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THE CHARTERHOUSE OF PARMA


MARIE-HENRI BEYLE, known through his writings as Stendhal, was born in 1783 in Grenoble. In 1799 he moved to Paris, where the patronage of a cousin in the War Ministry got him a commission in the Napoleonic army. A year later he joined his regiment in northern Italy, a country he much preferred to his own. He then served intermittently on the administrative side of the army, which he accompanied in 1812 on its disastrous invasion of Russia. After Napoleon fell, Stendhal settled in Milan and started to write, but in 1821, suspected by the Austrian authorities of being a French spy, he returned to Paris. There he published a psychological study, De l'amour (On Love), a first, unsuccessful novel, Armance, and in 1830 his first masterpiece, Le Rouge et le noir (The Red and the Black). Following the ‘revolution’ of that year, he solicited the new regime for an official post and was appointed French consul in Civitavecchia, near Rome. On an extended leave back in Paris in 1838 he wrote his second great masterpiece, La Chartreuse de Parme (The Charterhouse of Parma). His health having begun to fail, he returned to Paris for the last time in 1841 and died there the following year. Various autobiographical works, his Journal, his Souvenirs d'égotisme (Memoirs of an Egotist) and notably an account of his early life, La Vie de Henry Brulard, all appeared posthumously.


JOHN STURROCK has been a literary journalist since the late 1960s. He was deputy editor of The Times Literary Supplement from 1972 to 1984 and is currently consulting editor of the London Review of Books. He has published critical books on the French New Novel, the stories of Jorge Luis Borges, autobiography and Structuralism, and has previously translated books by Victor Hugo, Stendhal and Marcel Proust for Penguin Classics.
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Chronology

1783 23 January: 
Marie-Henri Beyle, the future Stendhal, born in Grenoble, to Chérubin Beyle, a lawyer, and Henriette Gagnon.

1790 
Death of his mother in childbirth.

1792–4 
Two years of domestic ‘tyranny’ at the hands of a tutor, Father Raillane, and his aunt, Séraphie Gagnon.

1796 
Enters the newly founded École Centrale in Grenoble.

1799 
Wins first prize in mathematics. November: Goes to Paris to take the entrance exam for the École Polytechnique, which he never attends. Becomes the protégé of a cousin, Pierre Daru, a senior figure on the administrative side of the army.

1800 May: 
Leaves for north Italy and the army there, arriving in Milan a month later. Given a commission in a regiment of dragoons.

1801 
Returns to Grenoble on sick leave.

1802 
Back in Paris. Resigns his army commission. Obsessed with the theatre; learns English so as to be able to read Shakespeare.

1804–5 
Affair with a young actress Mélanie Guilbert, whom he follows to Marseille.

1806 October: 
Attached to the Grande Armée, works in the military commissariat in Germany. Posted to Brunswick.

1807–9 
Becomes the ‘intendant’ of the German department of the Ocker. Lives in Brunswick for two years before returning briefly to Paris.

1809 Spring: 
Follows the army into Austria and spends six months in Vienna. Attends Haydn's funeral.

1810 August: 
Returns to Paris. Appointed to the Conseil d'État, made responsible for the upkeep of Crown buildings and furnishings.

1811 
Spends his leave in Italy. Visits Parma, Florence, Rome, Naples. Translates Luigi Lanzi's History of Painting in Italy.

1812 
Sent as a courier to Russia, following Napoleon's invasion of that country. 14 August: Arrives in Moscow, then, following the burning of the city by its inhabitants, forms part of the Grande Armée's catastrophic winter retreat. Succeeds in getting back to Paris, sufficiently drained to liken himself to ‘a dead man’, but proud of having acted bravely and honourably throughout.

1813 May: 
Sent to army headquarters in Dresden. Present at the battle of Bautzen, where he sees ‘all you can see of a battle, to wit nothing’. Falls ill and convalesces in Milan. December: Organizes frontier defences in his native Dauphiné.

1814 
Writes Lives of Haydn, Mozart and Metastasio, which is published the following year. July: Leaves for Milan, travels widely in Italy.

1816 
Milan. Meets Byron at La Scala.

1817 
Finishes writing his History of Painting in Italy (based on his earlier translation of Lanzi), which is published in August. Spends a fortnight in England, the first of three visits. Publishes a travel book, Rome, Naples and Florence in 1817. Starts work on a life of Napoleon, which will never be finished.

1818 
Develops a violent passion for Métilde Dembowski (née Viscontini), the wife of a Polish general in the Napoleonic army.

1819 
Writes On Love (De l'amour). Father dies, leaving a much reduced inheritance.

1821 June: 
Finally leaves Italy for Paris, fearful of being arrested by the Austrian authorities, who believe him to be a ‘supremely dangerous man’. October: Spends a month in London.

1822 August: 
On Love is published, but ignored by the literary world. Starts contributing on French subjects to English literary reviews.

1823 
Writes first version of a polemical anti-classical pamphlet, Racine and Shakespeare. Writes a Life of Rossini.

1825 
Second version of Racine and Shakespeare published. Métilde Dembowski dies in Milan.

1826 
Starts his first novel, Armance. Spends two and a half months in England.

1827 
New version of Rome, Naples and Florence published. August: Armance is published, mystifying its few readers, who fail to realize its true subject is its unhappy hero's impotence. Extensive travels in Italy, ending in Milan.

1828 
Ordered to leave Austrian territory without delay. Lives, heavily in debt and in search of employment, in Paris.

1829 
Publishes Promenades in Rome. September: Travels widely in southern France.

1830 July: 
The ‘Three Glorious Days’ of insurrection in Paris lead to the abdication of King Charles X. Starts writing The Red and the Black (Le Rouge et le noir), together with several novellas. November: The Red and the Black goes on sale (ahead of publication). Austria refuses to authorize Stendhal's appointment as consul in Trieste.

1831 
Appointed consul in Civitavecchia.

1832 
Takes charge of the finances of a French expeditionary force sent to Ancona. Writes Memoirs of an Egotist (Souvenirs d'égotisme), an autobiographical account of his life between 1821 and 1830.

1833 
Discovers some Italian manuscripts, on which he bases the stories in his Italian Chronicles (Chroniques italiennes), published posthumously. Three months' leave in Paris.

1834 
Starts writing Lucien Leuwen, his longest novel, published posthumously.

1835 
Receives the Légion d'honneur. Abandons Lucien Leuwen, starts writing an autobiographical account of his early life, The Life of Henry Brulard (La Vie de Henry Brulard).

1836 March: 
Granted a leave that is to last three years. Abandons Henry Brulard and leaves for Paris.

1837 
Starts another novel, The Pink and the Green (Le Rose et le vert), never finished. Travels in the centre and west of France.

1838 
Travels extensively in southern France, Switzerland, Germany and the Low Countries. Publishes Mèmoirs of a Tourist (Mémoires d'un touriste). November: Starts writing The Charterhouse of Parma (La Chartreuse de Parme).

1839 
Publishes The Abbess of Castro (L'Abbesse de Castro), a novella. April: The Charterhouse published. June: Returns to Civitavecchia.

1841 March: 
First attack of apoplexy. Granted sick leave, returning to Paris in November.

1842 
After second attack of apoplexy during the evening of 22 March, dies early the following morning. Buried in the Montmartre cemetery.



Introduction

An astonishing fact about The Charterhouse of Parma is that this magnificent novel of nearly five hundred pages (in the present edition) was written within the space of fifty-three days. We have a date and an address for when it was begun: in rented lodgings at no. 8, rue Caumartin in Paris, on 4 November 1838. In his journal for that year, Stendhal kept regular note of the number of pages to which the manuscript was growing: ‘10 november 38. 177 of the Charterhouse’; ‘15 november 1838. The manuscript of the Charterhouse is at page 270’;1 and so on. A draining tempo of composition, it might be thought, but one favoured by an author who believed that writing should be as direct as talking. His ideal was prose that would be as urgent and free from artifice as he could make it (something his translator should try to bear in mind).

On 26 December 1838, he was able to hand his old friend Romain Colomb six ‘enormous exercise-books’ containing the finished text, with instructions to go off and find a publisher. This Colomb did, without any great difficulty, for Stendhal was well known to publishers even if they would not have expected to make money from publishing him. But the Charterhouse was, by his lights, a success: it came out in April 1839 in an edition of 1,200 copies and sold out within eighteen months – good enough going for the time.

Stendhal, by nature the most footloose of men, had returned to Paris from a tour of north-west France two days before he sat down to write. He then closed his door to callers, suspending the sociability that normally ordered his day, gave instructions that anyone who came should be told he had gone off to the country to shoot, and wrote. That what he wrote in such haste should have turned out to be a great masterpiece is evidence that in this book, as his foremost biographer, Michel Crouzet, has written, he ‘for the first time in his life perhaps, had imagination, imagination in its pure and happy state’.2 The writer was by now fifty-five years old and the Charterhouse was the book in which the experiences he had lived through in that time, and the fantasies he had always relied on to make up for those experiences when they disappointed him, came more or less seamlessly together. The principal setting of the story is that part of southern Europe which he had known the most intimately and liked above all others, northern Italy; the period is the bourgeois nineteenth century, in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, which he scorned for its tameness and its obsession with money, with, smoothly stitched into it, a more heroic Italian past that he admired for the passions to which it had given free rein; and, poised as the fiction is between a recognizably real world and a lovingly imagined one, its mood shifts engagingly between the satirical and the romantic. Small wonder that Stendhal thought that Don Quixote, in which the delusions of the knightly hero are sabotaged by the gross realism of his squire, Sancho Panza, was the most perfectly pitched of all great novels.

The cult of Italy that shows through in the Charterhouse has a lot to do with Stendhal's circumstances at the time when he wrote it. In the autumn of 1838, he was on extended leave from his post as French consul in Civitavecchia, a drab and unhealthy – by his own sour account of the place – seaport thirty-odd miles from Rome. ‘Extended’ is an understatement: he had originally been granted a month's leave of absence back in the spring of 1836, so that by now he had been away from his duties not for a month but for two and a half years. A congé of these proportions was, to say the least, exceptional and Stendhal owed its perpetuation to ministerial favour, a favour that even stretched to the absentee consul receiving his full salary throughout, when by the rules he should have gone down to half pay. Stendhal spent his adult life chronically in debt, so he had extra cause to be grateful for this enlightened patronage. He knew, however, that his leave could not last indefinitely, and the sorry prospect of having to return to a town he disliked and work that bored him can but have sharpened the desire to create a more appealing and infinitely more dramatic version of Italy in the novel that he decided to write while he still had the opportunity.

So how, in his fifties, did a committed hedonist and craver after amusing company such as Stendhal find himself serving reluctantly as a consul somewhere like Civitavecchia? To earn some money would be the obvious answer, something he had never been able to do from his writing. But we need to know more about his earlier life, or at least those elements in it that have a bearing on the present novel. Stendhal was not the writer's real name. He was born in 1783, in Grenoble, in southeastern France, as Marie-Henri Beyle, the son of Chérubin Beyle, a lawyer by profession. Stendhal, the pseudonym he used for the first time in his mid-thirties – Stendal was the name of a small town in northern Germany he had passed through years before – was only one of an extraordinary number of disguises he amused himself by adopting at different stages of his life. Biographers fail to agree on the precise total but their estimates have climbed as high as three hundred and fifty. For this was someone who relished the idea of secrecy, even if he was never fully serious when it came to practising it: one story has him sending a coded dispatch back to Paris in the course of his consular duties and enclosing the key to the code he had used along with the dispatch. Inevitably, and happily, codes and disguises have their part to play in the Charterhouse, whose protagonist, Fabrizio del Dongo, goes more than once in disguise and is to be found exchanging coded signals by lantern with his aunt from on top of a tower.

