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Dramatis Personae



FRANCESCO BONMARTINI, the murder victim

LINDA MURRI BONMARTINI, his widow

MARIA AND NINETTO, the Bonmartini children

CARLO SECCHI, Linda’s lover

TULLIO MURRI, Linda’s brother

ROSINA BONETTI, Tullio’s lover

TISA BORGHI, Secchi’s assistant and reputed lover

AUGUSTO AND GIANNINA MURRI, parents of Linda and Tullio

RICCARDO MURRI, Augusto’s brother, uncle of Linda and Tullio

PIO NALDI, Tullio’s friend

SEVERO DALLA, friend of the Murri family

AUGUSTO STANZANI, magistrate and chief investigator of the murder

A pronunciation guide of names, places, and terms appears at the end of the book, following the notes.








A Note


The Murri case, which lasted from 1902 until 1906, was one of the most publicized events in criminal history. Every word and gesture, and even many thoughts, of the people deposed and interviewed were recorded during the long investigation, as were the speculations of the police. The trial itself was exhaustively reported in every major newspaper in Italy. Everything described in this book—nods, shrugs, mannerisms, tones of voice—was recorded in the documents cited and in others besides; nothing written here is intentionally fictional. All the translations, however, must be blamed on me.
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1. The Murder



Bologna, Italy, 1902

Dressed in his good suit, his vest neatly buttoned over his gray tie, and his suitcase full of soap, Count Francesco Bonmartini* stank uncontrollably. Years later, neighbors could still recall the odor that permeated all the apartments at 39 Via Mazzini and reached out to the street, where the driver of the police carriage finally had to urge his horse toward the gentler air of the next block. The smell had begun on August 30, and was so unbearable by September 2 that the manager of the building called the police and made arrangements to open the Bonmartini apartment that appeared to be the source.1 Several officers of Bologna’s public security arrived with a picklock and hammer and broke the fastening with a practiced blow. When the door swung open, the invaders were thrown back into the hall by the stench of Bonmartini. He was lying just inside the entrance. Faustino Cenacci, the manager, controlled his nausea, braced himself against the odor, and went in behind the police, following the black creek that led from the door to the body. He made for the window and opened it, gulping the outside air before he turned around to look at the rotting man.

Bonmartini was lying on his side, his hand on his chest as if to touch the gaping crescent where his larynx had been and which now held a deep socket of clotted blood. There were thirteen cuts on his face, hands, arms, and chest, including one terrible hole between the second and third buttons of his vest where a ferocious stab had broken his sternum, pierced his heart, and produced the hemorrhage that covered the room with a carpet of dark crust. His jacket was open; his wallet, empty of money, lay nearby. Among the folded papers in the wallet was a note signed with an initial:


Dear Count, Thursday the 27th is fine for me, also the time.

However, I wonder if we couldn’t meet at the door on the Via

Pusterla side, where we won’t be seen by the tenants in the front?

Meanwhile, I’m sending you many kisses and fondly remain

Your B.2



Bonmartini had just arrived home from Venice when he was attacked, still holding his keys, umbrella, overcoat, and yellow suitcase. A knife was plunged into his chest as he crossed the threshold. He must have tried to defend himself even while hemorrhaging on the floor—both his hands were cut from grabbing the weapon—but his desperate efforts were futile. According to the medical examiners, the lethal blow was the first one, “cutting the sternum in two,” they said with amazement, “even though it is one of the densest bones in the body.”3 To finish him off, the assassin cut his throat twice, with two sweeping slices that severed Bonmartini’s esophagus and a nerve bundle near his shoulder. Now the yellow nerves had spilled onto his jacket lapel. Cenacci could detect a few strands on the railroad schedule that was folded under Bonmartini’s arm.

The big body had long been spoiling. Cenacci forced himself to look at the vermin swarming over Bonmartini and at the movement that had gathered in a tight party at the count’s nostrils and eyes. Where do maggots come from? he remembered thinking. Are they born spontaneously as the body decays?4

The apartment was scarcely less horrible and fascinating than the body. A trail, black and coagulated, stretched from the body to the bathroom, where there was a full basin of blood and red-soaked towels. Two glasses and an empty champagne bottle stood on the dining room table like props left behind onstage from some previous affable play. Bonmartini’s wife and two children were in Venice taking the baths. In the children’s bedroom were part of a cake and two sandwiches, the remains of a simple meal. There was an imprint of a body on one of the beds and a light, dirty footprint on the other, as if someone had stepped on the coverlet. Between the two little beds, cigar ashes had spilled to the floor. The police carefully saved the ashes and dirt and measured the ghost that had dented the bed. Under a pillow on the count’s bed was a pair of women’s under-pants, well made by machine, with delicate drawstrings and lace on the gathers under the knee. Though notably red, they were not the cheap bloomers of a streetwalker.

Bonmartini’s wife, Linda Murri, was informed that the body had been discovered, and a message was dispatched to her father, a renowned doctor and the head of a clinic in Bologna. Her brother, Tullio Murri, who could hardly stand the sight of Bonmartini when he looked his best, was called in to identify his disintegrating corpse. Tullio arrived with his uncle, a lawyer, partially deaf. The two of them remained for some time in the front courtyard, the excited Tullio telling anyone who would listen, “The motive must have been robbery, because they also took Linda’s jewels,” a refrain repeated word for word by the uncle who, having heard only the word “robbery,” would hasten to provide details. Tullio informed visitors to the commotion that Bonmartini had led a “disordered life” and was known to consort with fast women. As if to confirm his assertion, the investigation soon turned up a few long blond hairs in the count’s bed and chamber pot. Bonmartini’s luggage indeed contained a disordered collection of objects: a curling iron and some leather curlers, a fork, a bathrobe that was not his, a tortoise shell hatpin, two dressing gowns that would not have fit him, and a cigar case, along with many newspapers tucked into the side holders. He carried a rosary in his pants pocket, loose with his change. The eminent Augusto Murri, father of Linda and Tullio, visited the cadaver and offered his professional opinion: his son-in-law had not committed suicide, as police had first conjectured when called to the locked apartment.5

All over Italy journalists and their readers advanced theories about how the count died, each day’s articles confirming that the rich and famous, too, have sordid and unhappy lives. It was believed for a while that the count had planned a rendezvous with a woman on his return to Bologna and that, after lovemaking, the woman opened the door to accomplices who murdered the count and robbed the apartment. The defenders of this hypothesis were hard put to explain why Bonmartini would have arisen from a bed of vice and meticulously redressed himself with all the pieces of his three-piece suit and a railroad timetable under his arm. If robbery had been the motive for the murder, why had the thieves left valuable rings on the victim’s fingers? The elderly portinaia, doorkeeper of Bonmartini’s building, said she saw the count arrive home in a carriage about 6:30 on the evening of August 28. “It would have been my duty to carry his suitcase,” she explained to investigators, “but he gave me to understand that it was too heavy.” She therefore unlocked the outer gate to the house, walked with him through the long corridor to the inner courtyard, and watched him go up the stairs to his apartment. She returned to her window near the front of the house just in time to see an accident: the carriage that had brought Bonmartini collided with an automobile and lay overturned at the corner. Though the evening had been eventful, the carriage driver remembered that the count was tall, fat, and young, had a black beard and wore a black hat, and that he was let down at precisely 6:20.6 A few minutes after the count’s arrival, one of the contessa’s servants came by, a wardrobe mistress whom the portinaia called the Flower Lady because her hats were prinked with flowers. The wardrobe woman inquired whether the count was in, and she, too, went up the stairs but returned in a moment, reporting that he had told her to come back the next day. According to both the portinaia and a young girl who was with her in her kitchen, no one else came in or out of the front entrance that night.

“Are you certain, Grandma, that Count Bonmartini didn’t leave again that night?”

“Not that night or after” came the answer. According to the old lady, he never went out the front door again until he was carried reeking down the stairs. None of the neighbors recalled hearing any disturbance coming from his apartment either on the night of the murder or during the five days afterward while he noiselessly decomposed. Nothing else of special interest was found in the apartment, except in the count’s desk. One drawer contained stationery that exactly matched the rendezvous letter from the mysterious “B.”

Count Bonmartini’s family estate was outside Padua. A search of his bedroom there uncovered a collection of pornographic photos which the investigators examined conscientiously. His briefcase contained a revolver, ammunition, a gun license, a walking stick with a sharp, pointed end that could serve as a weapon, a crucifix, a picture of the Madonna, and letters—from a singer, and from donne allegre (“lively” women), along with drafts of his letters to them.

Your darling is late in answering you [he explained in one] because I’m in the country with the family and only just got your letter. I am very much against what you suggested, as I see no way of bringing you to Bologna. Your coming would be an embarrassment and, since you love me, you wouldn’t want to do that to me. You know how important it is to me to fulfill my duties toward my family, and how I’d do anything not to be remiss where they are concerned.7


To another he wrote:

Your letter gave me quite a start. It shows me that you don’t understand what our relations are and must be. Given your relationship with [name obliterated], which you must maintain and safeguard, and given my family constraints, we should both understand that I am not, nor could ever be, your lover.


Bonmartini agrees, however, to give her some money that she has asked for but he cautions her:

Read this letter carefully. If we keep to the straight and narrow, we can always be the best of friends, and in that hope I embrace and kiss you with much affection.


