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Introduction

From the 2019 centenary edition

On 11 April 1987, a day of bright spring sunshine, Primo Levi fell to his death in the block of flats where he lived in Turin in northern Italy. He died in the same building where, in 1919, he had been born. The authorities pronounced a verdict of suicide. Levi, at only sixty-seven, had pitched himself three flights down the stairwell: life had become intolerably dark and cheerless for him.

Since this biography was first published seventeen years ago, in 2002, Levi has become one of the most respected and most read writers in the world. In Turin there is now a Piazza Primo Levi; in Naples, ragamuffin capital of the Italian south, a Via Primo Levi runs parallel to the sea. Levi had deep and abiding things to say about human nature, science and, pre-eminently, Nazi Germany’s genocidal attack on European Jewry. As every Italian knows, Levi wrote what is perhaps the greatest document we have about that horror, If This Is a Man. With quiet authority the memoir speaks of human disaster and human cruelty; but it also shows how it was possible, even in Auschwitz, anus mundi, to retain a sense of humanity.

The 1919–2019 centenary edition of this biography has been fully updated, with any factual errors in the original ironed out and, where possible, mention made of relatives and friends of Levi who have died over the years (among them, his adored younger sister Anna Maria Levi and the American novelist Philip Roth). Readers may like to know how the biography came to be written. I did not choose to write it; Levi had no sooner died than a London publishing house approached me. At first I demurred. Intellectually there seemed to be little point in such a book. Levi was a writer of ethical meditation in the school of the Renaissance essayist Michel de Montaigne, whose work stands as a luminous reflection on the ways of man: I did not feel adequate to the task.

In the winter of 1991, however, after consideration, I flew out to Levi’s native Turin, and rented two rooms there. In my box-like quarters off Via Madama Cristina was a small bed and, next to that, a wardrobe, with a cracked sink in one corner and a kitchen in the adjacent room with a stove and a couple of back burners. There was no telephone. I had recently got married and felt a sense of truancy from responsibilities back home. Night and day a tram rattled along the street beneath my window while I read and reread Levi’s books, and filled in a notebook with names and telephone numbers of potential contacts and interviewees. Each morning after an espresso and a pastry in the bar opposite I went through that notebook, before heading off to a public call box at Porta Nuova railway station. There I telephoned and arranged to meet people who had known Levi. Often the lines were down or busy or had been disconnected. Mobile phones were then a luxury that few could afford and in the course of my research I used up hundreds of plastic ‘carte telefoniche’.

I could not have imagined how long it would take for me to write this biography. Over a period of five years, progress was hampered by the arrival in London of my three children (the pram in the hall was a reminder always of other duties). Then I was almost beaten to the bookshops by a rival biographer. I should not have been surprised: publishing can be a brutal game of chance and biography has always been a competitive business. The rivalry was bleakly undermining, nevertheless, and on several occasions I was tempted to abandon my book. I remember that I was at last making progress when, in late 1993 or early 1994, I discovered the existence of not just one, but two other Levi biographers. By the time they came to Turin I had already spoken to most of Levi’s surviving friends and relatives. All the same, writing and researching a book with competitors at one’s back is not to be recommended. Whatever I wrote would eventually have to be judged and sold against another book; I could never allow myself to forget that. One night I dreamed that a rival was standing over my bed in my room; another time I was on a tram heading down Via Madama Cristina when one of the rivals got on. (In a hurry I got off.) Difficult though it was, I persisted in researching Levi’s life.

How I envied those biographers who said they had become ‘possessed’ by their subjects. It was not Primo Levi who possessed me, but Primo Levi’s biographers. The competition was conceivably a spur, though, as I believe I rooted out more documentation (certainly more public call boxes) than I might otherwise have done. I reminded myself that biographies often pile up on the same subject, not least at anniversaries. (The tercentenary of Henry Purcell’s death in 1995 saw no fewer than four books published on the composer; and when Bob Dylan turned sixty in 2001, a slew of biographies crashed the party.) In my case, however, sheer bad luck dictated that three biographies of Primo Levi should appear at the same time. Need any of this have happened? Four decades ago, in the early 1980s, the National Book League (now the Book Trust) set up a register of biographers in order to avert clashes of this sort. Naturally it could not last: writers do not like to reveal their intentions and, anyway, most are vain enough to believe that they can trounce the opposition.

There were a number of false alarms in the build-up to publication in 2002. My book had been announced in the publisher’s catalogue two years before the writing was even finished, and I often received misleading intelligence that a rival was on the verge of completion. At all costs my biography had to come out at the same time as the rival’s rather than lag fatally behind it. In my race not to be the second Primo, page proofs were corrected at frantic speed, with manuscript bundles delivered to my London doorstep in Stoke Newington by motorbike couriers. The pressure was intense but I remember that my infant son Sidney thrilled at the sight of the bikers in their leathers (as did my wife, I am afraid). In the interests of concision I cut 120,000 words at the last moment from the typescript and donated the jettisoned material to the Wiener Library in London (where it remains archived, along with my other Levi-related material, in eighteen cardboard boxes marked ‘Levi, Primo’). I recall that a woman had rushed up to me at the printer’s cradling a finished copy: ‘It’s a boy!’ But I felt no joy. In all the national newspapers and in all the national weeklies the new-born was about to be compared and contrasted with the other new-born.

At first I could not bear to look at the reviews. The solo flight that I had longed for as Levi’s biographer had simply not happened. I pitied the reviewers, who had to read a combined total of nearly 1,500 pages in order to give a balanced assessment of each book. The bias of some reviewers was obvious but, fortunately, the two biographies could not have been more different. Although I had met and spoken to Primo Levi shortly before he died, I did not want to put myself on first-name terms with him (still less, place him on the psychiatrist’s couch). Nor had I wanted to make a drama out of my research or emote and empathise possessively with my own ‘Primo’. I had no agenda-driven argument to push, no academic thesis. Instead my intention had been to write a balanced work that might inspire trust in the reader.

Competition was fierce, but for one improbable week in the spring of 2002 my biography was the UK bestseller after Margaret Thatcher’s Statecraft and Alan Titchmarsh’s How to be a Gardener. Inevitably, once the biographies had been launched I found myself locked in an undignified struggle for publicity. In the war of the two books, only one could possibly survive: the public would have to decide which one. In spite of its troubled and painful delivery, the biography you are now holding has never gone out of print.

Levi was not simply a witness to contemporary barbarism. By profession he was an industrial chemist. His hybrid career as chemist and writer – and the tensions between the two – forms a significant part of this biography. Levi’s literary-chemical memoir The Periodic Table, first published in Italy in 1975, attracted new scientific readers for him, and appeared at a time when authors with a scientific leaning were not published as frequently as they are today. Long before Carlo Rovelli or Oliver Sacks or Stephen Jay Gould, Levi had sought to make science accessible to the layperson. The Periodic Table, where elements of Levi’s life are explored through the medium of chemistry, is revered today by a generation of younger scientific writers, among them Siddartha Mukherjee, whose award-winning history of cancer, The Emperor of All Maladies (2010), is profoundly indebted to Levi as it cuts across the ‘two cultures’ of science and the humanities with humility and intelligent generosity.



