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THE SPY WHO FAILED

Did the great anti-Fascist novelist Ignaczio Silone betray bis casse?
BY ALEXANDER STILLE

uring the summer of 1930, a sick,
penniless Italian exile living in
Switzerland began writing a novel about
. peasant life under Fascism in his native
region of the Abruzzi. “Since, in the
~ doctors’ view, I had only a short time to
i bve,Iwrote hurriedly . . . to construct to
the best of my ability thar village in
which I put the quintessence of myself
' and the district in which I was born, so
that at least I might die among my own
people,” the author, who had adopted
the pseudonym Ignazio Silene, later
| wrote. It took Silone two years to find
a publisher: a small Swiss firm, which
published the novel, entitled “Fonta-
- mara,” in 1933, in German wanslation.
It was an immediate sensation, selling
more than a million and a half copies, in
- twenty-seven languages. The novel was
published on the eve of the Spanish
Civil War, which forced the world o
take sides on the Franco regime; it gal-
vanized public opinion against Fascism
and influenced an entire generation of
American intellectuals, including Ed-
mund Wilson, Malcoim Cowley, Irv-
ing Howe, and Alfred Kazin. “In the
light of ‘Tontamara,” opp-ussion, mis-
ery and injustice took on a luminous
quality,” Kazin wrote in his memoir
“Growing Up in the Thirties.” Stlone’s
second niovel, “Bread and Wine,” which
is also about the Abruzzi and came our
three years after “Fontamara,” met with
even greater success. When the Allies
invaded Iraly, in 1943, to push back the
Axis forces, they distributed unautho-
rized editions of both books to the Tral-
ians along the front.

In recent years, however, research-
ers have begun to turn up documents in
police archives which strongly suggest
that Silone, in the decade before he be-
came a writer, acted as an informant for
the Fascist police. To grasp how dis-
turbing and uniikely a development this
is, one has to appreciate the fact that
Silone, who died in 1978, has long been

regarded not only as an impormant nov-
elist but also—like Orwell, Camus, and
Malraux—as something of a secular
saint, 2 man of rare intellecrual and
moral courage, who had opposed Fas-
cism from the start and endured years
of exile and persecution for his bebefs.
He helped create the Italian Com-
munist Party, then defied Stalin in the
halls of the Kremlin, and finally, well
before the big Moscow show trials,
broke with Communism. After the war,
Silone won a new set of readers, with a
memoir describing his romance and dis-
illusionment with Communism; it ap-
peared in an anthology entitled “The
(God That Failed,” along with essays
by Asthur Koestler, André Gide, and

Richard Wright, among others. Per-

sonal integrity was the central feature
of his work. In “Bread and Wine” he
wrote, “No word and no gesture can
be more persuasive than the life and,

if necessary, the death of 2 man who

strives to be free, loyal, just, sincere, dis-

mtcrcsted. A man who shows what a -

man can be.”

Many of Silone’s friends and sup-
portess have refused eves o mpd the
incriminating documents, Which"were
rccently published in the book “LTnfor-
matore” (“The Informant™), written by

two Italian history professors, Dario

Biocca and Mauro Canali. “T wouldn't
believe in the truth of these documents
even if Silone rose from the tomb and
confirmed them,” Indro Montanelli,
the highly respected editorialist for the
Milan newspaper Corriere della Sera,
has written. Others have accused Biocea
and Canali of being publicity-hungry
and of rushing their book into print be-
fore the material had been thoroughly
evaluated.

But the documents—letters and
reports—cannot be easily dismissed.
Most Silone scholars now acknowledge

their authenticity, even as they continue

to dispute their meaning. These docu-
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ments add a new dimension to Stlone’s -

already dramatic story, and, far from
negating his work, they help to explain
why, in the summer of 1930, he aban-
doned politics and became a novelist.

