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When I was growing up in the 1930’s in suburban Mount Vernon, New York, my family lived in an apartment building that was fronted by a vacant expanse of land, which everyone referred to, appropriately, as the Lot.  I don’t know what you would find there today. Condos? A shopping plaza with a WalMart, a  Home Depot, a Taco Bell, and other beloved icons of commercial America? At any rate, and since I’ll doubtless never see that stretch of straggly grasses again, it will forever stay in my mind as the Lot.
At the far end of the Lot lay a cluster of large, flat-topped rocks, and in their midst a gnarled and spreading tree that seemed as ancient as the rocks.  On weekends in good weather, seated on the rocks, were Italians. Italian men, that is.  The women knew their place, which was mainly in the kitchen.  Or if one saw them outdoors, they were wheeling infants in carriages. These women were generally short and heavy-set, had several gold teeth, often a faint mustache, smooth olive complexions, and almost always wore black because they were almost always in mourning.  As for the men who gathered at the Lot: what I remember is that they were usually accompanied by goats, and that they often played the ball game of bocce, which is somewhat akin to bowling, and whose ancestry, Google tells me, dates from the Roman Empire.  
As a child I was unaware that they were part of the tide of Italian immigration that had begun in the late nineteenth century and continued into the early years of the twentieth. I knew only that they wore shabby clothing and were poor.  They lived in small stucco houses in the neighborhood, and their minuscule front yards were planted with vegetables and, in autumn, empurpled overhead by ripening grapes. “These Italians don’t waste an inch of land,” my father would say. “They make every clod of soil produce something.” 
When I was in junior high school, most of the Italian kids were programmed to graduate from there to a technical high school and not  the one I was to attend, which was college prep.  “The Jewish kids,” my mother would tell me, “will all go to college – even the kids of immigrants. Their parents may have had no schooling, they may work in factories.  But they’ll scrape and save and do without, and give their kids an education.  The Italian kids will be laborers like their fathers”.   
What was my shock, then, when after college -- for I was one of the Jewish kids whose immigrant parents had scraped and saved so that I could go -- I took a trip to Italy, which included Rome and Florence and Milan.  It was 1949.  And there I saw   women dressed with an elegance that rivaled or surpassed that of their counterparts on Fifth and Madison and Park Avenues in New York. Even more amazing, I  got glimpses of a remarkable past  --  of Renaissance churches that were almost enough to make you believe in God, and of Renaissance painting and  sculpture. Plus, I had meals that were a revelation.  What did I, who had been to college, know of tarragon and oregano?  On returning to the States my awakening continued,  for I discovered the Thalia theatre in Manhattan, where the films of Rossellini and Fellini, Antonioni and Bertolucci, showed  a brilliance and originality that Hollywood knew nothing of.  Then there were Italian cars! In the wealthier suburbs,  parked on an occasional driveway would be one that that made Chevrolets and Fords look like poor relations: a Ferrari, a Maserati, an Alfa Romeo. To say nothing of  typewriters! – the sleek Olivettis that began to appear in offices eager for a contemporary look.  What chic came out of Italy, what art, what technological élan!  And as more time passed, and I moved along the bumpy road to maturity, I came to realize that Italy did not consist either totally of Fellinis and Alfa Romeos, or totally of the kind of men who hung out in my town at the Lot and played bocce in the presence of goats. I realized that like any country it was, as one might say in Italian, an insalata mista, or mixed salad.  
Ar any rate Levi’s story stirred memories of the men on the Lot.  They may not have emigrated from his Gagliano, where Christ – by which its inhabitants meant European civilization – never quite arrived.  But generally they came from Italy’s rural south – a goodly number from even south of the mainland, that island given cinematic notoriety by The Godfather. And I think they shared many of the characteristics, sorrows, and dreams of the peasants of Gagliano. 
One dream, an important dream, was to come to America.  In the Gagliano that Levi describes America was the alternative to a homeland in which poverty is destiny, where in summer the desolate, chalky terrain burns and shrivels under a merciless sun, and where in winter one has a choice, as he says, between freezing and weeping.  A place where the peasants get up while it’s still dark to travel three or four hours, past malarial waters,  to their fields, and return at nightfall to a home consisting of one room that is kitchen, bedroom, and often living room for the barnyard animals.  A place where malaria spares almost no one, devouring both the health and the meagre savings of the peasants, reducing them to a condition that Levi likens to slavery without hope of emancipation. A place generally ignored by Rome, in fact perceived by the peasantry as being de facto against them,  almost an enemy state.
No wonder, then, that America arises as the mythical capital.  It is a myth that reality leaves untouched. For the reality is that in the New World, the immigrants from Gagliano are as alone and unprotected and as economically deprived as before.  “They live as they would live anywhere else”, Levi writes,  “like animals harnessed to a wagon.” 
Levi ,an urban Italian, an intellectual, a painter, a doctor who had never practiced,  was exiled to Gagliano in the mid-nineteen-thirties for his anti-fascist activities.  He writes of his year’s stay in this region with the sensibilities of a novelist, imbuing the inhabitants with the vividness of fictional characters.  There is Luigi Magalone,  for example, mayor of the town, a “corpulent young man with a lock of oily black hair tumbling over his forehead, a yellowish, beardless face and darting black eyes.” Magalone is also an elementary school teacher referred to as “Professor”, whose chief job is to watch over political prisoners sentenced to compulsory residence.  He is delighted to have authority for the first time over a gentleman of culture like Levi, and assures him that he will be treated well because they’re of the same class. There is Magalone’s sister, the strong-willed Donna Caterina, harboring burning hatreds for certain of the town’s citizens, and with benign bossiness doing all she can to ensure Levi’s comfort. There is her father-in-law Don Pasquale Cuscianna, “wrapped in a cloak, with a quilted skull cap on his head and a pipe in his toothless mouth.” He had been a schoolmaster before his retirement.  “Indeed,” says Levi,  “Gagliano, like all of Italy, was in the hands of schoolmasters.”  And there is Levi’s servant Guilia, in whose face were mingled “cold sensuality, hidden irony, natural cruelty, impenetrable ill-humor and an immense passive power, all these bound together in a stern, intelligent and malicious expression.  She knew herbs and the power of talismans; could cure illness with the repetition of spells, and could even bring about the death of anyone she chose by uttering terrible incantations.”  The entire town, actually, is drenched in magic and fantasy.   Goats conceal an inner Satan; gnomes --  tiny, airy creatures wearing red caps --  play jokes on unsuspecting folk; a local woman is the daughter of a cow.  All of which runs more powerfully in the collective psyche than any attachment to Catholicism.  The town’s church, in fact, is a sorry affair, one large, dirty, neglected room. The embittered, heavy-drinking priest Don Trajella is likewise a sorry affair, futile in his efforts to bring the sacraments of Mother Church to a place populated, as he complains, by heretics who will have none of it.
Gagliano welcomes Levy. People confide in him. Children trail him with curiosity and delight as he makes pilgrimages to the countryside with easel and paints.  And since the town’s two doctors are doddering and inept,  Levy is anointed as a healer,  possibly, too, because he comes from afar and therefore seems like a god.  In particular women bring him their children, “pale and thin ...with waxen faces and swollen stomachs drawn tight like drums above their thin, crooked legs.”  Many of the children have been born out of wedlock -- some  fathered by a priest, but this is an accepted way of life.  No woman of Gagliano will wear a scarlet letter. How many available men are there, anyway? Most have gone to America.
To the peasantry, history is more real than current events, realer, say, than the war in Ethiopia, perhaps because history so easily lends itself to myth. Brigandage, for instance, is alive in their thoughts and conversation, even though these fierce insurrections on behalf of the peasants and against the State came to an end around 1865.  One of the brigands is still around, Levi’s servant Giulia tells him, a 90-year-old who led a band that spread terror throughout the countryside, and is now considered a saint.  On the contrary the war in Ethiopia, aka Abyssinia, is a matter of indifference.  If the government has money enough for a war, say the peasants, why don’t they make a damn or repair the bridge that’s been down for four years, or plant trees in the denuded land?  Nor is the populace swayed by public meetings called by the Mayor to arouse enthusiasm for the invasion, or moved by the sounds of children learning village-wide to sing Facetta Nera, the marching song of the Italian troops.  Apropos of which, I can’t resist interposing that decades ago, on my first date with the man who was to become my husband, as he told me about his years as a refugee in the 1930’s he regaled me with that song. He had fled with his family from Germany to Rome, and as a a twelve-year-old enrolled in an Italian school, would belt it forth lustily with his classmates.

