Il Caso Silone

___Michael P. McDonald

EMO PROPHETA acceptus est
in patria sua. The novels of

Ignazio Silone are full of bib-
lical symbols and citadons, the latter often
appearing in the lapidary cadences of the
Vulgate. Reading through the Pléiade-
like, two-volume set of Silone’s opera
omnia, which Mondadori released as the
centenary of the writer’s birth approached
last year, one is struck by the extent to
which Silone’s creative viston sprang from
and remained rooted in Scripture.

Of his near contemporaries, perhaps
only André Gide matches Silone in the
obsessive way he conscripts biblical say-
ings and stories to serve his fictional
needs. But whereas the Bible was a psy-
chological sounding board to Gide, a
means to plumb the paradoxes and per-
versities of human nature, to Silone it was
less a means to promote greater individual
self-awareness than a hallowed reminder
of the perennial want of human solidarity.

For most of his life, Gide was an
apostle of aesthetic detachment and hedo-
nistic self-absorption; Silone, in contrast,
was one of the most engagé of ZOth—cenmry
writers. And yet it is Gide whose recourse
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to the Bible sounds more ponderous and
trite. Thav Silone avoids this fate is due,
in no small part, to his abiding sense of
irony. In his novels, Scripture is more
likely to slither approvingly from the
mouths of the Pharisees of his day—
greedy landowners, spineless prelates,
corrupt bureaucrats—than from heroes or
truth-seekers. Silone is loath to preach.
Curiously, of the many biblical sayings
scattered throughout his work, one line—
from Luke 24:4, quoted above: “No
prophet is accepted in his own country”—
is conspicuously missing. More than
strange, the.absence of this citation is fie-
t;nglv ironic inasrmuch as no other verse s/
more apposite in defining Silone’s own
'receptzon as a writer in his native land:-

If it were possible to poll Traliap, mtel-l--s-
lecruals of the last half century,, Jjthereac-
tions one would most likely entounter at
the sound of Silone’s name %re hatred,
incomprehension and studied indiffer-
ence. Silone’s early involvement with and
apostasy from various revolutionary
movements forever branded him as much
a political as a lterary figure. Inevitably,
this meant that anyone with the intellec-
tual wherewithal to shape public opin-
ion—journalists, academics, businessmen,
party hacks and parish priests—held
strong opinions about him. And excepting
a cluster of liberals and democratic social-
ists—a discrete minority in Iraly-—it was
not favorable. The question is why?




The hawed Silone provekes in extrem-
ist political circles is easiest to explain.

With the publication of his first novel,

Fontamara (published first in German in
1933 and, later that same vear, in a trun-
cated Italian version), Silone did more to
discredit fascism than any other Iralian—
and perhaps even European~-writer of his
day. The book, a searing denunciation of
institutional injustice set in his native
region of the Abruzzi during the early
vears of Mussolini’s dictatorship, rapidly
achieved international celebrity and ended
up being translated into 27 languages. The
same, smutatis mutandis, may be said of
Silone’s unmasking of communism after
the publication of his 1949 essay, Usama df
sicurezza (“Emergency Exit”), later includ-
ed as part of The God thar Failed, Richard
Crossman’s famous postwar collection of
confessional testimonies by disillusioned
eX-COMIMURIStS.

Though they meet under different
party labels these days, there remain sig-
nificant numbers of unreconstructed fas-
cists and communists in Iraly whose gray-
ing ranks have been bolstered by the addi-
ton of younger Italians with no memory
of the war and, as a twenty-something
bartender made clear to me on my last
visit to Rome, no great love of parliamen-
tary democracy. This is particularly true
of the neo-fascists who, having relegit-
imized their political presence under the
polished leadership of Gianfranco Fini,
gained even greater public acceptance this
spring thanks to the impressive electoral
success of Fini’s free-market front-man
and newly installed Italian president,
media tycoon Silvio Berlusconi. Neither
the fascists nor the communists have for-
gotten how Silone, an active voice in
Italian politics until shortly before his
death in 1978, discredited their respective

causes. And the vendettas they bear keep

the hatred alive.
The incomprehension that other, less
ideologically inclined Iralians feel toward
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Silone is also readily diagnosed. Silone
himself provided the best explanation
when, .in a 1961 interview published in
the Parisian magazine L'Express, he
defined himself, memorably, as “a socialist
without a party, a Christian without a
church.” Postwar Italian poliges was (and
remains) a partitocrazia—and a man
without an identifiable political affilia-
tion was a man destined to have his
motives questioned.

Silene, in short, was a polidcal loner,
a trait which suited his dour tempera-
ment. Worse, he never wavered in
reminding ordinary Italians of the heavy
responsibility they themselves bore first,
for having created fascism, and later, for
having failed to construct an honest form
of democratic socialism after the war.
Hence the prevalent attitude of studied
indifference to his wridngs and his life in
Italian society at large. Silone could not
help but be aware of and affected by the
hostility and suspicion he provoked in his
fellow countrymen. “When, as occasion-
ally happened, I caught a glimpse of him
on the streets of Rome”, the novelist
Antonio Debenedetti told me recently,
“the sense of solitude that clung to him
was overpowgzing.” Given the events of

“his life, it éould not have been otperwise.