To shelter beneath pseudonyms was, other considerations aside, pleasing to Stendhal for denying the public evidence of his paternity. For young Henri Beyle did not like his father. In the wonderfully mordant account of his childhood and adolescence that he wrote in the winter of 1835–6 (thought shocking, it was first published only in 1890) under the title of The Life of Henry Brulard, he displays nothing but contempt for his parent: too serious a man for his son's taste, too much the royalist for a boy who claims to have been a Jacobin, or revolutionary extremist, almost from the cradle, and too mean with his money. Thus the one name Stendhal never wrote under was Beyle. To get away from the joyless household of Chéubin Beyle, and from Grenoble, became, as he tells it in Henry Brulard, the main purpose of his stultifying youth.

And get away he did, as soon as it was practicable. He was a fiercely competitive and hence unpopular schoolboy, especially strong in mathematics, a subject he extolled on the typically Stendhalian ground that it offers no scope for hypocrisy: in mathematics you are either right or wrong, you cannot lie or practise deception. It was thanks to mathematics that he finally made his escape. In 1799, aged sixteen, he was sent up to Paris to take the entrance exam for the École Polytechnique, the elite school founded six years before to train engineers for the public service. While he was on the road, the thirty-year-old Napoleon Bonaparte came to power in France in a coup d'état; he was appointed First Consul, a large step along the way to being crowned as Emperor five years later. From that moment on, Stendhal was a Napoleonist, unbounded in his admiration for this visionary upstart and strategist, who had come from nowhere and by his energy and genius was to conquer half of Europe. The glorious Napoleonic moment in European history and the anti-climax that followed it are crucial to the scheme of the Charterhouse.

Stendhal never sat the exam and never meant to attend the École Polytechnique. Instead, after being taken in hand by a family of cousins, the Darus, he set off over the Alps in the spring of 1800 to join the French army in northern Italy, where it was once again in action against the Austrians. Stendhal in fact chooses to begin this novel four years earlier, when Napoleon had conducted a particularly brilliant and successful campaign in Lombardy. In Henry Brulard, whose narrative ends with his arrival in Italy, he makes fun of his naive, hopeful but incurably diffident seventeen-year-old self. That arrival was, however, to be the most important displacement of his life. It exposed him for the first time to the lakes and mountains of Lombardy, whose great beauty he celebrates in the Charterhouse; to what struck him as the free and easy habits – the sexual habits especially – of Italians; to their love of music, opera above all; and to spirited, well-born Italian women, with whom he was very ready to fall unsuccessfully in love. This whole life-changing experience is reflected obliquely in the opening pages of the Charterhouse, which describe the liberating effects on the local population of the arrival of the French army in Milan in 1796. In Stendhal's version, that army does northern Italy the high service of releasing it from the tutelage of a politically repressive imperial power in Vienna and a morally repressive clerical one. These liberating effects, now transferred on to a whole population, are the selfsame ones that Italy had had on the adolescent Stendhal, finally released into independence and manhood from the tutelage of his family.

Once in uniform, and even though he was a clumsy horseman, he was given a commission in a regiment of dragoons. He saw little or no action, however, during the two years that he spent in Italy. Garrison duty was disillusioning for a young man dreaming all the while of military and amatory glory, and in July 1802 he resigned his commission to return to Paris. In October 1806, bored once more and hard up, Stendhal was taken on as an assistant auditor or commissioner in the Commissariat of Wars in Brunswick. This was a bureaucratic role that he performed well; he proved most efficient and soon rose to the higher rank of intendant, with responsibilities for the logistics of the district where he was stationed. He spent two years in Germany, returned for a short time to Paris, then left in the army's wake once more, this time for Vienna. On the way, he for the first time witnessed some of the horrors of war. He was not in action but came near enough to it to see the blackened corpses of French and German soldiers in the field. ‘I admit that this whole scene made me sick to my stomach,’ he wrote in his journal for 5 May 1809, a nauseous reaction to be found reflected in that of Fabrizio del Dongo when he is caught up in the aftermath of the slaughter at Waterloo.

Back in Paris, Stendhal continued as a member of the Imperial bureaucracy, though not much was asked of him by way of work or even attendance: forty hours a month seems to have satisfied superiors who acknowledged his abilities while faulting his lack of dedication. The standard of living that he thought was his right remained out of reach, however. He had a small allowance from his father and he had his pay, but his income lagged well behind his outgoings. For all that he says in the present novel about vanity being the besetting sin of the French nation, he appears to have been as vain as any other Frenchman: to try to cut a dash socially, he overdressed, overspent and tried to conceal the unhappy fact that he was both overweight and losing his hair. In August 1811, he spent a period of leave back in Italy, a ‘traveller’ there for the first time, as he himself put it, a free agent, that is, able to go and to do as he liked. The prime draw was a Milanese woman for whom he had fallen eleven years earlier, Angela Pietragrua, ‘dark-haired, proud, voluptuous’.3 In 1811, he at last became her lover. Pietragrua was notoriously promiscuous but this long-delayed conquest still meant much to him, to the point where he inked the date of its accomplishment on his braces.

In July 1812, Stendhal embarked on what was to be the most terrible experience of his life. Napoleon had set off on the invasion of Russia with the Grande Armée, and Stendhal was one of the auditors given the task of carrying dispatches to him from Paris. Having reached the Emperor's headquarters in the east a month later, he remained with him as part of his entourage, entering Moscow in mid-September. He was thus caught up in the catastrophe that met the Grande Armée once it was forced by the inhabitants’ burning of the city to start on its midwinter retreat. The extreme cold, starvation and the unrelenting depredations of marauding Russian troops saw to it that in the end a bare tenth part of the army's original manpower of seven hundred thousand got back to France. Stendhal performed stoically and well in these awful conditions, in charge at one time of provisioning a significant sector of the broken army. But the awful things he had witnessed were an extreme test for his beylisme, or that philosophy of amused and egotistical detachment whereby the world and whatever went on in it for good or ill became pure spectacle, undeserving of any sympathetic involvement by the superior self. He continued to keep a journal throughout the Russian debacle but the experience did not find its way directly into his novels, resisting as it did ready assimilation into the fundamentally ironic texture of Stendhal's fiction.

That ironic texture nowhere shows to finer advantage than in the justly celebrated sequence here in which Fabrizio witnesses the battle of Waterloo. Or does he witness it? The question is one that he puts to himself after it is over, since he cannot be sure that what he has witnessed was in fact a battle, so far did it fall short of what he had imagined in his callow excitement a battle might be like. He has heard and seen gunfire, has observed units of an army losing their discipline and spirit of comradeship in defeat, been sickened by the sight of violent death and mutilation: has had, in short, an experience of battle appropriate not to an all-seeing novelist but to a private soldier who has actually taken part in one. Stendhal may never, strictly speaking, have taken part in a battle, but his wartime experiences had certainly qualified him to portray a battle in the inglorious terms he chooses in the Charterhouse.

Least of all did he experience the battle of Waterloo. He was left indifferent by the Emperor's fall and exile in 1814, and by the time Napoleon had returned to France and then lost his final battle the next year, Stendhal was comfortably back in Italy, though not without having made overtures to the provisional government in hopes of being offered a post that might help him pay off his debts. To any resumption of warfare, he preferred to stay on in Milan, perpetuating as best he could his affair with the unreliable Pietragrua. Milan, indeed, was to remain his base right up until 1821. He broke quite soon with Pietragrua, only to become lastingly smitten in 1818 with the glamorous wife of a Polish general, Métilde Dembowski. She belonged to the politically progressive or liberal faction in Milanese society, at a time when there were widespread stirrings against the authoritarian Austrian regime. The conflict between the two camps, of pro-Austrian reactionaries and pro-French liberals, plays a large part in the plot of the Charterhouse, which should be read, as should all of Stendhal's major novels, as a political book, even if the squalid politics of the principality of Parma are shown in a sardonic light, not a seriously ideological one. It has been said that had Machiavelli wanted to write a novel, it would have read like this one, and, certainly, there is no more Machiavellian a character in all of fiction than Count Mosca, Stendhal's supreme political operator, a man in whom principle is forever being cynically betrayed in the interests of pragmatism. Ever the spectator, Stendhal did not get mixed up in any conspiracies during his Milan years, but he sympathized with the liberals and left no one in any doubt as to his subversive opinions. The authorities had no reason to like or to trust him and it was his fear of being arrested as a French spy and agitator that in the end led him to leave Milan, and Italy, in 1821, to his lasting resentment.

He was to spend the next nine years in Paris. Soon after he returned, in 1822, he published On Love, his first truly original work, an acute analysis of the psychology of a lover, drawn much of it from his own torturous involvement with Métilde. The book was not understood and was a flop: it sold forty copies in two years, helping to persuade its author that he was ahead of his time, that the twentieth century would appreciate him even if the nineteenth did not – as the twentieth century emphatically did. He became in these years a frequenter of liberal salons, and his conversation grew more and more risqué in his desire to shine socially: the most entertaining talker in Paris, no one denied, but too extreme in his opinions for the taste of many. The money problem remained. His father had finally died in 1819, but the size of his inheritance was a severe disappointment; the detested Chérubin Beyle had been speculating in land and property and had frittered away the greater part of his wealth. This rankled with his needy son, whose great hope had been that his father's death would at last ensure his financial independence.

He did not in fact prosper in these Parisian years. His love life seldom went as he would have liked and he contemplated suicide at intervals, how seriously it is hard to know. He indulged in a certain morbidity: in 1827 alone, he wrote no less than thirty-six different versions of his last will and testament, even though he had little if anything to leave. But the decade ended promisingly for him, with the uprising in Paris subsequently known as the Trois Glorieuses, or the ‘Three Glorious Days’ (27–9 July 1830), which succeeded in ridding the country of the last Bourbon king. The Bourbons were a dynasty the ten-year-old Henri Beyle had so hated that he crowed at the guillotining of Louis XVIII, if only to give offence to his father; and he could but welcome the potentially more liberal regime of Charles X's successor, King Louis-Philippe. Stendhal thought he saw his chance of returning into the employ of a more tolerable government in a senior and above all well-paid job. He had his sights on a pleasant, undemanding prefectship somewhere in provincial France; but the ministry had other ideas.

In November 1830, he was appointed French consul in Trieste, on the Adriatic, not quite his beloved Italy but close enough. Trieste, however, was part of the Austrian domains and the Austrians had neither forgotten nor forgiven him for his real or presumed subversions in Milan ten years before. They refused to sanction his appointment and so it was that he found himself in March the following year taking up his post in Civitavecchia. This was not an agreeable alternative. For a start, Civitavecchia formed part of the Papal States, which meant that the Vatican played the predominant role in its governance. Priestly rule was anathema to Stendhal, just as his political liberalism and disdainful atheism were anathema to the Vatican, which had placed his books on the Index of forbidden reading two years before. And, for a crowning disadvantage, the consulship in Civitavecchia paid a third less than that in Trieste. Stendhal was back in Italy, but not as happy about it as he should have been.