To a third:

My dear, it is absolutely impossible for me to come tomorrow. I have a ring on my finger and am not, therefore, free to do as I please…. Write me here in Padua, to Dr. Piccoli [Bonmartini’s extramarital pseudonym].Give me your home address, as it’s impossible for me to take off for the Caffè Orientale in between classes [he was attending medical school].A kiss to your Pomegranate Blossom.


The newspapers published other police findings: effusive missives to Bonmartini from three women, all indicating their partiality to his eyes and his fortune.8


My gorgeous love,…I’m having a great deal of success in Trieste, but I was better off in Bologna because there I was with you. I’m dying for your kisses. I want to cover you with caresses. Really.

Your Nini

My dear, beloved sweetheart. I feel neglected and wonder if you’ve forgotten me. Wait, I don’t know what to think—maybe you don’t love me and would rather have some two-lire tramp, like those in the station. Through no fault of mine I often find myself needing money that I hope you won’t refuse. This will be a new proof that you love me. I’m absolutely counting on your coming.

Kisses, Silvia



Silvia wrote again of “that train station tramp who caused me so much torment” but ended by “covering those beautiful eyes with long, long kisses.”


My handsome love [wrote another, who was also waiting to kiss his beautiful eyes]:The seventh of April is my Name Day. All my lovers are migrating, so I’m saving it for you alone. I love you. Kissing you everywhere, everywhere, everywhere!

Your Clelia.

Dear, my love, my wonderful treasure, my handsome one. I’m hungering for your caresses…. Seeing your writing made me start to cry….My mother thanks you so much for the marsala. Write me right away. Covering you with kisses, I am your very much in love,

Nini.

Dear friend…After your oaths I didn’t believe you were false this way. But believe me, your method of doing things will cost you many tears, because, believe me, my love toward you has now changed to utter scorn. You must know that for your sake I left my [name obliterated]and lost the 70 lire a month that he was giving me, you, with your slick ways, you made me despise that man who adored me like a madonna in order to dedicate myself completely to you who was such a fine gentleman and a liar. You should know that if you don’t respond right away to this request I will wait until the end of the month and then I’ll give your wife all your letters. Understand?

Clesias



For several days, the major newspapers provided readers with delectable accounts of Bonmartini’s exploits. Sightseers began gathering in front of the Palazzo Bisteghi on Via Mazzini, now that the smell had subsided. They asked sly questions in the farmacia, located then as now under the Bonmartini apartment; the druggist had nothing to report concerning women, but he could talk feelingly about the stink that had come through the ceiling. Bonmartini’s cousin Valvassori and his best friend Cervesato tried to defend his memory; but their protests were a splash against the deluge of lurid articles and public contumely. “I knew that Bonmartini was fond of caffè singers,” said a lawyer in Padua, “though he was raised to be very religious. I was shocked to read that he allowed a donna allegra in the family home. I didn’t think he was capable of that.” One young woman felt bound to answer the reports of the count’s degeneracy by recording that she had encountered him in her territory near Via Mazzini. “Seeing that he was good-looking,” she wrote, “I approached him.‘Go home to your people!’ he told me.”9

The nasty essays attacked both Bonmartini and the aristocracy in general. L’Avvenire d’Italia, a Bolognese daily, reported that Bonmartini had contracted a venereal disease that infected his wife.10 The result of this contagion, the paper averred, was that Linda lost one eye to the malady and had gone to clinics abroad to seek treatment. It was suggested that the count’s malodorous dead body was an apt symbol for the fleshly offenses he committed when alive. Alongside these editorials were articles recounting Linda’s history of sickness and injury, and even longer reviews of her father’s accomplishments. Augusto Murri was not from an old family; he was a self-made man, an exemplar of the active, educated, agnostic professionals who had been gaining ground everywhere in Europe, making independent names for themselves. The Murris were respectable and genteel. How could an event of such raw brutality happen in a decent family?

The long and sordid Murri-Bonmartini story had begun.

*Pronounced Bone-mar-tee-nee. A pronunciation guide of names and places appears at the end of this book for readers not completely familiar with Italian.








2. The Marriage



Francesco Bonmartini was born in 1869 in Cavarzere, on the outskirts of Padua, near Dante’s house and Donatello’s glinting general sitting nobly through the centuries in the sun and snow.1 The leafy island of Padua was surrounded by rushing water and unhurried people; its bridges reached into the surrounding farms and communities, but its urbanity stopped at the city gates. In the great University of Padua, the debate between religion and reason had resounded since the Middle Ages. The students who had waged it—Galileo, Copernicus, Goethe—now reposed as busts in front of the theater of anatomy. But on the agricultural estates that stretched out from the fringes of the old city, religion had long since won. Life around Padua was pervaded by the tender piety of Giotto, with his lovely frescoes bordering the tillage at one end of town, and the gentleness of Saint Anthony, with his seven-domed cathedral high at the other corner. Bonmartini was baptized at one of Il Santo’s altars, perhaps even in St. Anthony’s own chapel, where his miracles still shone bright and fresh on marble reliefs: “St. Anthony gives speech to an infant to prove its mother’s innocence”; “Discovery of a stone instead of a heart in the corpse of a miser”; “St. Anthony reattaches the foot of a penitent youth”; and so forth. Less fresh, but certainly arresting, was the saint’s black and stringy tongue, displayed in a gay gold reliquary; his vocal chords, too, would one day rest nearby for Bonmartini’s children to admire, if they paid the admission fees that were charged even then.2 This happiest of churches and quietest of countrysides was the landscape of Bonmartini’s youth.

Bonmartini’s father died when he was very young. His mother was excessively devout, almost puritanical, according to friends too polite to call her a fanatic. Though he was heir to a conspicuous fortune, he was brought up to be modest, frugal, and credulous, guided by an older cousin, Battista Valvassori, who was a second father to him. And though educated by priests, Bonmartini was lighthearted, one of those noblemen who pass as believers by keeping quiet during discussions of religion.3 Indifferent to hunting, cards, and most other recreations of the young provincial nobility, he loved natural science, photography, and music; he composed, and played the piano with remarkable untaught ability.

When he was fourteen, his mother died of what was discreetly called “chest cancer,” leaving him alone on the estate except for an old priest who sometimes tutored him but most times did not. Young as he was, he took over the administration of his large property, displaying a genius for management, according to his cousin. His secondary schooling apparently stopped after his mother’s death, when he went into the seminary for two years. Priest-ridden in adolescence, taught mainly the catechism of local superstitions, the count was hardly prepared for a life of fashionable parties, cultural sophistication, or suave small talk. He was a large, shabby, ingenuous young man. His wealth would have made him welcome in society anywhere in the region, but like the silkworms on his mulberry trees, he spent his days on the estate, a typical member of the agricultural nobility—even his most loyal defenders said so.4 Until his death at the age of thirty-three, he was a moderate conservative, jovial, meticulous about money and indeed about everything except clothes, a man who made two copies of every good idea he heard.

In 1892, when Bonmartini was twenty-three, he met Linda Murri, the daughter of a prominent doctor in Bologna. Linda’s brother Tullio had contracted typhoid. In order to remove her from that contagion—and from another more abstract and confidential infection—her parents had sent her to stay with a friend in Padua. The friend promised to introduce Linda to all the eligible men she knew. She knew only one: Cesco Bonmartini. The Murris were “free thinkers.” The vagueness of the term served them well in their university circle in Bologna, but in Padua it meant that they were anti-Church. Linda cared nothing about the local saints, had traveled abroad, expected scientific progress rather than God’s favors, and worst yet, had a brother who was a leading socialist—everything to make Bonmartini’s friends uneasy. Nevertheless, romance sparked between the Catholic landowner and the daughter of the bourgeois atheist. In a memoir written long after her husband’s murder, Linda Murri averred that she initially found Bonmartini unlettered, bigoted, and full of country arrogance.5 She graciously concealed those reactions when she met him. Her long, ardent letters to him during their brief courtship showed a nineteen-year-old heart completely captivated by the calm, cheerful, and somewhat old-fashioned Cesco. “How much do I love you?” she wrote.

Oh! I could repeat it ever so many times. My adored Cesco! You are everything to me, you are my soul! Oh! Dear, dear, I am yours, completely yours. Oh!! More love than this you could never know, Cesco my dear! During the night, my thoughts, O my Cesco, are always, always of you. I see you. I talk to you and tell you so many things that can’t be said with words and lips. I dedicate my body and soul to you, all to you, the best of men.6


Early on, he expressed some doubts about their religious differences and whether Linda could be satisfied in the quiet world of his estate. “I can frankly and securely tell you yes,” she reassured him. “I have examined myself a long time. I couldn’t be happy if I misled you about one single detail.”

Linda’s father investigated the young suitor’s family. His grandfather had ended in a lunatic asylum. However, his father died sane, his sister succumbed blamelessly to tuberculosis, and his mother also died respectably. In a premarital interview, Professor Murri asked nothing about Cesco himself, apparently quite satisfied with the match. He did not raise the objection that both Linda and Cesco were too young: in Italy the average age for marriage was a full-blossomed twenty-five for women and twenty-nine for men. Linda herself had no reservations about their union: “Oh, my beloved, beloved Cesco, your Linda loves you so much, so much. Oh! Cesco, Cesco dear, she lives only for you.” Her declarations went on for pages.7

They wed on October 17, 1892, just three months after their first meeting. On paper, Linda’s dowry was 100,000 lire, but Augusto Murri never got around to paying it—a common enough circumstance in marriages where the dowry was a large monetary commitment. To the irritation of his son-in-law, who had never been known to eschew money, Murri kept the principal and gave Bonmartini the annual interest on its investment. Linda took up the delicate duties of an Italian lady and mistress of an estate—renovating and modernizing the rundown villa; setting menus for the newly hired domestics; ordering the new rugs put down in winter and the new battery fans put out in summer; visiting the contadini at times of birth, sickness, and death; distributing largesse.