ilone once remarked that he would

willingly spend his life “writing and
rewriting the same book, the single book
that every writer has within that is the
image of his soul” In Silone’s case, this
book was about his childhood, in the
southem Italian region of the Abruzz,
and about the political odyssey that led
him inro and out of Communism. He
was born in 1900 with the name Sec-
ondo Tranquilli, in an area of vast feudal
estates where peasants eked out 2 sub-~
sistence Living. The town described in
“Fontamara” is “about 2 hundred shape-
less one-story houses, bartered by the
wind and rain,” along a “steep strect thar

passes through the whole vxllzgc. Most

of the houses consisted of a single room,

where the peasants lived with their

chickens, pigs, and donkeys.
“Although Silone was the son of a

- small landowner, he identified from a

young age with the peasants, or cafoni.
As a boy, he saw 2 local nobleman set
his dog on a peasant woman, who was
knocked to the ground and battered.
The woman took the nobleman to coure,
where various paid witmesses testified
that she had provoked the attack and
no one would spedk up on her behalf.
She lost the suit and was stuck with the
legal costs. The judge, a family friend of
theTranqu.:lhs explained that, while he
regretted the injustice, he was required
to follow the facts presented at the trial.
This, for Silone, exposed the hollow
promise of law and democracy in “lib-
eral” pre-Fascist Ialy. -

Silone’s father died when the boy
was eleven, and his mother was killed
in an earthquake that levelled the area
in 1915. Afterward, Silone was horrified
to see a relatve stealing from a vicim
buried in the rubble. In “Bread and
Wine,” the protagonist describes a sim-
ilar scene and observes, “To grow up re- -

quires a whole life, but to become old -

# one night like that is enough.”
[ conk'd )
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In his memoir, entitled “Uscita di Si-
curezza” (“Emergency Exit"), Silone.
“ quoted a doctor from his village who
used to say, “People who are bormn’in
this district are really out of luck. There’s

no halfway house; you've got to either
be 2 rebel or become an accomplice.”
By the age of sixteen, Silone was al-
ready a rebel. Along with two other
boys, he led a group of peasants as they
stormed the local police barracks to
- protest the arrest of three residents. For
twenty-four hours, before authorities
arrived to restore order, this group ruled
the town. “Couldn’t we take advantage
of the fact that the whole village is

asleep to make Socialism?” one of the
boys suggested. - '
Not long afterwird, Silone moved
to Rome and became a full-time ac-
tivist in the Socialist youth movement.
He was part of the radical wing of the
Socialist Pargy, which split from the
more cautious, reformist majority in
1921 and formed the Italian Commu-
nist Party, hoping to create a revolution
in Italy. But in 1922 Mussolini and the

Fascists seized power, and, in the po-
litical crackdown that followed, the
Communists were forced underground.
Many of the Party leaders were im-
prisoned, and the young Silone took
on more and more responsibility. He
gained a seat on the central committee
and was chosen to accompany the head
of the Party, Palmiro Togliard, to meet-
ings at the Kremlin in 1927, at the
height of the power struggle between
Stalin and Trotsky.

In his memoir, Silone describes how
he and Togliatti refused to condemn
Trotsky on the basis of evidence that
they were not allowed to examine. He
was later shocked to read thar the Exec-
utive of the Communist International
had unanimously passed a resolution
against Trotsky. “Don't they realize that

- when they open the archives all their
- lies will eventually come out?” he asked
. Togliatti, and the Party leader replied,
- "} that’s what you’re worried about,
' relax: no important decision in the So-

»

< viet Union is written down.”

Silone should perhaps have worried
more about the archives of Mussolini’s
police. In the last three years, Canali and
Biocca have unearthed what appears
to be a correspondence between Silone
and Guido Bellone, a police official in
Rome who was in charge of investigat-
ing subversive groups in Iraly. The let-
ters are clearly those of an informant to
his police handler, and are signed with
the code name Silvestri. But the in-
formant’s true identity can be deduced
from a number of detals in the letters
thar closely correspond to the events of

" Silone’ life in the fate nineteen-twentes:

his depression, his taking refuge in 2

. clinicin Switzerland, his disillusionment

‘with Communism, and the gradual re-
turn of his religious faith.