THE CHARTERHOUSE OF PARMA

Stendhal had been in Paris during the excitements of the Trois Glorieuses, but not down in the streets with the insurrection-aries. He was indoors, attending to the proofs of the novel he had been writing. This was The Red and the Black, the first of his two great masterpieces, which was published early the next year. It was well received, and that was a new experience for him, even if the critical stir it made in Paris was lost on a writer by now many hundreds of miles away in central Italy. The Red and the Black is a French novel and a contemporary one, set that is to say in Restoration France, in Stendhal's native south-east to start with and later in Paris. Its protagonist, Julien Sorel, is nothing socially, the son of a carpenter, but he is a clever and ambitious young man, a devotee of Napoleon who means to rise in the world like his hero. His ascent, from tutor to a bourgeois family in the country to seminarian to private secretary of an aristocratic ultra in Paris, enables Stendhal to paint an unforgiving picture of post-Napoleonic society in France, as one ruled by money, rank and hypocrisy. Julien Sorel succeeds in that society but in the end it rejects him, as he rejects it, after he has been condemned to be guillotined for shooting at the first of his two mistresses while she is praying in church. The novel ends in an unexpectedly macabre scene, with the second of Julien's mistresses, the arrogant yet vulnerable daughter of his aristocratic employer, driving off in a carriage clutching the severed head of her young lover.

This bizarre concluding image must strike all but the most accepting reader of the novel as an anachronism, an act of extreme passion belonging to an age very different from that in which Stendhal was living and about which he might have appeared up until then to be writing. As such, it serves very well to link The Red and the Black with its great successor, The Charterhouse of Parma, written eight years later, pointing as it does to the degree of alienation from which Stendhal suffered in respect both of his native country and the passionless modern age in which he was obliged to live. The episode of the severed head he had come across when reading – as he was fond of doing – about the Italian Renaissance, a time when he believed life had been lived as it should be and now wasn't: dangerously, generously and in haughty disregard of polite convention.

That certainly is how the favoured characters in the Charterhouse choose to live their lives, as though they had found themselves back in the lawless setting of the sixteenth century, and not in the respectable society of the nineteenth. A few years before he wrote this novel, Stendhal had unearthed in Italian libraries a number of manuscripts recounting violent tales of Renaissance life, typically full of blighted love, murder, revenge and banditry; and he had contracted to write a series of novellas based on them for a Paris publisher. (Some of these were collected and published in a volume after his death as the Chroniques italiennes.) More than a little of the atmosphere to be found there is preserved in the Charterhouse, transposed now into the principality of Parma, a principality which should not be mistaken for the real Duchy of Parma (which was annexed to France from 1802 to 1816, and thereafter ruled over by Marie-Louise, formerly the consort of the Emperor Napoleon). In Stendhal's nineteenth-century Parma political faction has replaced family as the source of animosities that may at any moment lead to violent death, and where the superior individuals who are led by their passions and not by their reason – Fabrizio del Dongo, his aunt, the Duchess Gina Sanseverina, the outlaw Ferrante Palla – serve by their courage, their highhandedness and their impulsiveness to condemn the timid, calculating souls around them. Behind the character of Fabrizio lay for Stendhal the sixteenth-century figure of Alessandro Farnese, who in 1534 became Pope Paul III and about whose celebrated family Stendhal had read in one of his manuscripts, so that the bare plot of the fiction has its source in a document, even if the document itself was far from trustworthy. Alessandro Farnese it was who created the duchy of Parma and members of his family provided its dukes for almost two hundred years. The two rulers of Parma who appear in the novel can only be seen, one in his fear of revolutionaries, the other in his extreme diffidence, as laughably inadequate substitutes for the historical Farnese.


AFTER THE CHARTERHOUSE

Stendhal's unduly prolonged leave came to an end at last in the summer of 1839, and he was forced to return from the pleasures of Paris to the desert of Civitavecchia, the boredom of which could be mitigated only by regular escape to Rome, where there was better company to be had and better music to be heard. In September 1840, he was both astonished and gratified when Honoré de Balzac, by then generally recognized as France's greatest living novelist, published a very positive and admiring review of the Charterhouse, describing it as a great and beautiful book’ (in the Revue Parisienne for 25 September 1840). He admired especially the Waterloo sequence in the first part of the novel, and thought indeed that Stendhal should have begun with it. It is a sequence that later on Tolstoy, too, admired hugely as introducing a new truthfulness into the description of warfare, and kept in mind as a model when writing the battlefield scenes in War and Peace (1868–9). In his review, perceptive and generous though it was, Balzac had also allowed himself certain criticisms of Stendhal's book, and Stendhal took these comments so much to heart that he – the writer who preferred never to waste time on second thoughts – actually sat down and started on a revision. He eventually abandoned it, partly because his health was now starting to fail.

In March 1841, he suffered a first apoplectic fit. He survived it, continuing to work and to travel, but in October was granted sick leave and returned to Paris. There, in March 1842, he suffered a second attack when walking in the street one evening. This time, he never recovered consciousness and died the next morning, leaving posterity to recognize – and posterity took its time in doing so – that in him France had lost one of its four or five very greatest writers of fiction.


HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Charterhouse of Parma should not be read as a historical novel in any strict sense; it is a highly personal work of imagination. A broad idea of what was happening in France and northern Italy during the years Stendhal is concerned with helps when reading the novel, however.

France had first gone to war against an imperialist Austria in 1792, in defence of the republican principles of the Revolution of 1789. In 1795, a three-pronged attack on Austria and its territories was planned, with the southernmost campaign, in northern Italy, to be led by the twenty-six-year-old General Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821). Napoleon's invasion of Piedmont and Lombardy was brilliantly conducted and in 1796 the French army entered Milan in triumph. In 1798, the French government declared that the areas it now controlled in Italy constituted the Cisalpine Republic. With Napoleon having gone, however, French forces suffered reverses, and in 1800 he returned, to lead another lightning campaign, whose culmination was the resounding defeat of the Austrians at Marengo. Thereafter, what became known as the Napoleonic Wars were conducted either further north, in Austria itself, Germany and Russia, or else in Spain and Portugal. After Napoleon's final defeat, at Waterloo, in 1815, the peace settlement reached at the Congress of Vienna awarded what was now to be recognized as the kingdom of Lombardy-Venice to the Austrians.

The duchy of Parma meanwhile, previously part of the possessions of the Spanish Bourbon dynasty, had been annexed to the Cisalpine Republic in 1802. In 1815 it was awarded to Marie-Louise (1791–1847), a daughter of the Austrian Emperor, who had married Napoleon (himself crowned as French Emperor in 1804) in 1810 but left Paris in 1814 and was never reunited with him.



NOTES


1. Oeuvres intimes II (Paris 1982), p. 339.
2. Michel Crouzet, Stendhal ou monsieur moi-même (Paris, 1990), p. 687.
3. Cited without any reference in Crouzet, ibid., p. 173.





Translator's Note

This new translation follows the text of the novel as given in the Bibliothèque de la Pléiade edition of 1948, an edition that has, surprisingly, not been updated, even though this would not have involved any significant alterations to the text, and itself follows, bar a few very minor corrections, the text of the first, 1839 edition of the Charterhouse.

A point worth making about the translation concerns the form of the hero's name. As I have indicated above, the Charterhouse is a novel set in Italy but which keeps the contemporary history and condition of France constantly in view, for purposes of contrast. Stendhal uses certain French forms where he should have used Italian ones: in the case of aristocratic titles, for example, he prefers the French Marquise to the Italian Marchesa, the French Comte to the Italian Conte, and so on. In the case of proper names, he switches from a French form to an Italian one at random, from Ascagne to Ascanio, for instance. In this respect, the novel's hero, Fabrizio del Dongo, poses a problem of translation. He is referred to as Fabrice throughout the novel, not once as Fabrizio, as though he were a born Frenchman, not an Italian. I was strongly tempted to leave him in this English version as Fabrice, because I feel sure that he is intended as the representative in the book of the novelist, who liked to look on himself as a hybrid, as either an Italian Frenchman or else a French Italian – he claimed that his mother's family had its roots in Italy, but there's no evidence that it did. This wilful mongrelism is supported by the quiet hint that is dropped early on in the story that the boy Fabrizio is in fact illegitimate, his birth having taken place at a gynaeco-logically appropriate interval of time following the billeting on the del Dongo family of a gallant and personable French officer, Lieutenant Robert (whom Fabrizio actually encounters on the field of Waterloo, the lieutenant having by now become a general and a count). To leave Fabrizio as Fabrice would make a valuable point about the novel, therefore. But precedent in the end was too strong, previous translators of the Charterhouse into English seem all of them to have settled on Fabrizio as the right form of the name, and I have done the same.

Sums of money are specified all the way through the novel in terms of French currency, whether historical or modern: in francs, écus, livres, louis and napoleons. The écu is here taken as being worth five francs, the livre is used simply in place of the franc when annual incomes are being calculated, the louis and the napoléon were both gold coins with a value of twenty francs. (Very occasionally, Stendhal also introduces sequins, another anachronistic but this time Italian coin, worth ten francs.) For a rough indication of what the franc was worth in the early nineteenth century: Stendhal once declared that he dreamt of living in Italy with thirty thousand francs a year; but also admitted, more realistically, that he could just about manage on six thousand a year.


JOHN STURROCK




Further Reading

Stendhal's other fictional masterpiece, Le Rouge et le noir, has been newly, and well, translated three times in the past fifteen years:

The Red and the Black, translated by Catherine Slater (Oxford World Classics, 1991)

The Red and the Black, translated by Roger Gard (Penguin Classics, 2002)

The Red and the Black, translated by Burton Raffel (Random House, 2004)

His third major work of fiction, Lucien Leuwen, the most directly political of all his novels in its second half, was never finished, but is very well worth reading. A translation by H. L. R. Edwards appeared in Penguin Classics in 1991; it is now out of print but can be found second-hand.

Two volumes of his autobiographical writings exist in new translations:

The Life of Henry Brulard, translated by John Sturrock (New York Review of Books, 2002)

Memoirs of an Egotist, translated by Andrew Brown (Hesperus Press, 2003)

His psychological study of love exists in English as Love, translated by Gilbert and Suzanne Sale (Penguin Classics, 1975).

For biographies in English, there are Robert Alter's excellent A Lion for Love: A Critical Biography of Stendhal (Basic Books, 1979); and Jonathan Keates's Stendhal (Sinclair-Stevenson, 1991). Three very accessible critical books on the novelist are: Margaret Tillett, Stendhal: The Background to the Novels (Oxford University Press, 1971); Geoffrey Strickland, Stendhal: The Education of a Novelist (Cambridge University Press, 1974); and Roger Pearson, Stendhal's Violin: A Novelist and His Reader (Oxford University Press, 1988).












Northern Italy following the peace settlement of 1815




I


Gia mi fur dolci inviti a empir le carte
I luoghi ameni.

Ariosto,1 Satire IV

[Once, favourite places were a sweet invitation to me To fill sheets of paper.]



FOREWORD

This short novel was written in the winter of 18301 and three hundred leagues from Paris; hence no reference to the affairs of 1839.

Many years before 1830, in the days when our armies were marching across Europe, chance handed me a billeting order for the house of a canon; it was in Padua, a charming town in Italy. My stay being prolonged, we became friends.

Passing through Padua once more towards the end of 1830, I hurried to the good canon's house; he was no more, I knew that, but I wanted to revisit the parlour where we had spent a great many pleasant evenings, missed so frequently since. I found the canon's nephew and the nephew's wife, who received me as an old friend. A few people came by, and it was very late when we broke up; the nephew sent out for an excellent zabaglione from the Caffé Pedroti.2 What kept us from bed above all was the story of the Duchess Sanseverina to which somebody alluded and that the nephew was kind enough to recount in its entirety, in my honour.

‘In the country I'm going to,’ I told my friends, ‘I shan't meet with many evenings such as this one, and to pass the long evening hours I shall turn your history into a novel.’