One hundred years on from his birth, to say that Levi is now a star is a literal truth. In 2011 a constellation situated midway between Mars and Jupiter was officially named Primolevi – just one word, in accordance with astronomy registry rules. The existence of Planet Primolevi might have delighted Levi, who was an occasional writer of science fiction. Levi is now so manifestly a ‘constellation’ that a number of films inspired by his life and work have appeared posthumously. The revered Neapolitan director Francesco Rosi, with his sharp, inquisitorial eye, might have been ideally suited to adapt The Truce, Levi’s chronicle of post-war homecoming to Italy from liberated Poland. Yet Rosi’s film version, appearing in 1997, was overblown and operatic, with the Coen brothers’ John Turturro (The Big Lebowski, Barton Fink) in the unlikely role of Primo Levi. The latest Italian film-maker to take an interest in The Truce, Davide Ferrario, chose instead to trace the course of Levi’s homeward odyssey to Italy through Russia and Eastern Europe in the form of a documentary. Moving across Ukraine to Austria, Primo Levi’s Journey, released in 2006, captured something of the boundless immensity of Russia as Levi had described it, with its steppe and tundra. The film concludes with an exterior shot of 75 Corso Re Umberto in Turin where, in 1987, thirty-two years ago, Levi had died by his own hand.

For all that Levi became a public figure in late twentieth-century Italy, he remained one of the most secretive writers in the world. The outward serenity of his prose belied domestic turbulence, yet Levi was adept at concealing his emotions: even in his autobiographical writings he rarely referred to his wife, and never to his mother or children. How such a man – in some ways a childlike and needy man, shy away from his family and friends – became one of the earliest literary ‘celebrities’ in translation is a mystery of contemporary literature; this updated biography opens a window onto that mystery, and provides, I hope, what any lover of Primo Levi needs close by: a reader’s companion.

Unsurprisingly, no unpublished works by Levi have come to light in the three decades since he died. Levi had been too depressed to write anything much at all.fn1 Aware of this, his friend Giovanni Tesio, a Turin literary critic, suggested a series of conversations which he hoped might bring comfort to Levi, and also serve as the basis for a biography which he had in mind. Though Tesio would never write his life of Levi, the three conversations he tape-recorded with him were reproduced belatedly in Italy in 2016 as Io che vi parlo (‘I who am speaking to you’), and in the UK two years afterwards as Primo Levi: The Last Interview. Tesio was one of the many people I had telephoned from Porta Nuova railway station; we occasionally met for an aperitif, but Tesio could not be persuaded to release the tapes of those conversations. Now I can see why. Levi had allowed Tesio to question him on subjects of minimal interest only. What became of Levi’s school reports? (Lost.) Can Levi’s aunt be interviewed? (No, she has arthritis.) Essentially a book of gleanings, The Last Interview contains little that did not find its way eventually into this biography.

Other recent books on Levi have, by contrast, been more clamorous. How far Levi was involved in the execution of two fellow partisans during Italy’s German occupation was the subject of Sergio Luzzatto’s 2013 non-fiction study Partigia: Una storia della Resistenza (‘Partisan: A Story of the Resistance’). Luzzatto, a young Turin history professor, identified the two executed men, accurately or not, as Fulvio Oppezzo, aged eighteen, and Luciano Zabaldano, seventeen. The decision to eliminate them had been arrived at ‘collectively’: that is, with Levi’s consent. More: it had been taken without just cause (‘di futili motivi’). Had it really? Evidence came to light subsequently that suggested otherwise. A diary kept by a Roman Catholic priest in Brusson adjacent to Levi’s partisan base in the mountains above Turin reveals that a sixty-five-year-old Jewish refugee – Elsa Polkorny from Vienna – had committed suicide following ‘threats’ made to her by two partigiani marauding drunkenly in the area. Oppezzo and Zabaldano?fn2 Predictably, Luzzatto’s book provoked moral outrage in Italy. Partigia had introduced an element of moral ambiguity – Levi’s now infamous ‘grey zone’ – into discussions of the Resistance, and blurred the easy distinctions so often made in post-war Italy between the victors and the vanquished. For that reason alone, Partigia remains a work of some importance, which goes to the heart of arguments about justice and moral responsibility in Primo Levi’s wartime.

Three decades on from Primo Levi’s death, what do I make of this biography? I can say that I am proud of it. Diligently researched (but, I hope, also well written and accessible), it gives a good idea of what Levi might have been like to meet as a man: a lucid explicator, witty, if rather reserved. The prose is consciously measured. I had tried to keep some distance, at times a critical distance, from my subject: too often a biographer falls in love with his subject, and objectivity is the first casualty. I make no grand claims for this centenary edition, but I do see it as an achievement. In fact I look back on my younger self with a degree of wonderment. Did you really write this book, Mr Thomson? Heaven knows it was hard; but it allowed me to keep company with one of the most important writers of our time, and that is more than enough.



Ian Thomson
London, July 2019
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Preface

From the 2002 edition (revised)

When I arrived in Turin in early 1991 to start work on this biography, I had few contacts and was unsure how to begin. It is fantastically difficult to fashion a narrative out of the inchoate facts of someone’s life. I knew, however, that Primo Levi had been an enthusiastic mountaineer. So my first move in Turin was to visit the National Museum of the Mountains. Unsurprisingly, there was little information of use there beyond some Fascist-era alpenstocks, plus-fours, and a stuffed ibex. Levi’s widow, Lucia, who died in 2009, aged eighty-nine, had made it plain to me that she was unavailable for interview. I met her son, Renzo, for aperitifs in Turin. Like his mother and sister, Renzo was not prepared to be questioned about Levi. However, he wanted to confirm that while the family would not help, neither would they hinder my research.

From the start, I was determined to construct a life of Primo Levi not found in his books. It seemed to me dishonest, as well as dangerous, to recast Levi’s printed words in a biography. Levi contrived some elaborate autobiographical fictions, and that is partly why he is such a difficult subject for a biographer. So I set out to interview as many people as possible; under no circumstances would I take Levi’s own words as writ.

Turin is a small city, and soon word got round. I was considered diligent (some reportedly said ‘obsessive’) and Levi’s friends began to speak to me. Until then, my knowledge of Levi was confined largely to the interview I had conducted with him shortly before he died. Few biographers get to meet their subjects. The interview had provided me with an enduring image of Levi, and much of my research was informed by it.