ILONE WAS born in the town

of Pescina dei Marsi, in the’,-

hardscrabble Marsica region of
the Abruzzi, near Rome, on May 1, 1900.
His father, who died when he was eight,
owned a small farm in the region, and the
boy’s life, growing up poor in this provin-
cial backwater, was simple and austere.
When Silone was fifteen, a severe earth-
quake destroyed his native town and left
over 30,000 people dead, including his
mother. Homeless and virtually destiture,
Silone and the sole remaining member of
his immediate family, a younger brother
named Romolo, were forced to rely upon
private charities to survive. Moving about
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from one religious instituton to another,
Silone eventually made his way to

Rome, where the political agitation that
erupted. in Italy near the conclusion of

the First World War
soon captured his
imagination. In 1917
ke dropped out of
school and gravirated |
to the Socialist Youth
Movement. Then, in §8
1921, having grown JE
increasingly dissatis-
fied with the Socialist i
Party’s reformist ten- §
dencies, the young
revolutionary,
together with leftist
intellectuals Antonio
Gramsci and Palmiro
Togliatti, broke with
it to found the Italian
Communist Party.
Stlone’s natve intelli-
gence and his talent
with a pen quickly
made him indispensi-
ble to the nascent
party’s organization,
diffusion and propaganda. As a leading
communist intellectual, Silone attended
various international conferences on its
behalf and often traveled abroad on clan-
destine missions. When the fascists, who
had achieved power in 1922, succeeded in
banning opposition parties in 1926,
Silone risked imprisonment to stay in
Italy to ensure that ’Unit and other
communist papers continued to circulate
clandestinely.

Beginning in 1927, however, Silone
began to doubt the virtues and values
embodied by the Communist Party. In
May of that year, Silone and Togliatti
had traveled to Moscow to attend a
meeting of the International Communist
Executive at the Kremlin, where Stalin
sought to have Trotsky condemned on

Silone in 19446

the basis of secret evidence. As recounted
inn Uspita di sicuvezza, Silone refused to
serve as an accomplice in Stalin’s plan on
the basis of blind faith in the higher his-
torical purpose he
purportedly served. In
succeeding years,
Silone’s doubts about
and refusal to embrace
“Communist morali-
ty” persisted to the
point where the party
tormally expelled him
in 1931,

At that tme he was
living in Zurich, where
he would remain until
he returned to Rome in
the fall of 1944. During
these years of exile,
Silone launched a new
career as a writer and
fastened on the pseudo-
nym of Ignazio Silone
to replace his baptis-
mal name of Secondo
Tranquilli. It was dur-
e g this period of exile

that he wrote the/
Axbmzm mlogy of novels Fontamard; Bread
“and Wine and The SeedyBencath the Sniviv; any
important essay on the origin§ offascism, -
Der Faschismus; and a political,dialogue
entitled The School for Dictators. The publi-
cation of these books catapultéd Silone to
the forefront of engagé political literature,
alongside such prominent figures as
George Orwell and Arthur Koestler, who
were leading the fight against totalitarian-
ism of both the Left and the Right. They
brought Silone an internadonal readership
along with fame and admiration—aexcept,
that is, in Iraly, where his life as an =xile
and an outlaw inescapably rainted his
reception,

More than that, fascism had success-
tully interposed a barrier of censorship
between the Italian reading public and the
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rest of the world’s appreciaton of Silone’s
originality as a writer. To earn a living,

Silone had been forced to publish his first

three novels in German. When an inte-
gral Italian version of the first of these,
Fontamara, was finally released in Iraly
afrer the war in 1947, the book was nearly
two decades old, literary neo-realism was
in its heyday, and Silone’s mannered use of
realist techniques-——quite avant-garde in
1930-by then seemed passé. Politically-
motivated reviews from both the Right
(including the Church) and the Left for-
ther ensured that the book would be ill-
received. Silone was castigated particular-
ly harshly by the clique of left-wing intel-
lectuals led by men such as Elio Vittorin,
whose influence after the Second World
War became predominant in Italian cul-
ture. The noted critic Emilio Cecchi,
commenting on “the disproportion
hetween [Silone’s] notoriety and success
abroad and the coldness of [his] reception
... in Traly”, dubbed it, for lack of a better
term, an ndd situation, a true “caso Silone.”
Unfortunately for the Abruzzese writer, it
was to be the first of many.

In addition to the impediments
imposed by the polidcal ramifications of
his work, Silone’s reception as a novelist
in Traly was also hampered by his rough
hewn, unadorned literary style. Silone’s
gifts as a writer were genuine, but he
had grown up speaking an Abruzzi
dialect. He wielded “proper” Italian
well; and yet it would forever remain, as
he himself pointed out in a celebrated
preface he wrote to Fontomara, “a for-
eign language.” “The Italian language
cripples and deforms our thought”, he
wrote of both his Abruzzi characters and
himself, “and cannot help giving them
the flavor of a wransiation.” It was an
honest admission and yet one destined
to place his work at odds with a genera-
tion of literary critics schooled to vener-
ate the classic literary elegance of a
Manzoni or a Leopardi. To them
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Silone’s writing would always remain
patently infiu dignitater.