‘In that case,’ said the nephew, ‘I'm going to give you my uncle's records which, under the heading of Parma, cite some of the amorous intrigues in that court, in the days when the duchess ruled the roost there; but be warned! The story is anything but moral and now that you pride yourselves on your evangelical purity in France, it may earn you a reputation as an assassin.’

I am publishing this novel without altering anything in the manuscript of 1830, which may have two disadvantages:

The first for the reader: the characters being Italians they will perhaps interest him less, hearts in that country are somewhat different from French hearts. Italians are genuine, good people and not scared to say what they think. They display vanity only in fits and starts; then it becomes a passion and goes under the name of puntiglio.3 Lastly, among them, poverty is not seen as ridiculous.

The second disadvantage has regard to the author.

I will admit that I have been rash enough to leave the characters with the asperities of their nature; but in return, I say it loud and clear, I heap the most moral censure on many of their actions. What would be the point of giving them the lofty morality and attractions of French natures, which love money above all else and hardly ever sin out of hatred or love? The Italians in this novel are more or less the opposite. It seems to me in any case that whenever one progresses two hundred leagues, from the south to the north, there is a case for a new landscape as for a new form of romance. The canon's amiable niece had known and even been very fond of the Duchess Sanseverina and has asked me not to alter anything in her adventures, which are open to criticism.
23 January 1839



CHAPTER 1

MILAN IN 1796

On 15 May 1796, General Bonaparte made his entry into Milan at the head of the youthful army which had just crossed the bridge at Lodi and let the world know that after all these centuries, Caesar and Alexander had a successor. The miracles of valour and of genius of which Italy was the witness within a few months reawoke a slumbering people; a week before the arrival of the French, the Milanese still saw them only as a bunch of brigands, used always to taking flight faced by the troops of His Imperial and Royal Majesty:1 that anyway was what a small newspaper the size of a human hand, printed on filthy paper, repeated to them three times a week.

In the Middle Ages, the republican Lombards had given proof of a valour equal to that of the French, and deserved to see their town razed to the ground by the emperors of Germany. Since they had become ‘loyal subjects’, their main business was printing sonnets on little pink taffeta handkerchiefs whenever a girl belonging to some noble or wealthy family happened to get married. Two or three years after this great moment in her life, the girl would take a cavaliere servente: sometimes, the name of the cicisbeo2 chosen by the husband's family occupied an honourable place in the marriage contract. Which effeminate customs were a far cry from the profound emotions aroused by the unforeseen arrival of the French army. Soon new and passionate customs arose. An entire people realized, on 15 May 1796, that everything it had respected hitherto was supremely ridiculous and sometimes odious. The departure of the last Austrian regiment signalled the fall of the old ideas: to risk one's life became the fashion; they could see that in order to be happy after centuries of increasingly lukewarm sensations, they needed to feel a genuine love of their homeland and go in quest of heroic deeds. They had been plunged into blackest night by the continuation of the jealous despotism of Charles V and Philip II;3 their statues were thrown down and they suddenly found themselves flooded with light. For some fifty years past, and while the Encyclopédie and Voltaire4 were bursting out in France, the monks had been dinning it into the good people of Milan that learning to read or learning anything at all was a great waste of effort, but that by paying one's tithe without fail to the priest, and faithfully recounting to him all one's petty sins, one was more or less certain of getting a good place in paradise. To complete the enervation of this people, once so terrible and so fond of reasoning, Austria had sold it at a bargain price the privilege of not furnishing any recruits to the army.

In 1796, the Milanese army consisted of twenty-four ruffians dressed in red, who guarded the town in concert with four magnificent regiments of Hungarian grenadiers. Morals were lax in the extreme, but passion was very uncommon. Moreover, apart from the unpleasantness of having to recount everything to the priest, on pain of ruination even in this world, the good people of Milan were still subject to certain minor monarchical impediments which could not fail to vex them. For example, the archduke,5 who resided in Milan and governed in the name of the Emperor, his cousin, had had the lucrative idea of dealing in corn. As a consequence, the peasants were forbidden to sell their grain until His Highness should have filled his granaries.

In May 1796, three days after the entry of the French, a young painter of miniatures, a little mad, by the name of Gros,6 celebrated subsequently, who had come with the army, hearing tell of the exploits of the archduke, a huge man as it happens, in the grand Caffè Servi (fashionable at the time), took up the list of ice creams advertised on a sheet of wretched yellow paper. On the reverse side he drew the gross archduke; a French soldier was sticking a bayonet into his belly and instead of blood an unbelievable quantity of corn was coming out. What are called jokes or caricatures were unknown in this land of a wary despotism. The drawing left behind by Gros on the café table in the Servi seemed like a miracle come down from heaven; it was engraved during the night and twenty thousand copies were sold the following day.

On the same day, bills were posted advising of a war tax of six million, imposed for the needs of the French army, which, having just won six battles and conquered twenty provinces, lacked only shoes, trousers, jackets and hats.

So great was the mass of happiness and pleasure that irrupted into Lombardy with these impoverished Frenchmen that the priests alone and a few noblemen noticed how onerous this tax of six million was, which was soon followed by many more. The French soldiers laughed and sang all day long; they were not yet twenty-five and their commanding general, who was twenty-seven, passed for being the oldest man in his army. This gaiety, youthfulness and insouciance made an agreeable response to the furious preachings of the monks who, for the past six months, had been announcing from on high in their pulpits that the French were monsters, obliged, on pain of death, to burn everything and cut off the head of all and sundry. To this end, each regiment marched with a guillotine at the head.

In the countryside, in the doorways of the cottages, a French soldier was to be seen busy rocking the mistress of the house's small child, and almost every evening some drummer would improvise a dance, playing on the violin. The quadrilles proving much too learned and complicated for the soldiers, who hardly knew them in any case, to be able to teach them to the local women, it was the latter who showed the young Frenchmen the Monferina, the Sauteuse7 and other Italian dances.

As far as possible, the officers had been quartered on the rich; they had great need of recuperation. For example, a lieutenant by the name of Robert got a billeting order for the palazzo of the Marchesa del Dongo. When he entered the palace, the worldly goods of this officer, a somewhat unscrupulous young conscript, amounted to a six-franc écu which he had just received in Piacenza. After the crossing of the Lodi bridge, he took a magnificent pair of brand-new nankeen breeches off a handsome Austrian officer killed by a cannonball, and never was an item of clothing more timely. His officer's epaulettes were of wool and the material of his jacket had been sewn up with the lining from the sleeves so that the pieces might hold together. There was a sadder particular still: the soles of his shoes had been made from bits of a hat likewise taken from the field of battle, beyond the Lodi bridge. These improvised soles were held on above the shoes by highly visible laces, so that when the majordomo of the house presented himself in Lieutenant Robert's room to invite him to dine with the marchesa, he was plunged into a mortal embarrassment. He and his voltigeur8 spent the two intervening hours until this fateful dinner by attempting to patch the jacket up a bit and dye the wretched shoelaces black with ink. The terrible moment finally arrived. ‘Never in my life had I felt more ill at ease,’ Lieutenant Robert told me; ‘the ladies thought I was going to frighten them, and I was shaking more than they were. I looked at my shoes and didn't know how to walk gracefully. The Marchesa del Dongo,’ he added, ‘was then in the full flower of her beauty; you've met her, with those lovely eyes of hers and her angelic sweetness, and her pretty hair of a dark blonde which brought out so well the oval of that charming face. In my room I had a Salome by Leonardo da Vinci,9 which could have been her portrait. By God's grace, I was so taken with that supernatural beauty that I forgot my costume. For the past two years I had seen only ugliness and poverty in the Genoese mountains. I dared to address a few words to her about the rapture that I felt.

‘But I had too much sense to dwell for long in the complimentary vein. As I spun my phrases, I could see, in a dining room all in marble, a dozen lackeys and footmen dressed in what seemed to me at the time the height of magnificence. Just imagine, these rascals not only had good shoes but even silver buckles. Out of the corner of my eye I could see all those stupid stares fixed on my jacket, and perhaps also on my shoes, which cut me to the quick. I could have struck fear into the lot of them with a single word; but how to put them in their place without running the risk of scaring the ladies? For to give herself a bit of courage, as she has told me a hundred times since, the marchesa had sent to the convent where she was then boarding for Gina del Dongo, her husband's sister, who was later to become the charming Contessa Pietranera; no one in the days of prosperity surpassed her in gaiety or the spirit of geniality, just as no one surpassed her in courage or serenity of soul when adversity struck.

‘Gina, who could then have been thirteen but who looked eighteen, lively and outspoken, as you know, was so much afraid of bursting out laughing in the presence of my costume, she didn't dare eat. The marchesa, to the contrary, smothered me in forced compliments; she could easily see the stirrings of impatience in my eyes. In short, I cut a foolish figure, I bit back my contempt, something said to be impossible for a Frenchman. Finally, I had a brilliant thought, sent down from heaven. I started to recount to these ladies how penniless I was and what we had suffered these last two years in the mountains around Genoa, where we'd been detained by imbecilic old generals. There, I said, we were given assignats10 that couldn't be exchanged locally, and three ounces of bread a day. I hadn't been speaking for two minutes before the good marchesa had tears in her eyes and Gina had become serious.

‘“What, signor lieutenant,” the latter said, “three ounces of bread!”

‘“Yes, signorina; but on the other hand the distribution failed three times a week, and since the peasants we were billeted on were even more poverty-stricken than ourselves, we gave them some of our bread.”

‘On leaving the table, I offered the marchesa my arm as far as the door of the salon, then quickly retracing my steps, I gave the servant who had served me at table the one six-franc écu on the spending of which I had built so many castles in Spain.’

‘A week later,’ Robert continued, ‘once it was established beyond doubt that the French weren't guillotining anyone, the Marchese del Dongo came back from his castle at Grianta on Lake Como, where he had valiantly taken refuge on the army's approach, abandoning his very beautiful young wife and his sister to the hazards of war. The hatred that the marchese had for us was equal to his fear, that's to say immeasurable; his great pale, sanctimonious face was an amusing sight when he was paying me compliments. The day following his return to Milan, I received three aunes11 of cloth and two hundred francs out of the six million of taxes; I grew new feathers and became the ladies' escort, for the balls were beginning.’

Lieutenant Robert's history was that of more or less all the Frenchmen. Instead of making fun of these brave soldiers' poverty, people took pity on them and took them to their hearts.

This period of unforeseen happiness and intoxication lasted only two short years. So excessive and so widespread was the madness that it would be impossible for me to convey any notion of it, unless through this profound historical observation: this people had experienced a hundred years of boredom.

In the old days, the sensuality natural to the countries of the south had reigned at the courts of the Viscontis and the Sforzas,12 those famous dukes of Milan. But since the year 1624, when the Spanish had taken possession of the duchy, and taken possession of it as masters who were taciturn, suspicious, arrogant and perpetually fearful of revolt, gaiety had fled. The population, adopting the customs of their masters, thought more about avenging the least insult with a thrust from a dagger than about enjoying the present moment.

The wild delight, the gaiety, the sensual pleasure, the shutting off of all sad or even reasonable feelings, were carried to such an extreme, from 15 May 1796, when the French entered Milan, until April 1799, when they were driven out following the battle of Cassano, that old millionaire merchants can be cited, old moneylenders, old notaries, who, during this interregnum, had forgotten to be morose or to make money.

It would have been possible at most to number a few families belonging to the upper nobility, who had withdrawn into their palazzi in the country, as if to turn their backs on the general cheerfulness and opening up of every heart. It is a fact also that these wealthy noble families had been singled out in a disagreeable manner when the war taxes demanded for the French army were being allotted.