Primo Levi was in shirtsleeves for our appointment, and the tattoo ‘174517’ was visible on his left forearm. (‘A typical German talent for classification,’ he tartly observed.) It was a summer’s afternoon in July 1986. Levi was then almost sixty-seven, but he still had a sprightliness about him. I had seen him earlier that year at the Italian Cultural Institute in London, where he gave a talk. Afterwards I contacted him for an interview, which I hoped to publish somewhere. I had already printed in the London Magazine several interviews with Italian writers, among them Italo Calvino, Natalia Ginzburg, Leonardo Sciascia and Alberto Moravia. Levi was to be part of a set. Throughout our conversation he sat in a worn chintz armchair, smoking the occasional ‘Alaska’ menthol cigarette. His beard was neatly clipped and he wore metal-rimmed glasses. The study, sparsely furnished, contained an anglepoise lamp, a word-processor and some other basic necessities for writing. Books lined the walls, a few in English. There were framed certificates from Levi’s former profession as a chemist and, suspended above a glass-fronted bookcase, an owl, a penguin and a giant butterfly modelled by Levi out of industrial copper wire. For thirty years he had been the manager of a paint and varnish factory outside Turin. The only other ornament in the room that I could see was a sketch of a half-destroyed wire fence: Auschwitz.

In Italy, Levi is a national monument. I was twenty-four and nervous of meeting him. The Turinese, moreover, are considered by other Italians to be two-faced and frosty (falso e cortese, they say: ‘false and courteous’). Yet the Levi I met was warm and engaging, a mixture of seriousness and sweetness. The afternoon was full of unexpected laughter, and there were moments when Levi became animated, for instance when the talk came round to mountaineering. I had decided to leave the question of Auschwitz until later, unsure how to approach it. Absurdly, I was fearful that it might distress Levi. I asked him instead about his science fiction and chemistry. Listening to the tapes of the conversation today, I am struck by how stock Levi’s answers seem. Levi was a practised interviewee by the time I met him; he could professionally field questions on the Nazi scourge. The second half of the conversation centred on If This Is a Man, which is now a set text in Italian schools. No other work conveys the unique horror of the Nazi genocide more directly and profoundly, or interrogates our recent moral history so incisively. For its quiet testimony of man’s inhumanity to man, it remains one of the essential books of our age.

On my way out, I noticed a horseshoe nailed to the wall by the front door. An uncle had found it in the street, ‘but I don’t know if it’s brought me any luck,’ Levi commented wryly. I was thrilled when he added that the interview had given him ‘much pleasure’. Nine months later, Levi was dead.



This book has been under way for some time. In the course of the five years of my research in Italy, Germany, Poland, America and the United Kingdom, I interviewed more than 300 people, and corresponded with half that number again. I had six long interviews with Levi’s sister, Anna Maria. She was an attractive, unconventional woman with a sharp sense of humour. When she learned that I had met her brother, she seemed both moved and delighted. During our final conversation, nineteen years prior to her death in 2013, she announced, quite unexpectedly, that Aldous Huxley’s second wife had not only been to the same school as Levi, but had lived in the same block of flats where he was born. I pursued the connection and found Mrs Laura Archera Huxley living in a Hollywood villa. She was able to tell me about the pre-war Turin that Levi had known as a boy.

In the hope of tracking down others who knew Levi, I placed advertisements in Scientific American and Chemistry and Industry. The response was good. A Jungian analyst in London contacted me, as did a biophysicist in Atlanta, and a Polish-born survivor in New Mexico. They had all known Levi, and all had interesting things to say about him. The biographer is also a sleuth, piecing together information, and attempting to trace witnesses. An Italian ex-deportee, Elena Simion, had been repatriated to Venice in late 1945 from the Soviet transfer camp of Katowice in Poland. She had briefly known Levi in Katowice. For the statutory fee of 30,000 lire, a clerk in the Venice births-and-deaths register was able to inform me that, while Simion herself was dead, her daughter Nadia was still living in the Veneto area. Nadia Hamilton had been born in Poland on 25 May 1945. Her father, Robert Hamilton, was a Scottish POW, who had also been repatriated from Katowice. I very much wanted to track him down, not just for his memories of post-war Poland (which I hoped might complement those of Levi in The Truce), but for his daughter’s sake. Nadia had never met her father. I got as far as Woking, Surrey, before reaching a dead end.

Other quarry proved less elusive. The late Fulvio Tomizza was a gifted writer from Istria, the border region between Italy and the former Yugoslavia. My letters to his publisher had gone unanswered and he was not on the phone. So I went to Croatia on the off-chance of finding him. Arriving by taxi at the village of Materada, I asked where Tomizza lived and was given directions. He was raking leaves into a bonfire when I found him. ‘You’ve come from London?’ Over a bottle of local wine, Tomizza spoke to me of Levi and the difficulties I would surely encounter in writing about him. ‘Primo’s is not an easy life to enter,’ he warned. Levi was noted for his determination to protect his privacy and for keeping secret what he wished to keep secret. He often surrounded himself with people who were not well known: they were factory-hands, wine producers, metalworkers. Most of them would enthusiastically respond to my requests for information. But in a few cases their memories of Levi proved to be uncertain, tainted by third-party reminiscences or just dimmed with the years. Unreliable sources were one of many pitfalls that awaited me as Levi’s biographer.

One episode in my investigations stands out. I was scrolling through a collection of old newspapers on microfilm in Turin when I chanced upon an item that described the violent death of Levi’s grandfather. This was a revelation. Engineer Michele Levi had been rushed to Turin’s general hospital, San Giovanni Battista, in the summer of 1888. In its vastness and melancholy the hospital still resembles a military garrison, and is about as welcoming. It was a surprise for me to find that the admission registers for 1888 still existed; conserved in a dank wing of the building, they were freckled brown with age. Other lucky moments followed. When I originally contacted the Italian survivor Italo Tibaldo, who had known Levi, I was quite unaware that he had laboriously composed a transport list of the Jews who had been deported with Levi to Auschwitz. The list provided me with the dates of birth and nationalities of all the known deportees and allowed me to imagine something of that cattle-train’s doomed cargo.

Inevitably, much of the material I gathered is of tremendous significance to the Jewish people. I am not Jewish, and perhaps that gave me a perspective in writing this book. Levi hesitated to call himself a ‘Jewish writer’, and wrote from the stance of a self-declared non-believer. For all that Levi wrote of other subjects, it was the Nazi camps, and the moral and material ruins of post-Nazi Europe, that provided him with his enduring subject matter. There have been other massacres in recent times, but none so ferocious, so ‘total in intention and effect’,1 observed Levi, as that willed by Hitler’s Germans in the heart of Europe. Even Levi’s adored H. G. Wells, with his uncanny gift of scientific foresight, could not have predicted the industrialised killing of Treblinka or Auschwitz. We are still learning to understand the catastrophe to which Levi was witness. His life and work mirrored his time, and this biography places him within the larger frame of the twentieth century.