The only servants Linda had known growing up were salaried maids and coachmen. At Cavarzere, she met peasants, tenant farmers who raised and ate their own food: beans, lard, onions, potatoes, and corn. They were Italians who hungered for salt, who had never cooked with tomatoes and rarely with meat, who drank not wine but vinello—mostly water—and instead of wheat bread ate niacin-deficient polenta made of maize.8 They lived on prayers—prayers for training the vines, turning the beds, bandaging a child’s finger, passing an ice seller or crossing a train track, prayers for relatives who had emigrated abroad. They were slow readers, uneasy with a pen and still likely to visit the letter writers whose desks and feather quills were set out on the sidewalks in town.9 In the years that lay across the turn of the century, all of Italy shivered with malaria, and Linda had routinely encountered it. Malaria made half of Italy uninhabitable and, even in Rome, caused four times as many deaths each year as all other sicknesses combined.10 But epidemic pellagra was new to the young countess. She had never before been so close to festering skin, watery stools, and wasting minds and bodies as in the houses of the contadini with their regular, wretched, springtime pellagra.11

She had to adjust to Padua, too. With its 81,000 rich and poor, smart and dull inhabitants, the city was progressive in some ways and primitive in others. Torture long having been abolished throughout Italy, Padua maintained a torture museum in a local prison—a fake rigged up for tourists—complete with racks, instruments of mutilation, and a crucifix device with a dried-up human hand still attached.12 It was an amiable fraud that outraged nobody. In town, Linda could see a motion picture show and be spattered by a passing automobile; yet the city was ringed with houses where humans lived together with sheep and pigs, the farmers above and the animals below. In the miserable sharecroppers’ hovels only a few kilometers from the poor box in St. Anthony’s cathedral, the peasants had no animals to live with. In 1900, had she remained on the estate, Linda could have handed out the government’s provision of free quinine to the contadini; but Cesco was hard put to make them net their windows against malarial mosquitoes or dig their sewage pits a safe distance from the cottages. She could visit her own dentist in Padua and preach regular tooth brushing to the house staff, but “teeth pullers” still roamed the countryside, along with witches and salesmen of every magic charm and gizmo, a countryside that came up to the very doors of the university.

Yet for all the rusticity that Linda abhorred in Cavarzere—the eager, inoffensive gestures, the mumbling and bowing before the landlord—landowning still conferred immense respectability, and Linda was not immune to the satisfactions of being Contessa Bonmartini. It was often said in the northern Italian provinces that industrialists and wealthy professionals like the Murris yearned for land, just as people who have had many love affairs end up looking for marriage and a quiet life. Linda was well liked in Padua, and Cesco was respected by everybody. The Bonmartinis were considered a happy family. Even after they were married two years and had a child—Maria, born in 1893—Linda continued to write Cesco long, effusive letters whenever they were separated even for a day. “My Ceschetto, Dear, My treasure:We will always love each other, you are my life, my support, my well-being, my hope, my everything!”13

However, relations between Cesco and the Murris were never warm. Early on, Cesco assumed that Augusto Murri would take him on as assistant in his Bologna clinic, a presumption he stubbornly clung to despite the insistent vagueness of Murri’s comments on the subject. It was a reasonable hope, not especially opportunistic, for Italy was still a country ruled by a hereditary king, its society dominated by a hereditary nobility. The idea that men came into property, titles, privileges, and positions of influence “by right” was perfectly acceptable everywhere in Europe. The highest-ranking member of a family was still expected to provide his relatives with lucrative opportunities within his patronage. Industrialization had created outstanding examples of self-made men, but tradition kept strong the family networks of the old order. It was commonplace for doctors, lawyers, notaries, architects, or men in any profession with private clients to bring in their sons and sons-in-law and groom them to take over their practices. Some of these younger men had university degrees; many did not. Apprentice training was far more common than higher education for preparation in careers, as we might expect in a country where the total number of university students was only 28,000 in 1902, the year of Cesco’s death. The prisons, by comparison, had an enrollment almost two and a half times as large.14

Doctors were frequently attached to laboratory-clinics, small or large. Here physicians worked up their own concoctions and contraptions, relieving the novel ailments that were brought to them or creating treatments for common illnesses according to a program approved by the head of the establishment. Some of these private clinical practices amounted to family businesses and produced professional dynasties. After 1894, Augusto Murri held the chair of medicine at the University of Bologna and was the suzerain of a large private clinic that was ancillary to his university professorship. The clinic trained medical students and guided doctors toward specialization while it took in patients. To Linda, old Murri protested quite reasonably that several men who had worked years in his laboratory aspired to be his assistant and all of them held medical degrees. He could hardly put Cesco ahead of them without arousing resentment. Linda’s mother declared that Professor Murri was “shocked” that Cesco, lacking the minimum credentials, would hope to work alongside him. “How can he work at the University like that?” Giannina Murri wrote to her daughter. “Nevertheless, if there is one single person in the laboratory who has no medical license, Papà will make an exception for Cesco. Otherwise, no.”15

Yet Murri encouraged his son-in-law’s expectations by saying that he wanted him to become a doctor. Around Padua, Bonmartini was already addressed as Dottore, a term of respect that is still conceded to European men of social distinction. With a doggedness that characterized him in many areas of his life, Cesco, wealthy as he was, decided to earn the medical degree that he saw standing between him and the position he coveted. He did not go to the University of Padua where he had many connections and could have enjoyed the sponsorship of his friend Dante Cervesato, who happened to be an eminent pediatrician. Instead, he moved his family to Bologna so that Linda and the baby might stay with her parents while he went to school in Camerino, entering at the age of twenty-six the first phase of his studies. Medicine and surgery being the most popular curriculum, the country’s nine thousand medical students were rotated through several schools. Besides the Ateneo di Camerino, Cesco would attend the University of Bologna, the Istituto Superiore in Florence, and the University of Rome, where he eventually obtained his physician’s license. A medical degree was a four-year university program like any other and did not require attendance at a graduate school. In every place, the professors knew of him and his connection to the Murri family, since all of the country’s twenty-one universities were small. The entire student body of Padua and Bologna, the oldest schools in Europe, each numbered only about 1,500.

Linda was delighted to be back “home” and wrote to Cesco every day. “Maria had hardly opened her eyes when she started looking for you,” she wrote during his first absence. “Poor little thing! All she could do was cry, ‘Papà, Papà.’” Receiving a letter from him, Linda “read it, reread it, kissed it, and rekissed it,” although he had been gone only twelve hours. They had been married three years when she wrote, “I kissed your card and am kissing it again, not being able to kiss the hand that wrote it.”16

But exuberant hand kissing was as far as Linda’s urges extended. Cesco confided to his friend Cervesato that from the first day of their marriage, Linda exhibited nothing but distaste for physical relations. Making love to her, he explained sadly, was like having sex with a dead person.17 He coaxed her playfully in his letters. “If your photo tells the truth,” he wrote after receiving her picture in 1895, “watch out when I get home!” She responded, “Your threats make me tremble, my dear Cesco. I will do whatever you want, but I am so afraid of another pregnancy.”18 Sheath contraceptives made of animal gut were available in the cities, and as a medical student, Cesco could have procured them. His letters do not mention them—perhaps they were more uncomfortable than the alternative of abstinence. Nor do the letters mention coitus interruptus, which generally gets credit for the country’s low birthrate. Italians of Linda’s generation, even those with a normal interest in sex, contrived somehow not to have too many children, but no one today is quite sure how.19

Except for her frequent altercations with the servants, Linda was cheerful, her messages intensely affectionate and full of domestic details.20 In 1895, their second child was born: Giovanni, nicknamed Ninetto. Even then, she wrote of missing her husband so much that she had to close her eyes and imagine he was near. The separation was bearable “because of the joy I’ll feel when you are a good and respected doctor.”21 Her last love letter, from her parents’ villa in Rimini, is wistful and heartfelt: “Darling Cesco, When you are not here, I’m like some lost creature. I want you back so much, you can’t even imagine it. When I’m with you, I seem to be a different woman.” It is in this letter that she first mentions a Marchesa Rusconi, a woman Cesco would eventually refer to as “the caterpillar” and “that lurid animal,” and who would figure in his sourest complaints.22

 

Until the middle of 1898, Cesco Bonmartini still thought he had an impressive career and a charmed future ahead. But his life changed, suddenly and irrevocably, and he would never know happiness again after that melancholy summer. The turning point was the last time he had sex with his wife, in July. From then on, she began treating him with a coldness he had never before experienced from her. What alarmed Cesco more than Linda’s physical rejection of him—he had been dealing with that ever since their wedding—was that she stopped loving him, almost overnight. She stayed away from home, stopped talking, fell into spasms of depression or cried at the slightest upset. He was dumbfounded by her sudden contempt for him, a sentiment that was echoed by their acquaintances in Bologna who, one by one, let it be known that Bonmartini was unwelcome at their gatherings. On November 25, after four months of enforced celibacy, Cesco demanded sex from his wife, such as it was, and she refused. After that confrontation, all endearments stopped, the vestiges of Linda’s affection vanished, and she began talking seriously about a legal separation, the limit of disunion allowed in Italy at the time. At intervals she considered the possibility of a Swiss or French divorce, although such a division would have had no legal force at home.23 Moreover, divorce, though lawful in many countries, was not easy anywhere in Europe, particularly for a foreign petitioner.