The Marchese del Dongo, put out by the sight of so much merriment, had been one of the first to get back to his magnifcent castle at Grianta, beyond Como, to which the ladies took Lieutenant Robert. The castle, situated in a position like no other in the world perhaps, on a plateau a hundred and fifty feet above that sublime lake, a large portion of which it dominates, had been a fortress. The del Dongo family had had it built in the fifteenth century, as was evidenced on all sides by the marble escutcheons; one could still see drawbridges and deep moats, though empty of water it has to be said. But with walls eighty feet high and six feet thick, the castle was safe from any sudden assault, which was why the suspicious marchese was so fond of it. Surrounded by twenty-five or thirty servants whom he supposed to be devoted, apparently because he never addressed them without an insult on his lips, he was less tormented by fear than in Milan.

That fear was not altogether gratuitous: he was very actively engaged in correspondence with a spy whom Austria had stationed on the Swiss border three leagues from Grianta, in order to aid the escape of prisoners captured on the field of battle, something the French generals might have looked decidedly askance at.

The marchese had left his young wife in Milan. There, she managed the family's affairs, with responsibility for facing up to the taxes imposed on the casa del Dongo, as they say in those parts. She had been trying to get them reduced, which forced her to call on those members of the nobility who had accepted public office, and even some highly influential non-noblemen. A great event supervened in the family. The marchese had arranged a marriage between his young sister Gina and a very wealthy personage of the highest birth. But he powdered his hair, on which score Gina received him with peals of laughter, and soon committed the folly of marrying Count Pietranera. He was in truth a most good-natured gentleman, well set up physically, but ruined from father to son and, what was the ultimate stigma, an ardent supporter of the new ideas. To crown the marchese's despair, Pietranera was a junior officer in the Italian legion.13

After these two years of happiness and folly, the Directory in Paris,14 adopting the attitudes of a firmly established sovereign, displayed an undying hatred for anyone who was not mediocre. The inept generals it gave to the army in Italy lost a succession of battles on these same plains of Verona, the scene two years before of the prodigies of Arcole and Lonato. The Austrians neared Milan; Lieutenant Robert, having become a battalion commander and been wounded at the battle of Cassano, came to lodge for the last time with his friend the Marchesa del Dongo. The farewells were sad. Robert left together with Count Pietranera, who followed the French in their retreat on Novi. The young countess, whose marriage portion her brother refused to pay, followed the army riding on a farm cart.

There then began that period of reaction and of a return to the old ideas that the Milanese call i tredici mesi (the thirteen months), because their happiness demanded indeed that this return to stupidity should last for only thirteen months, up until Marengo.15 Everything that was old, sanctimonious, morose, reappeared at the head of affairs, and resumed control of society. Soon, those who had remained loyal to the right teachings let it be known in the villages that Napoleon had been had been hanged by the Mamelukes in Egypt,16 as he had merited on so many grounds.

Among the men who had gone off to sulk on their estates and who returned thirsting for revenge, the Marchese del Dongo was remarkable for his frenzy. His extremism carried him naturally to the head of the party. These gentlemen, perfectly respectable fellows when they were not afraid, but forever fearful, succeeded in outwitting the Austrian general: a decent enough fellow, he let himself be convinced that severity was high politics and had a hundred and fifty patriots arrested; at that time, they were all that was best in Italy.

They were soon taken off to the Bocche di Cattaro17 and thrown into underground caves, where the damp and above all the lack of bread promptly put paid to all these scoundrels.

The Marchese del Dongo held a high position, and combining as he did a sordid avarice with a host of other fine qualities, he boasted publicly of not sending a single écu to his sister, the Countess Pietranera; still madly in love, she refused to leave her husband and was dying of hunger with him in France. The kindly marchesa was in despair; she finally managed to purloin a few small diamonds from her jewel-case, which her husband took back from her each evening to lock it away under his bed, in an iron chest. The marchesa had brought her husband a dowry of eight hundred thousand francs, and received eighty francs a month for her personal expenses. During the thirteen months the French spent away from Milan, this most timid of women found excuses and did not leave off wearing black.

We will admit that, following the example of many serious authors,18 we have begun our hero's story a year before he was born. This essential personage is none other, in fact, than Fabrizio Valserra, Marchesino del Dongo, as they say in Milan.* He had just taken the trouble of being born when the French were driven out and found himself, by the accident of birth, the second son of the Marchese del Dongo, that very great lord, of whose fat waxen face, false smile and unbounded hatred for the new ideas you already know. The house's entire fortune had been entailed to the elder son, Ascanio del Dongo, the fitting portrait of his father. He was eight years old, and Fabrizio two, when all of a sudden General Bonaparte, whom all well-born persons thought had long since been hanged, came down from Mont Saint-Bernard.19 He entered Milan; the moment is still unique in history. Picture to yourselves a whole population madly in love. A few days later, Napoleon won the battle of Marengo. Of the rest there is no need to tell. The intoxication of the Milanese was at its height, but this time it was mixed in with thoughts of revenge: this good people had been taught hatred. Soon what remained of the patriots deported to the Bocche di Cattaro were seen arriving. Their return was celebrated by a national holiday. Their pale faces, their great astonished eyes, their wasted limbs, made a strange contrast with the joy that was bursting forth on every side. Their arrival was the signal for the more compromised families to depart. The Marchese del Dongo was among the first to flee to his castle in Grianta. The heads of the great families were filled with hatred and fear; but their wives and their daughters recalled the delights of the Frenchmen's first stay, and missed Milan and the festive balls, which were organized at the Casa Tanzi straight after Marengo. A few days after the victory, the French general responsible for ensuring that Lombardy remained peaceful noticed that all the nobility's tenant farmers and all the old women of the countryside, very far from still having their minds on the astonishing victory of Marengo, which had changed Italy's destiny and retaken thirteen strongholds in one day, had their souls occupied only with a prophecy of St Giovita, the foremost patron of Brescia. According to this sacred pronouncement, the French and Napoleon would cease to prosper exactly thirteen weeks after Marengo. What partly excuses the Marchese del Dongo and all the noblemen sulking in the countryside is that they were not play-acting but genuinely believed in the prophecy. None of these people had read four books in their entire lives; they made their preparations openly to return to Milan at the end of thirteen weeks; but as time went by, it brought fresh successes for the French cause. On his return to Paris, Napoleon's sensible decrees saved the revolution internally, just as he had saved it against foreigners at Marengo. The Lombard nobility, holed up in their country houses, then discovered that they had at first misunderstood the holy patron of Brescia's prediction; it was a matter not of thirteen weeks but rather thirteen months. The thirteen months went by and France seemed increasingly successful day by day.

We shall glide over ten years of progress and happiness, from 1800 to 1810. Fabrizio spent the early ones at the castle in Grianta, giving and receiving a good many blows amidst the young peasants in the village, and learning nothing, not even to read. Later on, he was sent to the Jesuit college in Milan. His father the marchese demanded that he be shown Latin, not as found in those old authors who are always talking about republics, but in a magnificent volume illustrated with more than a hundred engravings, masterpieces by artists of the seventeenth century. This was the Latin genealogy of the Valserra, Marchesi del Dongo, published in 1650 by Fabrizio del Dongo, the archbishop of Parma. The Valserras' fortunes being above all military, the engravings represented a great many battles, and one was forever coming upon some hero of the name laying about him with his sword. The book greatly pleased the young Fabrizio. His mother, who adored him, got permission from time to time to come and visit him in Milan; but since her husband never offered her any money for these journeys, it was her sister-in-law, the amiable Countess Pietranera, who lent it to her. After the return of the French, the countess had become one of the most brilliant women at the court of Prince Eugène, the viceroy of Italy.20

Once Fabrizio had made his first communion, she obtained permission from the marchese, still in voluntary exile, to take him out now and again from his college. She found him odd, lively minded, very serious, but a pretty boy, and by no means out of place in the salon of a fashionable woman; for the rest, as ignorant as you like and scarcely able to write. The countess, whose enthusiastic nature was displayed in all that she did, promised the head of the establishment her patronage if her nephew Fabrizio made astonishing progress, and won a lot of prizes at the end of the year. To give him the means of earning them, she sent for him every Saturday evening, and often returned him to his masters only on the Wednesday or Thursday. The Jesuits, although much cherished by the prince viceroy, had been driven from Italy by the laws of the kingdom, and the superior of the college, an astute man, was aware of all the advantages he might derive from his dealings with a woman all-powerful at court. He took good care not to complain about Fabrizio's absences, who, more ignorant than ever, won five first prizes at the end of the year. On which understanding, the brilliant Countess Pietranera, followed by her husband, a general commanding one of the divisions of the guard, and by five or six of the leading figures in the viceregal court, came to the Jesuits to attend the prize-giving. The college head was complimented by his superiors.

The countess took her nephew to all the brilliant festivities that marked the too short reign of the amiable Prince Eugène. On her own authority she had made him an officer in the hussars and, at the age of twelve, Fabrizio wore the uniform. One day, enchanted by how pretty he looked, the countess asked the prince to give him a position as page, which would mean that the del Dongo family's resistance was weakening. The next day, she had need of all her credit to ensure that the viceroy was good enough not to remember this request, for which all that was lacking was the consent of the future page's father, consent which would have been resoundingly withheld. Following on this act of folly, which caused the sulking marchese to shudder, he found an excuse to recall the young Fabrizio to Grianta. The countess was supremely contemptuous of her brother; she thought him a sad sort of fool, who would turn nasty if ever he had the power. But she was mad about Fabrizio and, after a ten-year silence, wrote to the marchese to reclaim her nephew: her letter went unanswered.

On his return inside that formidable palazzo, built by the most warlike of his ancestors, Fabrizio knew nothing, only how to drill and to ride a horse. Count Pietranera, as mad about the boy as his wife, often made him get up on horseback and took him with him on parade.

When he arrived at the castle in Grianta, Fabrizio, his eyes still very red from the tears shed on leaving his aunt's splendid salons, found only the passionate caresses of his mother and his sisters. The marchese was shut away in his study with his elder son, the Marchesino Ascanio. There, they manufactured letters in cipher which had the honour of being sent to Vienna; father and son appeared only at mealtimes. The marchese affected repeatedly to be teaching his natural successor to keep accounts, in double entry, of the yield from each of his estates. But in actual fact, the marchese was too jealous of his own authority to discuss such matters with a son, the necessary heir to all these entailed estates. He put him to work encoding dispatches of fifteen or twenty pages which two or three times a week he sent on into Switzerland, whence they were forwarded to Vienna. The marchese claimed to be informing his legitimate sovereign of conditions inside the kingdom of Italy, of which he had no knowledge. His letters were highly successful all the same, and here is why. As one or another French or Italian regiment went along the road to relieve the garrison, the marchese would have them counted by some trustworthy agent and, when reporting on the event to the court in Vienna, was careful to reduce the number of soldiers present by a good quarter. These letters, which were anyway ridiculous, had the virtue of contradicting other, more truthful ones, and they gave pleasure. Thus, shortly before the arrival of Fabrizio at the castle, the marchese had received the star of a renowned order: it was the fifth one to adorn his chamberlain's jacket. It pained him indeed not to show off this jacket outside his study; but he never allowed himself to dictate a dispatch without having put on the embroidered costume, decorated with all his orders. He thought it would be lacking in respect to behave otherwise.

The marchesa was struck with amazement at her son's charming ways. But she had maintained the habit of writing two or three times a year to General Count A ***: the present name of Lieutenant Robert. The marchesa shrank from telling lies to the people she liked; she questioned her son and was appalled by his ignorance.