With Levi’s death, European literature was deprived of one of its most humane and civil voices. His fame has grown subsequently, and now he is one of the most respected writers in the world. It was not long after he died that Levi was making an impact on other people’s work. Philip Roth’s novel Operation Shylock pays anguished, if comic, tribute to Levi’s memory. The last of the Great American Novelists, Roth, who died in 2018 at the age of eighty-five, was ‘staggered’ by Levi’s death. ‘It hit me like the assassinations of the sixties’, he told his biographer. Although Roth had cultivated friendships with other European writers, notably Ivan Klíma and Milan Kundera, his friendship with Levi had gone remarkably deep. Arnold Wesker, the East End London playwright, sent me a copy of his television play, Breakfast, in which he quotes from If This Is a Man (it has never been performed). And Woody Allen surely had Levi in mind when he made his film Crimes and Misdemeanours: a philosopher named Louis Levy kills himself by leaping from a high place. ‘I’ve gone out the window,’ his note reads. Since adolescence Primo Levi had suffered from low spirits which later developed into a depressive illness. He was a difficult and complicated man. Yet he was loved by a multitude; I hope this book conveys some of the reasons why.
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11 April 1987





the italian writer primo levi died today from a fall down the stairwell of his turin residence. police said they were treating his death as suicide. he was 68.fn1

Turin, Italy, Reuters






Some time between 10:00 am and 10:15 am on the morning of 11 April 1987 the commissariat at 73 Via Massena in Turin received a telephone call. It had been relayed from the police emergency number 113: there had been an accident. An ambulance accompanied by the police flying-squad proceeded to 75 Corso Re Umberto. This was a block of flats in a residential area of the city; the main doors were already open to let the police inside. In their first report to the Public Prosecutor’s Office, dated that same Saturday 11 April, the police noted: ‘… Corpse found in vicinity of lift … Identified as Primo Levi.’1 The body had fallen fifteen metres head-first down the stairwell of the building and struck the marble floor at the foot of the lift shaft. Death was instantaneous.

Preliminary investigations ruled out the possibility of third-party involvement. However, there had been no witness to the last moments of Primo Levi’s life. According to the police reconstruction, Levi opened the door to his third-floor flat,fn2 stepped out unseen on to the landing and pitched himself over the railings. He fell in silence. The time of death was approximately 10:05 am (and not, as the Italian newspapers reported, 10:20 am or 10:30 am). This would have been about ten minutes before the police arrived on the scene. One of the last to have seen Levi alive was Jolanda Gasperi, the concierge.

Nineteen days after the incident, on 30 April 1987, she was questioned at the Via Massena commissariat. A small grey-haired woman, her recorded testimony is unnaturally stilted, owing to police formality: ‘I confirm that I perform the duties of concierge at 75 Corso Re Umberto.’2 So begins the transcript. ‘At about 10:00 am, after sorting out the post, I went to the residence of levi the writer, which is situated on the third floor of the aforesaid address, and personally delivered his post. I then went to the main entrance hall of the building to do some work. I was about to start sweeping when I heard a thud from the small lobby by the stairs. I went in there at once and saw the body of levi on the ground, adjacent to the base of the lift.’ Jolanda Gasperi tried to telephone the Red Cross for an ambulance, but her call went unanswered. At that point a man entered (‘the owner of the cleaning company, I don’t know his name’) and dialled 113 for the Police Central Operator. After the police and ambulance arrived, the concierge called Primo Levi’s son, Renzo, on the intercom and told him what had happened.

Renzo Levi, twenty-nine, a biophysicist, was living in the flat next to his parents. In spite of the proximity he had heard nothing of the commotion downstairs. Levi’s daughter Lisa, thirty-eight, a biology teacher, lived nearby in the same neighbourhood: she arrived soon afterwards. The speed with which the flying-squad reached 75 Corso Re Umberto was due to the absence of traffic that morning; many had left Turin for the long Easter weekend. Everyone agreed that 11 April 1987 was an unusually bright day; after months of rain the horse-chestnuts along Corso Re Umberto were showing the first spring buds.

According to one journalist’s report, Jolanda Gasperi had said to Primo Levi that morning: ‘Have you seen what sunshine there is today,3 professor!’ Many people addressed Levi as professore (he held no such title; it was a mark of deference). Gasperi was just ten days younger than Primo Levi; born on 10 August 1919 in the nothern Italian province of Trentino, she had worked at 75 Corso Re Umberto for the last twelve years.

That Saturday, as was her custom every morning at ten o’clock, Signora Gasperi had left the porter’s lodge with a bundle of post for any occupants who were still in. Milan’s Il Giorno says she took the wide granite stairs by the lift; making her way past the brass name plates and double wooden doors, she routinely delivered parcels and envelopes. Presently she reached the third floor and rang the bell to flat 3A. Primo Levi opened the door and extended a hand for the correspondence. ‘No, there was nothing in particular,’ Gasperi told the Rome daily La Repubblica. ‘Some publicity leaflets, a book, a magazine. Nothing, I mean, that could have upset him.’

In her long years as concierge, Jolanda Gasperi had got to know Levi well. A week earlier he had signed her copy of his latest book: ‘With friendship and esteem’. As far as she could remember, there was nothing untoward in Levi’s behaviour that spring morning. ‘He greeted me as he had always done. A smile, a thank you.’ La Repubblica also quotes Gasperi as saying: ‘I knew that he had been depressed for some time. But he never betrayed his condition – his sadness – to me.’ From Il Giorno we know what Levi was wearing that morning: a white short-sleeved shirt, grey trousers, black shoes.

Jolanda Gasperi had returned downstairs when, scarcely five minutes later, she heard ‘un tonfo’, a thud. At that moment only Primo Levi’s mother, Ester, and a nurse, Elena Giordanino, were in the flat. ‘I wasn’t aware that anything had happened,’ the nurse told a regional newspaper. ‘I was busy looking after the elderly lady.’ In fact the two women were in the room furthest from the entrance; no sound would have reached them from the third floor landing of the stairwell. Giordanino was also questioned at the Via Massena commissariat. Born in Turin on 26 October 1930, she opens her testimony in the usual formal way: ‘I confirm that I am a nurse and that,4 from the month of August 1986, I have carried out my duties at the residence of primo Levifn3 the writer, where I assist his mother, Ester, aged ninety-two.’

The transcript continues: ‘The writer primo Levi, after having been discharged from hospital where he had undergone a prostate operation, was extremely disturbed. In fact he sometimes asked if he would ever be entirely cured, as he found it difficult whenever he had to receive visitors. On 11/4/87, as I had always done at about 8:00 am, I gave him his usual injection, then I continued my work. At approximately 10:00 am Levi called me; he asked me if I would stand by the telephone as he had to go downstairs to the porter’s lodge.’ It would appear that Levi had wanted to ensure that the only mobile person in the flat at that time – nurse Giordanino – could not accidentally distract him from his awful task. ‘From that moment I never saw Levi again,’ the nurse went on. ‘I only became aware of what had happened when levi Renzo, his son, arrived at the residence accompanied by police officers.’ Prompted by another question, the nurse repeats herself: ‘I confirm that the writer levi Primo was very disturbed. In fact sometimes I would see him sitting with his head in his hands, thinking.’