Morcover, there are government
documents that explicitly link Silone to
Bellone. A 1928 letter from the chief of
the secret police to Mussolini states,
“The [nspector General of Public Secu-

city Commissioner Guido Bellone has
received a telegram from Basle from
Tranquilli Secondino—one of the Com-
rmunist leaders—giving notice of his ar-
rival in Iraly. The conversation with him
could be interesting.” .
Silone’s defenders have been forced
to admit that these documents are gen-
uine. “No one denies that Silone had

-

some disconcerting contacts with the
Fascist security apparatus,” the his-
torian Alexander De Grand writes in
the current issue of the Journal of Mod-
ern Italian Studies. Some have trizd to
argue that Silone must have begun
to collaborate with Bellone after his
brother, Romolo Tranquilli, was ar-
rested, in 1928, on suspicion of taking
part in a rerrorist bombing. His motve,
according to this theory, was to win Ro-
molo’s release.

" However, the documents published
by Biocca and Canali show that Bel-
lone and Silvestri were in touch in 1924,
long before the arrest of Romolo. One
police report, dated October 7, 1924,
states, “Silvestri has been named -the
head of the Iralian Communist move-
ment for France, Belgium and Luxem-
bourg, and therefore will be moving
to Paris at the beginning of October.”
This precisely describes Silone’s cir-

cumstances at the time.

Luce d'Eramo, a friend of Silone’s
who published a critical study of his
work in 1971, offers another theory—
that Silone was a double agent. “The
documents may be authentic,” she said,
when I telephoned her at her home in
Rome, “but Biocca and Canali leave out
the most important thing: Silone was
acting as an informant with the knowl-
edge and consent of the lralian Com-
munist Party. He was sending the Fas-
cists generic and harmless reports in
order to get information from them.”
D'Eramo claims that a Party official
told her this in 1979, after Silone's
death. Unfortunately, no evidence to

( cont'd )
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7 support this theory has been found in
the archives of the Italian Communist
Party, and d’Eramo’s source is now dead.

And if there was nothing improper -

about his reladonship with the Fasast
police why did Silone never mention it
during his lifetime?

Furthermore, if one reads the full
range of documents that have now been
published, it is difficult to see them as
“generic and harmless.” In one, for ex-
ample, the inforfiant told the police
- about a network of Communist rail-
way workers who helped smuggle Party
propaganda into Italy; the nerwork
was promptly dismantled. From Berlin,
he provided information about go-
betweens who brought the Commu-
nists donations from abroad, giving
names, descriptions, and bank informa-
tion. But the most chilling evidence
. comes from the period after Silone was
made head of the Party’s clandestine
organization in Italy, in 1927. Bellone's
informant, idendfied here as “T,” pro-
vided 2 detailed breakdown of the un-
derground organizations in Italy’s main
cities, and these groups were systernati-
cally rounded up by the police. The only

cell that was not raided was Silone’, in
Rome. (Silone’s supporters dispute the
artribution of these letters, while Biocca
and Canali insist that “T” stands for
“Tranquilli.”)

On thie other hand, Silone’s position =s—

in the Party gave him access to far more
information than he passed on to Bel-
lone, which suggests that he was a re-
iucrant inforumnt. And Silvestri's grow-
ing sense of guilt is evident in a lerter he
sent to Bellone in July of 1929:

You understandably complain abour the
infrequency of my letters: our relations can
become more regular and frequenc only if
they change in nature and characrer. At the
point [ have reached in my moral and intel-
lecrual formadion, it is physicaily impossi-
ble for me to maintain the same relations
with you as ten years ago. . . . The first thing
to eliminace, because ic Icaves me either in-
different or humiliated, is money. But we
can speak about this in person with grearer
case.

The arrest of his brother (who later
died in prison) would have made Silone’s
position unbearable. Romolo Tranquilli,
emulating his older brother, was sacrific-
ing himself for a cause that Silone had
lost faith in and appears to have been
actively betraying. At the same time,
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Sdom: must have worried that ifhe tried  the a
to sever his ties to the Fascist police they
might retaliate against his brother.

