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Chapter 1

THE END

On 21 April 1937 Antonio Gramsci’s prison sentence formally expired, but he was not well enough to leave the Quisisana Clinic in Rome, where he had been confined since August 1935, nine difficult years after his arrest on Mussolini’s orders in 1926. ‘Nino’, as he was known to his close friends and relatives, had planned to return to Sardinia on release to live near his birth-family. A room had been rented for him in Santu Lussurgiu, where he had attended secondary school, near the family home in Ghilarza. But his very final wish, stated to his closest friend the economist Piero Sraffa on a visit from England, was to join his wife Julia and their sons Delio and Giuliano in Soviet Russia. Before any of these plans could be finalized or implemented, Gramsci suffered a cerebral haemorrhage on the evening of 25 April, lay unconscious throughout the next day and died early the next morning, on 27 April 1937, aged 46 and 4 months. The only relatives in attendance were Gramsci’s sister-in-law Tatiana Schucht, more usually called Tanya, and his brother Carlo, who arrived at the clinic after Antonio had died. Together they oversaw funeral arrangements.

On 12 May, Tanya wrote from Rome to Sraffa at King’s College, Cambridge, with a detailed account of Nino’s final hours, and a request for advice on what to do with his effects, in particular the treasured notebooks he had kept during his imprisonment.1 She had smuggled them out of the clinic, hidden among Nino’s clothes and other personal possessions, with the help of a sympathetic nursing assistant who distracted the guards. They were then stored in the vaults of the Banca Commerciale, whose Director Raffaele Mattioli remembered Nino fondly from his time as a journalist and MP. Gramsci had asked that everything be sent to his wife Julia in Moscow, but Tanya clearly thought this might prove politically and practically complicated, and asked Sraffa what he thought she should do. Depositing them in the bank vaults was most probably his idea.

The cremation had already taken place, and she went on after a difficult journey across Rome in a sudden thunderstorm. It was difficult to get permission to proceed with the funeral from the police, who put all kinds of legalistic and bureaucratic obstacles in the way, but they finally relented. Before they left Quisisana, Tanya arranged for a photograph of the corpse and for a death mask, intending to have it cast in bronze, along with the right hand.2 She also had some photos that had been taken when Nino received his conditional liberty at his previous clinic in 1935. They were, she wrote to Sraffa, ‘quite precious, not least for the look of satisfaction – even the hint of a smile – on his face.’ In the days before he died, she added, Nino hadn’t felt any worse than usual, but rather seemed a lot more serene than he had been. She arrived at the clinic as usual at around 5.30 pm on 25 April. As they always did, they talked about that day’s news. When she took out her books for a French literature lesson she had later that evening, Nino objected and insisted that they carry on talking. In any case, he scolded her with a laugh, ‘You shouldn’t have taken a job that demanded specialised knowledge and would exhaust you! How would you be able to continue looking after me?’

Even so, they looked up some words together in the Larousse. Then they talked until dinner time, when he ate the usual minestrone, fruit compote and a piece of sponge cake. He left the room to go to the toilet but was brought back on a chair carried by several orderlies. He had collapsed there, lost control of his whole left side but managed to crawl to the door and cry for help. When he was back in bed, Nino asked for a tonic to drink, but the doctor refused until it was clear what was wrong. They brought him a hot water bottle for his feet; he said it was too hot, but that the left foot didn’t feel very much at all. At about 9 pm the Clinic Director Professor Puccinelli finally arrived and conducted an examination. He ordered that the patient be bled, and be kept absolutely still. Nino struggled to get comfortable, grasping the bars of the bed with his right hand, and almost toppling out. Over the next hour he vomited several times. He tried to blow his nose, which was blocked up with food, and continued breathing with some difficulty. Another doctor examined him and advised that his condition was extremely serious. At this point, the nursing sisters brought in a priest. Tanya objected strongly and insisted that they leave. After some argument, during which the priest questioned her authority, they left. Throughout the next day, 26 April, Nino lay still and barely conscious. Very early the next morning, the vomiting began again, and Nino’s breathing became terribly laboured. Tanya kept watch over him, wetting his lips, reminding him to breathe when he seemed to have stopped. Then he took a last deep breath and fell back into silence. She called the doctor, who confirmed that it was all over. It was 4.10 am on 27 April. At 5.15 am the nurses carried the body to the mortuary. Later that morning Carlo came. Together he and Tanya arranged for the photographer and the man who would make the death mask to come and do their work. It wasn’t easy; they had to make all kinds of written declarations about who they were and what they were doing. Later in the afternoon Carlo asked to see his brother one more time, but was refused, supposedly on orders from the government.

