling like an outsider, so you don’t feel special: we’ll teach you to be normal, that is, to accept what all the others accept. Everyone. This is a lesson, too, the most important lesson you can learn. Fine, fine.


“As for your outlandish belief that you can’t learn anything here, you’re as wrong as can be about that. Of course you can learn here, Arbus. Absolutely. You can, if you want to. Fine. Do you want to know something? Do you want to know where you can begin? First of all, you should learn to know those who are around you. Your schoolmates. They are the first subject you should be studying, you know that? The human subjects are the most interesting ones, they come before history and geography and science, and they’re worth making an effort, at least an attempt to get to know them, don’t you think, Arbus? Fine, fine, that’s fine. Let’s take your teachers, just as an example. Are you convinced that you really know them? Or have you judged them without really understanding them? And I’m not talking about the subjects they teach, I’m talking about the people. Don’t you think you might have been a little too hasty in your judgments, perhaps, in your condemnations? Why, fine, that’s fine, I understand you. We understand you. You’re impatient because you’re intelligent, the two things often go hand in hand, and instead you ought to remain calm. Much calmer. Nice and calm, Arbus, understood? That’s fine.”


ARBUS’S COMMENT once he was back in the classroom was terse and concise. After being informed of all that had happened by Rummo, we asked Arbus how it had gone with the headmaster.


“Simple: he conned me.”


As if he couldn’t care less about it now. He had better things to think about.
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IT’S ALWAYS DIFFICULT to relate to school, either critically or with narrative intent—virtually impossible during your time there as a student, almost invariably in a resigned or resentful tone if you teach there, inevitably sentimental if you limit yourself to remembering it years later, as an integral part of your youth.


The “well, it’s something we all went through” approach renders memories of school in general largely one-note, sentimental, anecdotal, and foggy. Paradoxically, for such a fundamental and universal and enduring institution, it is safe to say, with almost mathematical certainty, that the only true moment of joy that it offers is when its doors shut behind you for the very last time. And if it’s not joy, it’s relief.


Going to school is not something open to discussion; something that’s so clearly not open to discussion that it becomes natural, and therefore no longer conceivable as anything different from what it is, the most prolonged and cerebral artificial experience of our lives, considered by one and all to be an obligation that it would be uncivil to avoid: little boys and girls, teenagers of both sexes forced to spend many hours a day in virtual immobility, for a variable number of years, in closed rooms, to do what, basically? To bend their spinal cords over desks and clog their brains with classical or scientific or technical tirades spouted by out-of-breath tutors, hoarse from shouting, whose actual, unstated function, tacit yet obvious and primary in nature—as Arbus had so rightly understood (I only realize it now, he’d figured it out at age sixteen: that’s the enormous difference)—is to keep the students occupied to ensure they do no harm to themselves or others, serving as little more than custodians or guards, really, a job assigned to them by a society that must fill the void of surveillance created at the moment that exhausted families push their children out of the house, at least for a certain portion of the day, at an age when the world of labor is not yet ready to accommodate them inasmuch as they don’t yet know how to do anything (truth be told, they’ll know even less by the time they’re done with their academic careers, but “that’s another matter”). This period of latency, by the way, has become so extraordinarily prolonged in the contemporary world that it lasts, when all is said and done, as long as fifteen years. Fifteen years to become adults ready to be ground up in the machinery. Fifteen years of an experiment that can yield (according to statistical probability more than any real method) some good fruit, there’s no way to deny it, but if considered dispassionately for what it truly is, it’s more appalling than vivisection itself.


AND THEN there are the academic subjects themselves, or perhaps we should say, the subjects that have been rendered academic—that is to say, boring, remote, and incomprehensible . . .


Not that the curricula themselves were mistaken, quite the contrary. They were full of interesting topics, the curricula. It’s so strange that at the political and bureaucratic level, people always seem to have a bone to pick with the curricula, which are blamed for being so damned antiquated, narrow, moldy, the curricula, junk from the last century—and maybe that’s because it’s easy to change the curricula, far less easy to change the people. It takes only a busy afternoon to rewrite all the curricula with ink on paper, maybe even inventing new subjects that have never been taught before or giving new names to the old subjects (one can only applaud the rhetorical variations that turn good old calisthenics into physical education, while what remains of history, the old subject featuring Hannibal’s elephants and the emperor’s red beard, has been rebaptized, alliteratively, historical and social studies . . .).


