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“I have rejected every opportunity for polemics, and resisted every temptation, strong though this might be, to string together pieces of inaccurate, distorted or simply speculative evidence offered by sensationalists, often with a simple passion for scandal.”


Paolo Spriano, Antonio Gramsci and the Party: The Prison Years







“The Italian author would not write a biographical novel without cramming it with tiresome rhetoric… They represent serious matters as if they were shop queue chatter… As a result, these biographies get written by foreigners.”


Antonio Gramsci, 1930











Part One: Three Sisters




“From Russia, swarming through the whole world, came men and women who had been formed in ruthless battle, who had but one aim in life, who drew their breath from danger… None of us had, in the bourgeois sense of the word, any personal existence. We changed our names, our posting and our work at the Party’s need. We had just enough to live on without real material discomfort, and we were not interested in making money, or following a career, or producing a literary heritage, or leaving a name behind us. We were interested solely in the difficult business of reaching Socialism.” Victor Serge, Memoirs of a Revolutionary







“For a very long time I believed that it was absolutely, fatally impossible that I should ever be loved.” Antonio Gramsci, 1923







“The buttons on your collar, the colour of your hair, I think I see you everywhere…” Paul Buchanan, ‘Mid Air’, CD 2012








Serebranyi Bor Sanatorium, Moscow 1922


He sat looking out over fields of spindly silver birch trees and rough scrub, dissected by winding streams and straighter cuts which he imagined served the purposes of irrigation or drainage. They were too narrow for navigation or transportation. The landscape was gently flourishing in late spring bloom. The silver birches were in full new leaf, the scrub was topped by heavy waving clusters of seed, and the streams flowed freely towards the river running through the distant village.


For the moment it presented a scene of easy vigour, full of itself, like a fat smiling peasant. Later in the season, he presumed, it would all dry and wither. With the sudden plunge in temperature and air pressure which heralded the vicious Russian winter, it would hurriedly shed leaves and stalks and viscosity. Everyone talked about it – “When winter comes…” – as if it punctuated the rest of the year. The trees and scrub would withdraw into their roots for earthy warmth, and the streams thicken and start to freeze over. By late November the ice would be thick enough to skate on.


Or so he imagined, from what he’d heard about the deep prolonged cold this far north, or for that matter about the alien pursuit of ice skating. It was nearly three thousand kilometres from his native temperate Sardinia; five hundred less from his adopted northern Italian city of Turin, where he had spent most of the last ten years. The winters could be hard enough in northern Italy, especially if you had inadequate clothing and nourishment – as he had for many of those years – but he was younger then, and the Italian sun was never too far away.


Here in Russia, even in late spring and early summer, the sun always seemed to be smaller and lower and paler, and somehow more timid, as though it was afraid of getting too close. It was hardly surprising that everyone he met, from the highest official to the lowest orderly, seemed to have cold hands. Russia had that effect, keeping you at a distance, chilling your bones. A troubling thought emerged from within his steady contemplation of the vista: would he still be here at Serebranyi Bor at the onset of hard Russian winter? My goodness, I really can’t afford to be out of circulation that long. He was bundled up in layers of heavy blankets against the early evening chill. The attendants had insisted on wrapping him up tightly in his wicker chair, on top of the thick pyjamas and dressing gown he had been issued a week earlier when he had arrived at the sanatorium on the outskirts of Moscow. He had at first resisted their ministrations, in the sunny warmth of the late May afternoon, in his still rudimentary Russian – “I’ll be fine without, I’ll be fine…” – but they had fussily persisted. “Comrade Gramsci, you will catch cold! On top of everything else…”


He detected in their concern for his welfare a deeper concern that they might be called to account for it. As the two burly men tucked the tasselled edges around and underneath him, he pushed against their big strong cold hands for some room to move and breathe. For all his best efforts at self-restraint and politeness, a gasp of exasperation escaped his lips and noticeably moderated their touch. He hated this feeling of swaddled confinement, having spent so much of his childhood bound and restricted, his parents’ vain attempt to cure his deformities and straighten him out. This had included strapping him into a kind of corset with rings on it, suspended for hours on end from the kitchen ceiling. The treatment was somehow supposed to dispel the emerging hump on the right side of his back. He could remember slowly twirling, looking down on the bustling assembled family of mother and father and six other young children, like a strange insect or bird or some kind of contraption for drying clothes.


He was glad of the blankets now. They would allow him to defer by at least half an hour the long slow trudge in his Soviet issue slippers back to his gloomy room on the ground floor at the back of the palatial old building. His room reflected, he reckoned, his relatively lowly status in the Communist International as a recently arrived delegate from a minor party. The Bolsheviks might be building a new world of liberty, equality and fraternity, assuming the mantle of the French Revolution as the driving force of history, but that didn’t mean they were quite so free, equal and fraternal just yet.


As Marx had always insisted, the material reality of socialism would be based on what had gone before: all those long aching bloody centuries of oppression, exploitation and misery. The explosive power of capitalism created massive inequalities in wealth and status, heaped on top of the rigid stratifications of feudalism, so that every individual was allotted their place in the stultifying social hierarchy. It took concerted collective action by masses of people over many years, guided by the best strategic brains of the age, to break it apart and reorder things.


And as the Russians themselves had been painfully discovering, in the years of civil war and famine and their faltering two-steps-forward-one-step-back construction of the new socialist economy, you couldn’t just do away with the old unequal ways by decree or even fire-power. This was a society busily, ferociously, bravely remaking itself, but there was still a long way to go, lives to be led in the meantime, and it all had to be done on the basis of what had gone before. Hegemony was a many-layered, multi-dimensional structure, more of a process really, always shifting and changing, like some kind of geological substratum infused with primordial gases and liquids.


Perhaps it was best to think of it as a living organism, already rearranged and patched together by previous generations. It could only be taken apart and reconstructed one or at best several pieces at a time, and with great care and skill because every element was separately alive, throbbing and twitching, discomfiting every other. It would always be difficult, and you could never be sure what you would end up with, especially here in Russia, with its primitive society and state, and still largely feudal economy.


He had heard Lenin himself say so to the Comintern just a couple of weeks ago: “It is a terrible misfortune that the honour of beginning the first Socialist revolution should have fallen to the most backward people in Europe.” The dictatorship of the proletariat required patience and cunning and compromise, no less than the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie that preceded it. Were the Russians up to it, with their millions of illiterate peasants barely out of serfdom, tiny urban proletariat and even tinier intelligentsia? How to build a new world on such a narrow base?


The great and glorious October Revolution was only a tentative first step. A clarion cry around the world, no doubt, but always exceptional. Hadn’t he inadvertently said so at the time, in an article headed “The Revolution Against Capital”? He meant it as a tribute to Bolshevik decisiveness, in contrast to the plodding reformism of the Second International, all those old men waiting around for change rather than making it happen. But ever since then he had been chided by comrades – for the most part playfully – for his anti-Marxist “voluntarist” heresy. Five years older now, and with first-hand experience of Russian conditions, he could see their point.


The Soviets’ isolation proved there was no substitute for the hard graft of political change in the Western European heartland of industrial and finance capitalism. There the revolution would be much more difficult and protracted, and couldn’t be rushed unless you wanted to provoke reactionary backlash. The continuities of history were just as important, and in their own dumb way constructive, as its ruptures. You had to work with the grain as well as occasionally hack into it, respect reality as you tried to reshape it, recognise the material you had been given by history to work with. That required careful research, rigorous analysis, and always the desperate mental struggle to understand concrete historical reality. As he thought this through, feeling the pull of his writing desk back in his gloomy room, the fingers of his right hand tapped steadily on the wooden arm of his wicker chair, like a carpenter making guide marks with his chisel.


This building, an old Tsarist summer palace converted into a hospital for the new revolutionary proletarian elite of the Communist International, was proof of all this. As were the obsequious manners and behaviours of the doctors, nurses and attendants who – it seemed to him – had swapped one set of masters for another as easily as they changed their white coats for clean ones. The fact that they addressed the new lot as “comrade” instead of “sir” was progress of sorts, but they were still unquestionably and unquestioningly subordinate. They might be serving a higher and nobler ideal, the cause of world proletarian revolution, but they were still undoubtedly serving.
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Antonio Gramsci had come to Russia from Turin as late spring turned to high summer, departing on 26th May 1922, for the Fourth Congress of the Communist International scheduled to begin in November after many months of intense preparation. He travelled with fellow Partito Comunista d’Italia members and Comintern delegates Amadeo Bordiga (the new party’s first leader) and Antonio Graziadei. They took a circuitous route into Russia via Latvia, stopping off along the way in Berlin, where Gramsci called on his old university professor and intellectual mentor Umberto Cosmo, now a diplomat at the Italian embassy. They finally arrived in Moscow on 2nd June, a whole week after setting out, exhausted and (in Gramsci’s case) seriously ill.