So it seems likely that the nurse, and not the conciege Jolanda Gasperi (as the Italian newspapers claimed), was the last person to see Primo Levi alive. Levi’s wife of forty years, Lucia, had gone out shopping that morning at about 9:30 am. She had not yet returned when Gasperi’s cry for help alerted Francesco Quaglia, seventy-two, a dentist who had known Levi since school and had an office in the same building. (Whether Quaglia is the owner of the ‘cleaning company’ mentioned earlier by Gasperi to the police is not clear; he was responsible for administering the condominium.) ‘It was a terrible sight,’ Quaglia told La Repubblica. ‘One look was enough: there was no hope.’ Levi’s wife came back laden with groceries. Reportedly both Quaglia and the concierge tried to hold her back. ‘We didn’t have time to shield her from the spectacle,’ explained Quaglia. Lucia embraced Quaglia. ‘Primo was depressed,’ she repeated to him. ‘You knew it, too, didn’t you?’

All the Italian newspapers allude to Primo Levi’s depression, or to some sort of mood disorder, in his last months. One of them quotes his wife as saying: ‘I feared it, everybody feared it. Primo was tired of life … We did our best never to leave him alone, ever. Just one moment was enough.’ I feared it, everybody feared it. Allegedly those were Lucia Levi’s first words as (according to the august Milan newspaper Corriere della Sera) she ‘flung herself down beside her husband and tried to lift his head’. Presently the police were joined by forensic detectives; someone had thrown sawdust on the marble floor by the lift, where a small pool of blood had gathered. Levi’s mother apparently had intuited a calamity. The Turin daily La Stampa claims she cried out: ‘What’s all this coming and going … this disturbance … has something happened? … Primo … has something happened to him?’ She was told that her son had been taken to hospital following a heart attack.

There is a brief, hand-written note from the doctor called in by the police to the scene of the accident: ‘Confirmed hereby the decease of Primo Levi as the likely result of suicide.5 Faithfully, Dr Roberto Mandas. 11/4/87.’ Signed on-site at 75 Corso Re Umberto, this is the first mention in any official report of a self-inflicted death.



Well-wishers, friends and relatives gathered outside the apartment building. Some placed orchids and forget-me-nots where Levi had fallen; there were so many floral tributes that Jolanda Gasperi had to remove them to the porter’s lodge. The Italian Communist newspaper L’Unità tried to capture the sense of shock and bereavement. ‘Just as the concierge is closing the main doors half-way as a sign of mourning, a girl arrives on a bicycle. The woman says a couple of words to her and the smile vanishes from the young face. “Primo Levi dead ?”’



As ordered by Turin’s Assistant Public Prosecutor, Dr Loreto, the body was taken to the University’s Institute of Forensic Medicine; it was deposited there at 11:45 am, less than two hours after the incident. Two days later, on Monday 13 April, a post-mortem examination was performed on behalf of the police by Professor Mario Portigliatti. Although there was no doubt that Primo Levi’s death had been self-inflicted, the autopsy was carried out in accordance with the Italian penal code Article 365, which obliges a pathologist to report his findings to the Public Prosecutor. It notes: ‘Rigor present.6 On the extensor surface of left upper forearm is the tattooed number 374572 (the numerals are scarcely legible). Bilateral haemorrhage from ears and right nostril …’ The pathologist, a personal friend of the deceased, might not have known that the concentration-camp tattoo was clearly visible in life as 174517, not the numerals quoted in the autopsy.

The cause of death is summarised: ‘Cerebral crushing with multiple fracture of cranium. Severe traumatic lacerations of heart, lungs, liver, spleen … Multiple fracture of vertebral column, sternum, of all ribs, clavicles, pelvis, right femur, right wrist.’ The physical act that led to death is recorded as ‘precipitazione dall’alto’, a ‘fall from a great height’.

This sad chronicle was closed on 5 June 1987 when a Turin law court officially declared that Primo Levi had died by his own hand. There would be no penal proceedings, therefore, and ‘all papers relative to the suicide’7 were consigned to the tribunal archive.
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The Family Before Levi 1819–1919
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Primo Levi liked to portray his ancestors as unworldly, scholarly characters lost in idle speculation. They appear in his work under heavy disguise, a mixture of fictional elaboration and gossip. He wrote almost nothing of his immediate family, however: nowhere does one learn of the circumstances of his marriage, his wife’s name, even if he has children. He came from a family that guarded its secrets: a scandal in the previous generation had been suppressed. It had undermined the family’s position in Italian society. The Levis were bankers, and much envied as successful, newly emancipated Jews.

Like most northern Italian Jews, the Levis claimed descent from the Sephardim (after Sefarad, Hebrew for ‘Spain’) who had fled anti-Semitic Castile in the fifteenth century. In about 1500 they settled in Piedmont, ‘at the foot of the mountains’, a region later ruled by the House of Savoy. The earliest records link the Levis to the Piedmont town of Mondovì. Giuseppe Levi, the writer’s great-grandfather, was born in the town ghetto in about 1819. Later he showed a cautious dislike of the clergy and suffered a misfortune in business matters that echoed down the generations. The Levi bank was established in Mondovì a year after his birth; business, however, was restricted by the ghetto.

Ghettos as punitive institutions were first established on the Italian peninsula in 1555. Mondovì did not institute one until 1725, and even then it was not typical of others along the peninsula, which witnessed poverty, malnutrition and disease. According to the available accounts, there was no overcrowding there, and the gates remained unlocked at night. In 1796, seventy years after the ghetto was erected, Mondovì’s Jews were liberated by Napoleon when the armies of the new French Republic invaded from across the Alps. A tree of liberty was planted in the main square, and some of the town’s 200 Jews named their newborn sons ‘Bonaparte’ in honour of the emancipation. However, civil liberty for Piedmont’s Jews lasted scarcely twenty years until the end of the revolutionary era when, in 1815, the House of Savoy reinstated the ghettos, and purged their kingdom of Jacobins.

The Levis had to wait a quarter of a century until they were liberated again. In 1848 the ruling Savoy King, Charles Albert, proclaimed the epochal Edict of Emancipation, which granted undreamed-of rights to the Jews in his dominions. The ghettos of northern Italy were dismantled once more and assimilation spread across Piedmont. Emancipation allowed Giuseppe Levi to leave Mondovì, and within twelve months of the proclamation he and his wife Enrichetta had moved eighty kilometres south to the smaller town of Bene Vagienna, where they established a branch of the family bank. Their son Michele, Primo Levi’s grandfather, was born in Bene Vagienna on 13 May 1849.