And the teachers, whether priests or non-priests, could hardly be blamed for any of this. Generally speaking, they were unfortunate wretches, obsessed and at the same time repulsed by their subjects after years of having to repeat the rote formulations that, over time, had turned into nursery rhymes, which they might as well learn by heart and recite in a singsong, like Tibetan prayers, and in fact over the years some of their voices had taken on the same nasal and guttural tonality that can be heard from the priests of all religions when they recite their psalms, a droning lullaby that emphasizes certain syllables in a single exhalation of breath, and which we in our oral examinations tended to replicate word for word, with all the very same pauses.


So whose fault was it?


I DON’T KNOW if I’m alone in remembering school in these terms; probably there are those who were enthusiastic schoolgoers or who now imagine or remember the experience, finding themselves pining for the good old days, since it’s impossible to surgically remove the bloc of “school” without destroying the larger bloc of “youth,” so that people wind up believing that the two were the same thing; there are some who can say in all sincerity that they “had fun” at school, that they loved their classmates or teachers, and if I were to maintain, with contempt, that “nothing of the sort ever happened to me,” I’d no doubt come off as a miserable person, well, all right, then, I too had fun, but it was always fun with clenched fists, and I made friends, but it wasn’t the school that created those friendships, indeed, if anything, the school ostracized them, shoving us all together like thirty mice in a shoebox. More than friends, we were fellow prisoners, and I can safely say that I learned at my own expense just how illusory, albeit briefly intoxicating, this kind of solidarity can be—the camaraderie engendered by constraint, how morbid and rotten the “us against the world” kind of companionship can be, the involuntary brotherhood celebrated by the poets of wartime.


SCHOOL, then, was conceived as a patient period of waiting, a gestation lasting many years, over the course of which formidable and explosive things took place, first and foremost in our bodies and our minds, which seemed to be under the effect of extremely powerful narcotics, so great were the psychedelic transformations (the product of our minds and bodies themselves, certainly not the effect of any of the lessons . . .), and even more so in the outside world, which was bursting with new developments to the point of becoming unrecognizable, another world, just a completely different chapter of history, between 1962 and 1975, that is, from when I entered that school dressed in a student’s smock until I left wearing elephant bell bottoms. You need only compare photos and TV footage from the period.


A period as changeable and dangerous as a serpent slithering through the forest.


And what were we doing, in the meantime, at school? We were waiting. We were waiting, ruminating over formulas, poetry, theorems, lists, transcribing, erasing everything with the white eraser or the blue one, chalking up blackboards, tossing medicine balls, carving into the grooves on our school desks with our penknives, looking at the trees outside the window . . .


If it were possible to pile up all in one place the rubber shavings produced by our furious erasures, if we could fill up a swimming pool with all of the ink spilled, I’m not even saying in all our translations from ancient Greek and from Latin, from start to finish, but just the ink used in making mistakes, in writing the words that were destined to be marked wrong by the teacher in red pencil, and if it were possible to line up, end to end, all the red segments of the corrections . . .


PERHAPS as late as age fourteen or fifteen, it was still possible to coexist with school, doing no more than to mock and parrot the teachers the second they had their backs turned, aping their physical defects and the way they spoke, and, in the breaks between these exercises in boorishness, absorbing here and there scraps of lessons, the more elementary passages or, now and then, the more difficult ones, for no purpose other than to recite them later, during the oral exams, mindlessly verbatim, without having actually understood a thing. Deep down, it was an easy, cowardly recipe that anyone—unless they were just talentless or truly rebellious, by which I mean rebellious to the depths of their soul—could put into practice and scrape by one year after another. We needed only to behave and keep a low profile to avoid trouble and this, really, was the only condition that the priests insisted on our respecting, to hell with matters like scholastic achievement, broadening our horizons, knowledge, and all that, what was actually required was a modicum of hypocrisy and contrition, just like in the confessional, and we were sure to be promoted to the next year, or, in other words, absolved of our sins. And allowed to run free like little lambs frolicking on a hillside. There are religions that ask their faithful nothing more than this: pray, bow, turn the other way when I tell you to, murmur and whisper instead of shouting, and as for the rest, do more or less as you please. Pay a small, small bail fee and you’re free! Our priests were actually not very demanding, even a Nazi could have met their requirements, and it’s no surprise that more than one actually did. They accepted, accepted, and accepted—in accordance with the mystical precept of “accept everything.” That is, the totality of a man, with all his deplorable aspects. That was the credo handed down by the founder. They forgave and forgave, or else they simply overlooked. We, on the other hand, refused, hindered, rejected, and we’d have rejected school as a whole if it hadn’t been so simple, in the final analysis, to just put up with it, its burden distributed throughout the span of the year, and in exchange, as part of the pact, while we agreed to be good (buoni, or better, increasingly Roman in inflection, boni, boni, “state bboni . . .”), we accepted a handful of vignettes of surreal humor, the occasional furtive snicker, and passing grades in the class ledger—passing grades, just eked out, conceded graciously, squeaking past, amended, rounded upward, but perfectly valid.