They had left Italy in a state of turmoil whose outcome was as yet utterly unclear. It was already beginning to feel like a historical tipping-point, the very last of the “red years” of revolutionary agitation following the war, and the very first of the black years of counter-revolutionary Fascism. The surge of reaction began in the countryside, breaking strikes and occupations and besieging whole towns and villages with military precision, spreading north and south through the Italian peninsula like fire in a cornfield. Thousands of disgruntled soldiers – Gramsci’s own younger brother Mario amongst them – had come back from a war they were supposed to have won but which felt more like a defeat, and set about exacting revenge on their fellow countrymen, guided by the rabble of histrionic, sneering, ex-socialist intellectuals and disaffected provincial gentry around Benito Mussolini.


It was nasty enough at the beginning, with widespread organised violence and even murders, wrecking and burning of the offices and halls of the left wing parties, trade unions and labour centres, peasant leagues and food cooperatives, and the quashing of whatever counter-strikes the scattered and fractious Italian left could muster in their own defence. But the full institutional horror of Fascism had yet to be revealed and turned into a matter of totalitarian state policy. For now, all that was immediately apparent was the paramilitary violence of the fasci di combattimento, founded in Milan in March 1919 but now active across the country.


At this stage it was widely considered a passing fad, the slow winding-down of one world war rather than the beginnings of another, even among its most immediate victims and implacable opponents on the communist and socialist left. They told themselves it was just a bunch of brutish thugs running around the country causing mayhem in the political vacuum created by the war, another local example of the rag-bag reaction of the unemployed, ill-disciplined, demobilised and traumatised soldiers making trouble in most European countries, allied with marginal, opportunist elements of the old ruling class.


There had always been plenty of that in the Italian countryside, hired hoodlums brought in by the big, largely absentee landowners to beat the peasants into line and make sure they voted the right way in elections. In substantive terms, Fascism was little different to what had gone before, “a natural and predictable stage of development in the capitalistic order”, as the Second Congress of the Partito Comunista d’Italia resolved in February 1922. Its leader, Amadeo Bordiga, had called it “…merely a change in the governmental team of the bourgeoisie”.


What’s more, the comrades said amongst themselves, if Fascism had the effect of sweeping away much of the old corrupt liberal parliamentary circus of long-time Prime Minister Giovanni Giolitti, so much the better. The purgative “revolution” Mussolini proclaimed as his objective would destroy the ceremonial trappings and niceties of Giolitti’s Italietta (“little Italy”). Getting rid of the bourgeois-democratic sham of pluralism, freedom of association and the press, the legal protection of the individual from the state, etcetera – the respectable veneer over the harsh realities of capitalism – would leave the way clear for a properly proletarian revolution and a socialist state on the Soviet model.


If Antonio Gramsci had any suspicions in the summer of 1922 that his ex-Socialist comrade and fellow journalist Benito Mussolini’s movement would prove a more durable phenomenon, he kept them largely to himself for now. The very suggestion would undermine the whole notion of the historical inevitability of proletarian dictatorship and international socialism. History could not possibly stop halfway or go backwards, could it? And after all, confined by chronic illness and nervous exhaustion to this Russian sanatorium for the foreseeable future, thousands of kilometres away from the violence and upheaval in Italy, he was in no position to do anything about it.


Grigoriy Zinoviev himself, President of the Communist International, had noticed how frail and tired the new Italian delegate was at the opening meeting of the Comintern in Moscow, and wondered whether he might be suffering from nervous exhaustion, or neurasthenia, like so many others in these years of upheaval. Gramsci had been elected as the Italian representative on the Comintern’s Executive Committee, known by the suitably modern and polyglot acronym of Ispolcom, and as a member of its smaller Presidium. Afterwards Zinoviev suggested a recuperative spell in the sanatorium at Serebranyi Bor, so called because it was set in a wood of silver birch trees.


“We pride ourselves,” he said, in his oddly clipped and surprisingly quiet voice, his diffidence accentuated by his deployment of cumbersome Italian for the benefit of this new arrival, “on the quality of our care. Our doctors and clinics lead the world in the treatment of neurasthenia. We consider it a distinctly modern illness, symbol and product of the progress of civilisation.”


They were walking at some pace down a corridor between meetings. Gramsci found it hard to keep up. He also found it hard to equate Zinoviev’s global reputation for terror with the clean-shaven, pale, slightly puffy face looking down and sideways at him from the mop of curly black hair atop his slender round-shouldered frame. There was little of Lenin’s resolution; rather, a somewhat brittle affectation of confidence and authority.


“Of course neurasthenia is especially prevalent here, with widespread physical and mental fatigue from two revolutions, the civil war, capitalist blockades and famine, and the massive epidemics that followed. We might have expected it to ease with the prosperity of the New Economic Policy, but if anything it’s getting worse. The latest manifestation is a wave of suicides among young men worried about sexual dysfunction as a consequence of excessive masturbation.”


Zinoviev stopped abruptly for a moment of contemplation, his fingertips playing with the little tassels of silk cord he wore instead of a tie. Gramsci took advantage of the halt to regain his breath. Then just as abruptly Zinoviev carried on walking and talking.


“But whereas in the west, nervous illnesses are confined to brain-workers from the so-called advanced races and upper classes, here in the Soviet Union we find them all across the population. In fact we regard it as a sign of growing equality and of upward social mobility, so we have given it the clinical name of “Soviet nervousness”, iznoshennost’ or utomlenie in Russian. I assure you, Comrade Gramsci, there is no shame or stigma attached to it. Widespread neurasthenia is emblematic of the Soviet condition, what you might call a badge of honour. In fact it is especially prevalent amongst active Communist Party members and Red Army veterans…”


Zinoviev’s motives in sending Gramsci off to the sanatorium may not have been entirely medical or altruistic. The Italian party was in a mess, small and fractious and divided, implacably sectarian to any other political party and even towards itself. There were already several distinct factions, barely a year after its foundation, and they were based on sharp political, personal and regional differences. It seemed unlikely that its right and left wings, with various smaller less clearly defined groupings between and amongst them, could stay together for long, let alone organise a revolution. The party’s temper was, as Zinoviev had noted during the Ispolcom discussion of prospects in Italy, “somewhat fissiparous…” To this its leader Bordiga responded, sitting bolt upright in his chair and thrusting an arrow-straight forefinger towards the ceiling, “Yes indeed, Comrade President, nothing clears the air like a good split!”


Lenin had derided this fiery bombast in Left Wing Communism: an Infantile Disorder. In their own histrionic way, the Partito Comunista d’Italia – born from a highly unsatisfactory breakaway from the much bigger and longer established if ideologically muddled Italian Socialist Party – were just as bad as the Americans, whom Lenin privately referred to as “that rabble of polyglot squabblers” made up mostly of recent immigrants and refugees, or the “vegetarian cranks, shrieking suffragists and permanently enraged Celts” of the tiny and ineffectual British party. None of them seemed to occupy any permanent, secure or central place in their own national politics. Hadn’t Lenin also been heard to remark, when introduced to the “Red Yankee” John Reed, author of Ten Days That Shook the World, “My goodness, an American American…”? None of them measured up to the Russians, the Germans or even the eastern Europeans. The Italians were just another of those “artificial parties”, called into being by the distant glowing beacon of the October Revolution but with no real historical or social roots in their own societies.


Or so went the latest gossip around the corridors, parlours and communal kitchens of the expropriated hotels, mansions and palaces where the Comintern installed its foreign members and functionaries. Packing the Italian representative, this funny little hunchback with a squeaky voice and an earnest manner, off to Serebranyi Bor for a while might suit everyone. Zinoviev and his colleagues at the top of the Comintern had more promising revolutionary prospects in other countries to consider. Rested and restored, the Italian might have something worthwhile to contribute to their debates and declarations. He was the editor and founder of the journal L’Ordine Nuovo after all, which Lenin had singled out for praise at the Second Comintern Congress in 1920 as the only source of communist good sense in Italy.


Gramsci’s physical symptoms – convulsive trembling and what he himself later described as “ferocious-looking” fits, when his hands and arms jerked uncontrollably and his fingers took on the shape of talons – were cause enough for major comradely concern. He told the Comintern doctor who attended to him when he had collapsed at a meeting, that he felt cold shivers and then tightness in his chest, “…as if the heart were being grasped inside a hand, or a supple octopus was fastening its tentacles around it.” Inside half an hour of initial observation, his temperature fluctuated between 96 and 100, several degrees either side of the normal 98.6. In the Moscow mid-summer heat, even in a high-ceilinged room with the curtains closed and the windows wide open, he was bathed in sweat; as much from anxiety about what was happening as from fever, with just a little bit of embarrassment at disrupting the proceedings like this. He could see the alarm in the eyes of the huddle of people gathered around him. They know I’m Sardinian, he thought to himself. Maybe they think I’m about to knife someone!