The rupture in their relationship was undoubtedly not as sudden as it seemed to Cesco, since both he and Linda had long been ignoring their sexual incompatibility. But on the same day that he brought the issue out into the open, he wrote to a gynecologist concerning his wife’s frigidity: “She has always endured conjugal relations with sufferance, and since the birth of the children, her repugnance has increased rather than diminished. It seems to me that she is not attracted to men as such.”24

Though aspirin was not available until 1906, wives in Italy, as in every country, had long been using headaches to postpone marital obligations. Nevertheless, sexual indifference in women was not considered normal. Nor was the topic of sexuality as private as we might suppose. Advertisements in family newspapers described erectile dysfunction, menstrual irregularities, and the like, just as they do today. In Bologna bookshops, Cesco could have thumbed through the Italian version of The Twentieth-Century Household Medical Adviser, with its chapter on marital relations, or The Practical Family Doctor, popular in the U.S. and Europe, which addressed “diseases of the vulva and womb,” along with “delicate and wonderful matters pertaining to the nature and relations of the sexes.”25

In her letters, Linda never acknowledged that sex played any part in her aversion to her husband. At the same time Cesco was writing to the gynecologist, she was writing to Cesco, listing her grievances. These filled twenty pages. She began by observing that a separation would benefit him more than her. He would be free to take a woman of his choice, whereas she would still remain under certain constraints, namely, “the constant watch that I must exercise on my conscience—free, yes, but always faithful to the scrupulous honesty that I can openly acknowledge is one of my qualities. I’ve told you that I feel real friendship for you, but that isn’t enough for someone like me who needs love.” Linda hints at her distaste for his lovemaking, at his clumsiness, but instead of pressing the point, she digresses into a dozen other vexations.

“When I married you I loved you a great deal. I thought you were very good and very delicato. You are good, it’s true, but indelicate, at least with me, and it is that which has, little by little, destroyed my love. Just recall the times you called republicans ‘riffraff’; and haven’t you a thousand and one times, in front of everybody, ridiculed in the most cruel way my mother in particular, and my family in general?”

She takes him to task for being tight with money, for having incorrect ideas about wine, beans, and her friend, the Marchesa Rusconi. All this, she wrote, was making her more and more sad and sickly.26 If in July Linda had been a “lost creature” without Cesco, by the end of November she considered any life with him a fate worse than death.

If you don’t accept a separation, I’ll come back promptly and remain the same as always. I will not charge either you or the children with my unhappiness and hope God gives me sufficient strength for the sacrifice that will mean my whole life. I will at least keep a pure conscience, having sacrificed even more than the famous martyrs, for they found a quick death and were assured of passing into a better life.


She never gave him credit for being a brilliant father. Though he had not known his own father, Cesco had somehow become an adoring and adored Papà, a cuddler and a teaser, both whimsical and loving. Maria and Ninetto were five and three years old in 1898 and were so like Cesco that nearly every document concerning them remarks on the resemblance. Deeply hurt by his wife and angry at her family, who showed not the slightest sympathy for him, Cesco now lavished his unspent affection on the only two people who still wanted it—his children.

In September, Linda had told Cesco of encountering her first love, Carlo Secchi, at one of Marchesa Rusconi’s receptions. Rusconi was rumored to be Secchi’s current lover. Searching for some explanation for his wife’s sudden change toward him, Cesco wondered if Linda’s feelings for Secchi had reawakened. He could not understand, he said, why Linda would seek the company of the dim-witted Rusconi, unless the woman were putting her in touch with Secchi. Cesco’s old friend and counselor Valvassori wrote to Linda, “Cesco incessantly repeats that there is nothing in the world he loves more than you. He recognizes great defects in himself, but he is afraid you find these faults unbearable only because of an old passion that may have resurged.”27 Cesco, who never said anything just once, had apparently brought up the issue of Secchi already, for on December 5, 1898, Linda responded:

That again!…this same discourse on the subject of some passion that you imagine I harbor for a man who has been dead for me for ten years….I thought simple good sense would make you understand that if I had wanted to add to my suffering with a hidden love, I would hardly have gone back to him. I have had much suffering in not finding in my husband, who could have, who should have been everything to me, this harmony of heart and commonality of soul that can make marriage a paradise, or if these are lacking, a hell.


To Valvassori, Linda wrote, “Cesco will never change. He seeks explanations everywhere but in himself.”

Cesco was pacified. “You’re right,” he wrote back to Linda, “and not only will we not speak of it again, but we won’t even think of it. Your letter has taken away all my doubts. If I have burdened you with this thing, it wasn’t to torment you but to help us.”28

On December 24, 1898, just as he was about to come home from school for the holidays, he poured out his heart:


My dear Linda, Battista told me everything in his fatherly way. However, he was quite severe with me. The turmoil I’m going through keeps me from talking to you the way I would like to, keeps me from being able to express how hard I am going to work to reconquer you. If my clumsiness leads you to think I don’t love you, I want to make amends and devote myself entirely to you. The day when you are satisfied with me will be the day of my utmost happiness. But you, my Linda, help me—you who are so good and intelligent. Don’t desert an unhappy man who, although he hasn’t known how to show it, loves you and is hurting. Embrace our dear children and believe in the affection of your unhappy

Cesco29



Despite his anguished letter, Linda received him coldly when he arrived in Bologna. On a Christmas Day that held no festivity for him, he began keeping a diary. He stopped it after the eleven days of his stay at home but then resumed writing it three years later. The original diary was only a cheap notebook, small enough to fit in a pocket, with his neat penmanship covering some sixty pages. It seems likely that a lawyer advised him to keep a record of his dealings with his wife, so that if she insisted on a separation, his legal position might be strengthened. He later recopied the first part, making corrections and reducing it. The journal begins with a preface, a biographical essay on his wife, in a professorial tone, as if he were a doctor taking a medical history. Cesco is occasionally driven to confiding his heartbreak in the diary, and now and then he allows himself an outburst against his father-in-law; but he always returns to an impersonal format that shows he is collecting information for a third party. It was not a confessional journal. Nevertheless, the diary of 1898 and its companion diary of 1902 proved to be the most important and most public documents of Bonmartini’s life, a handful of pages that were at the center of one of Italy’s longest murder trials.30 Bonmartini’s own words about his marriage, uttered as if from the grave, captivated newspaper readers. The diary was one of the most influential elements, for both the jurors and the public, in deciding whether the defendants were lying. It is therefore worth quoting at length.

Diary of My Life with My Wife

Teolinda Murri was born September 12, 1872. Her mother not being able to breast-feed the baby, she was put with a wet nurse in Fermo, watched over by her paternal grandparents who lived there. She has a younger brother of twenty-four, a man of lively intelligence but unbalanced mind. She also had an older brother who died at five of convulsions brought on by the mistreatment he suffered at the hands of his parents.

Teolinda did poorly with the wet nurse who, instead of giving her milk, fed her herbs, polenta, etc. As a result of this horrible diet, the baby suffered dysentery, and the grandfather, appalled by her condition, unfortunately returned her to her parents. I say unfortunately because the parents did not love their daughter, who reminded them in one way or another of the child who had died. Her mother especially took a dislike to her, so that even her earliest memories are of mistreatment. She remembers that at two years old, when she was sitting on her potty, her mother kicked her in the buttocks for no reason. Every day brought blows and arbitrary correcting. Her father loved her a little better than her mother, but only so long as his affection didn’t inconvenience him. He is a very bright man but absolutely inept at being a husband and head of a family, so that even today he must submit to the tantrums of his wife.

Farming out babies to country wet nurses was a normal practice in middle-class urban families. Some women came in from the far rural areas to rent out their breasts in the city, but sending the babies to the nearby countryside was also very common. In Milan, for example, a third of the babies under a year old were living with wet nurses outside the city at the time Cesco was writing.31

Bonmartini next lists the quirks of Linda’s family: her grandfather was a spendthrift; another ancestor was “an altogether odd character.” These conditions, Bonmartini concludes, resulted in Linda having a difficult temperament, “despite an innate goodness that doesn’t always show.” Italians of the turn of the century, Bonmartini included, thought of heredity the way the ancient Greeks thought of Fate—individuals were helpless against its curse; therefore, to understand any problem, one had to find its genesis in previous generations.

Cesco continued:

She was educated by her father, who wanted to make her a scholar. Perhaps that would have succeeded if the girl had not had opposing tendencies toward homemaking and more strictly feminine pursuits. However, at sixteen a disappointment in love resulted in her becoming so terribly anemic that her schooling was interrupted and her father spoke no more of studies.

Cesco then goes into some detail about Linda’s chronic intestinal problems. They began with childhood dysentery; her father’s remedy provoked the opposite problem, unremitting constipation. When Professor Murri became aware of that condition years later, he prescribed belladonna and a daily pill of podophyllin, a laxative, though, according to Cesco, he still did not realize that the earlier medication had caused the constipation.32

She takes that pill to this day, so that she has chronic loose bowels.