Carlo and Tanya were the only people present at the cremation, apart from a large escort of police guards. The ashes were deposited in a zinc box laid inside a wooden one, and stored at the Verano Cemetery, where they could stay for up to ten years without payment. The news of Gramsci’s death was broadcast by the Italian state radio and published in the newspapers, in a tone Tanya found deeply upsetting: ‘It’s obscene; I don’t know how to go about protesting,’ she wrote to Sraffa. Most of the newspapers published a curt statement supplied to them by the Fascist wire service: ‘The former deputy Gramsci died at the Quisisana clinic in Rome where he had been a patient for a long time.’3 But some of the coverage portrayed Gramsci as a political criminal and communist subversive, with one article calling him ‘the maddest, most fanatical of all’.

*

At the time of his death in 1937, Antonio Gramsci had effectively been abandoned by everybody he knew, apart from Tanya Schucht, Carlo Gramsci and Piero Sraffa. He had not seen his parents since before his arrest in 1926, and was only informed of his mother’s death several years after she died in 1932. The only other siblings to visit him in prison were his brothers Gennaro and Mario; each visited him just once in eleven years, for separate purposes of their own. They were now both in military service but for opposing sides on different continents: Gennaro with the Republicans in Spain, and Mario in the Italian army in Africa. Antonio had seen neither of his two surviving sisters, whom he had been close to in childhood, since October 1924. He had not seen his wife Julia and older son Delio since August 1926, when they returned to Moscow after spending six largely unhappy months with him in Rome. When they left Italy, Julia was pregnant with Giuliano, whom Gramsci never met. His relationships with his in-laws, the large and dispersed Schucht family, had always been complicated and often strained. When he was arrested, Gramsci had been the secretary of the tiny, embattled Partito Communista d’Italia (PCd’I) for little more than two years, its effective leader after the arrest or exile of almost all its other higher officials following the Fascist takeover of Italy in 1922. Through the later 1920s and 1930s, as the party adjusted to the changing circumstances of Fascist hegemony in Italy and its own illegality, and just as important, Stalinist hegemony in the Communist International, Gramsci was by turns lionized, ostracized and finally largely forgotten by the outside world. He died in almost total personal and political obscurity, just as he had been born and brought up, on the periphery of life and history.


Chapter 2

THE BEGINNING

Antonio Gramsci was born on 22 January 1891 in the town of Ales, near the Sardinian capital Cagliari. He was the fourth of seven children: Gennaro, Grazietta, Emma, Antonio, Mario, Teresina and Carlo, all named by their devout parents after the most prominent local saints. At six days old, Antonio was baptized at Ales Cathedral by the Vicar General, attended by his father Francesco and a representative of his godfather, a local worthy called Francesco Puxeddu who would play no further part in his life. Antonio was given the baptismal names Francesco after his father and godfather and Sebastiano after the Vicar General. Antonio’s mother, née Giuseppina Marcias and generally known as Peppina, couldn’t suckle him at first because of a bout of mastitis, so for the first couple of weeks he was nursed by a neighbouring family friend Signora Melis alongside her own newborn son.

