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Giorgio Bassani (1916–2000) was an Italian poet, novelist and editor. The Smell of Hay is the last in a series of six works collected together as Il romanzo di Ferrara. Other works in the cycle include The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, which received the Viareggio Prize and inspired an Academy Award-winning film adaptation by Vittorio de Sica, The Gold-Rimmed Spectacles, and Within the Walls (originally published as Five Stories of Ferrara), which won the Strega Prize.

Jamie McKendrick is a poet and translator. His translations of Bassani’s The Garden of the Finzi-Continis and The Gold-Rimmed Spectacles are already available as Penguin Modern Classics, and he is in the process of translating the rest of the Romanzo di Ferrara cycle anew.

Ali Smith was born in Inverness in 1962 and lives in Cambridge. She is the author of Free Love, Like, Hotel World, Other Stories and Other Stories, The Whole Story and Other Stories, The Accidental, Girl Meets Boy, The First Person and Other Stories, There But For The, Artful and How to be Both.








Introduction

Compared to Giorgio Bassani’s other books, his final fictional work The Smell of Hay has received pretty short shrift over the years, at least from his English and American readers and critics. Most commentators mention it only in passing or write it off as a late, rather too thin collection of anecdotal scraps and fables. Among the more attentive critics, Paul Bailey (in the TLS in 1975, reviewing what was its only English version until now, by Bassani’s American translator William Weaver) treats it thoughtfully but is still sharp to how disappointing, even baffling, the collection might seem to ‘the reader coming fresh to Bassani’ who, Bailey felt, would probably not be ‘greatly impressed’ by these ‘slight, anecdotal, too allusive’ stories. ‘To be properly appreciated,’ he added, ‘some knowledge of the earlier books … is necessary: deeper acquaintance with the milieu adds to the pleasure these brief, laconic tales can afford.’

It’s true. This is a collection which in every way asks its reader to go beyond its seeming bounds (and one of its inherent and uniting themes is that of going beyond boundaries). After it, Bassani published no more new fiction; instead he spent the next couple of decades re-editing the works he’d already published, from the 1950s to the 1970s, and re-publishing them into a huge singular work, Il romanzo di Ferrara (The Novel of Ferrara) made up of these separate works. He then published different editions of Il romanzo di Ferrara over the decades, before his decline into illness and his death in 2000.

Il romanzo di Ferrara consists of all four of his novels – The Gold-Rimmed Spectacles, The Garden of the Finzi-Continis (for which he is most internationally renowned), Behind the Door and The Heron, topped and tailed by the two short story collections, Within the Walls (originally published as Five Stories of Ferrara) and this one, The Smell of Hay. In ordering them into one six-volume book, Bassani kept to the chronology of each book’s original publication, which means that this towering work by one of the most uncompromising, most longsighted, most unflinching and most mercilessly precise of twentieth-century European novelists, climaxes on this, the book in your hands, easily the lightest and arguably the most negligible of all his works.

More: he chose to close this collection (and Il romanzo di Ferrara as a whole) with an essay about the writing process, ‘Down There, at the End of the Corridor’, in which he discusses short stories in some depth – just not these stories. Instead, this final essay concerns, in a very detailed way, the first collection published in the mid fifties, Within the Walls (Five Stories of Ferrara) – as if, immediately after his reader has encountered The Smell of Hay, Bassani wants to flip his or her consciousness through the air full-circle back to the start of the cycle, to this first, dense, virtuoso, near baroque, dark and brilliant sequence of stories, the starting point of the new conglomerate work.

With its glance into Bassani’s own vision, this essay (a gift to any lover of Bassani’s work, and published here in English for the first time along with the collection’s final story) makes it clear that ‘every poem of mine, every story short or long, every novel, every essay and, further, every passing article I ever wrote was always born … painfully.’ Nothing here, he suggests, has been easily won. Then he goes on to describe the ‘geometry’ of his fictional forms (with echoes of Alberti’s early renaissance writing on art and perspective) and to place the notion of the single self, the hard-won first person singular, the ‘I’, next to the ‘thousands upon thousands of faces of the collective conscience or unconscious.’ Writing, for him, is an art of expression necessarily both individual and integrative and Il romanzo di Ferrara is itself a work of integration and separateness, a revealing of a connective state between individual stories, one thing and many at once.