After the first disappointment in love, she married. The first years passed pleasantly enough, the bitterness of her parental home being fresh in her memory. But when the husband went to medical school, he had to move their residence to Bologna. Here the contrasts in their thinking were intensified. Father and brother are socialists; husband conservative. They saw with displeasure how Linda had adapted to her husband’s ideas. The father, who had enjoyed all his daughter’s affection, went around repeating what a marvel it was that with all her education, she could love a man like her husband and stoop to his level. The husband observed that after the move, the wife was not the same to him.

Cesco explains that when he and Linda finally had it out, she said she wanted a separation.

To the husband, such a proposal seemed preposterous, since there had been no violent scenes, nor cruelty, nor infidelity. He had left her the fullest liberty to go out, to spend. At first he reacted by trying to make her understand how much he loved her, that he indulged her in every way while trying to reserve the right to direct the family according to his ideas. He had not been careful about letting himself denigrate his wife’s family. However, his first days of anguish passed, and he realized that everything had been brought on by her intestinal condition, with the nerves and weakness that went with it.

There follows Cesco’s own autobiography, in which he catalogs many suspicions but ends by revealing his complete ignorance of the true reason for his wife’s loathing. He then begins the daily, sometimes hourly, record of his wife’s torts against him, minutely observed and set down for permanence.

December 25, 1898. I offered for the 100th time to take her out, showing everybody that I’m happy to be seen with her. Response: that she didn’t care to go out accompanied.

Cesco sees his son at Christmas Mass with their German maid and afterward remonstrates with Linda that the children must resort to the servants for their religious instruction. Linda answers that if they know their prayers in German, she sees no need for them to pray in Italian as well.

1:25 P.M. Took Maria’s temperature. Has 37.8. I asked Linda if she thought we should call Silvagni [the doctor]. She answered with glacial calm that I could do whatever I wanted. After lunch, seated on the divan, she was sighing quietly. She looked up like someone who had just seen a rather hateful object. In all of her moves, there’s a coldness and excessive sharpness.

I would say she almost feels disgust toward me. Yesterday evening she told me that in six years of marriage, she hasn’t gotten accustomed to seeing me do for her the most humiliating service (emptying her dung anytime I am in the bedroom). I answered that it’s enough for me that she accepts it as proof of my devotion. Since this summer I haven’t had intercourse with her. I believe that must be due to her faulty upbringing. Educated by a socialist father with her first disappointment in love ten years ago, and her intestines having been neglected as a baby, all that must have resulted in this neurasthenia that’s so intense now. Because of my conscience, I’m doing whatever I have to for my children, being humiliated in front of her and them, letting all of them exaggerate my faults so that the children won’t lose either their mother or their father.

Her father doesn’t really care about her happiness. He’s an egoist who, for the excitement of being popular, makes himself out to be socialistic; actually, he’s a conservative of the first water. A bargainer in human flesh, making people pay 1,090 lire for each consultation. If he doesn’t get his price, he’s happy to let their diseases kill them.

Bonmartini was paying 1,000 lire a year for an elegant seven-room apartment. Unquestionably, Professor Murri’s fees were ferocious. The unburdening continues:

Her brother, an anarcho-socialist, is a layabout by profession who enjoys the esteem of nobody. Her mother has an evil mind.

3:00—I begin to understand why Linda does not come out with me. Our difficulties have been made public and she is ashamed to be seen with the husband who, naturally, has been assigned all the blame.

Bologna was and is a pedestrian’s city. From the Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II (now Piazza Maggiore), a few wide thoroughfares and tramways radiated to twelve city gates.33 People could stroll across almost the entire town on terrazzo floors covered by long arcades that protected them from sun and rain. Where there were no covered walkways, the amblers took over the streets, forcing carriages and carts to wend through the crowd. Linda and Cesco were living a kilometer away from where the Murri villa and clinic would soon be established just outside one of the gates, Porta Santo Stefano. The clinic, facing what is now called Via Murri, bordered Margherita Gardens, the park where all Bologna gathered on Sundays to hear concerts, row on the pond, and eat ice cream. Italians who could afford it required constant provisions of ice cream, which, then as now, they blithely consumed anywhere they happened to be.34 Unlike Athens or Madrid, where the men struck out alone for their evening exercise, in Bologna men routinely promenaded with the whole family, including the maid, Papà carrying the baby and stopping as nonna lit candles in one of the churches along the way. On Sunday and Thursday, the traditional half weekday, the parks and sidewalks, as well as theaters and caffès, were thronged with families—but not Cesco’s.

The tense holiday wears on. On Christmas evening, they go to dinner at the Murris’ and come home in heavy silence. He gets up with the children during the night, brings tea to Linda, empties her chamber pot, and then sits down to write his will. He leaves all his property to his children—lands worth one and a half million, with an annual income of 75,000 lire, a substantial inheritance, considering that the Bonmartini maids earned 25 lire a month. Valvassori—not Linda—was to be his executor and the children’s guardian. He explains in the document that he fears his wife will yield to the untoward influences of her family in rearing the children. Cesco wanted two hundred Masses said for his soul. “Despite appearances to the contrary,” he wrote, “I remain a firm believer in the apostolic Roman Catholic Church.”35

December 26. I see that I am not going to be able to endure this life. I have loved that woman more than anyone could have. I have put up with her extravagances with singular resignation because I saw her goodness. Now I begin to doubt even that she is sick.

December 27. At the beginning of this diary I forgot to record how many times she told me she loved me so much. Why has she changed? I don’t know if it’s been exposure to her people with their ideas so opposite of mine, or if it’s the company of friends who represent the social life that this miserable husband deprives her of. I emptied the usual pot.

The chamber pot appears in nearly every entry of the diary. Cesco is obsessed with it, and with his own abnegation in emptying it. With her self-induced diarrhea, Linda used the vessel all night. Apparently, Cesco began the habit early on of emptying it right away, perhaps to spare her and himself the unpleasantness of leaving the full pot under the bed, or in a bedside cabinet, until the servants cleaned it in the morning. After he and Linda moved into separate bedrooms, he continued to perform “the humble service,” as he called the ritual disposal, whenever he heard her stirring in her room. The Bonmartini apartment, like many dwellings in Italy, was in an old house. It had electric lights, for Italy’s shimmering cities were in the forefront of Europe’s electrification, but not the flush toilets and gas heat that were being installed in Bologna’s new buildings.

December 28. Cesco observes that Linda treats Maria coolly, and wonders if it is because the child resembles him. At lunch they discuss whether a woman who has an illegitimate child should keep the baby with her or give it to the maternity hospital. Linda believes the woman should sacrifice her own honor for the sake of the child, an opinion that pleases Cesco so much he kisses her and buys her a fashion magazine when he goes out. He is obliged to travel to Padua, or rather Cavarzere, to attend to his estate. A landlord could either take half of his tenants’ harvest as rent or, like Bonmartini, he could collect a set rent in quarterly installments. He makes the trip, collects the quarterly rents from his tenants, and returns the very next day, so as not to be apart from his children longer than necessary.

January 1, 1899. The invitation came to go to dinner this evening at her family’s. I asked her if she believed I should go this morning to give my best wishes to them. However, I think the less they see me, the better off they are. They are crazy, advising their daughter to lie and be immoral. I helped her try on a dress in front of the mirror.

Supper at her house. Returning home, she said, “What will ’99 bring? I wish it were the last year I had to live through.” Helped her undress, she took care of her necessities and I went to empty it. She told me that she wasn’t sleepy but that she’s very sad. We stayed a while, looking at each other and not talking. She was completely immobile, with her mouth open and her eyes staring. She didn’t even seem to be breathing. I looked at her face and saw that her eyes were filling up with tears. Then with a pitiful voice she said, “If I were no longer here, would you confer with Papà in bringing up the children?” I answered that maybe I would, but I hoped she would be here. Then she began crying so violently that she started vomiting. Fortunately, there were only two spasms and she didn’t throw up much. I gave her some water to wash her mouth and a little glass of anisette. She kept on crying, saying she only prayed to God to let her die, that she had put her trust in God but that God had not heard her. I answered that I really didn’t understand. Here I am doing everything in my power to make myself acceptable to her because I had never stopped wanting her or wanting what is best for the children. Poor Maria in her little bed, hearing her mother talking about death, started her own torrential crying.

Cesco finally offers Linda a separation, but she rejects it because she fears he would take away the children and she would have to leave the house.

I’m a despot because I once remarked that women should obey their husbands. I’m hard with the servants; I used to be hard with the children but now I’ve changed; and once, some time ago, I said that when a wife enters into a family she should adapt to its customs. I answered that all that was true, that with the servants I was constrained to play the part of the padrone because otherwise, with all her kindness, we would end up being their servants. In a word, I want to be the head of my household and give the family the direction I believe in; this is my duty. Certainly, I told her, with her character, she wouldn’t have wanted a man in a skirt; she would have refused to marry me.

She told me that at Padua and here I make her serve me, sending her to fetch my clothes that need washing. That is absolutely untrue, I’ve never done it; I see that her state of health is making her hallucinate. I told her again that I loved her, that although I knew she didn’t love me, I loved her just the same; the feelings and admiration I had for her when we married had only increased with time. I kissed her, and she even took my hand and drew me to her. I kissed her face and her mouth and asked her forgiveness if, involuntarily, I had made her unhappy. She then asked forgiveness of me, telling me to have patience. I am more and more convinced that her mind has been affected by chronic, severe anemia. This very evening I told her father to give her some iron, but he said, as he always does, that it was useless.