It took Silone 16 years to write his
first. novel on Iralian soil, 4 Handful of
Blackbervies (1960). In the meantime, he
continued to bear witness to what he
had experienced by writing countless
political and social essays. In 1955, he
started the anti-communist socialist
magazine Tempo presente together with
Nicola Chiaromonte, which antagonized
potentates of all parties and beliefs in
Silone’s by-then well-known independent
style. In 1965 Mondadori reissued
Fontamara. That same year Silone came
out with his autobiography, Emergency
Exit, which took its title from the 1949
essay on his disillusionment with commu-
nism, which he included in it. Literary
and political circles warmed to both
baoks, and for a time it seemed as though
Silone was winning over his domestic crit-
ics. Indeed, in a 1967 Atlantic artcle, Iris
Origo asserted that he was finally receiv-
ing his due as a writer and a thinker as
pre-war passions over fascism ebbed. For
Ttalian critics “to admire Silone”, she stat=
ed, “has now become not only the fashion,
but almost a certificate, of integrity.”

But almost-no'sooner had these words , »* -
been penrded than a new caso Silgne erupt-  » e

A
¥

same year asserting that the CIA had sub- - *

ed as stories appeared in the press that

sidized Tempo presente through Silone’s”
connection with the Congress for
Cultural Freedom. Silone’s longstanding
enemies on the Left had a field day with
the revelation, vilifying him as a CIA spy.
Silone claimed, plausibly enough to many,
to have been unaware of the CIA% links to
the Congress. But his reputation suffered

another blow from which it had only par- -

tially recovered when Silone died in a
clinic in Geneva on Aagust 22, 1978,

In the two decades following Silone’s
death a confluence of factors slowly began
to restore both his reputation and interest
in his work. In part this was due to the
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eftorts of the Fedepazione Ignazio Silone to
promote his work in Iraly and abroad. In
part, it was also due to the influence of a

number of celebrated literary critics— -

including Geno Pampaloni and Luce
d’Eramo, both, sadly, deceased this year-
who devoted themselves to advancing
Silone’s work. The collapse of the Soviet
Empire in 1989, wo, softened intellectual
resistance on the Left to Silone’s implaca-
ble anti-corumunism. When both the cen-
ter-left and the center-right of Iralian poli-
tics impioded in the early 1990s in the
wake of the Mani pulire scandals, Silone’s
lifelong appeal for the creation of a new
brand of politics sustained by morality and
integrity seemed more timely than ever.
When in 1998 and 1999 the Mondadori
publishing house decided to induct
Silone’s vemvre into its canon of great
Iralian writers by publishing its deluxe,
leather-bound, two-volume set of Silone’s
writing, one could have been forgiven for
believing that his hour was at last 2t hand.

a final, if belated, recognition
of Silone’s seminal contribu-
tions to Italian literature and politics was
not to be. Two somewhat obscure histori-
ans—Dario Biocca and Mauro Canali—
came along to accomplish something the
fascists and communists combined had
been unable to achieve: level a near death-
blow to Silone’s reputation through the
publication, in March 2000, of a slim vol-
ume prosaically entitled L'informatore:
Silone, i comunisti, e la poliziat
As an initial matrer, 1t is worth notng
that Biocca and Canali’s book is less a
coherent, unified work, than it is a clumsy
stitching together of two essavs on Silone
that the authors had published separately a
few years earlier in the revisionist histori-
cal journal of the Right, Nuova storia con-
temporaned. A revised version of Canali%
1999 essay appears first in the book and
has as its purpose to prove that Silone

B UT WHAT should have been

spied for the fascists and, as a resulr,
inflicted great damage on the Communist

--Party in che 1920s. In Part II of the book,

Biocca takes over and similarly relies upon
his previously published article to retrace
in greater detail Silone’s alleged move-
ments and reports to the fascist police dur-
ing this same decade. A new twelve-page
introduction precedes these two sections
in which the authors jointly state their
conclusions in measured, scholarly rones.
The “hard” evidence of Silone’s collabora-
tion is contained in two separate appen-
dices at the back of the book: fifty pages or
so of transeriptions of archival documents
culled from the Central State Archive in

Rome allegedly sent by Silone. In a brief

preface to this entire mélange, Piero
Melograni, one of the deans of Italian
revisionist history, admiringly describes
Biocca and Canali as “two daring compan-
ions” and praises them for their courage,
first in accusing Silone of being a collabo-
rator, and later in sticking to their guns
when, as Melograni would have it (revising
even the most recent history), “almost no
one” in Traly believed them following the
publication of their initial magazine reve-
lations in 1998 and 1999.

b . 0 ’1.
«+The authors’ indictment of Silone

ﬁzay be summarized as#ollows: Sildné™was

o

¥

a high-profile informer” from théfall of

1919 to the start of 1930. Sﬂonﬁ:’s “han-

dler” was a Roman police i mspector by the "

name of Guido Bellone. The dover name
that Silone eventually used to pass infor-
mation to Bellone was “Silvestri.”
Throughout this period, Silone belonged
to a number of different organizations
including, most importantly, the Italian
Communist Party and the Comintern.
According to the authors, Silone was
“singularly effective” in facilitating
repressive measures against Communist

Dario Biocea and Mauro Canali, L'Informazore:
Silone, i comunisti, e la polizia (Milan: Luni
Editrice, 20000,
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Party cadres operaung clandestinely in
Italy. The archival marerial proves, so

they assert, that the contacts berween

Silone and Bellone were neither extem-
poraneous nor superficial. Rather, they
maintain that there was an ongoing rela-
tionship lasting for well over a decade.
Indeed, Biocca and Canali assert that
Silone was the most intelligent informer
that the fascists had at their disposal and
that Silone’s espionage reports assisted
Mussolini’s dictatorship immensely in
its evisceration of the clandestine
Communist movement.