But after that a singular phenomenon unfolded: even though we all remained so many ignorant and incomplete amoebas, suddenly we felt superior to our teachers, as if by some automatic promotion due to seniority, a sudden promotion on the field of battle, we had, that is, the impression that we had caught up with them and overtaken them and that therefore none of them (except for Cosmo) was any longer capable of striking fear in our hearts. Respect was something they had never been able to inculcate. In certain of our classmates who were particularly self-confident and arrogant, this meant treating them like doormats. This was all about money, in the final analysis and as usual, as I’ve said before. They had discovered, that is, that the all-powerful teachers actually had very little money of their own.


Others instead felt (rather unjustified) intellectual haughtiness, convinced that they now knew and understood far more than their teachers in the very subjects they taught. Giovanni Lorco, for instance, had convinced himself that the priests must necessarily be a herd of ignorant bumpkins drafted straight out of divinity school and sent into the classrooms after being given a hasty scrub: whereas the others, the lay teachers, had no certificates or degrees, and were losers from the outset who had figured out a work-around to avoid civil service exams, turning up at a private institute of education the same way they might show up at a soup kitchen. And so Lorco was always checking his books to make sure the things they said in class were accurate. He was just waiting for a chance to catch them making a mistake.


Others still were seized by a singular enthusiasm that made them feel ready to experience extraordinary adventures; these classmates thought of school as nothing but useless ballast and the teachers as heavy objects, like so many carved marble animals to be used as bookends. These students already had an eye on afterward, the years after school, and couldn’t wait to be emancipated from the flock of children and their grim custodians.
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THOSE WERE HAPPY TIMES, when in order to live the way you’re supposed to all you had to do was follow a script! Faithfully, adding only a few personal variations. For instance, the roles of men and women. Well written, extensively tested, invariably recognizable to those around you who witnessed your performance and judged it. From which you could, at the very most, escape by committing an act of conscious revolt, violating its rules. By rebelling. But if there are no rules at all, how are you supposed to break them or change them? And here you are, then, a prisoner of the absence of rules, or else wandering, blinded by their nebulous vagueness. How bitterly ironic, to be a slave to rules that don’t exist. The problem with vows never uttered is that they cannot be broken. Study, work, mate, have children, age . . . die . . . but also laugh, quarrel, fight, and kill . . . these were all things for which the individual, according to sex and age and social condition, found models ready to use, only asking to be applied, boilerplate to be slotted in, with a little patience and care, like the patterns you could find in knitting magazines for making a pullover or a cardigan: we only needed to follow instructions step-by-step. Everything seemed boring and oppressive and, really, it was, but at the same time, how very reassuring! Reassuring even for those who chose not to follow the script. The risk, so to speak, possessed a solid certainty all its own: like the opposition in a dictatorship, you knew perfectly what faced you, the penalties meted out to those who rebel. Not the way things are these days when, even if you take all your clothes off and have sex with a sheep in front of the Italian Senate, either no one pays the slightest attention to you, or else your act will be interpreted as a laudable provocation or a statement of protest toward which we should all express our solidarity inasmuch as it is an expression of a widespread malaise or even as a piece of performance art. The muscle of interest is riddled in vain by the tickle of the most violent and foolish provocation: it won’t start, it won’t react. Today, we troop out into life in scattered order, so many stragglers, with no signal (with the possible exception of money, perhaps, which is at least something) to tell us from the outset what we ought to do and what we ought to refrain from doing, what we should aspire to and what we should avoid. Everyone goes their way, stitching together as they go a random patchwork of attitudes and half-conventions scavenged here and there, to avoid being left naked and incomprehensible to other people, even though you can see from a mile away that it’s all made up, improvised or borrowed, cadged off TV series or talk shows, advice columns, and tidal waves of online recommendations. There is no substance, there’s no deep foundation, and there isn’t even a nice, fully rounded form of hypocrisy to be adopted, a well-enameled surface, a vacuous yet impeccable model, compact in its social array, like what we had, for example, until not that long ago, in the bourgeois model. In this harlequinade, in the assemblage of incongruous patchworks of identity and social models, there is a hierarchy of males, distinguished by their levels of resentment and frustration and ridicule, perhaps because their traditional mold has been shattered to smithereens, not for dramatic and progressive reasons, as was the case for women with feminism, but in a derisory and regressive fashion. Feminist radicalism had, at least, an obtusely heroic aspect, an epic thrust the way that all protest movements do at the moment they first arise, when they spontaneously gather and wave the banner. Male fumbling in search of a new role resembles nothing so much as the jerky movement of a lizard’s severed tail, the nervous laughter that greets a witticism or a wisecrack that has simply baffled instead of amused. So the man becomes hysterical, the woman becomes combative, strange, isn’t it? So at variance with the old clichés . . . all of these new and contradictory images began to rain down on us right around the time when this story unfolds. While we were just boys. There were those who weren’t at all in search of a new role for men, and who took up stances in favor of the old ways, of their crumbling walls.