If I find him uneducated, she told herself, I who know nothing, Robert, who is so learned, would find his education completely lacking; but nowadays you have to have ability. Another detail which surprised her almost as much was that Fabrizio had taken all the religious things he had been taught by the Jesuits seriously. Although very devout herself, she shuddered at the boy's fanaticism; if the marchese has the wit to detect this means of influencing him, he'll take my son's love away from me. She wept freely and her passion for Fabrizio grew.

Life in the castle, populated by thirty or forty servants, was very dreary; thus Fabrizio spent all his days hunting or going about the lake on a boat. He had soon become good friends with the coachmen and the stable boys. All were madly pro-French and made fun openly of the sanctimonious valets attached to the persons of the marchese or his elder son. The great subject of the jokes directed at these solemn personages was that they powdered their hair, in imitation of their masters.


CHAPTER 2


... When the Evening Star comes to darken our eyes,
 Taken up with the future, I contemplate the heavens,
Where God writes, in notes that are not obscure,
The lots and destinies of every creature.
For, watching a human being from deep in the heavens,
Moved sometimes by pity, He shows him the way;
Through the stars in the sky that are his characters,
Predicts for us both the good and the adverse things;
But men, weighed down by the earth and by death,
Scorn such writings and do not read them.
Ronsard1


The marchese professed a vigorous hatred of enlightenment; it is ideas, he said, that have ruined Italy. He did not really know how to reconcile this sacred horror of education with the wish to see his son Fabrizio complete the schooling begun so brilliantly with the Jesuits. In order to run as few risks as possible, he charged the good Father Blanes, the parish priest of Grianta, with making Fabrizio go on with his study of Latin. The priest himself would have needed to know that language, but for him it was an object of contempt. His knowledge in that sphere was limited to reciting by heart the prayers in his missal, whose meaning he was more or less able to convey to his flock. But for all that, the priest was greatly respected and even feared in the canton; he had always said that it was certainly not in thirteen weeks or even thirteen months that they would see the patron of Brescia, St Giovita's celebrated prophecy being fulfilled. He added, when talking to trusted friends, that the number thirteen needed to be interpreted in a way that would astonish a great many people, were everything allowed to be said (1813).2

The fact is that Father Blanes, a person of a primitive honesty and virtue, and an intelligent man what was more, spent every night at the top of his bell-tower: he was mad about astrology. Having used up all his days working out conjunctions and the positions of stars, he employed the better part of his nights following them in the sky. As a consequence of his poverty, his one instrument was a long telescope with a cardboard tube. One can easily imagine the contempt felt for the study of languages by a man who spent his life discovering the precise epoch of the fall of empires and of the revolutions that change the face of the world. What more do I know about a horse, he would say to Fabrizio, for being taught that in Latin it's called equus?

The country people feared Father Blanes as a great magician; for his part, with the help of the fear instilled by his spells in the tower, he stopped them from stealing. His fellow priests round about, very jealous of his influence, detested him. The Marchese del Dongo quite simply despised him, because he reasoned too much for a man of such humble origins. Fabrizio adored him: in order to please him, he would sometimes spend whole evenings doing additions or enormous multiplications. Then he would go up into the tower; this was a great favour, which Father Blanes had never granted anyone. But he loved the boy for his innocence. If you don't become a hypocrite, he told him, perhaps you will be a man.

Two or three times a year, Fabrizio, who was passionate and fearless in his pleasures, came close to drowning in the lake. He was the leader in all the big expeditions of the young peasant boys in Grianta and La Cadenabia. These boys had got hold of a few small keys, and once the night was pitch black, they tried to undo the padlocks on the chains attaching the boats to some large stone or tree near the shore. You need to know that on Lake Como the ingenious fishermen set standing lines a long way out from the water's edge. The top end of the line is attached to a small cork-lined board, and a very flexible hazel branch, which is fastened to the board, supports a small bell which tinkles when the fish is caught and sets the line jerking.

The main objective of these nocturnal expeditions, on which Fabrizio was commander-in-chief, was to go and visit the standing lines before the fishermen had heard the warning given off by the little bells. They chose days when it was stormy and embarked on these hazardous trips in the morning, an hour before dawn. What was admirable about these exploits was that, as they climbed into the boat, the boys believed they were rushing headlong into the greatest danger and, following the example of their fathers, they would devoutly recite an Ave Maria. Now it frequently happened that at the moment of departure, and immediately after the Ave Maria, Fabrizio was struck by an omen. Such were the fruits he had come away with from the astrological studies of his friend Father Blanes, in whose predictions he did not at all believe. In accordance with his youthful imagination, he took this omen as undoubtedly heralding either success or failure. And since he was more resolute than any of his comrades, the whole band became so accustomed to the omens that if, just as they were embarking, they saw a priest on the shore, or if a crow was seen taking flight to their left, they made haste to replace the padlock on the chain of the boat and all went back home. Thus Father Blanes had not passed on his somewhat difficult science to Fabrizio but had, unknowingly, inoculated him with a boundless confidence in the signs which can foretell the future.

The marchese was aware that any accident befalling his coded correspondence could put him at the mercy of his sister, and so every year, on the feast of St Angela, Countess Pietranera's patron saint, Fabrizio got permission to go and spend a week in Milan. He lived the whole year looking forward to or back on this week. On this great occasion, so that this diplomatic journey might be accomplished, the marchese handed his son four écus but, as was his custom, gave nothing to his wife, who was taking him. But one of the cooks, six lackeys and a coachman with two horses left for Como on the eve of the journey and every day, in Milan, the marchesa found a coach at her disposal, and a dinner service for twelve.

The Marchese del Dongo's sullen way of life contained few amusements for sure; but it had the advantage of permanently enriching the families who were good enough to give themselves up to it. The marchese, who had more than two hundred thousand livres a year, did not spend the fourth part of it; he lived off hopes. Over the thirteen years from 1800 to 1813, he believed consistently and firmly that Napoleon would be overthrown within six months. Imagine how overjoyed he was when, early in 1813, he learnt of the disasters at the Beresina!3 He all but went out of his mind at the capture of Paris and the fall of Napoleon, permitting himself to say the most outrageous things to his wife and sister. Finally, after fourteen years of waiting, he had the inexpressible delight of seeing Austrian troops re-enter Milan. Following orders sent from Vienna, the Austrian general received the Marchese del Dongo with a consideration bordering on respect; they hastened to offer him one of the leading positions in the government, which he accepted as the repayment of a debt. His elder son got a lieutenancy in one of the monarchy's finest regiments; but the second son refused ever to accept the offer of a place as a cadet. This triumph, which the marchese enjoyed with rare insolence, lasted only a few months, and was followed by a humiliating reverse. He had never had any gift for public affairs, and fourteen years spent in the countryside, among his footmen, his attorney and his doctor, combined with the ill humour of old age, which had now set in, had made him altogether incapable. But in the Austrian domains, it is not possible to hold on to an important post without having the kind of talent demanded by the slow, complicated but very rational administration of that old monarchy. The Marchese del Dongo's lapses scandalized the clerks and even brought business to a halt. His ultra-monarchical remarks inflamed a population that they wished to see fast asleep and uncaring. One fine day, he learnt that His Majesty had graciously condescended to accept the resignation he had handed in from his post in the administration, and at the same time conferred on him the position of ‘second high majordomo major’ in the kingdom of Lombardy-Venice. The marchese was indignant at the atrocious injustice of which he was the victim; he had a letter to a friend printed, he who so execrated the freedom of the press. Finally, he wrote to the Emperor that his ministers had betrayed him, and were nothing but Jacobins.4 All of which having been done, he returned sadly to his castle in Grianta. He had one consolation. After the fall of Napoleon, certain powerful figures in Milan had Count Prina, a former minister of the king of Italy and a man of great ability, assaulted in the streets.5 Count Pietranera risked his own life to save that of the minister, who was killed by blows from an umbrella, and whose agony lasted for five hours. A priest, the Marchese del Dongo's confessor, might have been able to save Prina by opening the grille of the church of San Giovanni, in front of which the unfortunate minister had been dragged, to be left for a moment even in the gutter in the middle of the street. But he jeered at him, refused to open the grille and, six months later, the marchese had the pleasure of obtaining a fine promotion for him.

He execrated Count Pietranera, his brother-in-law, who, without having even fifty louis a year, dared to be quite contented, took it upon himself to display his loyalty to what he had loved all through his life, and was insolent enough to extol this spirit of justice without respect of persons, which the marchese called wicked Jacobinism. The count had refused to serve under the Austrians. This refusal was made much of and, a few months after the death of Prina, the same personages who had paid the assassins managed to get General Pietranera thrown into prison. Upon which, the countess, his wife, took a passport and asked for posthorses so as to go to Vienna and tell the Emperor the truth. Prina's murderers took fright and one of them, a cousin of Mme Pietranera's, came and brought her at midnight, one hour before she left for Vienna, the order setting her husband free. The next day, the Austrian general sent for Count Pietranera, received him with all possible distinction, and assured him that his retirement pension would shortly be liquidated on the most advantageous terms. The good General Bubna,6 feeling and intelligent man, appeared quite ashamed of Prina's murder and the count's imprisonment.

After this squall, averted by the firmness of the countess's character, the couple lived, as best they could, off the retirement pension, which was not slow in coming, thanks to the recommendation of General Bubna.

Fortunately, it happened that, for the past five or six years, the countess had been on the friendliest of terms with a very wealthy young man, who was also a close friend of the count, and did not fail to put at their disposal the finest team of English horses then to be found in Milan, his box at La Scala and his house in the country. But the count knew himself to be courageous, his soul was generous, he was easily carried away and would then permit himself strange comments. One day when he was out hunting with some young men, one of them, who had served under other flags from him, started to joke about the valour of the soldiers of the Cisalpine Republic;7 the count slapped his face, they immediately fought and the count, isolated in the midst of all these young men, was killed. There was much talk about this duel of sorts, and those individuals who had been present chose to go travelling in Switzerland.

The absurd form of courage known as resignation, the courage of a fool who allows himself to be hanged without protest, was not at all the countess's style. Furious at her husband's death, she would have liked Limercati also, the wealthy young man, her close friend, to take it into his head to go travelling in Switzerland, and shoot Count Pietranera's murderer with his carbine or slap his face.

Limercati found this plan totally absurd and the countess realized that her contempt had killed her love. She redoubled her attentions towards Limercati; she wanted to reawaken his love and then drop him, and cause him to despair. In order to make this project of revenge intelligible in France, I shall say that in Milan, a country far distant from our own, love can still drive people to despair. The countess who, in her widow's weeds, far outshone all her rivals, flirted with the young men most in view and one of them, Count N***, who had always said that he found Limercati's qualities somewhat heavy, somewhat stiff for so spirited a woman, fell madly in love with the countess. She wrote to Limercati: ‘Will you act for once like a man of spirit? Imagine that you have never met me. I am, with a little bit of contempt perhaps, your most humble servant, Gina Pietranera.’

On reading this note, Limercati left for one of his country houses. His love took fire, he became wild and talked of blowing out his brains, which is uncommon in countries where they believe in hellfire. The very next day after his arrival in the country, he had written to the countess to offer her his hand and his income of two hundred thousand livres. She returned his letter unopened via Count N***'s groom. Whereupon, Limercati spent three years on his estates, returning every two months to Milan, but without ever having the courage to remain there, and boring all his friends with his passionate love for the countess and detailed account of the kindnesses she had once shown him. In the early stages, he would add that she was destroying herself with Count N*** and that such a liaison dishonoured her.