Such, at any rate, are the accusations.
Their indictment is serious and their
motives notably subtle. At first blush, it
may seem strange that right-wing revi-
sionists would seemingly take Silone to
task for helping the fascist police when
one might think they would instead praise
him for it. But this is to misunderstand the
authors” method and objective. Biocea and
Canali are careful never to express the
slightest moral opprobrium at Silone’s
alleged betrayals. Rather, they strive to
maintain a neutral tone of disinterested
scholarship. Far from criticizing Silone for
his asserted collaboration with the fascists,
Biocca and Canali assert that their revela-

tions are intended to cut through the fog “

of “hagiographical” research that has sur-
rounded Silone and demonstrate how his
collaboration was possible in the first
place. The unspoken yet inescapable
results of the authors” method of proceed-
ing and their findings of “fact” are twor
first, Silone is made out to be a badly com-
promised figure whose heretofore pene-
trating criticisms of fascism must
inevitably be devalued; second, the moral
stigma of fascist collaboration (either dur-
ing the heyday of Mussolini or now} is
diminished. After all, if someone of
Silone’s stature was drawn, for whatever
reasons, to support it, who can possibly
blame the average Iralian citizen who did
(or does) likewise?
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Accusation is one thing, but substanti-
ation is another matter altogether, and
here it consists of a series of questionable
suppositions precariously strung together
by a morass of unreliable circumstantial
evidence. Biocca and Canali assert that
the espionage reports in the appendices to
their book are the product of a single,
highly placed informer inside the upper
echelons of the Italian Communist Party
who communicated with Mussolini’s
police throughout the 1920s. They fur-
ther assert that there is an “absolute coin-
cidence” between the date and the place
of each one of these espionage reports
and Silone’s known whereabouts at the
rime. Finally, they assert that of all the
informers in the pay of the fascist police
only Silone had access to the detailed and
important information revealed in these
reports: ergo, Silone was the informer.

Significantly, at no point in their his-
torical reconstruction do Biocca and
Canali offer an explanation as to why
Silone became an informer. He certainly
was not motivated by political sympathy
toward Mussolini’s noxious regime. Nor
do the reports they seek to attribute to
Silone indicate that he ever received

money in mchange for his services., + .
" Further} the authors can cite no eye- » -

LA

witness accounts that the accused ever
engaged in espionage. To any reasonabl
observer, then, the case against Szlone
seems as thin as the FBI% botched cdse
against Wen Ho Lee: mere circumstantial
evidence in the form of access to impor-~
tant data that may have been compro-
mised. But then there is Biocca and
Canali’s trump card: an extraordinary let-
ter dated April 13, 1930, evidently in
Silones own hand, in which he writes to-
Bellone to say that he is abandoning mili-
tant politics and starting a new life to
“repair the evil” he has caused.

The 1930 letter is a dramaric find,
most scholars acknowledge its authority,
and Biocca and Canali deserve credit for
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having located it. But more than a note-
worthy discovery, it is the glitter that

seemingly establishes the rest of the docu- .

mentary nuggets assembled in Linforma-
tore as unalloyed gold. It is the first letter
allegedly from Silone that one reads in
the authors’ jointly-written introduction.
It is the sole letter that the authors repro-
duce photographically ratcher than in tran-
scription. Moreover, it is the one letter in
the collection of spy reports assembled by
Biocca and Canali in which the reader can
actually hear something of Silone’s
mature voice-—which perhaps explains
why the authors quote it twice in its
entirety. Why such lavish attention to
establish the authenticity of this single
letter? Simple: without it, Biocca and
Canali surely realized how insubstantial
the other documents they claim are from
Silone would seem to a reasonable reader.

They need not have worried. In the
scoop-driven age of journalism, the facts
are never ailowed to stand in the way of a
good story. In olden days, as Oscar Wilde
remark;ed men had the rack; today we
have the press. And the press, ﬁrst in Italy,
later in the United States, credulously
retailed Biocca and Canali’s story to the
public as fact, doing its best to see to it
that Silone’s reputation as‘a than of
uncommeon integrity and moral courage
would be broken once and for all.