He was feeling better now at the sanatorium, this wild-haired hunchbacked brigand, even if only from the effects of good and regular meals, enforced rest and (for him, a lifelong insomniac) relatively sound and undisturbed sleep. It had been at least two days since he’d had one of the splitting and pounding and utterly debilitating headaches which had blighted his adult life. The new glasses, prescribed for him by the sanatorium’s eye-doctor and manufactured at the recently nationalised and re-opened lens factory in Moscow, were certainly helping. After all these years of thinking and theorising, reading and writing, debating and speech-making, he finally had the time and nervous energy to devote to matters of feeling and sensation; even to his own personal appearance, which he had neglected out of shame or simple disregard.


He had even started to grow a moustache. At the ripe old age of 31 he thought it was about time. All the Russians wore beards or moustaches. When in Rome, he thought, combing through the thickening stubble on his upper lip after his morning wash and shave, or rather Moscow… He had also begun to remember his dreams, previously a jumble of nonsense and occasional terror shrugged off within moments of waking, and to record the most notable. In the latest he had been amongst a group of people who were all hovering around ten centimetres above the ground, quite upright and interacting as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. No matter how hard he tried, he could not emulate them, but remained resolutely earthbound. Now what on earth – or rather, ten centimetres above it – could that signify?


Sitting here now, on the sunny terrace of the sanatorium, he even allowed himself the luxury of natural observation, for almost the first time he could remember since he was a boy in Sardinia. Then, he had gone off tracking porcupines and foxes around nearby orchards and fields, and brought home tortoises, falcons and larks to raise with his friend Luciano, the village chemist’s son. Now, from out of this very different terrain, he saw cranes slowly rise, apparently straight up from the water, and circle gracefully around the tips of birch trees until they came flapping slowly to rest on the bank of another stream or cutting.


He watched swallows or martens – he could never, to his continuing frustration, tell the difference, though he knew that both slept high on the wing – wheel and dive in busy aerial ballets and somehow miraculously avoid crashing into each other or the trees. They must operate in a different dimension of time, he thought, like flies or children. A large bee, drawn to the vivid colours of his top blanket, buzzed around his lap in search of pollen. It brought to mind an old Sardinian folk-rhyme:


“Mister Bee in his stripy jumper, all puffed up in his self-importance,


Busier as the morning lengthens, dozier as the afternoon shortens.


My goodness, he thought, I must be getting better if I can summon up a memory like that.
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“Good evening, Comrade Schucht. How are you?”


“Very well, Comrade Gramsci, though my doctors might not agree…”


He leant closer to her and whispered conspiratorially. “And what would they know?”


Evgenia Schucht, middle in age of the five Schucht sisters, giggled back at this funny little Italian’s irreverence. It had been quite some time since she’d had much to laugh about, or been able to practice her conversational Italian, acquired during her family’s sojourn in Rome. She still spoke the language fluently and, as Comrade Gramsci had complimented her when they had been placed together at dinner, “beautifully, Comrade, beautifully”. Amongst all the coughed and barked and mumbled Russian, the lithe swooping poetry of the Italian language offered a very welcome change, as well as an impenetrable code between the two of them against the prying ears which in this place never seemed far away.


Evgenia was confined to a creaking wheelchair, on account of a “nervous debility” which had induced partial paralysis of the legs and kept her bedridden since 1919. None of the doctors at the Schucht family home in Ivanovo Voznesensk, at the specialist institute in Moscow or here at the sanatorium had yet been able to diagnose the cause in anything other than the vaguest terms. It might have something to do with her service in the Red Army rifle corps during the civil war, and the lasting effects of shell shock from exposure to battle. But – they mumbled amongst each other, always within her strained hearing – how common was that amongst women? Female nervous breakdowns tended to take a rather different course, and derive from other, more interior traumas. Yes, she’d thought to herself as she surveyed the white-coated and turbaned ranks of male doctors, you always have been mystified by our insides…


And, in truth, Evgenia’s military service had mostly involved riding across and around endless steppe in search of elusive White Army enemies, in stuttering fuel-starved trains and then on scrawny horseback when they thought their quarry might be near. She confessed to her most trusted doctor that she had only engaged in battle on a couple of occasions, that they amounted to little more than skirmishes (the so-called “Second Battle of Kharkhiv”) with fleeing bands of mercenaries and bandits, and that she had otherwise been kept in reserve for offensive charges that were never ordered or required.


She added, in some kind of mitigation, that she had proved herself an outstanding marksman during battalion target practice. But again she had to admit that when they had live rounds to use she was competing against ever rawer recruits. And at other times, when ammunition was scarce, the battalion commander had judged their accuracy from the steadiness with which they held their rifles while pretending to shoot. This callow bespectacled youth from the university town of Kazan was intimidated by her haughty manner and, she implied, romantically attracted to her, so his judgement was, “shall we say, Comrade Doctor, somewhat suspect…”


Even more speculatively, the doctors noticed that her paralysis had followed soon after her acceptance into membership of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, under Lenin’s personal sponsorship. Could there be some kind of psychological connection? A fear of disappointing her father Apollon, an old-time Bolshevik, perhaps? Or, through the psychic mechanism of transference, her newly adoptive “father” Lenin? “Well, perhaps…” she had responded when this hypothesis was first advanced, then, “Don’t be ridiculous!” when she thought about it.


Apollon might be a fearsome orator and disputant in public, but at home with his lively daughters and solitary son and watchful wife, he was quiet and collaborative and, as Evgenia had realised in infancy, readily susceptible to feminine charm and manipulation. As a follower of Rousseau, he was always inclined to leave these “noble savages” to their own devices, rather than subject them to the traditional bourgeois “stern mouldings” of his Teutonic forebears.


And while Lenin might have signed her membership application form, this was at the behest of his wife Krupskaya, who knew the Schuchts rather better than her eminent husband, and whom Evgenia had briefly served as personal secretary at the Commissariat of Public Education. It was a small momentary favour for an old comrade, a scribble of a pen amongst a huge daily batch of state papers. Evgenia had only ever met the great man when she was a small child, and their families were part of the small itinerant band of obscure anti-Tsarist intellectuals going in and out of exile across the vast Russian landmass and the more congenial sanctuaries of Western Europe. Since then, she had had to make do with her father’s reports and anecdotes. Lenin certainly had nothing to do with the paralysis in her legs. So her “nervous debility” went unexplained and unattributed.


At the Serebranyi Bor sanatorium, rather lower down the hierarchy of Soviet medical science than the prestigious Moscow clinics, the junior doctors assigned to “nervous disorders” like hers tended to look for less obviously experiential causes. These all – Evgenia thought to herself – came down to her and her “weaknesses”, as if her paralysis were somehow her fault, or even choice. She had heard the word “psychosomatic” bandied about more than once at their bedside consultations, and knew enough of the latest fashionable medical theory to understand that this meant they thought she was making her illness up. The latest label they were trying to attach to her was “acquired invalidism”, coined by the shining red star of the new Soviet psychiatry, Dr. I.V. Gannushkin.


A young doctor had stood before her in his long white overall and turban and run down a check-list of symptoms which he said would help this latest attempt to establish the “scientific basis of your condition, Comrade Schucht… Do you feel apathetic, unable to work or relate to your surroundings, and lost to society?”


“Er, I’m not sure… After four years in here, wouldn’t anyone?”


“Do you feel uncertainty in yourself and your abilities?”


“Sometimes…”


“Would you say you are completely dissatisfied with your life, with no chance of future happiness?”


“Well, I’m not sure I’d go that far…”


This new label of “acquired invalidism” was some improvement on “hysteria” no doubt, but when it came down to it weren’t they all just pseudo-scientific terms for madness? And if that’s what they thought, why didn’t they just come right out with it? Have done with the nonsense, and pack her off to that other enclosed part of the hospital behind a particularly imposing row of silver birch trees, the unnamed and unnumbered “secure ward” which “rest cure” patients like herself and Comrade Gramsci frequently talked about in hushed and conspiratorially disparaging tones. A number of discarded “companions” and errant children of senior Comintern figures were reportedly housed there, alongside the raving lunatics and irremediable cretins from Tsarist times.


It was all just too ludicrous. She was perfectly sane, lucid and emotionally continent. And why would she, who had loved to run around the family gardens in Geneva, Montpelier and Rome, and challenge her sisters to private races which she knew she would win, feign paralysis? Her legs would simply not move properly. It was up to the doctors to figure out why, and do something with their probes and blades, tinctures and poultices to set her back upright and mobile again. It was them, not her, who seemed to be stuck in some kind of mental paralysis.
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She had tried explaining all this to Comrade Gramsci during their first meeting over dinner, but had noticed his tender blue-grey eyes cloud over with that attitude of sceptical reserve she seemed to provoke in every man she ever encountered, medical or lay. It was almost as if, she had concluded with a nod of acknowledgement towards those fashionable psychoanalytical theories she so resented when applied to her, they were afraid of getting stuck to or even inside her. She could see them withdraw into themselves after five minutes’ exploratory conversation, like snails back into their shells, shrivelling under her insistence (and yes, she fully understood the sexual analogies). This in turn provoked an impulse in her to shake them by the shoulders and shout, “Why won’t you believe me?”