Antonio’s father Francesco had been born in 1860 in Gaeta on the Italian coast halfway between Rome and Naples. His family were of Greek-Albanian origins, which is where the unusual surname came from. Throughout his life and to his considerable annoyance, Antonio would have to pronounce and spell it out to people, and contend with multiple variations. His paternal grandfather Gennaro had been a police colonel in the ill-fated Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, an odd collection of territories which was widely considered at the time the most reactionary, inefficient, inegalitarian state system in Europe. The kingdom was violently overthrown and absorbed into the newly unified Italian state by the Risorgimento of 1861, the year after Francesco was born. Colonel Gennaro Gramsci survived the siege of Gaeta by General Caldini’s army, having sent his wife and infant son to safety through enemy lines, as family legend would have it. He quickly transferred his allegiances to the triumphant Piedmontese, and retained his rank of colonel in the new state’s carabinieri. His older children did well. Three sons became high-ranking civil servants and an artillery officer, and his daughter married into wealth and nobility.

The youngest of Gennaro’s five children, Francesco had been studying to be a lawyer when his father died unexpectedly in 1881. The sudden change in family circumstances required Francesco to find immediate, less prestigious work in the civil service. He was sent to run the Land Registry in the Sardinian town of Ghilarza, serving his time on the far-flung margins of the new country, with the reasonable expectation that he would soon return to the mainland. Sardinia was widely regarded as an absolute hole by outsiders, while most of the indigenous population hated these arrogant stranieri sent to rule over them and extract their labour, produce and taxes on behalf of the far-away ‘continentals’.1 In a semi-feudal agricultural economy where common lands had only recently been enclosed, and foreign, generally absentee landlords still owned vast estates, disputes over land were an obvious focus for these social tensions. The ‘blow-in’ bureaucrat Francesco, tasked with adjudicating and recording these bitter but often petty territorial quarrels, was generally in favour of the most powerful party (usually fellow mainlanders), and surely resentful of this posting he’d been forced to take; it would have been doubly resented by the islanders.

Within a year of his arrival in Ghilarza, Francesco fell in with the dissolute local gentry ‘and (according to Davidson) became part of the joking, card-playing petty bourgeois circolo of the village … doing favours for favours in an elaborate clientele system’.2 These signori considered themselves a definite cut above the labouring and smallholding masses. Francesco’s son Antonio would later characterize the social stratum from which his father’s companions were drawn as ‘pensioners of economic history’ or more harshly ‘the scum of society … monkey people’, subsisting on dwindling legacies and sinecures and making no productive contribution of their own to economy and society, ‘Italians who now live only for their petty personal interests, men born only to enjoy drinking’.3 Antonio’s early intellectual hero Gaetano Salvemini offered a similarly damning verdict of ‘these country idlers … flaccid, inert and good-for-nothing’; this social group would go on to provide the bulk of the burgeoning officer class of the Italian army and subsequently of the Fascist state bureaucracy.4

Francesco Gramsci certainly looked and played the part, ‘corpulent, given to grandiose schemes of little practicality, to vanity and boasting … a typical authoritarian type (whose) values Antonio rejected completely.’5 Antonio’s father, who outlived him by just two weeks, would – within the constraints of discretion and taboo which characterized the Gramsci family atmosphere – serve in his son’s notes and letters and recollections as the personification of profound weaknesses in Italian society. Once established in Ghilarza, Francesco looked around for romantic attachment. He married Giuseppina ‘Peppina’ Marcias in 1883, against strong disapproval from his family of her island background and, as the daughter of a local tax collector, ostensibly of lower social standing than theirs. Like her husband-to-be, Peppina bore a double stigma within Sardinia’s highly stratified class hierarchy. Her tax collector father might have been one of ‘that most hated of all officials’ for the locals, but ‘for a mainlander (like Francesco), marrying a Sard bordered on miscegenation’.6 This sense of social indeterminacy, of being between castes and classes and territories and never quite belonging in any, would haunt the Sardinian Gramscis. On top of a family atmosphere ‘lacking in compassion, (where) affection was undemonstrative, dry and formal’, the Gramscis’ separateness superimposed an air of subterfuge and reserve bordering on shame with which they would respond to adversity, and leave a residue of closely recalled slights and grievances.7 Antonio would carry plenty of these resentments into his adult life, alongside a persistent sense of social vertigo. He was himself not always clear on his precariously middle-class background. Well into adulthood, his comrade and fellow Sardinian Palmiro Togliatti was telling people that Gramsci came from peasant stock.