When Linformatore first appeared in_

Italian bookstores last year, Biocca and
Canali’s allegations had been circulating in
the Iralian press for months due to the
authors’ earlier magazine articles and had,
of course, been challenged by Silone’s
defenders. Nevertheless, Biocca and
Canalis clever decision to reproduce tran-
scriptions of their archival discoveries in
the appendices to their book provided the
Iralian press with the opportunity to pro-
nounce a “final” verdict on this latest and
most disturbing caso Silone. A sampling of
headlines says it all: from La Repubblica
(March 23, 2000), “Silone the spy, crushed

by the proot”; from the Corriere della sera
{March 25, 2000), “Silone: the espionage
reports of a ‘humble Chrisdan™; from I
Manifesto (May 12, 2000), “Bitter reports”
(“Fonri amare”, a derisive pun on the title
of Silones first novel). In the best tradi-
tion of tabloid journalism, most of the
Iralian press accepted at face value the
attribudon of these espionage reports to
Silone, never thinking to question the
authenticity of the documents in the
appendices. The guiding assumption
appeared to be that if the 1930 letter in
Silone’s hand was genuine, as seemed to
be the case, then the other documents
released by Bioccea and Canali had to be as
well—which meant that Silone had been a
long-term informer. Such debate as the
Italian press allowed grew out of establish-
ing a motive that would explain Silone’s
decade-long paper trail of betrayal.

One theory held that Bellone had
something to do with the earthquake
relief to the Abruzzi in 1915 and, having
befriended Silone at that time, was later
able to exact repayment in the form of
espionage reports. Another wds that the
first meeting between the two took place
in Rome during the militant phase of /

Siletre’s adolescence in the immediate
hftermath of the Eirst World Wat. .
According to this theory, Bélloge had -
probably been in charge of ihiteprogating
Silone after one or another of his arrests
for political protesting and, in*the course
of playing the “good cop”, had, over
time, induced him to collaborate. Still
another hypothesis was that Silone wrote
to Bellone throughout the 1920s with
the knowledge and approval of Togliatt
and other high-ranking Communist offi-
cials—in other words, had been-allowed
tc maintain these contacts with the fas-
cist police and to provide them with
harmiess information to see if he could
learn what rhey knew about Communist
Party acuvides.

To be sure, there were those who
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adamantly rejected the claim that Silone
hdd anything to do with the fascists. The
late Indro Montaneli, a highly respected

editorial writer for the Corviere della sera,
said that he “wouldn’t believe the truth of

these documents if Silone rose from the
tomb and confirmed them.” But hyperbol-
ic statements such as these tended to make
Silone’s defenders look too much like true
believers in the face of overwhelming doc-
umentary proof and, in the end, may have
solidified the media-generated impression
that Biocca and Canali had the goods on
Silone.

The only immediate negative reaction
to Biocca and Canali’s book came from
the historian Mimmo Franzinelli in the
June 2000 issue of the literary pericdical
LIndice.? Franzinelli is the author of a
book on Mussolini’s police entided 7 ten-
tacoli dell’Ovra (“The OVRAs Tentacles™)
which is, by all accounts, the most exhaus-
tive historical examination of who spied
for the fascists in the 1920s and 1930s.

In his review, Franzinelli criticized
Biocca and Canali for failing to define
what they mean by “collaboration.” He
noted that there is no evidence that Silone
reported to the OVRA, as a highly placed,
long-term political collaborator would

inevitably have done. Thus Biocca and *

Canali’s claim of “collaboration” rests on
the fact that Silone wrote one or perhaps
more letters to a specific person, Guido
Bellone, a relatively low-level police func-
tionary. Franzinelli further observed how
the authors cleverly isolated and decon-
textualized the full extent of the informa-
don that Silone allegedly provided, with
the inevitable result that “Silvestri”, as the
informer would later identfy himself, is
made to stand out in sinister solitade in
the guise of the most formidable spy hid-
den in the Iralian Communist Party. In
tact, however, the police had access to
much the same information as Biocca and

Canali unearthed from any number of

other sources. Franzinelli also faulted the
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authors for lack of philological rigor. He
noted how their transcriptions of the
police reports are full of inexplicable gaps,
seem to have been hastily made, and are
in some instances simply erroneous. Most
important, Franzinelll noted how Biocea’s
contribution to the book, which touches
upon aspects of Silone’s life in the 1920s,
undervalues the repercussions on Silone
of the arrest of his younger brother,
Romolo, on April 13, 1928. And vyet,
these reservations notwithstanding,
Franzinelli accepted the assertion that all
of the material adduced by Biocca and
Canali was ultimately traceable to Silone.
Yet nagging questions remained. If
Silone had been, as Biocca and Canali
assert, anl important spy, then why did he
report to an ordinary police officialr Why
couldn’t Sflone have used his influence as
an important coilaborator to save the life
of his brother, who died in prison in
193272 Conversely, why didn’t the OVRA
ever seek to blackmail Silone to force
him to reveal much more about the
Communist Party’s illegal activities? And,
after Silone had stopped informing, why
didn’t the OVRA later react to novels such
as Fomtamara, which utterly discredited
Mussolini 3,1;1(.1 fascism, by revealing =

‘Silone ag 4 spy and enabling ghe Tralian |
Communist Party to do the dirty workeof ; _

liquidating him for them? .
Franzinelli raised, but had né
answers, to these questions. But at least
he asked them. When news of Biocca and
Canalis book reached the United States
and England, the press hardly bothered to
raise a skeptical eyvebrow. For example, on
May 15, 2000, The New Yorker published
an article by Alexander Stille, entitled