She had stopped short of trying this on Comrade Gramsci. She would return to her theme of medical incompetence later, when she felt more confident of the little Italian’s sympathy. For now she diverted this delightful conversation back onto safer ground, something about the wholesome but stodgy food they were being presented with. She relished the sound and feel – almost a scent or a taste – of the Italian words, like pastilles in her mouth: alimentari terribili! O per un pomodoro fresco! Per amor del cielo… She should be satisfied, she told herself, with the therapeutic benefits of his company, and the sweet conspiracy of their necessarily private dialogue; not to mention – and indeed, she barely dared mention it to herself – the possibilities of blossoming romance as they got to know each other better.


They compared families and noted their stark contrasts. Hers was a cosmopolitan, multi-lingual bevy of five wandering daughters and a solitary son, poor put-upon baby Victor. This large brood was loosely overseen by their mother Julia Grigor’evna, and supported by their father Apollon Alexandrovich’s substantial inheritance from illustrious and enterprising forebears. The Schucht fortune was wearing a bit thin these days, in the aftermath of war and revolution, but it still just about kept the large family going, topped up by whatever extras the girls and Victor could bring home.


As German Catholics fleeing persecution during the Reformation in the early 1700s, the Schuchts had been received at the court of Catherine the Great and absorbed into the Russian aristocracy. Apollon’s grandfather had owned a watch factory in Petersburg. His father Alexander was a cavalry major who was killed fighting the Turks in 1878, and buried with great military honours in Constantinople. Alexander’s wife Ottilija, Apollon’s mother, was the daughter of Franz Xaver Winterhalter, a court portrait painter who had received commissions from most of the European monarchies.


Under the pre-revolutionary Tsarist order, Apollon was formally designated a noble of the Byelorussian city of Mogilev, and followed his father into the Imperial cavalry. However, in the 1880s he was drawn towards revolutionary ideas, and dropped out of military school to undertake musical training at the piano and in composition. Apollon was also widely read and a capable author and critic, fluent in Russian, German, French and Italian. In 1885 he married his wife Julia, the daughter of a prominent Ukrainian-Jewish lawyer in Petersburg, Grigorij Girschfeld. Her brother Osip was a fellow student of Lenin at the University of Kazan.


Under Russian law Julia had to convert to Orthodox Christianity in order to marry Apollon. In 1887, the young couple were involved in Narodnaya Volya (“People’s Will”), alongside Lenin’s older brother Alexander Ulyanov, and were swept up in a wave of arrests following a failed attempt on the life of Tsar Alexander III. Ulyanov was sentenced to death, and hanged with three other conspirators a month after turning twenty one, the basic hurt which sparked his younger brother’s revolutionary career. But because Apollon had repudiated the “revolutionary terrorism” of the Narodniks and argued against the assassination attempt, he received the lesser sentence of exile to Tomsk in Siberia. The Schuchts’ first three daughters were born there in quick succession, Nadina in 1885, Tatiana in 1887, and Evgenia in 1889.


After several years of relatively comfortable exile in Siberia, the Schuchts were allowed to move south to the rather less harsh climate of Samara, where they became friends of the progressive Regional Governor. There they met up again with Lenin, who had also been exiled with his family and acted as godfather to the Schuchts’ fourth daughter Anna. In 1894 the Schuchts moved to Geneva in Switzerland, where Julia was born in 1896. She came to be known within the family by the Russian diminutive “Julka”, partly to distinguish her from her mother, Julia Grigor’evna, and partly because she was the youngest daughter. Finally, Victor was born in 1899. In 1904 the family moved to Montpelier in France, then to Rome in 1908. Along the way the children absorbed Apollon’s passion for music and literature, and Julia’s for natural science and philology. All of them excelled at music or science. Between them they were able to play duets and quartets, expertly led by Apollon at the piano. As “The Schuchts” they could draw sizeable gatherings to their recitals.


“It’s an unusual family name,” Gramsci observed.


Yes, she explained, it was a Russified version of the German Schacht, but they could count so many other birthplaces and nationalities amongst their identities that they were probably best considered just European, or even stateless. They had been, she confessed with some hint of embarrassment, part of that curious fin-de-siecle, supra-national diaspora of mid-European intellectuals and fading aristocrats who thought of themselves as the political and cultural vanguard of modernity, but might more accurately be described as a shifting milieu of the self-dislocated.


“All over the place, in every sense…”


“What Marx called rootless cosmopolitans…” he said.


“Precisely!”


“Even though he could be said to be one himself… Jewish too…”


“Well…”


In the great yawning late nineteenth century historical chasm opening up between revolution and reaction, these people could have gone either way, afloat on the raging sea of class conflict over the spoils of industrial capitalism and rapacious imperialism. The Schuchts had made their choice early on, pursuing Apollon’s chosen destiny of international communism. Their internal exile in Siberia and Samara under the Tsar was almost fashionable at the time, and now conveyed enormous retrospective prestige. But even there they had managed to avoid the poverty and degradation of the local, mostly poor peasant population, and live comfortably if never prosperously. They had never really bothered putting down permanent roots anywhere, beyond stylistic affectations and vague nostalgic yearnings: for their relatively prolonged and pleasurable stay in Rome in particular.


“Ah, whereabouts in Rome?” asked Gramsci, seeking to establish links with his own very much more limited travels and sojourns. Evgenia rattled off a couple of addresses in districts he had never visited or in one case even heard of. Then she returned to her account.


The family had felt settled in Rome, insofar as they ever settled anywhere, for some nine years in all, the first six of them in the pre-war golden era of old Europe. They all remembered those Roman years in the full colour of bright sunlight and new green foliage. That was when they acquired their facility in Italian and amore di tutte le cose italiane, and where Apollon took on his one and only regular job, teaching Russian to officers at the Ministry of War. In the autumn of 1913 the sisters began their own independent travels, to Warsaw, Switzerland, and finally for Evgenia, her sisters Anna and Julka and their mother Julia, to Moscow.


The rest of the family joined them there in 1917, just in time for the later phases of the Soviet revolution. Apollon was not closely involved in the October Revolution, but assisted in the nationalisation of the banks shortly afterwards. In 1919, at the height of the Civil War, he helped to oversee the education and rehabilitation of prisoners-of-war and refugees. Now, in 1922, the Schuchts had settled in the textile town of Ivanovo Voznesensk, a substantial settlement of 100,000 people with its own music school and museum, 250 kilometres north east of Moscow. They were heavily involved in the Bolsheviks’ political struggles, most notably against the “petty bourgeois” Socialist Revolutionaries who had been making trouble in the town’s mills and factories.


Apart, that is, from Tatiana, who had stayed in Italy to pursue a medical career and pretty much lost touch. The last they had heard of her, from a family friend in Rome, was that Tanya was working at the Policlinico Umberto, nursing children with malaria. Nadina had died in childbirth in late 1918, during the giddy pell-mell of the Civil War, somewhere in Southern Russia. These, Evgenia concluded, were the only clouds on the family horizon. Unless they heard otherwise, they had to assume that Tanya, “a fully grown woman after all”, was fine. The other Schuchts could now enjoy some stability and security, as the momentum of revolution slowed and the new Soviet Union settled into something resembling a normal society. With their father’s political record of early revolutionary agitation and exile now an asset rather than a burden, they could also begin reaping the rewards of their impeccable Bolshevik credentials.


Gramsci struggled to keep up with Evgenia’s breathless account of the Schucht family fortunes. He could scarcely believe that people had ever been able to move so freely around Europe – especially in these times of sealed borders and naval blockades – acquiring cultures, languages and identities as easily as rented accommodation or a new suit of clothes. From what Evgenia said, the Schuchts seemed to live in a shiny bubble of glamour, comfort and adventure that floated free across the continent, blessing ordinary mortals like him with their dazzling, temporary presence. Only the apparent disappearance, for years at a time and for largely unexplained reasons, of one or other of the sisters cast any shadow on this cosseted existence. It was also not entirely clear to him how the Schuchts had managed to live relatively well for so long with very little earned income beyond Apollon’s dwindling inheritance, but perhaps this was one of those Bohemian-aristocratic mysteries with which European economic history is littered.


He summed up his own family history in a few sentences. His was a large gang of four brothers and three sisters brought up in the village of Ghilarza on the impoverished Italian island of Sardinia, up in the mosquito-ridden hills and well away from the cooling sea breezes and the capital Cagliari. It was, “I assure you, Comrade Schucht, a long way from anywhere you might have been or even heard of!” They were descended from Greek-Albanian exiles, which explained their unusual surname, “spelt G-R-A-M-S-C-I but pronounced with the soft Italian – c,” not the hard Slavic –k sound he had got wearily used to correcting on every new encounter here in Russia.


“Well yes, Comrade Gramshi,” Evgenia responded. “I had assumed that!”