The fact is that the countess felt no love of any kind for Count N***, which is what she declared to him once she was quite sure Limercati was in despair. The count, versed in the ways of society, asked her not to divulge the sad truth she had entrusted him with: ‘If you have the extreme indulgence,’ he added, ‘to continue to receive me with all the outward distinction granted to the reigning lover, I shall perhaps find a suitable position.’

After which heroic declaration, the countess would have nothing more to do with Count N***’s horses or his box at the opera. But for the past fifteen years she had been accustomed to a very fashionable way of life: she needed to resolve the difficult, or, rather, impossible problem of living in Milan off a pension of fifteen hundred francs. She left her palazzo, rented two rooms on a fifth floor, dismissed all her people and even her maid, who was replaced by an old woman who did housework. This sacrifice was in point of fact less heroic and less arduous than we might think. In Milan poverty is not the subject of ridicule and hence does not strike frightened souls as the worst of evils. After a few months of this noble poverty, besieged by continual letters from Limercati, and even from Count N* * *, it chanced that the Marchese del Dongo, normally execrably tightfisted, came to reflect that his enemies might well crow over his sister's poverty. What, a del Dongo reduced to living off the pension that the court in Vienna, which he had reason to complain of, grants to the widows of its generals!

He wrote to her that an apartment and treatment befitting his sister awaited her at the castle in Grianta. The countess's inconstant soul embraced the idea of this new style of life with enthusiasm. Not for twenty years had she lived in that venerable castle rising majestically amidst the old chestnut trees planted in the days of the Sforzas. There, she told herself, I shall find repose and, at my age, is that not happiness? (Because she was thirty-one, she thought it was now time to retire.) On that sublime lake where I was born, a happy, peaceful life finally awaits me.

I do not know whether she was deceiving herself, but what is certain is that this passionate soul, who had just so unceremoniously rejected the offer of two immense fortunes, brought happiness to the castle in Grianta. Her two nieces were wild with delight. ‘You have given me back the good days of my youth,’ the marchesa said, embracing her. ‘The day before you arrived, I was a hundred years old.’ The countess began, together with Fabrizio, to revisit all the enchanting spots in the vicinity of Grianta so greatly celebrated by travellers: the Villa Melzi on the far side of the lake, opposite the castle and serving it as a viewpoint; up above, the sacred wood of the Sfondrata, and the bold promontory which separates the two branches of the lake, the voluptuous Como branch and that which runs towards Lecco, full of severity: sublime, graceful prospects that the world's most renowned beauty spot, the Bay of Naples, may equal but does not surpass. It was with rapture that the countess rediscovered the memories of her early youth and compared them to her present feelings. Lake Como, she said to herself, is not surrounded, like Lake Geneva, by large tracts of land, tightly enclosed and cultivated using the best methods, things that remind you of money and speculation. Here on every side, I see hills of unequal height covered with clumps of trees planted by chance, which the hand of man has not yet spoilt and forced to yield an income. In the midst of these hills with their admirable contours, which slope so strangely and rapidly down towards the lake, I can preserve all the illusions in the descriptions of Tasso and Ariosto.8 Everything is noble and tender, everything speaks of love, nothing recalls the ugliness of civilization. The villages situated halfway up are hidden by tall trees, and above the tops of the trees there rises the charming architecture of their pretty church towers. If some small field fifty paces across happens to interrupt the clumps of chestnuts and wild cherry now and again, the satisfied eye sees happier, more vigorous plants growing there than elsewhere. Beyond the hills, whose summits display hermitages, all of which one would like to live in, the astonished eye perceives the peaks of the Alps, always covered in snow, and their severe austerity recalls all that is needed of life's calamities to enhance one's present intense delight. The imagination is touched by the distant sound of the bell in some small village hidden beneath the trees; these sounds, carried across the water that softens them, take on a note of gentle melancholy and resignation, and seem to be saying to man: life is escaping, don't look askance therefore at the happiness that offers itself, make haste to enjoy yourself. The language of these ravishing places, which have their like nowhere else in the world, gave the countess back her sixteen-year-old's heart. She could not imagine how she had been able to go so many years without revisiting the lake. Has happiness then taken refuge in the onset of old age? she asked herself. She bought a boat which Fabrizio, the marchesa and she decorated with their own hands, for they had no money for anything, in the midst of a household maintained with great splendour. Since his fall from favour, the Marchese del Dongo had become even more the ostentatious aristocrat. For example, in order to reclaim ten yards of land from the lake, near the famous avenue of plane trees, beside La Cadenabia, he had a dyke built the estimate for which came to eighty thousand francs. At the far end of the dyke could be seen rising, from the designs of the famous Marchese Cagnola, a chapel built entirely from enormous blocks of granite, and, in the chapel, Marchesi,9 the fashionable sculptor from Milan, was building him a tomb on which numerous bas-reliefs would represent the noblest exploits of his ancestors.

Fabrizio's older brother, the Marchesine Ascanio, wanted to be part of the ladies' excursions, but his aunt threw water on his powdered hair, and every day found some fresh practical joke to aim at his solemnity. In the end, he spared the merry band, who did not dare laugh in his presence, the sight of his great pallid face. They fancied he was his father the marchese's spy, and that stern despot, furious ever since his enforced resignation, required careful handling.

Ascanio swore to be revenged on Fabrizio.

There was a storm in which they ran risks. Although they had hardly any money, they paid the two boatmen generously not to say anything to the marchese, who had already displayed much ill temper at their taking out his two daughters. They encountered a second storm. These are terrible and unexpected on that beautiful lake: squalls of wind emerge without warning from two mountain gorges running in opposite directions, and do battle on the water. The countess wanted to disembark in the midst of the hurricane and the claps of thunder. She argued that, were she set down on an isolated rock in the middle of the lake, the size of a small bedroom, she would enjoy a singular spectacle. She would find herself besieged on every side by raging waves; but, in jumping from the boat, she fell into the water. Fabrizio threw himself in after her to rescue her, and both were dragged some way off. To drown is not pleasant for sure, but tedium had been taken by surprise and banished from the feudal castle. The countess had become enthused by the primitive character and the astrology of Father Blanes. The little money remaining to her after the acquisition of the boat had been used to buy a small, makeshift telescope, and almost every evening, together with her nieces and Fabrizio, she installed herself on the platform of one of the castle's Gothic towers. Fabrizio was the savant of the band, and they spent several hours there very cheerfully, far away from the spies.

It has to be admitted that there were days when the countess did not address a single word to anyone. She was to be seen walking beneath the tall chestnut trees, sunk in a gloomy reverie. She was too lively minded not sometimes to sense the tedium there is in not changing one's ideas. But the next day she would be laughing like the day before: it was the grievances of the marchesa, her sister-in-law, which had produced these gloomy impressions in a soul so very active by its nature. ‘So are we going to spend what's left of our youth in this dreary castle!’ the marchesa would exclaim.

Up until the arrival of the countess, she had not even had the courage to feel such regrets.

Thus did they live through the winter of 1814–15. Twice, despite her poverty, the countess came and spent a few days in Milan. She needed to see a sublime ballet by Vigano,10 performed at La Scala, and the marchese did not forbid his wife from accompanying her sister-in-law. She was about to draw her small quarterly allowance, and it was the poor widow of the Cisalpine general who lent the ultra-rich Marchesa del Dongo a few sequins. These trips were delightful: they invited old friends to dinner and consoled themselves by laughing at everything, just like children. This Italian gaiety, full of brio and the unforeseen, made them forget the gloomy sadness that the looks of the marchese and his elder son spread around them at Grianta. Fabrizio, aged barely sixteen, represented the head of the family very well.

On 7 March 1815, the ladies had been back for two days from a delightful short journey to Milan. They were walking in the beautiful avenue of plane trees, recently extended on to the extreme edge of the lake. A boat appeared, coming from the direction of Como, and made peculiar signals. One of the marchese's factors jumped on to the jetty: Napoleon had just landed in the Golfe de Juan.11 Europe was good-natured enough to be surprised by this event, which in no way surprised the Marchese del Dongo. He poured out his heart in a letter to his sovereign: he offered him his talents and several million, and repeated that his ministers were Jacobins, in league with the ringleaders in Paris.

On 8 March, at six in the morning, the marchese, clad in his insignia, was having dictated to him, by his elder son, the draft of a third political dispatch. He was busy solemnly transcribing it, in his very elegant hand, on paper bearing in filigree the effigy of his sovereign. At the same moment, Fabrizio was having himself announced to Countess Pietranera.

‘I'm leaving,’ he told her, ‘I'm going to join the Emperor, who is also king of Italy; he was such a good friend to your husband! I shall go via Switzerland. Last night, in Menagio, my friend Vasi, who sells barometers, gave me his passport. Now give me a few napoleons, for I've only two of my own. But if I have to, I shall go on foot.’

The countess wept for joy and anxiety. ‘Great heaven, why do you have to have had that idea!’ she exclaimed, taking Fabrizio by the hands. She got up and went to fetch a small purse decorated with pearls from the wardrobe, where it had been carefully hidden away. It was all she possessed in the world.

‘Take it,’ she told Fabrizio, ‘but in God's name, don't get yourself killed. What will your unhappy mother and I have left, if we don't have you? As for Napoleon succeeding, it's out of the question, my poor love. Our gentlemen will be well able to finish him off. Didn't you hear, a week ago in Milan, the story of the twenty-three assassination plots, all very well planned and which he escaped only by a miracle? And at the time he was all-powerful. And you've seen that it's not the will to destroy him that our enemies lack. France was nothing any more after his departure.’

It was in tones of the liveliest emotion that the countess spoke to Fabrizio of Napoleon's future destiny. ‘By allowing you to go and join him, I'm sacrificing to him what I hold dearest in all the world,’ she said. Fabrizio's eyes moistened, he shed tears as he embraced the countess, but his determination to leave was not shaken for an instant. He explained effusively to this very dear friend all the reasons that had decided him, and which we shall take the liberty of finding very pleasing.

‘Yesterday evening, it was seven minutes to six, we were walking, as you know, along the edge of the lake in the avenue of plane trees, below the Casa Sommariva, and we were walking to the south. There, for the first time, I noticed in the distance the boat that was coming from Como, the bearer of such great news. As I was watching the boat, without thinking about the Emperor, merely envying the lot of those who are able to travel, I was suddenly gripped by a profound emotion. The boat touched land, the agent spoke in a low voice to my father, who changed colour and took us aside to announce the terrible news. I turned towards the lake with no other aim but to hide the tears of joy with which my eyes were flooded. Suddenly, at an immense height and on my right I saw an eagle, Napoleon's bird; it was flying majestically in the direction of Switzerland, and consequently towards Paris. And I, too, I told myself at that instant, I shall cross Switzerland with the rapidity of the eagle, and go and offer that great man nothing very much but all anyway that I'm able to offer, the aid of my feeble arm. He wanted to give us a fatherland and he was fond of my uncle. At that moment, when I could still see the eagle, by some strange design my tears dried up. And the proof that this idea has come from on high is that, at the same instant, without any argument, I reached my decision and saw the means of effecting the journey. In a flash, all the dreariness that, as you know, poisons my life, on Sundays especially, was as if removed by a divine breath. I saw that great image of Italy rising up from the slough in which the Germans have kept it covered.* She was stretching forth her bruised arms, still half weighed down by chains, towards her king and liberator. And I, I told myself, the as yet unknown son of that unhappy mother, I shall leave, I shall go either to die or to conquer with that man marked by destiny, who sought to cleanse us from the contempt cast at us by even the most servile and base among the inhabitants of Europe.