The Levis, a household of six people, were then the only Jews among Bene Vagienna’s 6,039 inhabitants. Though the town occupied the site of the Roman colony Augusta Bagiennorum, it was not in any way remarkable – the streets arcaded with low ochre-coloured vaults are to be found in some small Piedmont towns. Adjacent to the Town Hall was the nondescript baroque church of San Francesco; in the distance the rolling plains were furrowed with mulberry trees and vineyards. The Levi bank was situated in a large house off the town’s main square, Piazza Botero. A contemporary engraving shows stables for horse and carriage opposite the cash tills, and balconies trailing wisteria. Giuseppe Levi negotiated deals in property and gold, but the most profitable branch of his Bene Vagienna operations was banking. His family was considered ostentatious. At a time when there were no pavements in Bene Vagienna, they laid flagstones along the verge outside their home. The locals would tut-tut in Piedmontese:1 ‘Trope pere’n tsa ca!’, ‘Too many stones in that house!’

Michele Levi was ten years old when, in 1859, the Savoy King Victor Emmanuel II led the patriotic unification movement in Italy known as the Risorgimento. Unification was proclaimed in 1861: Italy was officially a single kingdom under the House of Savoy and, except in papal Rome, discrimination against Jews was definitively abolished. Prior to their emancipation, the only careers open to Italian Jews would have been finance or the rabbinate. Now they could take their place as equal citizens with the Catholic majority, and follow a profession. Michele Levi was among the first generation of northern Italian Jews to relinquish the traditional ghetto trades of money-lending and goldsmithery. It seems he did not want to go into his father’s business, and graduated instead from Turin in civil engineering. No one in his family had lived in the Piedmont capital before. Michele was considered a cultivated man by provincial standards. His doctoral thesis on the French engineer Camille Polonceau, completed in 1873, was dedicated to ‘My Dearest Parents’.2

Little is known of Primo Levi’s grandfather. By all accounts he was frail, prone to melancholy, and not very tall (‘1 metre 67 centimetres’).3 He failed his army medical owing to a ‘hernia on the right side of the groin’. While he was studying in Turin, he met his future wife Adele Sinigaglia, a Turin-born sophisticate five years younger than he. On her father’s side, Adele came from a family of wealthy Piedmont silk traders. Records show that she was benestante,4 ‘well-to-do’; everyone assumed that Michele had made an advantageous match. The families of Michele and Adele approved of the marriage, and cooperated over the dowry and wedding expenses. Michele brought his new wife back to Bene Vagienna, where he became an associate of the family firm. At first the marriage went well; Michele was twenty-eight when their first son, Cesare (Primo Levi’s father), was born in 1878. Another two sons were to follow.



The Levi family business had profited greatly by the secular liberalism that followed the Savoy edict. A legal document dated 3 November 1863 discloses that a property in the hamlet of Narzole was sold for 600 lire by a ‘Signor Giuseppe Levi late of Salvador,5 native of Mondovì and resident in this town of Bene Vagienna.’ Jews were now able to trade with the Church, and in 1875 the bishop of Mondovì negotiated a loan of 5,300 lire – then a substantial sum – from ‘Levi & Sons’. The Levis took advantage of the new laws that abolished clerical immunities and allowed Jews to purchase ecclesiastical estates. Records at Bene Vagienna indicate that Giuseppe Levi owned at least fourteen properties, many of them formerly church lands. In today’s terms his 500,000 lire of property would amount to more than one million pounds sterling. According to a local newspaper, ‘The firm owned over half a million lire in real estate and was the town’s lifeblood.6 Everyone from wealthy landowners to tradesmen down to servants and country labourers entrusted their savings, great and small, to the LEVI COMPANY. One could almost say that the Levi bank was the National Bank of these lands.’

Primo Levi’s father was the scion of an extremely wealthy family; Giuseppe and his son were among the town notables. But, having left Turin to live in the provinces, Adele Sinigaglia was not happy in her marriage. By the time of her third pregnancy in 1881, she was conducting an affair with the town physician, Dr Felice Rebaudengo. This man is remembered today as a tall Freemason with a long black beard. Not only was he five years younger than the vampish Adele, but he was baptised a Catholic. While the doctor flirted with Adele, the Levis were about to lose their family business as well as much of their wealth and social position.



If asked today, the elderly inhabitants of Bene Vagienna speak fondly and quixotically of ‘i Levi dei tulipani’,7 ‘the Levis of the tulips’. The epithet refers to a flower-strewn cascina or ‘farmhouse’ outside Bene Vagienna that now stands semi-dilapidated by a chalk stream. For miles around it was the only place where wild tulips grew; tulip bulbs were eminently portable and ripples of tulip-growing in Piedmont indicated where persecuted Jews had settled. At some stage, however, the affectionate nickname ‘the Levis of the tulips’ was replaced by the Piedmontese for a ‘soft touch’. (‘You’re a right tulip’, the locals say of a naive person). Villagers gossiped about that foolish ‘old tulip’ Giuseppe Levi and his wife Enrichetta, who were too rich and were later devastated by the scandal that was to involve their son Michele.

In the summer of 1888 a rumour (of unknown origin) spread that ‘Levi & Sons’ had run out of credit. Angry creditors descended on the family bank in Piazza Botero; they intended to lynch Michele Levi and his father Giuseppe. So ‘Levi & Sons’, once respected financiers, were now seen as despised Jewish money-lenders. One of the mob, a local tax-collector known as ‘Cedularius’8 (cedola is Italianised Latin for ‘receipt’), was also a priest. He was Canon Pietro Dompè. Dompè had savings with the Levi bank of 11,000 lire and raised such an outcry as he tried to recover them that 200 peasants assembled in the street outside the bank. The mob was easily swayed by the Church, and Canon Dompè had no difficulty in whipping up anti-Jewish passions among them. In post-Risorgimento Italy, half-educated country priests had reason to fear the Liberal new age. One of the Levi properties, on what is now Via XX Settembre, was formerly a Francisan priory. No doubt Dompè resented the family’s appropriation of a church domain.

The crowd had to be pushed back by carabinieri and the Levi house cordoned off to avoid ‘further troubles’. Two days later, on Tuesday 24 July 1888, Michele Levi fled to Turin with his servants. It is not known if he was accompanied by his parents Giuseppe and Enrichetta. According to a newspaper, the ‘frightened’ engineer stayed in Turin’s former ghetto with ‘relatives of his wife’. Almost certainly these were Adele’s brother Moise, a lawyer, and his daughter Celeste. Under the bleak headline ‘Suicide of an Engineer’ the Turin Gazzetta del Popolo reported in its weekend edition of 26–7 July: ‘Last night at 2:00 am Engineer Michele Levi of Bene Vagienna, aged 40, threw himself out of a window from the second floorfn1 of a residence at 18 Via San Francesco da Paola into the courtyard below, where he was severely concussed. The concierge and Engineer Levi’s servants rushed to the scene and carried the man to bed. Having promptly called for a doctor, the servants advised Levi’s family to take the unfortunate man to San Giovanni Battista Hospital. This prudent advice was taken, but Levi died before arriving there.’ The report added that news of the suicide had ‘provoked very great surprise and remorse’ in Bene Vagienna, as well as in Turin.