Perhaps Francesco understood better than his family on the mainland that Peppina was actually something of a catch and would prove, within the restrictive gender roles of a time when the father ruled with a clenched fist and a harsh word or glance, to be an exceptional woman, wife and mother. Not only did she bring with her a substantial dowry of inherited land and rental income and an extensive, supportive and comparatively prosperous local family, which helped to mask her socially superior husband’s indolence, she also had the benefit of three years’ elementary schooling and advanced literacy skills. In a village where only an estimated 200 out of a population of over 2200 could read and write, it was even more unusual for a girl. She read voraciously from the Italian classics, and could recite from memory whole passages of Dante and the rather racier Boccaccio. She also dressed in ‘European’ rather than traditional clothes and, despite never travelling further than forty kilometres from Ghilarza in her whole life, had considerable knowledge and understanding of the outside world. Antonio gained much of his extensive early grasp of geography, which he would later compare favourably with his own city-dwelling sons, from maps and atlases under his mother’s tutelage.

Unusually for a straniero, Francesco settled in rural Sardinia for the rest of his life. His choice not to move on to a more promising post elsewhere, or even to be nearer his own mainland family, may be further tribute to ‘Signora’ (as she was known respectfully among her neighbours) Peppina’s strength and dependability, as much as inertia and lack of ambition on his part. Their first child Gennaro was born in Ghilarza in 1884, and named after his paternal grandfather the carabiniero colonel. The family then moved to the larger cathedral town of Ales where their next three children were born in quick succession, including Antonio. At this stage the family was relatively well-off, with Francesco in secure, prestigious state employment and Giuseppina set to inherit considerable holdings of land back in Ghilarza. Their friends and acquaintances in Ales included the court bailiff, notaries and other administrative notables. By 1892, there was a female domestic, and Antonio also had a nursemaid. He was born into a privileged social group by Sardinian standards.

The Gramsci children were healthy and robust, including baby Antonio, fine and fair, with curly blonde hair and light-coloured eyes, according to a family friend. For his first three or four years, he was happy and thriving. There then occurred a period of illness and debility which he himself would struggle to make sense of for the rest of his life, and which left him with a hunchback, stunted growth and always fragile health. The family story was that he fell or, in a rather darker version, was dropped by his nursemaid down a steep flight of stairs. Her alleged motivation was similarly convoluted. She had become pregnant by the local doctor, who then fled the village in fear of a vendetta. Antonio’s ‘accident’ and the subsequent swelling on his chest and back offered her the opportunity, with the family’s blessing, to go and see the doctor a long, bumpy ox-cart ride away. On the way back, Antonio began to haemorrhage from his mouth and anus. The bleeding went on for three days, and he was seriously ill for three months. At one point, he recalled in a letter years later, his condition was severe enough for him to be given up for dead by the doctors, and to warrant the construction of a little coffin and a shroud.8 His maternal aunt Grazia Delogu insisted that he was only saved by her anointing his feet with holy oil and praying to the Virgin. She would also pray, Antonio would later recall, to ‘a very pious lady called Donna Bisodia, so pious that a place had been found for her in the Lords Prayer, when it was actually the Latin phrase dona nobis hodie (“give us this day”)’.9 His mother kept the coffin and the shroud until he was well into adulthood and settled on the mainland.

Again, Francesco Gramsci did not emerge favourably from the episode. The local family doctor had advised taking Antonio to the mainland for more specialized (and costly) treatment, but his father resisted. When it was clear that the illness had left Antonio with signs of stunted growth, a hunchback and a smaller swelling on his chest, Francesco visited ‘specialists’ in the local towns of Orestano and Caserta and obtained a harness with which Antonio was to be suspended from the kitchen ceiling. A neighbour recalled ‘a kind of corset with rings on it. Nino would put this on, then they would hook him up to the ceiling and leave him there hanging in mid-air’.10 His mother would also ‘stretch him out and massage him with tincture of iodine, but it was no good’, and quite possibly made the swelling worse. Antonio’s supposed accident, illness and deformity had been poorly managed by the unfortunate pregnant nursemaid, and she made a convenient scapegoat for the family. But the underlying cause was more probably a childhood infection, of which there were many in impoverished, under-developed, late-nineteenth-century Sardinia. In Gramsci’s later adult life, long after chronic disability and illness had set in, a properly expert doctor would diagnose Pott’s disease, a tuberculosis of the upper spine which commonly causes a hunchback, and suggest that he may have had it since infancy. Whatever the cause, Antonio never grew taller than 1.5 metres or five feet, and carried a hunchback and smaller chest swelling for the rest of his life.