One stanza goes:

Facetta nera, bell’abyssinia, 

Aspetta e spera che già l’ora si avvicina!

Quando saremo insieme a te

Noi ti daremo un’altra legge e un altro Re.

 Little blackface, beautiful Abyssinian,

Wait and hope for the hour to come!

When we’re together with you

We’ll give you another law and another king.

Here in Gagliano, at any rate, in this land outside of time, desolate, unprotected, where life is reduced to the sheer effort to survive, Levi relieves the tedium of his days with his painting, and his loneliness with his dog Barone, half domestic creature and half beast of the wild. 
For the town itself, monotony is punctuated at intervals by spectacle or ritual or a combination of both. One is the advent of the pig doctor, who spends a strenuous, blood-soaked day castrating multitudes of male pigs and removing  the ovaries from the females – all to make the animals fat and tender for the eating.  A cross between a priest and a surgeon, the pig doctor performs his sacred task surrounded by barking dogs, excited children, and the women who are the animals‘ owners, trembling with anxiety during the procedure, relieved when it’s over, and for days afterward speaking of nothing else. 
Another spectacle is the annual feast day to mark the harvest, when fireworks,  trumpets, gun volleys, shouting children, barking dogs and singing women make a joyful noise unto the Lord.  Well, not so joyful. “Amid the warlike thundering,” says Levi, “there was no happiness or religious ecstasy in the people’s eyes. Instead they seemed prey to a sort of madness, a pagan throwing off of restraint.”
And what you might call public theatre heralds the beginning of Lent: a one-act, unrehearsed play repeated at several spots in town, in which the peasants improvise dialogue and plot. The drama witnessed by Levi opens with a dying man, accompanied by a weeping mother, and a surgeon from Rome who pulls from the patient’s body a pig’s bladder and declares “here is his heart!” He pierces that organ, which spurts blood; the patient expires; and the mother joins a chorus to chant a dirge that is the finale.  Was this chorus an echo of classical Greek drama, Levi wonders, or did it spring from a people “for whom the whole of life is a tragedy without a stage?”  
Christ Stopped at Eboli  is about a visit to a foreign realm. Travel broadens, as they say, and Levi’s sojourn thus affects him, putting him in touch with a terrain and a way of life totally distinct from his own.  He’s more than a traveler, actually; he becomes a strand in the communal fabric, in part, maybe, because of the medical care he dispenses,  however rudimentary, to people desperately in need of it. When the government releases him from exile, the people beg him not to leave.

“Don’t go away.  They’ll make you the Mayor.  You must stay with us.”


“I’ll come back,” he says in the sincerity of the moment.
And of course does not.  What he does do  (small comfort to the peasants)  is take them with him, transmuting them to paper, from which there arises a chronicle of humanity locked in a space as confining as the cell of a prison, where aridity and sadness rule. But Levi with his pen burrows deeper than that, to expose the true poetry of things.  As a good writer will.
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