Primo Levi’s grandfather was hurried to the hospital at 3:00 am, one hour after he had pitched himself out of the window. The admission registers for 1888 state that on Thursday 26 July Engineer Michele Levi was declared ‘dead on arrival’. He was thirty-nine, not forty as the local newspapers stated. The physical cause of his death is recorded as ‘precipitazione dall’alto’,9 a ‘fall from a great height’ – exactly the same words would appear on Primo Levi’s autopsy ninety-nine years later.

A special newspaper report from Bene Vagienna, dated 1 August 1888 and published in the Gazzetta del Popolo of Turin, corrected a previous news item about the suicide: ‘In announcing the death of Engineer Michele Levi of Bene Vagienna, who took his life in Turin last week, this newspaper said the reasons for the unhappy man’s desperate act were a mystery. Unfortunately here in Bene Vagienna those reasons were well known even before the suicide occurred. They are directly related to the catastrophic failure of giuseppe levi and sons, of which Engineer Michele was an associate’. The paper speculated that Michele Levi had killed himself in desperation over the family’s alleged insolvency; it makes no mention of his spouse’s infidelities.

On Friday 3 August, another of the newspapers that covered the suicide and the financial collapse, La Sentinella delle Alpi (The Sentinel of the Alps), reported that ‘a well-known Israelite’,10 Giuseppe Levi, had once again narrowly escaped a mob lynching. This second assault occurred just four days after Michele Levi’s suicide. Again the violence was most likely orchestrated by Canon Dompè, alias ‘Cedularius’. A group of peasants had ‘discovered’ that Giuseppe Levi was hiding in his shooting lodge. ‘The Paradise’ stood on the crest of a steeply sloping vineyard in Lequio Tanaro, and must have been hard to besiege. Nevertheless the mob climbed up through the vines and, ‘certainly not intending to hug the bankrupt fellow’, broke down the door. Giuseppe Levi was nowhere to be found. The paper does not say what happened to him next, but after his son Michele’s suicide he sold ‘The Paradise’ to the Colombo family from Fossano, a town nearby. Dr Cristoforo Colombo, an elderly descendant, told me in 1995 that the Levi company was never actually bankrupt. Instead, it had been forced to close down by the efforts of an ‘anti-Jewish priest’.11 In fact, a newspaper report of 4 August 1888 demonstrated that the bank’s liabilities exceeded their assets by only 81,277 lire (£17,000 in today’s terms). So ‘Levi & Sons’ were not seriously in debt. If there had been less ‘raving madness’12 on the part of its creditors, the journalist concluded, the bank ‘might still be going’. Soon after the Levis were hounded out of Bene Vagienna, Canon Dompè founded a replacement bank in the town.
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On 18 August 1888 the civil court of Mondovì declared that ‘a committee of inspection’,13 which was to include Adele Sinigaglia’s lover, Dr Felice Rebaudengo, would look into the bank’s collapse. This egregious body was made up of directors from the Bank of Fossano, the Bank of Alessandria and the Savings Bank of Mondovì: all the esteemed financiers ranged against ‘Levi & Sons’. In the minutes to the bankruptcy proceedings we can also make out the name of ‘Adele Sinigaglia, widow of the late Michele Levi’. She had filed a claim (it does not say what sort) against the Levi bank.

On 17 November the Mondovì court adjourned to pass final sentence on ‘Levi & Sons’. The judge was not impressed by the bank’s state of affairs and, in summing up, condemned the Levi family to bankruptcy. ‘They can do business only by ever more ruinous operations.’14 The minutes to the trial are stamped ‘gratuito patrocinio’ (free legal aid). Giuseppe Levi, sixty-nine, once a pillar of the community, could not afford to pay for his own lawyer.



All the newspapers agreed that 1888 was a terrible year for the inhabitants of Bene Vagienna, the benesi. Following the Levi bank’s collapse ‘there had been a fever and indescribable commotion in the region’. First the benesi were stricken by a cholera epidemic. Then, on the evening of 4 September, two months after Michele Levi’s suicide, a storm devastated the grape-harvest. ‘The horizon blackened and hailstones rained down with such violence that in less than 10 minutes they were an inch thick on the ground … Decidedly 1888 is the year of jattura [catastrophe].’ The New Year opened with a solar eclipse; earthquake tremors were registered in Turin.



In this wretched story, Giuseppe and Enrichetta Levi are not heard of again; presumably they left Bene Vagienna after liquidating their assets. Today their properties are ruined and filled with scaffolding holes. It is not known what sort of financial settlement Adele Sinigaglia and Dr Felice Rebaudengo obtained in court, though it was probably substantial. In Turin they bought an apartment on Via Po, one of the city’s most elegant streets. Michele Levi’s three sons, Cesare, Enrico and Mario, aged ten, nine and seven, moved to the city with them. In Turin’s old Jewish cemetery there is an isolated section for suicides. Broken and overgrown with weeds, a headstone marks the grave of Primo Levi’s grandfather:


To the dear memory of15

Engineer Michele Levi

Snatched from the affection of his

Loved ones on 26 July 1888

His wife and sons pray for his

Eternal peace.
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The move from Bene Vagienna to Turin, which took place probably in 1888 or 1889, must have been difficult for Primo Levi’s father, Cesare, and his two brothers. The family had lost its pre-eminent social position. Cesare had been removed from his birthplace and grandparents to come and live in the Piedmont capital with his bereaved family. As soon as propriety allowed, his mother would have to remarry: gossip about Adele Sinigaglia and her sweetheart Dr Rebaudengo spread quickly in Turin. At ten, Cesare Levi was not too young to understand the awful nature of his father’s death or to feel responsible for his younger brothers Enrico and Mario.

In about 1890 Dr Felice Rebaudengo married widow Sinigaglia and became the Levi boys’ stepfather. His surgery was at 24 Via Po, the family’s new address in Turin, and consultation hours were in the afternoon between 1:00 pm and 3:00 pm. The doctor spent much of his free time in good works; a city guide lists him as ‘Honorary Health Inspector’ of an orphanage.16 His charity was typical of Turin’s moderately progressive bourgeoisie. No doubt it also helped to remove the doctor from his three Levi stepsons, who had not favoured his marriage to their mother Adele and grew to dislike him intensely.

By marrying a Gentile, Adele had shown a willingness to assimilate into Catholic Italian society. Her grasp of the finer points of synagogue ritual was reportedly shaky, but she remained Jewish in her regard for education. At a time when Italy’s population was largely illiterate, most Italian Jews were able to read or write. Adele insisted that Cesare went to a technical school that taught him the rudiments of mathematics, design and geography. Later he read Applied Mathematics at Turin University. Cesare could have gone to a rabbinical college, but Adele wanted her oldest son to follow in her late engineer husband’s secular and scientific footsteps. Cesare’s younger brothers also attended technical institutes. Mario later graduated in medicine from Turin University; Enrico followed his grandfather Giuseppe Levi into finance.