There’s multilayered consciousness afoot, then, in the structuring, the editing, and the placing of these slight-seeming, rather fragmentary tales at the peak of the oeuvre. Also, The Smell of Hay comes on the heels of the most relentlessly dark of his novels. The Heron, first published in 1968, begins with his protagonist wakening, one morning, to a consciousness of the nature of life’s continuance as so ‘disagreeable, absurd’, that the novel’s end, that same evening, is a relief-filled, quietly triumphant embrace of the man’s urge to kill himself.

In putting these two texts together, and having The Smell of Hay come after, it’s as if Bassani ratifies it as continuance, as well as a sign that he cares to highlight, after the dark, the quite radical, quite other nature of this late work, so seemingly light and dismissable. And, as Jamie McKendrick’s new translation reveals, this is a collection no less tightly formed, no less subtle and resonant than anything else by Bassani. Written with a poet’s carefulness, the collection makes virtue and discipline both of its own slightness; it refuses and refutes denseness; and for the first time in Bassani’s oeuvre it proffers, quite frankly and consciously, a set of futures – both tentative and assured.

There’s an almost cheerfully piecemeal quality to its stories; at the same time it offers an echoing network of connecting narrative roots, words, resonances and images between these pieces, and back, too, to the five fictional works which precede it. Throughout Bassani’s separate fictions, he makes clear connections, thematic and literal, as characters and locations at the centre of one text turn up fleetingly in others, exactly as if they share the texts themselves like a home town. This delivers a local familiarity for his reader and at the same time acts like his writing’s own nervous system. The result in this collection is haunting, as Bassani’s work always is, but in a quite unexpected way, since the collection branches out, for the first time, beyond Bassani’s usual locations in time and place.

Every work Bassani published before this collection was and is critically hailed as masterpiece. It’s arguable that The Smell of Hay might simply be a different kind of masterwork. It begins with a fable that asserts, albeit ambiguously and with an irony that’s somehow both gentle and stony, continuity itself, the endlessness of lifeforce and fertility in the face of mortality and finality. It ends (just before that essay with which he sends his readers back to the start of Il romanzo di Ferrara) on a note of guardianship, a wry little commentary on the workings of keeping things light, and on how anecdote polices us, how we are policed by and police others, both via story and in reality, and how the moral position of the writer is always a question of inquiry into the shapes which people, their histories, and also their written forms, take.

Compared with everything that comes before it in Il romanzo di Ferrara, it’s true – the stories in The Smell of Hay are wisp-light, light as air (and almost as invisible when it comes to critical understanding). In their place, though, and properly attended to, they act as oxygen. Compared to the stories written twenty years before, they are formally liberated, with all the ambiguity, heft and seriousness that a word like liberated used in context with a writer like Bassani can suggest, since another central theme of these stories is postwar change and liberation, and the stories are aftermath stories. A glance at the etymology of that word aftermath reveals it as the name, originally, for the new grass that grows again in meadowland after the long grass has been cut – literal aftermath, in the smell of hay.

Bassani’s locus for almost all of his fiction is the provincial Italian town where he grew up, and its environs in the Po Valley. Ferrara is a medieval fortress town of high walls and open sky, melancholy, beautiful and deeply historied. Often called the birthplace of the renaissance, it is bustling, world-famous culturally, still small and contained enough to retain its nature as a town and at the same time, because of the early urban planning that gave it its great circular walls and its mix of long wide avenues and winding close-built back streets, to be the place Burckhardt, in 1860, could call ‘the first really modern city in Europe.’ As Bassani re-edited his fiction over the years, one of the main changes he made was to become even more textually specific in his references to his town. Ferrara typically shifts from being the town simply called F. in the earliest published work to a place so much referring to the real Ferrara in the later, recreated with such attentiveness from street to street, that it’s now a commonplace about Bassani that his readers could probably use his fiction as a kind of streetmap.