Cesco speculates that the crisis was brought on by a letter from Professor Murri in which he told Linda he was sending her flowers to help her start a happy new year, although he was sure the year would not, in fact, turn out well. Linda kept the letter under her pillow.

Her people give her rotten advice. Instead of bolstering her and curing her, God knows what they tell her. And what am I supposed to do? Whatever I propose is rejected by her father, along with the prescriptions of every other doctor. One thing is certain: I can’t go on this way. I really think the only thing for me to do is get out of this cursed Bologna. She says that she’s suffered this misery for six years, but it’s not true; hasn’t she told me so many times that she had such faith in me and thought I was so good! How did we get from there to here?

January 2. I don’t remember how it began, but she told me that if it’s true that I love her, I mustn’t think of taking away the children if we can’t come to some agreement between us, and on and on with this drivel for an hour. She told me everyone advises her to take a lover if I don’t suit her, but she is too serious for that and would rather die.

Cesco hears that Linda’s father will pay half of her expenses for a trip the two are planning. “I can’t trust that,” Cesco writes. And in fact Murri tells him, “without beating around the bush,” that he will not pay. Linda is going with her father and her colon to San Remo on the Riviera near Nice, then a quaint town of about 20,000 and a popular mountain resort for “wintering,” as the seasonal pilgrimages were called.

How can this imbecile of a father advise her to travel instead of sending her to a nursing home? Cesco asks himself.

On January 4, Cesco goes again to Padua, a journey of about seventy-five miles requiring a train ride of two and a half to five hours each way, to get money for Linda’s trip and to pick up some blouses for her.

How glad I would be to do these things for her if she loved me! Again, before lunch, she told me that if I loved her I would just go away and leave her the children. You call that reasonable?

On the long train ride, he grumbles to his diary:

And they are going to pay!!! Ha! Those people don’t give anything to anybody—true socialist speculators.

He returns tired but plays the pianoforte to soothe Linda—the entire score of a new opera, La Bohème. Then he makes her some orangeade and cleans up the inevitable deposit.

January 6. As usual, she brought me coffee. I got up and gave her 1,000 lire for the trip. We had begun to talk when in comes that pain in the neck, Rusconi. I accompanied her to the station full of emotion, feeling all the while like I wanted to cry. It’s no use. I love her.

Cesco closes this first diary with thoughts of his children:

And my babies, poor little things, it hurts me so much to see them leave.

Since he had to return to the university, he was not to see them again for five months.

 

The formal separation came at the end of the academic year. In April 1899, faced with the prospect of spending three months of summer as they had spent the eleven tense days of Christmas, Cesco and Linda parted legally. Separations were still so rare in Italy that everyone who heard about theirs felt bound to express disapproval and remark upon the terms.36 Cesco was to maintain his own residence in Bologna where he could see the children, in addition to having them two months of the year in Padua, with Linda or without her, if she chose instead to travel elsewhere. He would pay for all their housing and expenses. In addition, he would give Linda 7,500 lire a year.37 The judicial separation was dated October 17, 1899, their seventh wedding anniversary.

They remained apart for three years, years punctuated by bitter incidents. Cesco continued his medical studies on schedule. During breaks from school, he had dinner with his children at the Hotel d’Italia in Bologna, where he paid 1,000 lire a month for three rooms (including “light,” electricity being considered an optional comfort), the cost of an entire year’s rent for Linda’s apartment. In all but the most luxurious Italian hotels, travelers said, the beds smelled like stables, bedbugs shared the mattresses, and soap was a high-priced extra.38 The Hotel d’Italia, however, was lavish. Its Christmas and Easter menus were reported in the newspapers, along with guest lists of well-known millionaires who had checked in for the holidays. From time to time, Linda and Cesco discussed reconciling for the sake of the children. A flurry of correspondence would then ensue between Linda, her family, Cesco, and his two or three confidants. “Your Linda loves you well enough,” Cesco’s friend Gallerani wrote him after visiting the Murri parents in February 1900, “but with a higher love that is difficult to understand because it’s based on sublime ideals.” Cesco would have none of it.

She’s happy and mocking me while I’m alone like a dog [he wrote back]. And you want me to believe she loves me? What kind of love is that! “I love you, but don’t get under my covers.” Quite sublime! I don’t think she even loves the children, since she’s unwilling to make the least sacrifice for them. As for her father, may God annihilate him—him and that whole family of pigs!39


Soon after the separation, Linda took a trip with her father to Mount Etna. Cesco, ill with typhoid, was hospitalized in Rome. On their way to Sicily, Linda and her father visited him in the hospital, went to see a play, and then continued on their southward journey. As Linda was returning on a train with the usual open windows, a volcanic cinder blew into her left eye and started a persistent infection. She eventually underwent surgery in Switzerland to remove the particle. This was the eye affliction that the newspapers would describe as a venereal disease. In July 1900, Linda stayed in a rented villa (Cesco paid the rent) in San Marcello Pistoiese, below Bologna, one of several trips that would later come under fierce scrutiny. She traveled a great deal, though her eye was inflamed and she was still inconvenienced by the intestinal irritation that no one except Cesco seems to have taken seriously. At about the time Cesco graduated in 1901, she moved to 39 Via Mazzini (now Strada Maggiore), to the nine-room apartment in the Bisteghi Palace where Cesco was to die on the threshold.

Despite the separation, Cesco still wanted Professor Murri to take him on as his assistant. In other ways, too, he seems to have been trying to force Murri into the role of a father—his father—with an obligation to pass on his name and prestige. Murri sensed the paternal solicitude that Cesco expected from him and coolly rebuffed it. In January 1902, when Cesco asked him to get Linda to modify her conditions for reconciliation, Murri wrote back:

Dear Cesco, I will do everything to promote a settlement acceptable to both you and Linda. I could not back anything unfavorable to Linda. Although you are a son to me in a certain sense, if you two cannot come to an understanding, it is unrealistic to imagine that I would advance your objectives and oppose hers. I know you complained about me because I didn’t force Linda to stay with you, therefore I wanted to clarify your position.


As Murri never passed up an opportunity to insult his son-in-law, he added nastily:


You will understand this only with difficulty, because of your atavistic notions derived from prehistoric times regarding the law and paternal love;I had hoped that the study of medicine would remove these traces from your mind, though prejudice had embedded them deeply. My studies of physiology, psychology, and pathology have taught me that at twenty years the brain attains its greatest capacity, and that by fifty years its decline has begun. Therefore, since Linda is thirty and I am fifty, she is more qualified than I am to make her own decisions.

A.Murri.40



Cesco was nevertheless determined to assume a position at the right hand of his father-in-law, though the old man clearly despised him and had no intention of admitting him into his professional circle. At long last, Murri stopped his tergiversations and wrote to Cesco with an explicit refusal.41 Even then, Cesco was not ready to give up. He told his wife that since Professor Murri would not let him use the facilities of the University of Bologna medical laboratory, he needed to attach himself to the medical school at Padua and was therefore ready to move the family back to Padua, that is, to Cavarzere. So that he and Linda would have equal access to the children, he proposed putting them into a boarding school—an idea that he knew was anathema to Linda—unless, of course, his father-in-law reconsidered and hired him as assistant. He was not serious about boarding school—that was said only to pressure Professor Murri—but he did want to move back to Padua, and he had no intention of going without Maria and Ninetto.

Why didn’t Professor Murri try to placate Cesco with a lower-ranking position? If Murri did not want him as his assistant or didn’t even want him in his presence, couldn’t some invisible and decent place have been found for him as a reward for the significant effort he had expended in getting his medical degree? Nothing of the sort was ever offered.

In spring 1902, Cesco finally consulted a professor of criminal law at the University of Bologna about the possibility of gaining legal custody of his children. Alessandro Stoppato was a paisan of Cavarzere and, at forty-six, an old friend of Bonmartini’s family. Cesco complained to him that the separation left him longing for his children while the Murris were telling them that their father was dissolute, a lout, and an ignoramus. He realized bitterly that, under the Murri influence, they would grow up having no respect for him. He wanted to educate them according to his lights. He wouldn’t raise them to be sanctimonious, but neither did he want them subjected to the anarchism of the Murri household. Stoppato told Cesco it would be hard to take the children from their mother without cause, and even if there were grounds, Stoppato himself could not pursue a case against the daughter of such an influential man. Stoppato referred him to three other lawyers who, one by one, rejected Cesco because they did not want to set themselves against Augusto Murri.42

Giuseppe Pigozzi finally took Bonmartini as a client, after first refusing to see him because he had heard that he mistreated his wife. The count was “a perfect gentleman,” he reported. Other attorneys, friends of Cervesato, began offering Bonmartini informal advice. Ermolao Barbaro from Padua had known Cesco for some years. He would later testify that the count was loyal, conservative, religious, very intelligent, a fine man overall, though untidy and hardly fashionable. Rumors about Linda had reached all the lawyers, but nevertheless, they warned Cesco that he would never get legal custody of his children in an Italian court, regardless of his wife’s possible infidelity. Cesco was adamant in wanting to try.43

Meanwhile, six-year-old Ninetto fell ill with an infected throat. Professor Murri called in the children’s doctor, Luigi Silvagni, who in turn called in a pediatrician from Padua—none other than Cesco’s best friend, Cervesato, who warned the family that the malady might be diphtheria. The Murris were not warm to Cervesato’s presence and were even less disposed to allow the newly licensed Bonmartini to treat his son. Linda refused to allow Cesco to see his child unless she were in the room, and to be certain of being present, she got in bed with the boy and refused to budge even when Cesco threatened to call the carabinieri to throw her out.