4

In November 1898, aged twenty, Cesare Levi enrolled in Turin’s Royal School of Applied Engineering. Thirty years earlier his father had done the same. Unlike Michele, however, Cesare was declared fit for military service and in 1900 was conscripted into the Army Engineer Corps as a mature student; his regiment was stationed in Turin. Times were changing and Turin was among the most flourishing of European cities. In their Frenchified dialect the inhabitants said: ‘Turin ca bougia’, ‘Turin really moves’. And in a few years the city would be the industrial dynamo of Italy. On the streets, in the cafés, everywhere there was talk of enterprise, credit, publicity and the new business of travelling salesmen. Turin had money and entertainment. Cesare Levi, a bon vivant and the son of a wealthy woman, liked to mingle in the city’s Valentino Park with the fashionable belle époque loungers and their courtesans. Cafés under the plane trees dispensed beer, while a military brass band played on the banks of the River Po. The engineering school, its green lawns sloping down to the river, resembled a Loire château, and Turin would never again be so elegant. ‘You’d think you were in a drawing room!’ marvelled the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who in 1888 had finished his crowning opus Ecce Homo in Turin.

For his two-year engineering course, Primo Levi’s father had to sit fourteen exams ranging from hydraulics to practical geometry. That was gruelling but Cesare, an ambitious young man, wanted to specialise in electrical engineering. Six months earlier, he had seen the electrified festivities that marked the fiftieth anniversary of the Savoy Edict of Emancipation. The Turinese had never seen such dazzling artificial light: ‘Nobody wanted to stay at home,17 everyone was as if tipsy on bottles of Asti Spumante wine’. Turin was now an innovative, technological city that looked eagerly to the future. In 1900 a small car factory opened on Corso Dante. It was called Fiat (Fabbrica Italiana Automobili Torino); and as the first motor cars chugged through the streets of Turin, horses whinnied in fear.

But Turin had more to offer than automobiles and factories. The city’s belle époque poet, Guido Gozzano, described a place ‘favourable to pleasures’. By the time Primo Levi’s father was a student, Turin was capital of Italy’s cinema industry, a small Hollywood on the banks of the Po, as well as of la moda italiana. The city set the fashion for swirling art-nouveau (Liberty-style) patterns and the ‘S’ line in dresses, which daringly accentuated body curves. And, to judge by the myriad theatres, cinemas and cafés, cultural life in turn-of-the-century Turin was much more lively than it is today. In the Caffè Nazionale, a gilded octagonal saloon with a palm-court orchestra, Cesare liked to indulge his boisterous side and flirt with the chanteuses. A fashionable man, he subscribed to Turin’s gossipy dialect paper, Birichin (Cheeky Rascal), and prided himself on knowing every shop and housekeeper on Via Po. He had an enduring love of the theatre. Directly beneath the family apartment stood the Teatro Rossini. Cesare must have been a regular here if an actor on stage could call out ‘Salut, ingegné!’,18 ‘Bless you, Engineer!’, on hearing him sneeze.

As well as being a hive of film and fashion, Turin in Cesare Levi’s day was a noted pocket of the paranormal (and still is). Spiritualism, the first modern heresy, appealed to emancipated Jews and other free-thinking rationalists. Cesare liked to experiment with table-turning, wall-rapping and other fogbound marvels, as these appealed to the superstitious in him. (On one occasion, he had dashed off to fetch another dinner guest to ensure that fourteen were seated at table; throughout the year 1913 he would write ‘1912+1’ on his correspondence).

By the end of 1900, Primo’s father had begun to investigate the latest in positivist thinking. He was absorbed by this philosophy, which held that only ‘positive’ facts (demonstrable as opposed to merely theoretical ones) constituted true knowledge. In 1876 the self-styled ‘craniometrist’ Cesare Lombroso had founded in Turin the new discipline of criminal anthropology. He and his circle called themselves ‘positivists’ not because they were certain (though they were), but in reference to their objective and empirical methods. With the aid of callipers and craniometry charts they tried to define the existence of a ‘delinquent type’ according to physical characteristics. Handle-shaped ears, prehensile feet and other apish stigmata were all considered telltale atavisms.

Primo Levi’s father knew Lombroso well and was familiar with his disciples in Turin.fn2 Each Sunday he frequented the salon that convened at Lombroso’s house on Via Legnano. This was then the only intellectual meeting-place in Turin and many distinguished guests – among them perhaps Nietzsche – attended. One habitué, Dr Giacinto Pacchiotti, was the physician who had confirmed Michele Levi’s suicide in 1888; believing that public hygiene was essential to a progressive society, Pacchiotti went on to found Turin’s first Public Health Office.

Lombroso is now justly discredited. The Museum of Criminal Anthropology in Turin is full of boxed precision instruments and daguerreotypes of handcuffed ‘delinquents’. Moreover, Lombroso’s head is gruesomely preserved in formaldehyde (students say its cranial bumps betray a strong criminal tendency). Yet the misguidedness of Lombroso’s theory – that born criminals shall be known by their anatomy – in no way diminishes the value of the positivist method. This was very exacting and recognised the sensory limits of knowledge (never believe anything until it is proved true). Cesare Levi, in spite of his spiritualist dabbling, understood these qualities; he would pass them on to his son Primo, whose mature writing is suffused with the positivist spirit of his birthplace.
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At the end of December 1901 Cesare graduated in civil engineering. He had been a bright student, with his highest marks in technical physics. Two years later, in about 1903, he began work as an engineer. His first job was to siphon water from a lake bed in southern Italy. In about 1911 he moved to Budapest, where he was promoted to specialist designer for the Hungarian engineering company Ganz-Danubius. The firm was based on Csepel Island south of Budapest and was a bastion of Germanic Jewish culture; almost one in four of Budapest’s 30,000 inhabitants was Jewish. Cesare rapidly became friends with the most gifted Jewish engineers at Ganz. In Budapest he liked to socialise, and consumed vast plates of goulash with beer. He honed his chessboard skills in Budapest’s glittering coffee-houses. And at Christmas the Ganz chairman sent him chess problems on the back of a postcard. These were happy bachelor years for Cesare.

After four years, his Hungarian idyll ended abruptly when, in May 1915, Italy joined the Allies in the Great War against Austro-Hungary. Cesare was now an alien in enemy territory. The Hungarian government expelled him, along with all other foreign nationals, paying for his rail trip home. On his return to Italy, Cesare met the dark-haired daughter of a fabrics merchant who owned a textile shop in Turin. Ester Luzzati was good-looking, and had great resources of patience and loyalty. She liked Cesare’s dash and wit, and her parents encouraged the match. It was, effectively, an arranged marriage. The engagement of ‘Engineer Francesco [sic] Levi and Ester Luzzati’19 was announced in the social columns of Turin’s La Stampa, and the marriage took place in the synagogue on 7 October 1918. Europe was about to be devastated by the Spanish influenza and public-health notices
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