Then, in Aprit of 1930, Silvestri, in
an extraordinary letter to Bellone, made
a final break In it, one can hear the voice
of Ignazio Silone:

My health is terrible but the cause is
. 1 ind myself at an extremely pain-

ﬁdpommmyemstcncc.Asmseofmorahq
which has always been Strong in me, HOw
overwhelms me completely; ic does not per-
mit me to sleep, eat, or have a minute’s rest. [
am at a crossroads in my life, and there is
only one way out: I must a militant
politics cornpletely {1 shall look for some kind
of intellecrual activity). The only other solu-
dion is death. Continuing to live in a state of
ambiguicy has become impossible, is impos-
sible. I was born to be an honest landowner
in my homerown. Life has thrown me alonga
course that I now want 1o leave behind. I am
conscious of not having done great harm ei-
ther to my friends or 10 my country. Within
the limits of the possible, { always tried not to
do harm. [ must say that you, given your po-
sition, have always behaved like a gentleman.
And so | write you chis last lerrer with hopes
thar you will nor try to prevent my plan,
which will be carried out in two phases: fiest,
I wilt eliminate from my life all falsity, dou-
bleness, ambiguity and mystery; second, |
will start a new life, on a new basis, in order
to repair the evil that [ have done, to redeem
myself, to do good for the workers and the
peasants (to whom | am bound with every
fiber of my heart) and for my country.

if you are a believer, pray to God that he
give me the strength to overcome my re-
morse, 1o begin a new life, and to live it for
the good of the workers and of Italy.
Yours,
Silvescri

Silone began work on “Fontamara”
around this time. The horror of his own
betrayals clearly faclled the-moril pas-
sion in his novel. The letter adds an im-
portant layer of meaning to the central
crisis of Silone’s life: his break with Com-
munism in 1931. It now appears that this
was preceded—and, in a sense, precipi-
tated—by an even more urgent break,
with the Fascist police. By announcing
his intention to abandon the Party, Si-
lone reduced his usefulness to the police,
making it possible for him to slip free.

‘ N JThat remains mysterious is Si-

lone’s motive for informing in
the first place. He may, however, have
left some clues in “Bread and Wine.”
The book’s hero is 2 sick and disillu-
sioned Communist leader who returns
to the Abruzzi and eludes the Fascist
police by posing as a priest. The protag-
onist is clearly an idealized portrait of

3z

the author, but Silone may also have
represented himself in a second char-
acter, a young Communist who con-
fesses to having acted as a police infor-
mant. After he is arrested and beaten
by the police, the young man, Luigi
Murica, is approached by a kindly po-
liceman, who offers to help him in ex-
change for a little informadon. Initially,
Murica provides only generic reports,
but then he is pressured by the police
to give more detailed information. He
compenisates for his berrayal by working
harder than ever for the cause, and this
allows him, rmporarily, to function on
two levels at the same time. “An insu-
perable abyss opened up between my
apparent and my secret life,” the young
man says. “Sometimes I managed to
forget my secret. . . . ButI was deceiving
myself. When my new comrades ad-
mired my courage and my activity they
reminded me that in renlit_v I was be-
traying them.”

Explaining his decision not to con-
fess to his comrades, Murica savs that
“fear of being discovered was stronger
in me than remorse. . . . I feared for my
threatened reputation, not for the wrong
that I was doing.” Like Silone, the char-
acter overcomes his fear by regaining
his religious faith, telling himself that
“good is often born of evil, and thar I
would not have become 2 man without
having passed through the infamies and
errors commutted.”

The recent revelations don't dimin-
ish the power of Silone’s wridng. If any-
thing, his heroic tmage may have ob-
scured the darkness and complexity of
his books. Readers who approached the
novels as straightforward denunciations
of social injustice may have missed the
undercurrents of deceit and berrayal
that now come into relief. And if Silone
no longer seems a man of moral purity,
one marvels at his ability to remake
himself. He went on to do exactdy what
he vowed in his last letter to Bellone,
“to start a new life . . . in order to do
good,” killing off Secondo Tranquilh
and becoming Ignazio Silone. ¢
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Emergency exit

The double life of Ignazio Silcne

ROBERT GORDON

Dario Biocca qnd
Mauro Canali

L*INFORMATORE
Silone, i comunisti ¢ Ia polizia
275pp. Milan/Trento: Luni. Paperback, £30,000.
8878942080

ublished in Zurich in April 1933, only

weeks after Hitler's rise to power in

Germany, Ignazio Silone's extraordinary
novel Fontamara struck a resonant chord
throughout anti-Fascist Europe and beyond.
Leon Trotsky wrote to Silone — one exile to
another, one enemy of Sialin to another —to say
that “the book deserves to be distributed in mil-
lions of copies”. Graham Greene, reviewing
the novel in the Spectator in 1934, declared that
“this story of an obscure Itatian village ‘about
one hundred ragged, shapeless, one-floor
hovels® is the most moving account of Fascist
barbarity I have yetread . . . . It should be read
to its merciless end.”