 

In the midst of this roiling conflict, astonishingly, the couple reconciled. After the angry scenes at Ninetto’s bedside, Linda worried that Cesco would make a serious attempt to get the children. Cesco agreed to the reconciliation simply because he missed his babies and was afraid he would not win a custody suit. He knew what it meant to long for a parent, he said.44

“Do you swear my wife is honest?” Bonmartini wrote to his cousin Valvassori, who urged the reunion. On Valvassori’s assurance that Linda had no lover, Cesco acquiesced to Linda’s terms for reuniting. Each side made a great show of reluctance in taking the other back, but in reality, no one was taken back. As two tenants of the Palazzo Bisteghi, they merely agreed to share certain comforts of the house, including the children. Linda wanted her apartment to be entirely separate from Bonmartini’s, but in the end, Cesco and Linda had separate bedrooms—that was all. Cesco was to continue giving her 10,000 lire a year in addition to paying all expenses. These were enumerated: carriages, food, clothing, servants, teachers, rent, lights, travel fares, and the cost of vacation villas. He was to dismiss all of his servants and replace them with new domestics whom Linda would manage, though their salaries were Cesco’s obligation. He was to be assigned a maid of his own whom the family could borrow when they needed her. Linda and Cesco would present themselves as a married couple, but she would be “perfectly free to go out night or day, to receive whomever she wishes, to go to dinner with her parents and friends,” etc. The reconciliation was signed in April 1902, before Cardinal Svampa, the prestigious archbishop of Bologna and representative of the conservatives, with the couple kneeling and swearing to observe its terms. There were prayers; then curtains parting to reveal a crucifix, two candelabra, and a makeshift altar set up behind the legal documents; then repeated blessings, holy water, and a fair amount of solemn and showy ritual.45

After the reconciliation, Bonmartini ran into his mentor, Barbaro, at Bologna’s Caffè San Pietro, together with Cervesato and a group of other lawyers. “I only did it for the children,” Cesco told him apologetically. “You did absolutely the right thing,” the lawyer replied. But as he later explained,

Cervesato told us privately about the ridiculous agreement—that Bonmartini would never enter her room, that they would see each other only at dinner, and so forth. Cervesato felt bad that his friend had been forced to accept such humiliation for the sake of his kids.


Another lawyer who was present at the caffè recalled that people were a little sarcastic in congratulating the count on the reconciliation. “Bonmartini never said anything negative about his wife or her family,” the attorney reported, “although everyone knew that the Murris would not even acknowledge him on the street.

He then made the strange comment that he always took a carriage since the reconciliation, even when he was with Cervesato. In fact, they went off in a carriage to the station, That was the last time I saw poor Bonmartini.46


As soon as Cesco moved from the Hotel d’Italia into Via Mazzini in April 1902, Linda left for Salsomaggiore, a small, exclusive resort with saline springs and luxury hotels that was just coming into vogue. It was the beginning of the travel season for European aristocrats, the months of pleasant weather when the idle and wealthy all over the continent migrated from one recreation spot to another in search of the sea, the city, the waters, the hunt, the games (of whatever sort), or one another. Traveling was an end in itself, without any specific reason, much like the modern migrations of comfortable pensioners. Linda moved about so restlessly during the summer before the murder that the jury later analyzing her trips found it difficult to follow her back and forthing. In June, she rented a cottage in San Lazzaro for herself, the children, and servants. Cesco was permitted to come only for lunch, being obliged to occupy himself elsewhere the rest of the day and night. Though close to Venice, San Lazzaro was an island with little more than a seminary in the town; there was no easy access to anything but prayer. The next month, Cesco went to Venice with the children for two months for the baths—meaning the spas and beaches—taking servants, while Linda returned to the clinic in Switzerland. She then went to Sicily with her father for a second time. Cesco and the children remained in Venice, where Linda’s brother Tullio visited for two days in August. For the rest of the summer, Linda commuted between Rimini, Venice, and San Moritz, on the Riviera, where her father was resting. Cesco also made short trips out of Venice until his murder on August 28, 1902. He was not vacationing, however, but diligently trying to find a position.

When Cesco moved to Via Mazzini on April 16, 1902, he resumed writing in his secret diary. Rejection had hardened him, and now he used the diary as a private therapeutic monologue, burning and petty, allowing him to blow off steam. When he left, he gave Linda all the furniture; but now he has to keep his underwear in the credenza in the dining room. The wardrobe woman, Maria Pirazzoli, is impudent to him. Linda is cold toward him, especially in front of the servants, and the children seem constrained to be less affectionate in her presence.

Maria was going to bed without telling me goodnight. I called her back and gave her a kiss.47

For the first days, things went along fairly well. The boredom of their lives would appear to be stressful in itself, for even distracting chores such as shopping were assigned to the ubiquitous servants. Cesco’s main activity is recording how much money he is disbursing—8,000 lire the very first day of his return. Linda’s only work is to order preparation of their various residences for occupancy or vacancy, arrange who will accompany her on trips, and see to it that the trunks are disinfected against plague on their return.48 Linda and her mother depart for Salsomaggiore; Cesco is to keep the children. He politely sends a carriage to fetch his mother-in-law, but she refuses it. When Linda leaves, she addresses the maids, gives her hand to everyone except Cesco,

and if I had not repeatedly called after her to say good-bye, she would not have even looked at me.

After a few days, Ninetto develops a fever and Cesco sends Maria away from possible contagion, to her grandmother, who had already returned. Residential telephones were not yet commonplace in Bologna, and Cesco was obliged to send the most reliable servant, the German Frieda Ringler, back and forth to the Murris with messages, many messages, because of his nettling attention to detail: May Maria come? Should he bring her himself? On Maria’s return, he sends her back with Frieda on a special trip to thank her grandmother for her hospitality.

April 28. This morning a card came from Linda addressed to the children in which she says she will return this evening from Salsomaggiore. I went to the station with little Maria. Hellish weather, huge rain. I hated for Maria to be in that dampness. The train brought Queen Natalia, but not Linda. We returned home not knowing why she didn’t arrive. At eight-thirty Ettore [the Murris’ manservant] brought me a telegram from Linda addressed to the Murris that said, “Terrible weather. I’m staying. Let the children know. Many kisses.” Her Highness does not deign to notify me, but instead telegraphs her people. To welcome her, I had her room ready, full of flowers that I was able to get only with difficulty and at a high price on account of the bad weather.

More and more, the children become not only his stated reason for living with Linda but his reason for living at all. As both husband and wife search for new ways to irk each other and justify themselves, they begin exaggerating their parental attachment. Cesco complains that when he is gone for a day or two, Linda fails to send him bulletins about the children. Linda insists that in her absence, everything Cesco does with them must be reported by the maids. But all she finds out is that he buys the children geography games and spends his evenings playing with them.

May 16. Today early signs of battle. I told her that I wanted to keep the children in Cavarzere in September and October, and I would keep them. She knows I have to go, and she expects me to stay there without the children as well. She answers: “Already! Here it is, I knew it! This is the way you are, and it’s better not to talk about it. Let’s go to breakfast.”

Cesco’s estate in Cavarzere was the only source of his abundant income. Typically, a landlord provided land, buildings, implements, dwelling houses, and stock—either cattle or sheep—for his tenant farmers. He paid for seed, fertilizer, perhaps a mill, and all the taxes. The peasant’s rent was based on the quality of the land he worked; therefore, the landlord had to keep his eye on changes in the yield of various plots, if he hoped to maintain harmony on his estate. The leases were typically rotated every three years, with the crops also rotated in cycles of wheat, maize, clover, and beans, along with large areas for vineyards and mulberry. It was not a system that would run itself without a careful arbiter assigning plots and crops, adjusting charges, and distributing free solicitude. Bonmartini’s tenants told the authorities investigating his death that the count was a fair man, good about carrying them during bad harvest years, and that only once had he ever evicted a debtor—an impressive record of subvention.