There was something not wholly convincing in her assurance, but that may just be her manner, or something to do with her Italian, which was (he reminded himself) just one among a clutch of languages and not necessarily her first or most natural. With a resigned sigh he went on.” But then my name gets muddled up in all manner of unlikely ways: Gramasci, Granusci, Gramisci, Granisci, even Garamascon, with every bizarre intermediate stage you can think of. I now spell it out as a matter of routine, and try to explain that it’s simply the two common parts – Gram as in the measurement of weight, and the common ending ‘sci’ – put together, but they never seem to grasp it…”


Apart from him and his brother Gennaro, who had both moved to Cagliari then over the sea to Turin to study and work, his parents, brothers and sisters and various cousins had rarely left Ghilarza where most of them were born. Even those who had served in the war, his younger brothers Mario and Carlo, had returned to the area when it was over. It was all very different, he observed, from the cultivated and much-travelled Schucht family.


“And yet here we are together, Compagna Evgenia, as our very different trajectories converge. Turbulent times…”


Just how much meaning did his words carry, Evgenia wondered, and what should she make of his remarks on this first encounter? Did he, she could not help wondering towards the end of this lovely introductory Italian conversation at the sanatorium dinner table, propose to take matters further? Perhaps, perhaps not… For all the reckless post-revolutionary upheaval in the Soviet Union and beyond – with insurrection in the air in Germany and Hungary and lingering hopes for a rapid transition to proletarian dictatorship in Italy, and newly formed communist parties popping up all over the world proclaiming themselves the local subsidiary of Lenin’s heroic Bolsheviks – personal relationships amongst communists still moved with a stiff, stately formality.


This was partly because of lack of time and opportunity, when there were so many other bigger and more important objectives to pursue and tasks to perform, but also because of a principled obligation to traditional proletarian norms. The freethinkers and free lovers of the demi-monde, the soft underbelly of the transnational intellectual vanguard, might feel able or even politically committed to indulge their carnal urges and desires, to fritter away their time on idealistic speculation and romantic delusions, but they were cranks and dilettantes, wallowing in their decadence and aimlessness, and in most cases coming to a thoroughly bad end.


And serve them right, Evgenia would think to herself when she heard or read of the downfall and disgrace of the latest paragon of vice. This included a number of prominent communists, accused of “irregular habits and questionable lifestyles”, demoted or even expelled for their improprieties. Proper communists felt obliged to set an example and avoid causing offence to the workers whose upright morals and respectable values were being elevated and codified into a new global order. Communists must be serious, skilled, disciplined, responsible people, who could inspire confidence in their ability to manage society and the economy successfully, especially in this epoch of scientific progress, industrial productivism, technically proficient management and post-revolutionary reconstruction.
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Though they were both temporarily out of the struggle, finding time alone at Serebranyi Bor was quite a challenge for Antonio and Evgenia. She was still for much of the time bed-ridden, incapable of little more than cursory reading of a novel or newspaper, or short bursts of faltering embroidery with her aching fingers and shaking hands. In her first year at the sanatorium she had contracted tuberculosis, and though she recovered surprisingly quickly it could always flare up again in bouts of coughing and breathlessness. The doctors said this was another reason for her to rest, and though they didn’t spell it out, to keep away from other vulnerable patients.


She was left alone in her room for long hours of supposedly recuperative rest, between increasingly chivvying attempts to get her to her feet and walk. She began to call herself, in her own sardonic mental or muttered running commentary, “Lazarus.” On several occasions she experienced half-waking dreams where a Bolshevik Christ would be standing at her door urging her to “take up thy bed and walk, comrade…” She told her doctor about these dreams, but his only response was to wonder whether the Christ-figure, “beneath the crown of thorns and the full head of hair”, was in fact her father, or even Comrade Lenin?


“Ach…” she replied, exasperated, and resolved to keep her dreams to herself in future. Most of Antonio’s days, while ostensibly resting and recuperating, were spent undergoing various “treatments” for his own ill-defined diagnosis of “nervous exhaustion”. These usually involved extremes of heat and cold, sometimes both together, as in ice-packs and hot water bottles applied alternately or simultaneously to particular parts of his body; or the excruciating Russian “banya” ritual where he was confined to a scalding hot steam room then plunged into an icy cold bath, then back round all over again. The treatments themselves frequently prompted the muscular spasms which heralded the onset of another fit. They’d have beaten him with birch twigs too – “But Comrade Gramsci, this helps the circulation of blood…” – if he hadn’t for once put his foot down and refused. This twice-weekly torment left him feeling and looking like a boiled fish, and mystified as to what benefit he was supposed to be deriving from it.


At other times he lay for hours on end attached to tangled webs of wires and probes. He was never entirely sure, and didn’t always feel able to ask, which of these were administering things to him – intravenous “tonics”, small electrical shocks, or less easily discernible “magnetic waves” – and which were monitoring the impulses and “signals” he gave off in response, let alone what the medical rationale of all this rigmarole might be. He also sometimes wondered, in these long forcibly idle hours of “treatment”, whether it might not all be some monstrous positivist or behaviourist “scientific” experiment in which he had found himself an unwitting guinea pig. More than once he allowed himself the heretical thought that he had stumbled upon (and into) a horribly apt metaphor for this latest “constructive” phase of the Soviet revolution, with its stated aim of forcibly creating “new socialist man” out of the messy muddle of human history.


“They seem to think we are machines,” he whispered to Evgenia on their third or fourth meeting, “in need of a bit of oil and tightening of a screw or two. Or musical instruments requiring retuning or restringing…”


He even overheard two senior doctors discussing the new “revolutionary” medicine of grafts and transplants. A dead peasant had been brought back to life for several minutes with the surgical insertion of the heart of a dog, while donated glands and even nerves had been used to rehabilitate atrophied limbs and organs. Then there were the junior doctors’ check-lists. Evgenia had told him all about her own latest diagnosis of “acquired invalidism”. They tried to attach this label to him too, but with a rather different emphasis in the check-list of causes and symptoms.


“Do you have blue rings under your eyes?” asked the young man in spectacles who came to see him, barely old enough to shave, let alone probe the psyche of a man in his thirties. He peered closely into the face of the olive-skinned Sardinian, clearly unsure what colour the bags under his tired eyes should be.


“Do you suffer from an inability to do maths? Tumours and nosebleeds? Cold hands, hair loss and anaemia?”


“Not especially,” Gramsci responded. “And doesn’t everyone here have cold hands?”


“Too much intellectual work without sufficient breaks?”


“An occupational hazard among professional revolutionaries, I’m afraid…”


“Shaking and irritability, excitability, insomnia and troubled sleep, severe headaches, dizziness, ear and eye irritation, back and chest pain, heart palpitations and irregular heartbeat, stomach upset, frequent mood swings, memory loss and the inability to concentrate?”


“Well, all of them sometimes, especially the headaches…”


“Do you have suicidal thoughts?”


“No, never!”


“Are you a frequent masturbator? Once, twice or three times a week?”


“Is that any of your business, Comrade junior doctor?”


“Let’s say once then. Do you suffer from anxiety about the ramifications of masturbation? Self-reproach and self-chastisement?”


“So, is feeling guilty about masturbating worse than actually masturbating?”


The young doctor looked nonplussed, thanked Gramsci for his cooperation, and said “That will be all for now, comrade…”


Even sitting outside was considered part of his “therapeutic regime”, swaddled in blankets and invalid clothing for strictly prescribed and recorded periods of time, taking in what his doctors clearly regarded as the magical properties of the Russian country air. They had even advised him on the correct way to breathe, in order to achieve “the maximal beneficial admixture of oxygen in the blood.” He was supposed to inhale through his nose for five seconds and exhale from his mouth for three. He tried to follow their instructions, but invariably felt the early symptoms – light-headedness, irrational euphoria and auditory hallucination, dizziness and blurred vision, pounding heart and head – of hyperventilation, before forcing himself to breathe normally.


At least then he could return to what he himself thought he was here for, the real business of recovery. That is, catching up on his reading, note-taking and correspondence, all the interests and contacts he had put aside during the last few years of frenetic political activity, coordination and argument. He was also trying hard to learn Russian, with the aid of the excellent new dictionaries and grammars being compiled and produced by the State Publishing House. Words first, dozens at a time, deciphered from the Cyrillic alphabet, read out loud and memorised, digested like morsels of bread and regurgitated quite unconsciously on encountering their object: spectacles, teacup, book, medicine. Then gobbets of syntax, which could be trusted to fall into place around the meaning.


Increasingly he found himself slipping into the colloquial Russian of his surroundings. More than once he had occasion to remark, to the raised eyebrows of the attendants who had come to tuck in his blankets or drag him away to his latest “therapy, Comrade Gramsci”, that this business of getting better was chrezvychainiy tyazheliy trud, seriously hard work. Was this direct translation from the Italian wrong, or were they simply taken aback by his use of their native language? The treatments certainly passed the time. It also meant that he was more or less constantly under supervision, “if not necessarily,” as he put it to Evgenia with a wary glance during one of their precious Italian dinner table conversations, “surveillance…” It left very little space for any interest or pursuit which might be considered personal or private.