The success of Fontamara was all the more
remarkable in that it was Silone’s first novel.
Bormn Secondino Tranquilli on May 1, 1900, he
had grown up in the impoverished Marsica
region of the Abruzzi, near Rome. The peas-
ants, the cafoni, of his home were to be the
heroes of Fontamara and many later works. At
the age of fifteen, he Jost all his immediate
family, apart from his younger brother Romolo,
in a massive carthquake that claimed over
30,000 victimns. After three years under Cath-
olic tutclage, Silonc was drawn to Rome, {o the
Sacialist Party and, in 1921, to the new break-
away Communist Party of Togliatti, Gramsci
and Bordiga. For a decade afterwards, he was a
key figure in the pamty, editing joumals and
newspapers, travelling to Spain, France, Ger-
many, Switzerland and Russia, carying out
often dangerous missions - two of which
landed him in gaol, and leading the under-
ground Communist network in ltaly after the
Fascists had banned all opposition in 1926, In
1927, he witnessed Stalin peremptorily ousting
Trotsky, Zinoviev and others in Moscow, and
from then on his relations with the party were

increasingly fraught and unclear. By 1931,
when he was finally expelled, he had already
tumned away from active politics, Fontamara
was written, and, with it, Silone had found a
new medium to express his convictions.
Fontamara launched Silone on to a remark-
able second career that would see him become a
literary standard-bearer for a certain moral, left-
ist resistance to totalitarianism, his reputation
akin to that of figures such as Camus, Koestler
and Orwell. His next novel, Bread and Wine
(1936), was a masterly exploration of the mora!
complications of being an anti-Fascist, as
embodied in the semi-autobiographical hero
Pietro Spina, a Communist ia hiding in laly
disguised as a priest. From his exile in Zurich,
Silone also wrote one of the most acute of all
analyses of Fascism, the satirical dialogues The
School for Dictators (1938). His international
reputation was sealed after the Second World
War when his devastating account of his loss of
faith in Communism appegred in Richard Cross-
man's 1950 collection, The God That Failed.
Despite the increasingly Christian, devotional
tenor of Silone's later work and despite the at
times feracious hostility of the Communists, he
remained something of a hero and a paragon for
many on the Burapean socialist Left. Until now.
In L’informatore, Dario Biocca and Mauro
Canali offer an overwhelming body of archival
evidence_to suggest that, for over ten yedfs

between uﬁw and 1930, Silone was a regular -

informant tdsa Roman police official called
Guido Bellone. Writing under the pseudonym
Silvestr, Silone gave Bellone written details of
individuals, institutions and activities in what-
ever political- circle he fotind himself in and
wherever he travelled around Europe. Indeed.
it was his mobility that allowed Biocea and
Canali to pin Silvestri down, circumstantially
at least, since the date, place and mission of
every single report of this highly piaced in-
formant coincided with Silonc's activities.
When his brother was arrested for plotting 1o
assassinate the King of ftaly in 1928, Silone
made efforts to help, but to no great avail, since
his brother was tortured, imprisoned and would
die in gaol in 1932. Perhaps as a result of this
personal crisis and perhaps as an offshoot of the
unsustainable tensions in his relations with
the Partito Comunista Italiano and Moscow,
Silone finally cut al! links with Bellone in a
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remarkable letter of April 1930:
I find myself at a moment of truth in my life-
crisis and [ can only see one way out: to aban-
don active politics altogether (I'll look for
intellectual work of some kind). The only other
solution was death. I could not, I cannot carry
on living ambiguously [nell’equivoco].