Bonmartini had always resided on his estate until he entered medical school. He therefore felt constrained to stay near his tenants for at least a few months in summer to demonstrate an interest in their well-being, for contadini notoriously resented absentee owners. The agricultural pattern was still semifeudal, the sense of mutual obligation between landlord and peasant kept alive by frequent visits and the traditional exchange of platitudes about loyalty. Whereas in the South, the landlord took whatever he wanted from the contadini—typically, the workers kissed their lord’s hand and displayed a groveling deference to anyone well dressed—in the North, the peasants were truculent: there were 629 agricultural strikes in 1900 to obtain better contracts. The peaceful estates around Padua were those where the landlord knew his tenants’ parents and chronic illnesses. Having an estate did not guarantee wealth, as many big farms were marginal. Twelve percent of the people in Italy were landed proprietors, but less than two percent, Bonmartini among them, qualified as “wealthy.”49

Since Cesco was so successful with his estate, his determination to pursue a medical career is hard to explain. He complained that his father-in-law was ruining his chances to work as a doctor; in that, he was entirely correct. At the turn of the twentieth century the humanist-physician, whose clinic reflected an individual philosophy and personality, was the prevailing model in medicine, just as today, the dominant model is a huge hospital that projects an impersonal, corporate professionalism. The leading physicians exerted an influence far exceeding the size of their institutions or the number of patients they had actually cured, just as certain modern colleges carry great prestige, even though their student enrollment is quite limited. Three hospital-clinics in Italy were known all over Europe, though they were small by our standards—only thirty or forty beds. The most famous was in Rome, directed by the Minister of Public Health.50 For patients who could see their way to Naples, there was the eye clinic of Antonio Cardarelli. The third clinic, with many international visitors on account of its location, was in Bologna—and it was Murri’s. Cesco applied to the first two and was rejected at once. He then tried the smaller clinics. In May, he went to Naples to ask a Professor Castellino to take him on as his assistant. The doctor replied frankly that he could not afford to make an enemy of Professor Murri by accepting Bonmartini in the face of his father-in-law’s dispraises. Cesco was told the same thing by other doctors in Italy’s three largest cities, Milan, Naples, and Rome, as well as in Bologna.51 He was not just any applicant who could slip unnoticed into the lower levels of the medical network; Professor Murri would always know who had disregarded his eminent opinion by hiring Cesco.

Cesco came back from Naples deeply dispirited:

In my room, on the desk, I found the flower vase empty. When she returned from Salsomaggiore, I had all of her vases full of flowers.

He is nervous, too, about the family’s finances:

June 19. With these service people we need to start over, tabula rasa, or, I know it better than anybody, we’ll have to move back to Padua because here the house is a Babylon with wild expenses that I can barely restrain.

He discovers that Linda sent the wardrobe woman out to sell one of her dresses:

It makes me sick to think that she’s making me out to be a miserly figure who doesn’t give her enough cash despite all that she makes me spend. I asked her not to sell our clothes because it compromises both my dignity and hers. I told her that if 2,500 lire was insufficient, I would arrange to give her more rather than have her do such things.

Early on the morning after Cesco’s return from Naples, Linda dispatched the children on a train excursion with a maid. Cesco thinks “Her Highness” is keeping them away to spite him. Linda urges Cesco not to go to Venice in the summer but to spend the months with her in the Murri villa at Rimini. “That way you would make a step toward peace with my family,” she says. Rimini, fifty miles from Bologna and on the Adriatic, was still a quaint provincial town in 1902, known for its anarchists and murders rather than its beaches, though that was not what bothered Cesco about the place. He had decided to take the children to Venice, he said, because of its proximity to Padua and Cavarzere, where he could attend to his affairs. Indeed, from any high tower in Venice, one could see Padua, twenty-five miles and one hour away.

For the remaining weeks, Cesco records his day-to-day irritations and the pleasure he derives from indulging Maria and Ninetto. He complains that Linda makes him the disciplinarian of the servants, putting him in the position of having to refuse their requests. He cannot resist inviting her to see the tenor Bonci in Rigoletto in Faenza.* Linda asks her father if he thinks it’s all right to go, but Professor Murri instructs her to decline.

Tonight she came home at nine, apparently having dined at her father’s. She had a muzzle a yard long and brought regards from her family—not to me, but to the German maid.

June 26. Today Her Highness asked me, crying, not to deprive her of the children next month. Seeing that she’s not well, I had them call Dr. Silvagni without her knowledge.

There the record ends. As the summer wore on, Cesco thought more and more about returning to inexpensive Padua. Perhaps he was hoping to recapture the life he had with his wife before the fateful autumn of 1898. Linda, meanwhile, went to Switzerland. He thought she was with the wardrobe woman, getting a tattoo to hide the scars left by the first eye surgery, and wrote her his intention to move to a house in Padua near his estate—unless her father gave him a reason to stay in Bologna.52 The old man, however, vowed that he would rather resign from the clinic himself than hire Cesco. He advised his daughter to seek a new separation, or perhaps even a Swiss divorce.

Cesco had high hopes when he learned that Linda’s brother Tullio was coming to Venice in the middle of August, “to make peace in the family,” as Linda described the purpose of the trip. Cesco assumed that Professor Murri had changed his mind and was sending Tullio with the offer of an appointment. He received his brother-in-law warmly. The two joked and bantered throughout the visit, Cesco expecting any moment that Tullio would break the good news. They piled the children and a servant into a vaporetto and went picnicking on the Lido, one of the four entrances from the lagoons of Venice to the open sea. The Lido—the “sand hill”—had an attractive caffè on a terrace overlooking the sea. On the beach, the two men engaged in a boyish wrestling match that Cesco won, despite the smaller man’s best efforts. But that was the only contest Cesco won. He was bitterly disappointed when Tullio left without so much as mentioning the assistantship.

By then Linda had returned to Venice. Cesco was annoyed when a maid evaded one of his questions, causing him to suspect that Linda was conspiring with the servants against him. Overwrought after Tullio’s visit, he made a gesture to fling a chair at his wife but instead threw the chair on the floor. Afterwards, according to two maids, he said, “I’m sorry I did that, Linda, but you know, I was angry.” Linda accepted the apology, but she did not forget the transgression.53 Like so many apparently minor tiffs in the marriage, it would receive intense scrutiny in the Bonmartini murder trial.

Throughout the four and a half months of reconciliation, Cesco remained as he had been for the previous three years, utterly bewildered at the way his life had fallen apart and heartsick over not being able to work as a doctor. The following week, rebuffed in his application for a post in Milan, he gave orders for the move to Padua. On August 19, he wrote to Cervesato from Venice that he was again afraid his wife had a lover. But that was not the only fear haunting him. Cesco’s diary had stopped on June 26. When Linda gave the notebook to police investigators, entries for the last two months of his life had been torn out. The document that remained made no reference to the idea that dominated Cesco’s last days, an issue he discussed with all of his close friends: Count Bonmartini knew that someone was going to kill him.

 

The preoccupation took hold of him almost as soon as he and Linda were reconciled in April 1902. Acquaintances reported that in order to avoid a possible assassin, he never walked even short distances, preferring to take a carriage. In Bologna, he carefully locked the several doors that led into the apartment each time he came in and had bolts installed on both the downstairs door leading up to his room and the bedroom door itself. He bolted himself in his room at night and went down each morning to unlock the doors so that his man, Picchi, could bring him the coffee his wife usually prepared. Cesco did not trust the servants and was particularly afraid of the wardrobe woman. Seeing a shadow outside his bedroom window, he had the window taken out. He was known to carry a revolver.54

One morning, he woke up itching all over because of some crumbs—his children had been munching cakes in his bed the previous night. The crumbs had fiercely irritated his skin wherever they touched him, so he gathered them up and asked Cervesato to analyze them. The doctor later conceded that the analysis had been too superficial to confirm whether or not the cakes contained a toxic substance. At the beginning of July 1902, Cesco had been deathly ill with diarrhea, weakness, fever, and drowsiness—all the symptoms of poisoning, according to Dr. Silvagni, who theorized that one of the cooking pots in the household had faulty plating and was leaching some harmful chemical into his food. As soon as he was settled in Venice, the mysterious illness cleared up—but not Cesco’s suspicions.55

A few weeks later, in a trattoria in Padua, Cesco was having dinner with a priest, an old friend, when he broke down and confided that he was a marked man. He even told the priest who it was that was planning to kill him. Cesco had long before given Cervesato the name of the assassin, a name the distraught pediatrician would bring to the authorities as soon as he learned of the murder, just as he had promised his luckless and persecuted friend. Before he left Venice, Cesco told Cervesato again, “Remember, if they find me dead, you know who did it.”56 On August 26, two days before his death, he bought a coffin for himself and a grave site at the cemetery in Padua.57 He was going to the Bologna house for the last time on August 28 to pay the rent for the preceding quarter year and have the place cleared out. Picchi packed his suitcase with soap, shirts, and collars. There had been no bathrobe, since Count Bonmartini did not use one, and no curling iron, since he never curled his beard.58

Before leaving Venice, Cesco celebrated his name day alone with his children. The cook had prepared Pasta Margherita and served the fish that Nonna Gianinna had sent the children from Rimini. Lunch was rather sumptuous in honor of the special day, and the children hugged and kissed their father even more than usual. They gave him a new wallet, purchased by the cook on Linda’s orders. Exclaiming over the gift, Cesco transferred the contents of his old wallet at once. A friend remembered seeing Bonmartini at the train station and greeting him as he boarded the 3:19 for Bologna; the man waved to Bonmartini again as his car passed before him.59 Three hours later, in Bologna, Cesco’s killer rummaged through the new wallet. Brown and shiny and full of smiling photos that the count himself had taken of his children, it lay open on the floor next to him when Bonmartini’s broken, rotting, and infested body was found by the police.

*Alessandro Bonci joined the Manhattan Opera the next year, providing a competitive attraction to Enrico Caruso, who would make his Metropolitan debut in Rigoletto, also in 1903. As an opera-goer, Bonmartini probably heard the Neopolitan Caruso before the latter emigrated. Bonci was actually a neighbor on Via Mazzini. Faenza was a city of 39,000 between Bologna and Florence, famed for a richly decorated type of Renaissance pottery, faience.
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