Sitting together, in the dining room or on the terrace, their attention would turn instead to other patients. Some would enter the sanatorium in apparently good health, then rapidly decline and withdraw from public view. Only the occupation by some newcomer of their customary place at the dinner table or in the treatment room would indicate their fate, which almost always seemed to be some long-term effect of the Spanish Flu epidemic unleashed on a vulnerable world in the last months of the war. Gramsci or Evgenia might enquire of their attendants, “Whatever happened to Comrade So-and-so?” to be told that Comrade So-and-so had “passed away” or – from one orderly who wore a cross on a necklace whose outline could be faintly discerned beneath his starched white overall – that he or she had “gone to a better place…”


“Oh yes,” said Gramsci when he first heard this absurd religious euphemism for death. “And where might that be? New York? Paris? Shangri-La?”


But there were also other patients whose time at Serebranyi Bor took the opposite trajectory, towards rapid recovery and full health and vigour. These were almost always, Gramsci observed to Evgenia, hard-bitten proletarians or peasants, “whose robust nerves can stretch and vibrate to a higher tension without tiring”, unlike the milky-pale intellectuals with hollow cheeks and darting eyes who would just fade away and die, the wraiths and phantoms Dostoyevsky had called “the injured and insulted.” The workers and kulaks would come in sick and wasted, and after three to four months of sleep and half-decent nourishment, “better in any case than they are used to”, emerge completely recovered and able to resume their normal life and responsibilities.


“They just don’t seem to feel things the way we do…” Evgenia remarked one afternoon, as she and Gramsci watched two particularly hulking specimens – both at death’s door just weeks ago – lug their bundles and backpacks of meagre possessions and provisions down the sanatorium track to the main road back to Moscow.


“Well, you could say that,” said Gramsci, sitting beside her in his blankets and dressing gown. “I prefer to think they are more suited to these historical moments and milieux, when gigantic collective forces press down painfully on single individuals to obtain the maximum creative response from their will. These ordinary folk are utterly untouched by romantic fantasies of any kind, morally healthy and balanced… They never create insoluble problems and hence don’t despair about not being able to resolve them. Nor do they see themselves as inept or lacking in willpower and personality. They don’t spit on themselves, as we say in Italy…”
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In the lingering heat of the Russian late summer, September 1922, Julia “Julka” Schucht came to Serebranyi Bor to visit her sister Evgenia. Julka was living with her mother and father and her sister Anna in Ivanovo Voznesensk. She had been working as a music teacher at the Lycée there until the year before, when she was assigned a job as a translator of documents for the NKVD, the Soviet Interior Ministry. This allowed her time off to play her part in agitation and propaganda in the factories.


“She’s the busiest of all of us,” Evgenia had told Gramsci, “and brings more money home than the rest of us put together…”


Their parents were able to come to Serebranyi Bor whenever they chose, usually fortnightly but sometimes weekly, and stay at one of the Moscow hotels commandeered by the party for its officials and leaders and luminaries. Julka could only visit Evgenia when she had the time for the round journey and the overnight stay in Moscow, which generally meant holiday periods or the occasional weekend. This was her first visit since Easter, and her first encounter with Evgenia’s new friend and comrade Antonio Gramsci. She was sitting with her family around Evgenia’s bed, catching up with everyone’s news, when she became aware of a small figure standing at the door.


“Comrade!” Evgenia exclaimed. “Come and join us!”


The Schuchts turned to face him directly. Their mother and father had already been briefly and formally introduced on another recent visit. Apollon and mother Julia greeted him courteously and correctly, switching easily to Italian, and with the traditional formalities which even here and now, in the topsy-turvy of social upheaval, were deemed appropriate between generations.


“Good day, Signor Gramsci!”


“Good day, Herr Schucht, Frau Schucht…” said the funny little man with a slight hesitant bow, slowly stepping into the room. He had a heavy head, with a high broad brow and thin lips, on a square-shouldered, hump-backed body. Framed in the large hospital doorway, he stood barely five feet tall, the size of an older child.


“And this is my little sister Julia…” said Evgenia, extending her hand palm upwards to the younger woman sitting to her right. Gramsci seemed momentarily transfixed. Then with a flustered look on his face he nodded towards Evgenia’s sister too, and extended a surprisingly fine, long-fingered hand towards her.


“Fraulein Schucht…”


“We call her Julka!” said Evgenia, over her sister’s nod of acknowledgement and extended hand, “or Giulia in Italian of course, after the month she was born.”


Gramsci, taking a seat on the opposite side of the bed to Julka and visibly relaxing, quipped, “Most of us get a name day… you get a whole month!”


The family laughed politely – not the first time, everyone understood, that Julka had been the subject of this mild joke about her name and month of birth – and drew him into their circle of conversation. They had been, not unnaturally, talking politics. The Schuchts were delighted (and not a little surprised) to hear that “Comrade Gramsci”, as Evgenia now referred to him, would be attending the Fourth Congress of the Communist International as a delegate of the Communist Party of Italy. They admired the Comintern identity card which Evgenia insisted he pass around, reading aloud the words “Administration of the Affairs of the Council of People’s Commissars” and “Moscow, 13th September 1922, The Kremlin”. When it reached him, Apollon exclaimed approvingly “Delegate number 704!” What’s more, the card made clear, “Comrade Gramsci” would be sitting on the Comintern’s Ispolcom and its Presidium.


“Health permitting, of course,” said Gramsci, “which is why I’m here…”


“Revolution requires considerable personal sacrifice,” pronounced Apollon, his first substantial contribution. “Take our daughter here, for example,” he said, his hand turned towards Evgenia in her bed, “or Comrade Ilyich himself…”


Gramsci, who knew from Evgenia of the Schucht family’s acquaintance with Lenin, and of Apollon’s personal friendship, asked, “And how is our great leader?”


“Allora…” replied Apollon. “He still suffers the after-effects of the assassination attempt four years ago. He finally had the bullet removed from his neck in April, but he suffers minor strokes. We are all concerned…”


“But we must not foster alarmism!” Evgenia exclaimed.


“No, indeed,” said Apollon. “And he continues to work as hard as ever, even when confined to bed. He visited us in Ivanovo last month, to discuss improving energy supplies with the city soviet, and he told us all about his plans for wind turbines in remote rural villages.”


“And I for one,” said Gramsci, “cannot wait to hear him address our Congress!”


“Hear, hear!” said Apollon, and sat back in stately silence.


Gramsci too sat back in his chair, and let the women turn the conversation towards more immediate and local family matters. While he listened to the pleasant hum of their lilting voices, and noticed the sporadic inclusion of words or phrases or even entire sentences of German, French or Italian into their customary Russian, his gaze alternated between Evgenia and her sister Julka. Actually, it would be more accurate to say that it was torn, because while Evgenia occupied his direct line of vision, his attention was drawn – as it had been since he had first stopped and stood in the doorway – to Julka’s breathtakingly beautiful face.


Julia “Julka” Schucht was tall and fair and slender, with shoulder-length auburn hair, and large sad eyes in a perfectly proportioned oval face, hinting at depths of loneliness which Gramsci found immediately appealing. She was the ideal blend of Jewish delicacy and refinement, from her mother presumably, and sculpted Teutonic angularity from her father, with high cheekbones beside a noble, slightly upturned nose. The combination gave her the finest features of Slavic beauty. By contrast, Gramsci found himself reflecting, Evgenia seemed to have inherited the coarser features of her forebears: high forehead rather than cheekbones, and a larger nose – which she was in the habit of momentarily covering with her hand – than she (or anyone else) would have liked.


Gramsci later remarked to Evgenia, when the family had left for Ivanovo and the two of them had slipped back into their easy confidence at the dinner table, that when he had first set eyes on Julka at her sister’s bedside she looked to him like a “Byzantine Madonna”. Evgenia responded, with a mildly sardonic tone which surprised him, that he would not be the first man to fall for her younger sister on first sight.


“Oh come on!” responded Gramsci, laughing and singing in his high reedy voice. “I only have eyes for you!”


He explained that it was an Italian popular song from before the war.


“Oh yes,” she responded, laughing along, “but seriously…”


One of Julka’s previous suitors had sought Evgenia’s advice about his prospects, and remarked that her younger sister’s was a face that always seemed to be asking questions of you, or posing a challenge, even if only, “How will you respond to my beauty?” Otherwise, and unlike everyone else who ever met her, Evgenia said, Julka seemed quite unconscious of her own iconic allure. If anything, the male attention and frequent devotion which her beauty inspired seemed to discomfort and mystify and, if it was too brazen or aggressive, irritate and anger her. She would freeze in their gaze, and determinedly avert her own eyes, which would fascinate them even more. Julka was even more beautiful and beguiling in profile than face-on, not least because it seemed to suggest that she was slipping away and into herself. Before they knew it, she would be informing the Schuchts that Herr Such-and-such or Monsieur So-and-so would no longer be visiting the family home. Some other handsome devil would soon take their place in pursuit of Julka’s affections and mysterious charms, which were wholly invisible to her older sisters, to whom she would always be an annoyingly needy baby.