Cutting off the supply of information was a
dangerous move for an informant; the only way

out for Silone was to cut himself off from the
information itself and thus render himself use-

less. His secSnd career as a writer was, then, |
bom of a double decampment or “emergency |
exit": from Stalin and the Comintern, but also |.
from Bellone and the hypocrisies of a decade of |

betrayal. -

e have grown quite inured lo revela-
tions of compromise and complicity

emerging after the fall of totalitarian
refrimes, and Fascist ltaly, even over fifty years
on, continues to offer its own examples. There
were recent spals over a letter from Alberto
Moravia to Il Duce, and over Cesare Pavese’s
pro-Fascist musings in his private diary. But the
case against Silone is at once more compli-
cated, more messy and more astonishing than
these, cutting across political and cultural fauit-

lines of both the Fascist period and the 1990s. !

The rather clinical book by Biocca and Canali,

made up of two essays tracing Silonc's activities
over the period in question, and more than fifty
of Silvestri's reports, is only the latest sally in a
debate that has already lasted several years. It
had long been suspected that Silone may have
tried to contact the regime in 1928, in a nobie
and desperale attempt to help his brother. When
the first suggestions appeared, in 1996, from
Biocca and others that there was more to it than
that, many were appalled. There followed a drip-
feed of claims and counterciaims in confer-

ences, journals and the national press, at times

propelled more by the dynamics of media scan-
dal than by scrious debate. As new documents
emerged, defenders of Silone were forced to
change their ground more than once. Scveral
sismnply refused o counicnance i possiiing
that Silone was an informer. The veteran joumnal-
ist Indro Montanelli declared that “even if
Silone himself rose up from his tomb to tell me
these accusations were true, T would still not
believe them”. The philosopher Norberto Bab-
bio also defended Silone, more out of loyalty to
the man and his ideas than out of an cxamination
of the evidence. Once historians began looking
. at the material seen by Biocca and Canali,
several lct loose accusations of manipulation
and inaccuracy of transeription. Sitone's widow
threatened to sue. Meanwhile, mutterings cven
emerged of an old scandal linking Silone (o the
CIA. in the 1950s, through the Congress for
Cultural Freedom. From Switzerland came evi-
dence of links during the war with the CIA's
predecessor, the OSS, including meetings with
Allen Dulles. Silone risked being turned into a

— spv for all seasons and for all sides.

Not least of the ironies thrown up by the case
was the fact that the rearguard defensive action
was joined by many on the ex-Communist Left,
Silone's bitterest enemies during his lifetime.
Here 1990s politics came into play: Biocca and
Canali published their first academic articles on
Silone in the journal of the revisionist historian
Renzo De Felice. Evidence of a political
attempt to weaken the anti-Fascist legacy and
prop up the recently legitimized neo-Fascists,
for some; evidence that no other journal wouid
accept their work, for the authors.

The whole case was becoming caught up in
the dense atmosphere of confusion in the 1990s,
brought about by the crumbling of the anti-
Fascist consensus on which post-war Italy had

" built jtself. In literary circles, hagiographical

treatment o_t: Silone seemed for a while to con-
tinue unabated, but rereading his work pro-

voked a growing sense of anxiety. A climactic |
chapter of Bread and Wine is given over lo the ;
confession of a young man, arresled in Rotne |
and seduced into informing on his political com- '
panions by a soft-spoken police officer. Silone _
in 1918 or 1919, perhaps? This same young

man was later be the protagonist of a play, And -
He Hid Himself (1944). Caveats about autharial
fallacies aside, the prominence of themes of |
betrayal, disguise and guilt in the ceuvre should :
at least give pause for thought. As should the ;

, fact that Silone the writer emerges from the |

revelations as a richer and more challenging :
figure than his more pious champions had ever |
suggested. i

In "L'informatore, howevcr, Biocca and
Canali are interested in historical, not literary
fact. After four years of polemic, the book
quashes once and for all any attempt to deny
that Silone sent these reports to Bellone. The
establishment of that fact alone is a substantial
achievement, but elements remain unclear.
Although a letter of July (929 talks of
“relations” of (en yecars' standing, dircct
evidence from the ycars before 19234 (and
indecd for the crucial years between 1925 and
1927} is still very thin. Some of the circum-
stantial questions raiscd by doubters are still
awkwardly unanswercd: if Silone was a spy,
why, when he became such an important inter-
national symbol of the anti-Fascist cause in the

- 1930s, did the regime not simply rcveal his

duplicity to the world? And why was the regime
still spying on him in the 1930s and 40s? Was
Togliatti notificd when he was Minister for Jas-
tice after the war, with access to most lists of
informers and spies, and if so, again, would he
not have acted against this traitor to his party
and himself? But the most fundamental un-
answered question is motivational: what sort of
mutual interest-bound Silone, and other inform-
ers like him, to figures such as Belione and the
regime? '
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It seems clear that Silone was never a Fascist.

