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To begin preparation for my first presentation to the Novel Club, a very imposing task, I read Christ Stopped at Eboli in English, then I read it in Italian, then I watched the movie. All I missed was the tee shirt, but that remains a possibility.

I feel very fortunate to have opted for this biography, the selection of which entailed one of the remnants from the annual meeting which I was unable to attend. I was concerned after my first year as a full member that I would have to discuss an author whose work I may have had to struggle to complete. In that first year I tried to persevere, often unsuccessfully, through tormenting science fiction, a genre I enjoy only with exceptional tomes. Then the Death of Artemio Cruz, which rendered me with my degrees in Spanish literature feeling betrayed by a modern writer harping back to the period of novelas de costumbres, which were comfortable in the paradigm of their nineteenth century culture, but quite tedious as a modern novel. So, it is with great delight that I am engaged in the discovery of the fascinating Carlo Levi.

Carlo Levi was born November 29, 1902 in Turin, Italy to well-to-do parents Ercole Levi and Annetta Treves, both successful, respected physicians, where he may initially have been acclimated to caring for and about people. His uncle, Carlo Treves, his mother’s brother, was a leader of the socialist movement in Italy and must have played a viable role in his sociopolitical development which flourished in the University of Turin through the influence of his friend Piero Gambetti, author of the antifascist review, La Rivoluzione. He embraced political activism and faithfully maintained and nurtured that romance throughout his life. That was among his true loves; he never married. 
He followed his parents’ path into medicine, as did his sister, a devoted physician as portrayed in this book. His medical training served him well in exile as a strong thread linking him to people, to humanity. It was, however, the other two loves of his life, art and literature, which intertwined in his writing. What he did not paint on canvas, he painted with words.
He studied in Paris from 1924 to 1928, both art and medicine, and became acquainted with many famous people including Sergei Prokofiev, Igor Stravinsky, and Giorgio de Chirico. He lived in Paris once more from 1932 to 1934 and yet again from 1939 to 1941 following his politically enforced exile which forms the autobiographical basis for his novel, Christ Stopped at Eboli.

When he returned to Florence in 1941, he was arrested and held in the Murati prison, and released only after Mussolini’s arrest. He remained in Florence where he wrote his second book, Cristo si e fermato a Eboli.
He later moved to Rome where in 1963 he served in the Senate as an Independent on the ticket of the Communist party. He was reelected in 1968 and remained until 1972. He died of pneumonia in Rome on January 4, 1975, and is buried in Aliano, Gagliano in the book, his place of exile and the inspiration for the novel we are discussing tonight. 

So synopsizes Wikipedia about Carlo Levi. There is ever so much more.

From his involvement with Pietro Gambetti, initiating in 1922, he became an antifascist activist writing for La Rivoluzione Liberale, Gambettis’s organization, which was later disbanded by Mussolini. Levi remained entrenched in politics and social reform and became a founder and integral force in Giustizia e Liberta ( Justice and Liberty) whose membership also included Promo Levi, no family connection identified, and the Russian Jew, Leoni Ginzburg.
Antisemitism was rampant, and for being an antifascist and Jewish, he was exiled in 1935 for a year to the village in the southern province of  Lucana, in Aliano, the town that formed the prototype for Gagliano in his book. As his protagonist in this summarily autobiographical novel, Levi had relinquished his practice of medicine to pursue artistic endeavors, his true love. His banishment found him solicited to provide the much needed medical care for the community in which he had become ensconced. He did not write about this period until much later. He did pursue his art as well during this time.
Upon release from his virtual political imprisonment, he exiled himself to France where he wrote hi first literary offering, Paura della Liberta ( Fear of Freedom) in 1939, dealing with dictatorship and its less than rational structure.

During World War II he played an active role in the resistance within the Partito di Azione (The Action Party). He hid in Florence to avoid being swept away with the Nazi deportation of the Jews. While in hiding, he wrote Cristo si e fermato a Eboli which portrayed his life in his period of political detention. He paints in oils and words the life of the village and its inhabitants, the struggles of quotidian life, the personalities who both symbolize the climate of the times as well as universal figures. He provides a portrait of the dependence of the southern Italian provinces on, yet their neglect by, Rome.
The great success of Eboli resulted in the subsequent publication of Paura della Liberta. He went on to write several more books including Il Futuro ha un Cuoro Antico in 1956, translated The Future has an Ancient Heart, about his travels through Russia, viewing with virtually rose colored glasses a Soviet world where his idealistic socialist dreams would be realized. He wrote of  post WWI Germany exploring the societal environment that could foster and sustain the Nazi empire.

He also wrote Le Parole sono Pietre (Words are Stones), L’orologio (The Clock), and three other books not all received with literary acclaim. Eboli was deemed his best work.

The Italian version of his book has several introductions. The focus of his life fighting against fascist rhetoric in particular and official culture in general in Italy are the major themes addressed. He looked to words and painting to express himself, but he also became “Le médecin malgré lui”.  
He utilized Eboli as an isolated land of “allegorical figures, of animals of symbols.”* His social convictions are expressed and the thread continued through his subsequent writings. Italo Calvino, as other commentators, addressed the beauty of his writing while documenting the harshness of his times. Reading his words are like viewing a painting or a motion picture of his perception of the world. Calvino saw him as able to portray the era as both so complex and so elementary at the same time, an ambassador of the everyday world with a love of the world and faithful representation of its daily function.

A second introduction was contributed by Jean Paul Sartre as translated by Marcovecchio into Italian. It was more humbly converted by me into English. 

Sartre emphasized a singular universality expressed by Levi. He viewed Levi as a “strange contradiction, at the same time the most Roman of the Romans, yet always finding himself as if at home with everyone.” He had a natural ability to adapt to whatever circumstances enveloped him, be it a small village in Lucana, or among the Soviets, the French, or among whatever people he found himself ensconced. He had the ability to incorporate himself into everyday life. Sartre writes, “It is the passion of living,” but more than just the passion for life, he felt the passion for all forms of life and humanity. He was a wise educated man, as comfortable in the salons of Paris as the remote malaria infested lands of southern Italy, one who understood the underlying structure of society. He was described as an “exceptional man” who spoke with his own voice, his own intonation, and saw through the opaque and the obvious, the world in its totality.
His passion made him an unforgettable writer of whom is born a great passion for living with an immense respect for life.”  It is a passion carried through his art and his words.

Levi himself wrote a letter to his editor also included in the introduction of the book in which he address the opening line of the book, ”Many years have passed,” noting that he is writing this even more years later, while recognizing the persistence of eternal truths, eighteen years after he wrote them, through “the forced interruption of the war, the death of Leone Ginzburg, and the dispersion of all of them.” He writes of the infinite and poetic contemporaneousness of the times and of destiny, perhaps an epoch, perhaps a brief moment. He writes of a very real world in which love holds us together, and without which the world would be loose and nullified. He writes of experience, of painting, of poetry. He speaks of misery and hope, work, suffering, existence and coexistence, a world of infinite possibilities constantly evolving.

As Dr Albert Schweitzer once said, ‘We are all more human than anything else.’
A footnote from a physician friend of Jack’s and mine from Naples with an Italian vantage point: he felt Levi to be disparaging of the southern Italians, “that book eventually doesn’t speak very well of the south of Italy”
*****************
* translated from the introduction by Italo Calvino referencing: From “Galleria,” 3-6 (1967), pages 237-40, a cura di A. Marcovecchio. Numero interamente dedicado a Carlo Levi