“Men are such fools,” Evgenia said to Gramsci, apparently oblivious to his own gender. “They’re always drawn towards abstraction, some distant point on the horizon, in women as much as art and argument; a destination to aim for, a problem to solve, a prize to win, a quarry to capture…”


In her twenty six years, Julka had left a trail of male frustration behind her, pretty much unknowingly and apparently indifferently, with several sudden embarkations to foreign parts and at least one rumoured suicide. Infuriating, Evgenia thought, on the occasion of the family’s next visit a couple of weeks later, as she watched Comrade Gramsci’s gaze flit beyond her to her sister on the other side of the bed. Glancing sideways, Evgenia watched Julka embark upon her usual ice-maiden act, and Gramsci’s glances become not far off a steady stare. Over succeeding visits, she watched Julka soften and Gramsci’s initial polite reticence around her family crumble, until he was making a beeline for Julka, even drawing up a chair to sit right beside her, and engineering their own separate cocoon of conversation. She saw Antonio – “Call me Nino, my family do…” – adopt that familiar male air of eager intrigue in Julka’s presence, just a small step away from captivation, as they always do.


Evgenia knew herself well enough by now to recognise that she would melt under such scrutiny. This had quite the opposite effect on men, who were repulsed by her all too evident adult neediness, not to mention the faint hints of odorous secretions her body would give off at such critical moments. Fully seven years older than Julka, now aged thirty three and still unattached, Evgenia always suspected (and feared) that she reminded men of their mothers, and that she was destined for the life of a maiden aunt. No, they prefer the fragrant Julka. For all his personal disclosures and expressions of regard or even “love” for her, Evgenia, this Comrade Gramsci’s no different.


Well, that’s not entirely true, Evgenia acidly observed from her bed, already beginning to turn away in embarrassment from her own initial warmth towards him, as she watched “Nino” and Julka conduct the first skirmishes of serious flirtation. He’s a dwarf for a start, barely up to the shoulders of any normal adult, including all the Schucht sisters. And so slight, hardly more than fifty kilos… Julka has already seen off several much taller and finer and better connected suitors, to her parents’ considerable exasperation. Then there’s his hunchback, which he explains (rather too early in any opening conversation) with some unlikely story about being dropped as an infant by a nurse, when it’s more probably the result of poverty and disease on this wretched faraway desert island he keeps going on about. Didn’t rickets sometimes have that effect?


And hadn’t he pretty much admitted so himself, when he’d told her – again rather too soon – about him and his brothers and sisters struggling to help their beloved mamma to recover from their father’s disastrous imprisonment? ‘Don Ciccillo’ Gramsci, the son of a Bourbon colonel, had chosen the wrong side in a parliamentary election in Sardinia. “Sardinian political parties are merely the personal followings of those able to provide the largest handouts,” Antonio explained, “and my father just happened to fall out with the most powerful.” Don Ciccillo had been convicted of some minor infringement in his administrative duties as Town Registrar, which elsewhere would have been completely disregarded or attracted a minor admonishment. He had received a five year prison sentence, later reduced to three and a half; his livelihood and reputation were destroyed. This had cast the Gramsci family from comfortable small town security into grinding rural poverty, blighted their childhoods and, in Antonio’s case, severely exacerbated his ill health and disability.


He had plainly not been with any women before either, Evgenia suspected; at least not respectable, willing, non-charging ones. He was by turns shy and ungainly, then over-solicitous to the point of prying. This really ought to have turned Julka off completely, but to Evgenia’s further inward fury, it seemed to have quite the opposite effect. Julka was plainly charmed and beguiled by his awkwardness, the sense of something missing in his masculine sense of himself, a great ocean of vulnerability under the superficial sharp wit, swarthy complexion and worldly affectations. The Italian delegate to the Communist International and newly appointed member of its Executive Committee, acquaintance of Bukharin and Zinoviev and Trotsky and protégé of Lenin himself, was also a lost crippled little boy a long way from home. For the first time ever, Evgenia acidly observed, something resembling a maternal instinct had been aroused in her beautiful younger sister.


Between the family visits to Serebranyi Bor, Gramsci still sought solace or diversion in Evgenia’s company. They discussed politics as if their lives depended on it, which of course they did, though in ways in which they – with their still optimistic, urgent enthusiasm – might not yet appreciate. There was the forth-coming Comintern Congress, and daily accounts in Pravda and Izvestia of the preparations: “A new world to win!” as one of the Congress slogans put it. A widening range of delegates were making their way to Moscow from all over the world, in pursuit of the Bolshevik recognition that might propel them from obscure clandestinity or bourgeois absorption into the vanguard of history. Draft reports and resolutions were being circulated on the rapidly improving economic situation here in Russia, and distributed all over the world through Inprecor, the Comintern’s news bulletin. Finally there was some sign of let-up in foreign support of the counter-revolutionary White brigands and mercenaries, even if only because the British and French and all the rest of them had troubles of their own to contend with at home. There was even talk of America, that other young society in dynamic upheaval, recognising the USSR. In contrast, Gramsci told Evgenia about the worsening situation in Italy. The Fascists were getting bolder and more violent by the day. Ever weaker Liberal governments cobbled together by Giolitti and his cabal came and went. A general strike called by a broad-based Labour Alliance, which included the communists alongside the reformist Socialists, collapsed in ignominy and recrimination. To make matters worse, the faction fighting in the young PCd’I was intensifying. The comrades were now arguing not just over the correct way forward but over what was to be learnt from the recent past.


“And rather more to the point,” Gramsci said, “who is to blame for our failures and defeats…”


He was trying to stay above it all – Bordiga advocating a clean break from the reformists and maximalists of the residual Socialist Party, and Gramsci’s old Turin comrade Angelo Tasca arguing for a United Front of all anti-Fascists based on the trades unions – but finding it increasingly difficult. The latest dispute was over whether the PCd’I should contest parliamentary elections, as Tasca advocated (with strong support from the Comintern), or stand aside from what Bordiga called the “bourgeois democratic charade.”


“I can see merit and fault in both their arguments,” said Gramsci, “but I don’t mind telling you, Comrade Evgenia, the thought of returning to Italy in these circumstances fills me with dread. Then again, I can’t stay here forever…”


Stuck in Russia, here at Serebranyi Bor, he was physically as well as politically isolated. Evgenia tried to offer comradely support. He discussed his official correspondence with her, and sought her advice on the cogency of his political arguments as well as the accuracy and appropriateness of his language. In July he wrote to Karl Radek, the Secretary of the Comintern, attacking the “maximalist rump” of the Italian Socialist Party under Giacinto Serrati and arguing against their admission (under serious consideration within Ispolcom) into the International.


“This lot betrayed the Turin proletariat just two years ago by refusing to organise a general strike, yet here they are hanging onto the coat-tails of world revolution!”


“Perhaps a little too combative,” advised Evgenia, offering several more emollient phrases.


“Yes, you’re right,” said Antonio. “I’m sounding like Bordiga…”


In August he wrote to Zinoviev about developments in Italy, anticipating a Fascist coup d’etat.


“My goodness,” she said. “Is that really what you foresee?”


“Indeed, with moral and material assistance from elements within the state and around the monarchy. The King himself is reported to hold daily conversations with Mussolini…”


In September he responded to a request from Trotsky for information about the Italian Futurists, for inclusion in Leon Davidovich’s collection of articles Literature and Revolution. The Futurists had once been promising enough to prompt from Gramsci an article proclaiming “Marinetti the Revolutionary!” but now they were glorifying war and imperial expansion and sucking up to the Fascists. Even their art and poetry, once so modern and adventurous, was showing signs of conformity and contrivance. It would be sad if it weren’t so pathetic, Gramsci wrote. They were like “a gang of naughty schoolboys who escaped from a Jesuit college, whooped it up in the woods, and were brought back indoors under the forest warden’s stick.”


“Oh that’s very good!” said Evgenia, always glad to see “a bunch of Bohemians” put in their place.


They discussed the defeat of the small Soviet republic in Hungary, the only foothold the international proletarian revolution had yet established in any industrialized western country.


“Oh well,” said Evgenia. “Let’s hope it’s only a temporary setback…”


They exchanged the latest news from their families. There was always more from the Schuchts than the Gramscis.


“I’m afraid I have rather neglected my familial duties,” said Gramsci.


He confessed, to Evgenia’s evident shock, that he had gone over ten years with only intermittent contact with his family back in Sardinia, and several of those years with hardly any letters at all. He had been home only twice in all those years. It was an almost conscious decision to cut himself off from where he had come from, he admitted, and begin again as if it had never happened.


“Revolutionaries tend to do that, as if we can remake ourselves as thoroughly and brutally as we are seeking to remake the world.”


He was beginning to understand the folly and cruelty of it, especially when he felt the warmth and easy interaction of the Schucht family, and the fond pleasures of their shared memories, but Sardinia really did feel a long way away.