- Beltone himself, more or less unknown before

now, was operating in liberal Italy as a wily off1-
cial with a gift for collecting information rather
than for enforcing any idcology. The two had a
strangc and obviously intense personal rapport.
begun years before Mussolini’s rise to power.
Bellone had cven, according to some, served in
the relicl efforts after the 1915 Marsica carth-
quake and might have forged a bond with the
young Silone based on this shared past. There is

some talk of money changing hands between .

them, but also of loyalty and mutual respect.
Further, Silone states in 1930 that he has not lost

his devotion to the workers’ and peasants’ cause
and does not beliecve he has done “a great deal of
wrong to either my [ricnds or my country™. ;
Wishful thinking. perhaps, bu it is truc the vast

majority of Silvestri’s missives give rclatively

litte away. They contain low-key nuggets of :

information that the

regime  would have -

reccived from several lesser informers also. :
Even when he appears to go in for oulrighl :

betrayal, he does so in a way that some have
construed as practically uscless to Bellone.
How could such a high-ranking, know-
ledgeable Communist have inflicted less dam-
age on the anti-Fascist cause in ten years than,
say. the foppish socialite Pitigrilli did to the lih-
eral anti-Fascists of Turin, after he tumed
informer almost an a whim in 19307 There are
two conjectural answers 1o the question. one

_ unlikcly and one that chimes with much we

now knowv about the workings of the Fascist
secret police, the Opera di vigilanza ¢ di repres-
sione dell’anti-fascismo (OVRA). It is jusi

about possible, as some have claimed, that !

Silone was playing a double game (no matter ;

keep tabs on what the regime knew and did not
know. Much more likely. Bellone got preciscly

. what he wanted from Silone, which was up-to-
- dafe, detailed manitoring. to help him build up

a cumulative picturc of the Communist move-
men!. And no doubt part of his game svis 1o
allew his infnmand ve o feei morally abyect.

-

; what version of the story holds, it is clear that .
{ he was a master at this), feeding harmless infor-
" mation, even misinformation, to Bellone to

Hard though the distinction is to draw in
moral terms, it is hislnrica\ly cmcial: Silone

~was involved more in informing on than

brazenly. betraying the Conununist causc. as
Biocca and Canali have wanted 1o suggest.
Mimina Franzinelli, the author of an important
recent book, / temtacoii dell " QVRA (The Tenti-
cles of OVRA). has taken Biocca and Canali
quuc severely to task for not contextualizing

“Silvestri” within the massive network of
informers maintained by the reginc. and for
therefore overblowing the presentation and
interpretation of what they have found in pre-
ciscly this way. Having said that. Silonc's inlor-
mation fio doubt helped the regime immensely
in its damaging assault on the clandestine
Communists in the carly 1930s.

The research continues. A full-scale biog-
raphy is planned, and much remains to be said
on this most compelling of figurcs, both as
writer and political player. In Bernardo Ber-
tolucci’s 1970 film The Spider's Stratagem. an
anti-Fascist is unmasked by his companions as -
a taitor. However, he becomes a hero and a
martyr when he is assassinated in 3 way that
makes the regime fook responsible. Years later.
his son unravels the web of deceit, but in the
end chooses to honour the simple myth of his
father as hero and not the complicated truth. In
the past, Silone's rapport with the twin forces of
Fascism and Communism had seemcd extraordi-
narily simple and cmblematic, verging on the .
heroic. Now a more complicated truth is begin-
ning to cmerge, thanks to the extraordinary -
efforts of Dario Biocca and Mauro Canali.
Abandoning the myth has becn a wrench, but
the truth of Silone’s double lifc makes him
more, not less emblematic of his century.
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