“The Spy Who Failed”, that, with minor.

qualifications, accepted the allegations

‘Franzinelli, “Silvestrs, Vinfame”, L'indice (June
2000, pp. 10-1,
*OVRA stands for Opera di vigilanza ¢ repressione

dellentifacismn.
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that Silone had spied as wue. Similar sto-
ries reaching similar conclusions later

appeared in The Nation and the Times

Literary Supplement. _ _

Given the dismal state of literary crit-
icism, perhaps it was inevitable that the
allegations of fascist collaboration would
awaken interest in Silone as a “transgres-
sive” writer, which in fact occurred. A
case in point was an article in the
February 2001 issue of La Rivista dei Libri
{the ITralian version of the New York Review
of Books) by Giulio Ferroni. Ferroni re-
read Silone’s novels looking for proof in
them of his collaboradon and, as other
critics would do, fastened on an episode
in Bread and Wine in which a character by
the name of Luigi Murica confessed to
having been an informer.

Silone surely knew about ex-comrades
who provided information to the fascists.
His experience was not so limited that he
could only write about what he himself
knew or did. Silone’s novels were not
works of thinly-veiled autobiography but
rather imaginative transformatons of his
experiences. But for critics such as Ferroni,
Silone suddenly seemed much more inter-
esting now that the heretofore bright
boundaries between the “good” and “evil”
in his books had been rendered clouded
and equivocal by the “proof” of his own
collaboradon. As Stlle counterintuitively
noted in his New Yorker picce, the allega-
tions of double-dealing added a new
dimension to Silone’s work. “The recent
revelations don’t diminish the power of
Silone’s writing”, Stille wrote. “If anything,
his heroic image may have obscured the
darkness and complexity of his books.” In
other words, now that Silone had been
exposed as a moral posenr (think of Gide)
and could no longer be considered a “sim-
plistic” political icon, he had suddenly
become “sexy” to literary eritics, who
quickly rurned him into a kind of thumb-
nail cliché of equivocalness. And, as Brian
Hall has observed, “literary clichés do not

die easily, especially when informed by
superficialides.”™

ROM THE moment in the late

F 1990s when they first charged
Silone with informing, Biocca

and Canali received an enormous amount
of favorable press coverage. Far from
being adventurous souls who, as
Melagrano would have it, courageously
took on the Establishment, the Iralian
media has embraced their accusations
with open arms, while the Anglo-
American press has made slight pretense
of reporting questions as to the accuracy
of the story. To those few voices raised in
opposition, Biocca and Canali have point-
ed to the morass of documents appended

- to their book and dared them to refute

what they claim is irrefutable.

Formnarely, for the sake of historical
truth, a socialist historian named Giuseppe
Tamburrano accepted the challenge.
Together with two other researchers,
Gionna Granad and Alfonse Isinelli, he
set out in the fall of 2000 to put Biocca
and Canali’s book under a'microscope. He
published his conclusions in Italy on April
20 in the form of a 161-page work enti-
degﬁfmcmo a Silone: la disavventurg di zm
pivero cristiane (“Silgne on Triql:,gl;heg
Misadventure of a Humble Chrigtian™).’ ..
Thanks to Tamburrano and his colféagues
we are able to see that L’inﬁwﬁﬁwm 15 a3
travesty of scholarship. %

Tamburrano’s pugnacious, lawyer-like
defense of Silone is based almost exclu-
sively on the police records themselves.
As an initial matter he notes that the fas-
cists used every means at their disposal to
dig up dirt on their adversaries and were

s
&
7

YHall, The Inspossible Country: A Fousney Through the
Last Days of Yugoslavia (New York: Penguin,
1994, p. 68.

S Tamburrano, Granad and Tsinelli, Processo 2 Silome:
la disavventura di un povers cristigne {Laranto:
Piero Lacaita Editore, 2091),
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only too willing to accept as orue whatever
malicious slander was spread around against
an enemy of the State. Accordingly, the

material stored in the Central State’

Archive is full of unreliable, incomplete

and inconsistent material. In the case of

police reports on Silone himself,
Tamburrano found enormous errors. For
example, Silone is identified as a “card-car-
rying communist” throughout 1935-39
even though the party expelled him in
1931. Some documents in Silone’s file say
there was no available phatograph or
handwriting for him; others note the exis-
tence of both: the former invaluable for
apprehending Silone, who was perpetual-
ly on the run from the police; the latter

material being quite useful for forging

incriminating documents in Silone’s
“own” hand. This points up the fact that
the information contained in the police
files has been edited by an endless num-
ber of nameless people, and that mult-
ple errors have crept into the record
without being the least bit traceable.
¥ith that in mind, Tamburrano and
his staff sought to ascertain whether
there were espionage reports that could
objectvely be attributed to Silone; if so,
how many; and whether those that could

fairly be atwibuted to him contained any «

harmful information. Biocca and Canali
assert that Silone coilaborated with the
police as early as 1919 and definitely
from 1923 to 1930. For the period
between January 1923 and April 1928,
they produce about fifty documents that
they say demonstrate the existence of a
spy relationship between Silone and the
political police. But in addition to exam-
ining the documents unearthed by
Biocca and Canali, Tamburrano and his
colleagues also looked through the
archives held by the Minister of the
Interior and the Central State Archive.
They then examined contemporary press
reports and memoirs to determine the
true importance, if any, of the informa-
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ton In the reports allegedly atmributable
to Silone.