From the age of three to seven, Antonio attended a kindergarten run by nuns near the town of Nuoro, where the family had moved when his father took another Registrar’s post in Sorgono. At the time it was one of only eleven kindergartens on the whole island, which offered some further measure of the growing Gramsci family’s relative prosperity and privilege. Antonio went there with his sisters, and grew especially close to Teresina, who was four years younger than him and had a similar studious temperament. Education was highly valued in the Gramsci household, especially by mother Peppina, whose literacy was a valued aid as well as a notable marker of her superiority over her neighbours back in Ghilarza. Antonio later recalled how other women would come to her to compose letters to their migrant or, saddest of all, imprisoned husbands. She taught all of her children to read from an early age.

In 1897 – by which time Antonio’s disability was established and permanent – further and more far-reaching disaster befell the Gramsci family and brought an abrupt end to the relative tranquillity and prosperity of his childhood. Francesco was dismissed from his post in Sorgono, and then the following year arrested and imprisoned. He had chosen the losing side in a closely and bitterly fought electoral battle for the local parliamentary constituency of Isili between two local ‘big men’ and their personal followings, which is what the Sardinian politics of the time mainly consisted of. The winner, the established MP and Italian government Cabinet Minister Coccu Ortu and the spiteful, violent clique behind him set about distributing favours to the victors and punishing the losers. This latter group, around the defeated candidate Enrico Carbone Boy, included Francesco Gramsci. While he was away at his older brother’s funeral, Cocco Ortu’s supporters in Sogorno instigated an investigation into the Registry Office accounts. Predictably, this revealed some small irregularities, and Francesco was suspended without pay. He sank into a dark impassive mood, and Peppina set about dealing with the consequences. She moved the family back to Ghilarza, to stay with her sister Grazia Delogu, and summoned her oldest son Gennaro back from school to start paid work at the local Land Registry where Francesco’s career had begun. On 9 August 1898 Francesco was arrested and accused of embezzlement, extortion and falsification of documents, and held in Oristano prison awaiting trial for over two more years. He was eventually sentenced on 27 October 1900 to five years, eight months and twenty-two days’ imprisonment, the minimum possible because the judge had found misdemeanours of only ‘slight damage and small value’.11 He was to serve his sentence near his own mainland hometown of Gaeta, one of quite a few local worthies to suffer the vengeance of the victorious coccisti.

At the time of Francesco’s arrest, Signora Peppina Gramsci was aged 37 with seven children between one and fourteen, including sickly, disabled Nino, and no other source of income beyond her own dwindling legacy. In the extant photographs from this period, she looks understandably weary, careworn and preoccupied. She refused to seek help from Francesco’s family, ‘to (according to Fiori) avoid the humiliation of asking for assistance from these relations she scarcely knew’, and who had shown little warmth towards her, but also to hide her husband’s imprisonment just a few kilometres away from them in Gaeta.12 She would even take delivery of Francesco’s letters from prison to his family and other relatives, then re-post them from her own home, with the precious postmark from Ghilarza. And of course, ever the reluctant traveller, in all this time she never visited her husband in prison. Meanwhile, all their own children except Gennaro were told that their father had gone on a long visit to his family back in Gaeta.