‘You know,’ he added dropping his voice, coming closer to the countess, and fixing her with eyes that blazed fire, ‘you know that young chestnut tree that my mother planted herself, in the winter I was born, on the edge of the big pool in our forest two leagues from here. Before doing anything, I wanted to go and visit it. The spring isn't too far advanced, I told myself. Well, if my tree has leaves on it, that will be a sign for me. I, too, must come out from the state of torpor in which I've been languishing in this cold and dreary castle. Don't you think that these blackened old walls, the symbols nowadays and once the means of despotism, are a true image of the dreary wintertime? They are for me what the winter is for my tree.

‘Would you believe it, Gina? Yesterday evening at half past seven I got to my chestnut tree. It had leaves on, pretty little leaves already quite big! I kissed them without harming them. I hoed the earth respectfully around my darling tree. Filled with a new excitement, I at once crossed the mountain. I reached Menagio. I needed a passport to get into Switzerland. Time was flying, it was already one o'clock in the morning when I found myself at Vasi's door. I thought I'd need to knock for a long time to wake him; but he was up and about with three of his friends. At my first words: “You're going to join Napoleon,” he cried and threw his arms around my neck. The others too embraced me excitedly. “Why am I married?” said one of them.’

Countess Pietranera had become pensive. She thought she should raise a few objections. Had Fabrizio had the least experience, he could easily have seen that the countess herself did not believe in the good reasons she hastened to give him. But, in the place of experience, he had determination: he did not even deign to listen to the reasons. The countess was soon reduced to getting him at least to let his mother into his plan.

‘She'll tell my sisters, and the women will give me away without realizing!’ cried Fabrizio, with a sort of heroic hauteur.

‘So show more respect when you speak of the sex that will make your fortune,’ said the countess, smiling amidst her tears. ‘Because you'll always upset men, you've too much fire in you for prosaic souls.’

The marchesa burst into tears on learning of her son's strange plan. She was blind to its heroism and did everything she could to hold him back. Once she was persuaded that nothing at all, bar the walls of a prison, could stop him from leaving, she handed him the little money she possessed. Then she remembered that since the day before she had had eight or nine small diamonds worth perhaps ten thousand francs, which the marchese had entrusted to her to have mounted in Milan. Fabrizio's sisters came into their mother's room as the countess was sewing the diamonds into our hero's travelling coat. He gave these poor women back their paltry napoleons. His sisters were so enthused by his plan, they embraced him joyfully and so noisily that he took the few diamonds that still remained to be concealed in his hand and wanted to leave there and then.

‘You'll give me away without your realizing,’ he told his sisters. ‘Since I've got so much money, there's no point in taking any old clothes; you can find them anywhere.’ He embraced these people who were so dear to him and left that same instant without looking to go back to his own room. He walked so quickly, still afraid of being pursued by men on horseback, that he entered Lugano that same evening. Thank God, he was in a Swiss town and no longer feared being roughed up on the lonely road by gendarmes in the pay of his father. From this place, he wrote him a splendid letter, a childish weakness that reinforced the marchese's anger. Fabrizio caught the stage, crossed the St Gothard. His journey was rapid and he entered France by Pontarlier. The Emperor was in Paris. There, Fabrizio's troubles began. He had set off firmly intending to speak to the Emperor; it had never crossed his mind that this might prove difficult. In Milan, he saw Prince Eugène ten times a day, and would have been able to address him. In Paris, he went every morning into the courtyard of the Tuileries Palace to watch Napoleon inspecting the troops; but he was never able to approach the Emperor. Our hero thought all Frenchmen were as profoundly moved as himself by the extreme danger the fatherland was in. At table in the hotel where he was staying, he made no secret of his plans and his devotion. He met quiet, friendly young men even more enthusiastic than himself who, within a few days, had not failed to steal all the money he possessed. Luckily, purely out of modesty, he had not mentioned the diamonds given him by his mother. On the morning when, following a night of excess, he found he had been well and truly robbed, he bought two good horses, took on an ex-soldier and horse-dealer's stableboy as a manservant and, in his contempt for the honey-tongued young Parisians, left for the army. He knew nothing, except that it was assembling near Maubeuge. No sooner had he reached the frontier than he found it absurd to remain inside a house, busy warming himself in front of a good hearth, while soldiers were bivouacking. Whatever his manservant, who did not lack good sense, might find to say, he wasted no time rashly intruding himself in among the bivouacs right on the frontier, on the road into Belgium. Hardly had he reached the first battalion, positioned next to the road, before the soldiers began eyeing this young civilian, whose attire carried no suggestion of a uniform. Night was falling, a cold wind was blowing. Fabrizio went up to a fire, and offered to pay for hospitality. The soldiers looked at one another in astonishment, especially at the idea of payment, and kindly accorded him a place at the fire; his manservant made him a shelter. But an hour later, the regimental sergeant-major going past within range of the bivouac, the soldiers went to recount the arrival of this stranger speaking bad French. The sergeant-major questioned Fabrizio, who spoke of his enthusiasm for the Emperor in a highly suspect accent; whereupon the warrant officer asked that he go with him to the colonel, installed in a nearby farmhouse. Fabrizio's servant came up with the two horses. The sight of them seemed to make such a keen impression on the sergeant-major that he at once changed his mind and began questioning the servant also. The latter, a former soldier, guessing straight away what his interlocutor's plan of campaign was, spoke of the protection his master enjoyed, adding that he would not for sure let his fine horses be ‘pinched’. A soldier summoned by the sergeant-major at once laid a hand on his collar, another soldier took charge of the horses, and the sergeant-major sternly ordered Fabrizio to follow him without answering back.

After having made him cover a good league, on foot, in a darkness made to seem denser by the fires of the bivouacs that lit up the horizon on every side, the sergeant-major handed Fabrizio over to an officer from the gendarmerie who, wearing a serious expression, asked him for his papers. Fabrizio showed his passport, which described him as a dealer in barometers ‘carrying his merchandise’.

‘How stupid can they get,’ exclaimed the officer, ‘it's going too far!’

He put questions to our hero, who spoke of the Emperor and of liberty in terms of the liveliest enthusiasm, whereupon the officer broke into fits of laughter. ‘You're not so very clever, I must say!’ he cried. ‘It's a bit much, their daring to send us novices of your sort!’ And despite all that Fabrizio was able to say, as he strove to explain that he was not in fact a dealer in barometers, the officer sent him to the prison in B***, a small town in the vicinity where our hero arrived around three in the morning, beside himself with anger and dead tired.

Fabrizio, astonished at first, then furious, and understanding absolutely nothing of what was happening to him, spent thirty-three long days in this wretched prison. He wrote letter after letter to the commandant of the place, and it was the gaoler's wife, a good-looking Flemish woman of thirty-six, who undertook to see that they reached him. But since she had no wish to get such a nice-looking boy shot, and because moreover he paid well, she never failed to throw all these letters into the fire. In the evenings, very late, she deigned to come and listen to the prisoner's grievances. She had told her husband that the greenhorn had money, upon which the prudent gaoler had given her a free hand. She made use of this licence and received a few gold napoleons, for the sergeant-major had taken away only the horses, and the gendarmerie officer had not confiscated anything at all. One June afternoon, Fabrizio heard a loud cannonade quite a long way off. So they were finally fighting! His heart leapt with impatience. He also heard a lot of noise in the town. In fact, a large troop movement was being carried out, three divisions were passing through B* * *. When, around eleven at night, the gaoler's wife came to share his sufferings, Fabrizio was even friendlier than usual. Then, taking her by the hands: ‘Get me out of here, I give you my word of honour I'll come back into prison as soon as they've stopped fighting.’

‘That's complete rubbish! Have you got the “shekels”?’ He looked anxious, he did not understand the word ‘shekels’. The gaoler's wife, seeing this expression, adjudged that the waters were low and, instead of talking in terms of gold napoleons as she had been resolved to do, now spoke only of francs. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘if you can give me a hundred francs, I'll put a double napoleon on each of the eyes of the corporal who'll be coming to relieve the guard during the night. He won't be able to see you leave the prison, and if his regiment has to get on the move during the day, he'll accept.’

The bargain was soon concluded. The gaoler's wife even agreed to hide Fabrizio in her bedroom, from where he would be able to escape more easily in the morning.

The next morning, before dawn, the woman said to Fabrizio, full of pity: ‘You're still very young to be going in for this filthy trade, young man; believe me, don't come back again.’

‘What!’ repeated Fabrizio. ‘Is it a crime then to want to defend your country?’

‘That'll do. Always remember I saved your life, your case was a foregone conclusion, you'd have been shot. But don't tell a soul, because you'd lose my husband and me our place. Above all, don't ever repeat your false story about a gentleman from Milan disguised as a dealer in barometers, it's too stupid. Listen to me carefully, I'm going to give you the clothes off a hussar who died two days ago in the prison. Open your mouth as little as possible. But if a sergeant or an officer questions you in such a way as to force you to answer, say you were left behind sick in the house of a peasant who took you in out of charity because you were trembling with fever in a ditch along the road. If that answer doesn't satisfy them, add that you're going to rejoin your regiment. They'll arrest you perhaps because of your accent; then say you were born in Piedmont, that you're a conscript who remained in France last year,’ etc., etc.

For the first time, after thirty-three days in a rage, Fabrizio grasped the explanation of all that had been happening to him. He had been mistaken for a spy. He reasoned with the gaoler's wife who, that morning, was very affectionate. And in the end, as she, armed with a needle, was taking in the hussar's uniform, he told the astonished woman his full story. She believed it momentarily. He had such an innocent expression and he looked so pretty, dressed as a hussar!

‘Since you're so full of the desire to fight,’ she finally said to him, half convinced, ‘you needed to enlist in a regiment when you got to Paris. Buy a sergeant a drink, and the deal would have been done!’ The gaoler's wife added much good advice for the future and finally, just as day was breaking, she put Fabrizio out of the house, having made him swear over and over again that he would never reveal her name, whatever might befall. As soon as Fabrizio had left the small town, swaggering along with the hussar's sabre underneath his arm, he felt a qualm. Here I am, he said to himself, with the uniform and the movement order of a hussar who died in prison, where he'd been taken, they say, for stealing a cow and some silver spoons! You could say I've inherited his existence… and without wanting to or at all foreseeing it! Beware of prison! The omen's clear, I shall have to suffer a lot in prison!

It was less than an hour since Fabrizio had left his benefactress when the rain began to fall with such force that the new hussar could scarcely walk, hampered by badly made boots that had not been intended for him. He encountered a peasant riding a sorry-looking horse, he bought the horse, explaining himself by signs. The gaoler's wife had recommended that he spoke as little as possible, because of his accent.

That day the army, which had just won the battle of Ligny,13 was marching straight on Brussels; it was the eve of the battle of Waterloo. Around midday, the torrential rain still continuing, Fabrizio heard the sound of cannon. This happiness made him quite forget the awful moments of despair brought on by his unjust imprisonment. He walked until the night was well advanced and as he was beginning to have some common sense, he went and found a billet in a peasant's house a long way from the road. The peasant was weeping and claimed that they had taken everything from him. Fabrizio gave him an écu and found some oats. My horse doesn't look much, Fabrizio told himself; but never mind, he could well turn out to be to the liking of some sergeant-major, and he went and slept in the stable next to him. An hour before first light, the next day, Fabrizio was on the road and, by dint of patting him, managed to make his horse break into a trot. At around five o'clock he heard the cannonade: it was the lead-up to Waterloo.
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