As an inital matrer, Tamburrano
demonstrates that the docaments Biocca
and Canali atrribute to Silone invariably
refer only to mformmon that the police
received from a “source.” The name,
pseudonym and code number of the
“source” are never revealed. In other
words, there is no way to identify who
provided the documents to the police.
More precisely, the sequence of docu-
ments presented by Biocca and Canali
runs from January 12, 1923 to March 3,
1930. The name of “Silvestri”, as the
informer, appears only beginning in April
30, 1928 (and as “Silvestro”, not
“Silvestri”). In short, the pseudonym
“Silvestr1” is only attributable to Silone
after the arrest of his brother. None of the
informational reports attributed by Biocca
and Canali to Silone from January 12,
1923 to April 1928 contain any reference
to “Silvestri” as their author. Biocca and
Canali provide no explanation for this.
They do not even pose the question. And
because we are dealing with anonymous
reports, written by different people,
which contain, Tamburrano shows, only
the most Gegglc and innocuous 1nforma»~

tion, thepe*is no reason, scholarly or oth-

erwise, to attribute them to Silone.
Second Tamburrano retained a hand-

writing expert who routinely prowdes’

expert testimony in civil and criminal pre-
ceedings in Traly to express an opinion as
to whether the one other handwritten
document unearthed by the authors, in
addition to the April 13, 1930 letter, was
indeed penned by Silone. Her conclu-
sion? Absolutely not. At this point, one is
lefr with one most likely genuine letrer
from Silone (that of April 13, 1930), one
false ateribution, and a mass of redacted,
anonymously re~written reports.

To be sure, with respect to the
anonymous, re-written reports, Biocca
and Canali say they can prove an absolute




coincidence in terms of the informaton
provided to the police and what Silone
would have known at the time, as well as
an absolute coincidence between where
the espionage reports came from and
Silone’s whereabouts. Tamburrano exam-
ines each of these contentions and dis-
mantles them one by one.

For example, during the period from
January 12, 1923 to F@bmarv 22,1930, a
period of six years and three months, the
reports Biocca and Canali ateribute to
Silone establish that the mformer in ques-
tion attended a mere six meetings. But
Silene was an active Communist leader
during this period and would have partici-
pated in dozens, perhaps hundreds, of
meetings. These years were full of
epochal events for the Italian Communist
Party in which Silone directly participat-
ed. Yet there is no trace of these events in
the police files. Are we to conclude,
Tamburrano rightly asks, that Silone was
so inept as an informer that he only sent
six reports? It doesn’t make sense.

As for Biocca and Canali’s assertions
that the police received reports from
wherever Silone happened to be and that
when he departed, the reports from that
place ceased, this too, accordlng to
‘Tamburrano, is pure invention.

Conszder that, in order to know for
certain whether such a coincidence of
place held true one would need to know
exactly in each instance when Silone
arrived and left a country and how long
it took a letter to arrive in Rome from
Silone’s location. But no one knows for
sure-certainly not Biocca and Canali
the strict answer to either guestion.
There is not always hard evidence as to
where Silone was at any given time, and
the places from which the police

“ received reports {e.g., Berlin) were full
of hundreds of other spies from whom
the police could have received these
reports.

Biocca and Canali claim that it took

anywhere from three to five days for a
letrer sent by Silone when he was abroad
to arrive in Rome and to be dated and

" transmitred to the Minister of Public

Safety. But their own documents belie
the assertion. For example, one docu-
ment is transmiral-dated October 7, but
refers to demonstrations that were about
to be held in France on September 28,
Moreover, it is impossible to tell
where many of the police reports relied
upon by Biccca and Canali originated.
The archival reports may indicate that a
report had been sent from France, and
Silone may indeed have been in
Marseilles at the time. But the report in
question may have come from Paris or
Lyon. One need bear in mind that the
documents do not always contain what
the source sent to the Roman police
headguarters. Quite often they are com-
posites from different places and sources
that have been assembled in a subsequent
report. In addition, Tamburrano estab-
lishes that these reports were written by
different people, as the different forms of
address to the recipients (at times the
informal ¢z, at times the formal /ed) sug-

gest. In some instances, the informant ;

wriges about Tranqmlh———that is, Silone-
45 a participant in the very eventsihe

describes. These reports make-littlg sense

if “rranslated” into the firse pe;sorz and

attributed to Silone. Further, they often.

misidentify Communist leaders whose
identities Silone could not possibly have
mistaken.

As for Biocca and Canali’s claim that
the reports they ateribute to Silone con-
tained damaging information, this too 1s
false. Tamburrano demonstrates how
some of the informatdon in the-reports
was already available in the press. Other
information reported to the police in
these documents is simply wrong. The
remainder contains generic information
about Communist activities of lictde value
to the police.