Peppina sold her own small inheritance of land and took in a lodger, a veterinary surgeon called Vittorio Nessi. She charged for sewing and sold clothes she made herself, assisted domestically by her daughters and, insofar as they could, financially by her sons. She always made sure the family ate relatively well, and even more untypically gave and received birthday presents, residual tokens (like the commitment to literacy and education) of their middle-class cultural values. The family just about scraped by, and enabled Nino to attend the first years of primary school in Ghilarza from the age of seven and a half. He was the brightest and most studious of the Gramsci children and did well at school, despite starting a year late. He was always top of the class, partly because he spoke far better Italian than most of his classmates. But he also revealed a surprising practical streak, constructing in his own time a shower from a big metal can attached to the wall, an array of toy boats and carts, and even (with his older siblings’ amused assistance) rudimentary weight-lifting equipment of sticks and stones to try to build his puny body.

His relatives later recalled a rather reserved character, always very kind and affectionate but conscious of his deformity and frailty, which meant he preferred solitary reading or rambles to rough and tumble with other children. He spent more time with the similarly bookish Teresina, his younger sister, or Mario the brother nearest in age and the family joker. His favourite books were Robinson Crusoe and Treasure Island, which he was given by the wife of the local tax collector Signor Mazzacurati before he was transferred elsewhere. Antonio later wrote, ‘I never left the house without some grains of wheat in my pocket and a few matches wrapped in oilcloth, just in case I should be cast away on a desert island.’13 On long walks around the surrounding countryside, he captured animals, some of which he kept as pets, including a beautiful hawk which he fed on mice and grass snakes. He was a keen observer of wildlife, with detailed recollections in his later letters from prison of the antics of foxes and hedgehogs.

But his later childhood was anything but carefree. Very early on, he and his siblings saw through their father’s supposed years-long visit to the mainland, from overheard adult conversations, other children’s teasing and name-calling or scraps of neighbourhood gossip. After all, not only older son Gennaro but ‘everybody in the village knew that Francesco Gramsci was in jail, and yet Peppina maintained the ridiculous subterfuge’.14 Antonio would later recall how every little lie or doubt would bother him, even if they were meant to prevent upset, and make him turn in on himself; ‘By the age of ten I had become a real trial to my mother because of my fanatical desire for frankness and absolute truth, and the terrible rows and scandals this caused.’15 His childhood was ‘a sewer of bitterness’ which would mark his temperament and dealings with other people for life, despite his mother’s best efforts to hold the family together and maintain a veneer of respectability. Even in adulthood, he protected her from knowing that he had known the truth about his father’s disgrace and imprisonment all along, because ‘it would poison the rest of her life.’16 As it was, he retained vivid memories of her creeping out of the house at night in a black shawl to go to church on her own, to pray and weep for hours on end, and return for another day of hard toil and worry.

Antonio never made much of it, and contemporaries’ recollections tended to downplay it for their own reasons, but there is little doubt that he also routinely suffered other children’s taunts and worse at his disability, his uncertain social status as a child of the fallen middle class, his father’s imprisonment and his mother’s ‘stuck up’ ways, and the withdrawn, solitary temperament that inevitably flowed from these misfortunes. The abnormality of his hunchback, in a place where it was widely believed both that such deformity was caused by the devil and that touching a hump would bring good luck, would have been enough to draw unwelcome attention. But this was also a deeply conformist and largely uniform society and culture, overwhelmingly peasant, superstitious, pre-modern and ill-educated, where in the countryside ‘hotels were unknown because people there had not yet imagined that a person could stay away amid the perils of the night without family contact.’17 For all their shared material impoverishment, the Gramsci family were well aware that they were different from their neighbours, neither peasant nor fully Sard, and inclined amongst themselves to ‘make fun of various village personalities and their rural foibles’.18 This would have made Antonio even more aware of his added personal differences, socially separate and vulnerable to mockery and bullying.

He later recalled:

When I was a child the village boys never came near except to make fun of me. I was almost always alone. Sometimes they might find me near them and set upon me, and not only with insults. One day they started throwing stones at me more viciously than usual, with the malice peculiar to children and the downtrodden. I lost my temper and threw stones back, so fiercely that they fled. From that day they let me be.19

There may well have been an element of fear in the bullying, which on this occasion worked to his advantage; the hunchback who snarls back is a common type in the popular literature
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