“Besides,” he said in attempted mitigation, “there is always more going on in Ivanovo than back in dusty old Ghilarza! Now tell me about your mother’s attempts at cloud berry jam, or Anna and Julka’s latest violin recital…”


Antonio and Evgenia continued to share observations and quips about their respective “treatments”, some of which they actually recommended to each other as unusually beneficial or simply pleasurable, like the course of full-body massage which a new, young and enthusiastic doctor from Turkey had introduced to the end of the banya treatment.


“They even use perfumed oils!” said Gramsci, delighting in both the story and Evgenia’s startled look in response. “It makes me feel like a Muslim satrap being prepared for an evening in his harem!”


In quieter moments, or in notes he slipped under her door in the middle of the night, Gramsci regularly expressed his devotion to Evgenia and sometimes “love”; or at least the Italian phrase ti voglio bene, which she understood to mean “I love you”. But he made no move to take the relationship forward, towards real emotional intimacy or any kind of physical consummation. He did not even offer a chaste kiss on the cheek, which Evgenia understood to be common among the slightest acquaintances under both Russian and Italian manners. And for all her encouragement of him to use her family pet-name of Zhenya, or Genia in Italian, he insisted on calling her “Evgenia” or more often simply “Comrade Schucht”. Just what was this man up to? She knew him to be shy, and awkward in company, but surely they knew each other well enough by now to beyond that in their personal relations. She also knew from what he said that he was lonely and isolated, and deeply troubled by aspects of his past. Perhaps he simply sought her company for solace and distraction. Most perplexing…
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In early October 1922, into his fifth month at Serebranyi Bor, the doctors pronounced Comrade Antonio Gramsci rested and well enough to resume limited political activities and official duties. He was still suffering from convulsions, but they were mild and brief enough for him to retain control of his movements by sitting quiet and still in a darkened room. From the sanatorium, he would be allowed out to attend preparatory meetings for the Communist International. He could even, so long as it did not take him too far away and demand too much of his precarious health and delicate constitution, contribute to public education and agitation on the purposes and importance of the forth-coming Congress.


His first excursion was as part of an official visit to the Soviet State Library in Moscow, where in the building of the State Publishing House GIZ he watched a beautiful new Russian language edition of Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book under preparation. Gramsci delighted especially in the simple blocky constructivist two-colour illustrations by El Lissitsky of Rikki-Tikki-Tavi and the boy Mowgli who was brought up by wolves. He watched closely – always fascinated by the skill and dexterity of advanced handicraft, and feeling his own relatively clumsy fingers and thumbs twitching involuntarily in sympathetic imitation – as the lithographic printers transferred the pictures to the stone. Afterwards he asked his translator to walk with him back to the tram stop, his first proper chance of Moscow sight-seeing. He had taken a liking to this young man, a student called Pasha who had grown up in the Austrian Tirol and moved here with his communist parents during the Revolution. After all the starchy middle-aged brusqueness of the official delegation, Gramsci relished a bit of younger company. Together they admired the city’s old Italian and Byzantine architecture, above all its innumerable churches, most now commandeered for strictly, pointedly secular purposes like food storage or vehicle repair, or in some cases ramshackle residential accommodation.


They traversed semi-clandestine markets, wretched but colourful, taking up vast squares. In one of the markets, the Futurist painters had been given a free hand by Lunacharsky, the People’s Commissar for Public Education and himself a well-regarded poet, and they had transformed the stalls into gigantic flowers. Palaces and gardens were decked out with banners and displays welcoming comrades to the Comintern Congress in dozens of languages, some of them unfamiliar even to the philologist Gramsci. Whole avenues of government buildings displayed gleaming new plaques at their heavily guarded entrances, declaring their new Soviet status and function. There seemed to be People’s Commissions and Commissariats for every conceivable human activity and historical contingency. Gramsci imagined dozens of grandiose projects to transform the country, which he was already beginning to suspect – noting the Soviet propensity for bombast, but without daring to say so for fear of offending his hosts – would come to nothing.


As early evening darkness fell, the circular, still leafy boulevards filled up with a buzzing, amorous crowd, gaily and brightly dressed for a few hours’ carefree carousing under the recently restored street lights. Red Army soldiers mingled with pretty perfumed girls released arm-in-arm from the government offices where they worked as typists and secretaries, and black marketeers barely bothering to disguise their activities and wares under the free-for-all of the New Economic Policy. On Tverskaya Street, as they approached the Hotel Lux, where Gramsci would return to stay when he finally left the sanatorium for good, the young translator pointed out the poets’ cafés. Heavily made-up women and black leather-clad men leant on marble counters, sipping coffee and sucking on cigarettes, frowning and tight-lipped in concentration. Gramsci peered in at a handsome young man in a white silk smock with flowing golden-blond hair, incanting his poetry, whose violent images jostled each other as though in a fight.


“This is Sergei Yesenin,” whispered Pasha alongside him. “He also chalks his poems on walls all over the city.”


Further up the street, they stopped to examine the glass cases where the bourgeois newspapers had been displayed before the revolution. Some were still scarred by cracks and bullet holes from the civil war, but they were now being used to display huge collages and posters and strident artistic manifestos. Gramsci stopped at one, his eye caught by a stark agitprop poster against the encircling Great Powers, Lloyd George and Clemenceau and the global scourge of capitalism, this last symbolized by a pot-bellied character in a top hat smoking an enormous cigar. The simple, primary coloured illustrations were accompanied by sharp bursts of blank poetry exhorting greater revolutionary effort against the “capitalistic bloodsuckers”.


“This is by Mayakovsky,” said Pasha. “They say he is mad…”


The posters, with their bold colours and stark slogans and the official imprimatur of the Glavpolitprosvet (Chief Political Education Department), looked sane enough to Gramsci. But he had to remind himself that, to much of the watching world, the Soviet Revolution represented a kind of collective madness. And if madness consisted in irreconcilable opposites, they might just have a point. Beyond the brightly lit boulevards, with their jostling crowds and cafés and posters, Gramsci sensed a rather different Moscow, normally kept well away from foreign delegates and visitors like him. Down the alleyways and on the upper floors of tenement buildings you could see the real live city if you looked hard enough, and deployed your powers of imagination and sympathy.


You could just about make out shadowy figures scurrying and scuffling around in the dirt. They could be children or old people, abandoned to their fate by revolutionary upheaval, tipped out on their ears by a society which had turned itself upside down. This was a city of daily struggle to live, of suppressed shouts and haggling over meagre rations, of unannounced arrests and desperate pleas for mercy or release, of anxious women and ravaged men begging stony-faced bureaucrats through metal grilles for some small favour, all of it within an economy of moral barter and petty racketeering and shouted accusations and orders.


The comrades of the Comintern saw very little of it, shepherded from museums to model nurseries, from clinics to libraries and printing presses like the one Gramsci had just been cooing over, and sumptuously fed among almost universal misery. Its practical problems remained for most of them matters of abstract theory, presented in charts and columns in Research Bureaux documents and Ispolcom presentations. He would have liked to explore the real city with Pasha, but suspected this might embarrass the young translator, and just possibly place them both in real danger. They parted with a warm handshake at the tram stop.
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His next engagement was to be a factory meeting in Ivanovo Voznesensk, which he had chosen from a list circulated among the Comintern delegates. It would require at least one overnight stay, so he made arrangements with Apollon and Julia Schucht, on one of their visits to Evgenia, to stay with them. He also asked – trying very hard to suppress any suspicion of ulterior motives, while deliberately underplaying his own facility in Russian – if he could engage their daughter Comrade Julka as his translator.


“Of course, Comrade Gramsci,” said Apollon. “I’m sure Julka would be delighted.”


Evgenia, who for some months had been assisting Gramsci towards fluency in Russian (certainly enough to address a factory meeting), looked on in uncharacteristic silence.


On the morning of the meeting at Ivanovo, Gramsci took unusual care over his appearance. He dragged a comb through his unruly hair and even through the small bush of bristle on his top lip. This was now, he noted to his own satisfied reflection in the mirror, almost worthy of the term “moustache”. He put on his spare, clean set of clothes: the flannel shirt his older brother Gennaro had passed on to him before Antonio left Turin for Moscow, with his customarily curt “you’ll need to keep yourself warm up there, little ‘un”; the nearly new suit he had acquired for a few roubles from one of the sanatorium doctors who happened to be very nearly his small size; and the sturdy boots he had bought in Milan with most of his very first salary cheque back in the middle years of the world war, newly re-soled and heeled by the sanatorium cobbler. It was all topped off with a rather natty felt fedora he had bought from an old peasant woman at a Moscow flea market shortly after he arrived in early June. He even sprayed himself with a bottle of eau de cologne he had borrowed from the English chap – a bit of a dandy who, or so it was rumoured, was here to overcome opium addiction and some unnamed sexual perversion – in the room next door to his, at the back end of the sanatorium.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781782798101_001.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781782798101_cvi.jpg
Gramsci in Love
ANDREW PEARMAIN

J P —









OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781782798101_tp.jpg
Gramsci
in Love

Andrew Pearmain

TOP HAT
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    
     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