[ Caso Stlone §7
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HAT IS THE tuth? But
for the thick clouds of

dust kicked up by Biocca

and Canali and their doting press allies
there would hardly be a need to strap
Occam’ razor to see more clearly. On the
one hand, we have Biocca and Canali’s
complicated, motiveless theory that 2
committed antd-fascist spied for the fas-
cists, with all of the logical loose-ends
mentioned above. Seemingly oblivious to
this manifest absurdity, Biocca went so far
as to refer to Silone in a press interview as
“an authentic communist and a convinced
[fascist] informer.” Yet it is simply passing
belief to argue that a communist leader,
and an implacable enemy of the fascists,
would collaborate with Mussolini’s regime
freely. Moreover, if Silone had been a
“convinced informer”, his roie was to
provide whatever valuable information he
had at his disposal. In the decade Silone
was supposed to have collaborated, his
role in the Iralian Communist Party grew
ever more important. By the end of the
decade he had the means, had he so cho-
sen, to destroy the Communist net of
clandestine operatives once and for all.
But he did nothing of the kind, this
‘despite the fact that, had he been an

informer, the OVRA could have threarened °

to reveal his collaboration with the
regime-—a threat that would have
destroyed his career and endangered his
life. In short, the “narrative” Biocca and
Canali provide, so avidly reported in the
press, does not hold water.

There is 2 much simpler competing
explanadon. We know from the April 13,
1930 letter that Silone clearly knew
Bellone and had some relationship with
him before the arrest of his brother in
1928, bur it is impossible to say what type
of relationship existed or for how long.
Then, sometime around 1928, Silone
renewed contact with Bellone. Why? To
help his brother. Silone was very artached
to Romolo. Indeed, he told his brother’s
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wife, shortly before Romolo died in
prison, that, as the only other surviving
member of the family, he felt it his duty to
help and protect him. Moreover, at the
time he was arrested, Romolo was travel-
ing to meet Silone. Silone had arranged to

get him across the border into
Switzeriand, but Romolo was caught car-
rying false documents Silone had enabled
him to obtain. When the police discov-
ered that Romolo was Silone’s brother, his
situation worsened. It is easy to under-
stand why Silone felt responsible for his
brother’ arrest, and it is more than rea-
sonable to suppose that Silone’s sense of
guilt led him to do what he could to save
his brother from torture and death. But
notwithstanding his efforts, including the
mobilization of an international aid cam-
paign {which included help from Nobel
Prize-winner Romain Rolland), his broth-
er died at the age of 28, on October 28,
1932. Silone’s guilt complex may well have
included the fact that he had supplied
information on the Communist Party—no
matter how aseless—to a “friend” wzt’n the
police in Rome: Bellone.

Tamburrano adduced four other facts
to prove conclusively that Silone was

never a longrterm informant, In a 1937 , =
report méade by the head of the poimcai e W

police to Mussoilm the report noted that .
Silone had sent in “generic informationr. .

m order that it might help his brother”’i
but that otherwise no compromising
information: on Silone existed. Two years
later in 1939, the fascist Minister of the
Interior, alarmed at Silone’s work from his
Swiss exile to discredit fascism, requested
from police headquarters in the Abruzzi
“any possible episode from [Silone’s] pri-
vate life that could be used to discredit
him abroad.” The request similarly found
nothing. By 1957 the fascists were no
longer in power, but Silone still had ene-
mies. Tamburrano repeats how that year
the then-Minister for Internal Affairs also
ordered an investigation into Silone’s

“x
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background in order to gather compro-
mising information on him, with nothing
to show for it. And, most recently,

 Tamburrano queried the head of the

Central State Archive to learn whether
Silene’s name, pseudonym or file code
number appeared on any government lists
of individuals who had collaborated with
the OVRA. The response he received was
negative. In short, there is no reliable evi-
dence—none—that Silone ever informed,
other than whatever minimal contact he
may have had with Bellone while attempt-
ing to save his brother’ life.

N A REVIEW of Silone’s polid-

cal dialogue, The School of

Dictarors, dated June 8, 1939 and
published in the New English Weekly,
George Orwell described Silone as a “rev-

Lelling Left Frci_n; MWrong. | L

-
said by Ttaly’s formerly Communist Left

I can sum up much of what has been
“Tt is true, we were wrong, but we’were

in the post-Communist era as follows:

olutionary and an honest man” and hence
“one of those men who are denounced as

. Communists by Fascists and as Fascists by

Communists.” Tr was Orwell’s implicit
hope that such denunciations would not
discourage men and women from reading
Silore and discovering the valuable truths
he had to tell about justice and politics.
The latest caso Silome is a further distrac-
tion from that goal. But perhaps soon the
denunciations of Silone in Traly will cease,
and the prophet will be welcome at last in
his own land, even in Rome, If Silone
could only see it come to pass, no doubt
he would again quote Scripture: “Blessed
be the Lord; For He hath shown me His
wondrous lovingkindness in an
entrenched city. "o

“Psalms, 31:22.

/ P

right to be wrong: the other left was right, but it was wrong to be right. It has
never been easy to explain Iralian political events to toreign observers,

—-Renato Brunetra, Daedalus, Summer 2001

I Care Silone
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