YOUNG MEN back then found themselves ping-ponging between two diametrically opposed conditions, each equally unsettling: one, the most commonplace and quotidian, was the frustration of not fucking, the other, the anxiety of performing adequately when they did in fact fuck. Sex, both desired and practiced, caused a general uproar in one’s entire being. To say that we were agitated and uncertain about how our genitalia would react when put to the test, even though we could hardly wait to have the chance, would be a gross understatement. It was a suffocating blend of anguish and morbid curiosity. This adolescent fear would accompany every male for the rest of his life, unless he were to decide to take a vow of chastity and managed to stick to it. The authentic will to power, in fact, is expressed not in coitus, but in the renunciation of coitus. That is why the rare individuals who are actually chaste are often intolerable to be around: because they make a muscular display of their choice. By repressing themselves, they’ve liberated themselves, and now their intact, undispersed energy becomes a brash, overbearing social tool, a sort of cat-o’-nine-tails with which they can lash the world. The frightful farsighted power of the celibate man! No objective is out of his reach. Baudelaire used to say that we have two ways to elude the tedium of death: one is work, the other is pleasure. The sole difference between the two is that work increases your strength, pleasure consumes it. Actually, though, it is my modest opinion that both work and pleasure consume your strength.


SEX was a subject to be studied at the drawing board, a difficult theorem to explicate and to apply. There was nothing natural about it, except that muffled, imprecise drive, the pulsation that verged on queasy sickness, impossible to translate into concrete acts unless they smacked of banality: banality pervaded the things you had to say to get there, banality infused the ways in which we groped and stroked, truly grotesque when it came to the act of removing your underwear, and ridiculous the way they tended to twist and tangle around your ankles . . . And stranger still is the way we had of trying to resolve it, once we managed to get on top of a female body, by delivering great and awkward thrusts, frantic back-and-forth of the pelvis, with a soundtrack of grunting. Is that really how it was supposed to go? As if those enthusiastic and clumsy efforts could solve the brainteaser. Some clearly thought that it might be a way of leaping to conclusions—the harder you pushed, the closer you got. No different from a test of strength at an amusement park.


NOW THE DESTINIES have become star-crossed, the customs have been overturned, and the exact point of the crossover were the years of my youth: in a more puritan society, in the early years of psychoanalysis, people learned for the first time that many nonsexual acts had a hidden sexual source; now, in contrast, we realize that many sexual behaviors have a nonsexual motivation. In the old days we used to hasten to strip the body bare and reveal its nudity; today, in order to understand something, we have to dress it again. The symbolism has been overturned: a girl with a popsicle in her mouth was, deep down, sucking a cock, nowadays she might be sucking a cock but maybe she’s really thinking about a popsicle.
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UNTIL PUBERTY, it’s not even a matter for discussion, it doesn’t even come up. Then, over the course of a single season, the girls are transformed in such an explosive and spectacular fashion that their diversity becomes unbearable: too powerful to look at, too powerful to think about. It’s no longer possible to pretend nothing’s happened. The countless series of American films with porkies and pom-pom girls and lunatics and nerds and Elvis wannabes and taking girls’ dormitories by siege and showers with holes in the walls so you can peek inside—none of these give even the slightest idea of the whiplash that young men undergo while witnessing the uncontrollable flowering of secondary female sexual traits: any comparison with the tortuous and strained development of their virility, which unfolds in parallel, seems unfair, manifesting itself laughably in the form of goatees and acne and breaking falsetto voices and the tendency to hunch over due to the weight of muscles that, truth be told, they don’t yet possess. That diversity changes from virtual, statistical, to tangible, corporeal: and whether because it’s attractive or because it’s repugnant, sometimes because of both things at once, it’s unlikely to leave you indifferent.
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