Critics like to compare this device to William Faulkner’s use of the fictional Yoknapatawpha. But Ferrara is not fictional, and Bassani is increasingly at pains to stress its reality in time, and fixed through the middle of all Bassani’s work, like a pin through a butterfly, is the central pivot round which almost all his fiction forms, of a very particular moment in twentieth-century Ferrarese history: the passing of the Racial Laws by the Grand Council of Italy in autumn of 1938.

Born in Bologna in 1916 into a prosperous Jewish family, Bassani spent all his young life in Ferrara and grew up in its small Jewish community at a time when the town, like much of Italy, seemed to have grown used to religious integration. As Paul Bailey puts it, ‘Jews were not noticeable as outsiders … they were Italians, and accepted as such’; in fact most middle-class and upper-class Jews were also themselves, like Bassani’s own father, card-carrying Fascists, people of the right class and the right material means, whom the local Fascist organizations had been keen to recruit in the face of rising Socialism in the first decades of the century.

By October 1938, in Mussolini’s response to the pressure of Hitler’s Nuremberg Laws, all Jews in Italy were banned from study and from teaching at state institutions (Bassani graduated in Literature from the University of Bologna by the skin of his teeth, having enrolled before the Laws were enacted). Jews and Aryans weren’t permitted to marry or consort; the number of people a Jewish firm could employ had to be less than 100; there were new rules about land ownership. No Jew could use public libraries or have membership of local clubs (Bassani was thrown out of both the library and the tennis club of which he was a star member); no Jew could insert a death notice in the paper, have a telephone number listed in the local directory, employ people who weren’t themselves Jewish, join the military. Bassani was in his early twenties. ‘The racial laws had fallen on them like a bomb,’ he writes of his generation in ‘The Last Years of Clelia Trotti’ in Within the Walls – a story from the point of view of two outsiders, one because of political belief, the other because of race, both finding themselves surveyed, marked as separate then excluded from the body of the Italian people.

In 1943, after the fall of Mussolini and the Nazi invasion, a large number of the Ferrarese Jewish community was deported. (Numbers vary from document to document, but about a third of the people in its community were sent to the death camps in Poland, and one of Bassani’s toughest and most vivid stories in Within the Walls, ‘A Memorial Stone on Via Mazzini’, deals with the return of a single survivor to haunt and chivvy, in his patched-together rags of old uniform, Ferrara’s post-war transformation, continuance and indifference.) Bassani himself had fled the town after having been imprisoned for three months for anti-fascist activity. Released in ‘the Badoglio period’, in the organizational chaos between regimes, he escaped, married, moved with his new wife briefly to Florence, then to Rome where he lived out the rest of the war in hiding and on forged passports, having helped bring his parents and sister to the city too. After the war he worked as a schoolteacher, did scriptwork and some acting work for cinema, and began to write in earnest.

‘And afterwards? Afterwards I got married, left Ferrara, put down roots elsewhere, had children, wrote and published books: with all the multiplying fortunes and tribulations that entails. In any case I kept myself busy, as they say here in Rome, working, struggling, living’ (‘Les Neiges d’Antan’). That there was an afterwards at all, Bassani knew, was random and miraculous, which is why the sense of an afterwards in his fiction is almost always contingent, always with reference to those from Ferrara and from all the other home towns or exiles, for whom there was no afterwards.

‘If I write about it now, therefore, it is only in the hope of understanding and of making others understand. That is all I seek,’ he wrote in Behind the Door in 1964. In the pre-war years, encouraged by one of his university tutors, the great renaissance specialist and visionary art critic Roberto Longhi, he wrote for and edited various journals, and in 1940, under a pseudonym to avoid the racial
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