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Introduction
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Esther Greenleaf Mürer

When a multi-pronged crisis plunged Norwegian author Jens Bjørneboe into a severe depression in 1957 it was to Italy he fled, remaining there for a year and a half. The comic novel Winter in Bellapalma, published in 1958, dates from this period. It is a tongue-in-cheek tribute to Hemingway (Bjørneboe had published the essay “Hemingway and the Beasts” three years earlier), and is uncharacteristically lighthearted for Bjørneboe. So different was it from the novels of social criticism for which he had become known that it was all but ignored in Norway at the time, and still tends to get short shrift in discussions of his work. And yet it prefigures his later writings in important ways. 

Italy and Germany are the two cultures which most strongly impart a cosmopolitan flavor to Bjørneboe’s writing; both crop up in his poetry, novels, essays, and plays. For Bjørneboe they have a polarity which finds its strongest expression in his two pivotal works from 1966, Moment of Freedom and The Bird Lovers.

Bjørneboe’s knowledge and love of German culture was deep, but—because learning about Nazi atrocities at a vulnerable age had shocked him into his first awareness of human evil—intensely ambivalent. On the other hand, Italy stood for healing, in myriad ways which are detailed in his most complex work, Moment of Freedom. Leif Longum comments that, while Italy and its culture likewise play an important part in Bjørneboe’s writings, this relationship is a happy one, free of the ambivalence he felt towards everything German. He hardly ever mentions Fascism, for instance, a surprising fact in view of his preoccupation with German Nazism and all it stands for. It is as if Fascism was just an unfortunate accident, unrelated to its Italian background.

Among Bjørneboe’s first published writings were a series of travel essays written in 1950 for the Oslo newspaper, Aftenposten. These often included drawings by the author, such as “A Trattoria in Florence.” Since Bjørneboe at that time had recently made the transition from painting to writing, it is no surprise that Italy and its art loom large in his early poetry, with poems on Cimabue, Donatello, Michelangelo, Lorenzo the Magnificent, the San Callisto catacomb, and more.

The middle section of Moment of Freedom, “The Praiano Papers,” is based on material written at around the same time as Winter in Bellapalma—nearly a decade earlier than the rest of the novel. In the interim between Bellapalma and the two works from 1966, Bjørne­boe discovered Brecht. In a 1964 essay, “Ernest Hemingway and Bertolt Brecht” (a juxtaposition, perhaps, that only Bjørneboe would make), he quotes Brecht’s line, “Those who laugh have simply not yet gotten the dreadful news.” He continues:

In Hemingway and Brecht, this knowledge of the “news” is obviously inborn, and forms the point of departure for the work of both as writers; their common problem is thereby given from the first syllable: How shall one manage to live in this world at all?

It appears that Winter in Bellapalma was a spinoff of the battle with depression recorded in “The Praiano Papers.” Bjørneboe was discovering “Florentine laughter” as a tool for his own survival: 

...this laughter is the reason why the Tuscans invented science and the clear Tuscan drawing in their cool paintings; laughter means distance. Conversely: where laughter is absent, madness begins....the moment one takes the world with complete seriousness one is potentially insane. The whole art of learning to live means holding fast to laughter; with­out laughter the world is a torture chamber, a dark place where dark things will happen to us, a horror show filled with bloody deeds of violence. 

While Bjørneboe’s early novels are not devoid of surrealistic humor, he had not yet learned to integrate “Florentine laughter” with other elements in the way that is characteristic of his later work. The comedy of Winter in Bellapalma and the despair of “The Praiano Papers” were kept in separate compartments, as it were.

Bellapalma shares something in common with Hemingway’s sourthern European ex-patriot communities and also bears a strong resemblance to the pretty whitewashed tourist and fishing town toward the end of the “Praiano Papers.” The cosmopolitan, alcoholic narrator first appears here, but in comic mode. The novel’s affectionate lampooning of the Italian style of invective could be seen as a preliminary exercise for his tongue-in-cheek use of invective in his later books. The climactic showdown between the macho fisherman Tomaso and the gay ballet dancer Martin brings to mind the description of the bullfight in Moment of Freedom, in which “the bullfighter has danced the bull into impotence.”

But it is The Bird Lovers which Winter in Bellapalma prefigures most strongly. Central to both is the theme of the impact of tourism and easy money on the fabric of a community. The plot of Winter in Bellapalma revolves around the fishermen’s demand that the town resources be diverted from building more tourist amenities to constructing a breakwater, which would improve the fishing but destroy the beach and hence the tourist trade. Since the area has been fished out and the nearest fishing grounds destroyed with dynamite, this plan is unrealistic. Here again we see an inversion of Hemingway: The fishermen’s revolution loses momentum when they realize that they would have to give up their present easy life to go far out to sea in all kinds of weather. By contrast, Bjørneboe’s essay on Hemingway concludes a discussion of The Old Man and the Sea with this comment on its author:

No one has been further out to sea. No one has caught a bigger fish. And no one has brought less home with him.

In The Bird Lovers the burlesque is replaced by savage satire. Bellapalma has already become a tourist town, and it is made clear that there is no way back to the status quo ante. In The Bird Lovers the question is whether the tourist entrepreneurs can be prevented from taking over in the first place. The deal depends on the natives’ willingness to sacrifice a favorite traditional pastime—hunting and cooking songbirds—in favor of creating a bird sanctuary.  

Of Hemingway’s hunting Bjørneboe writes:

...it is evident that as a rule Hemingway’s sympathy is partly, and sometimes completely, on the side of the game or the bull; he identifies sometimes with the man, sometimes with the beast, but most often with both. This gives the whole an inner and distinctive ambiguity, which I’ve found in no other descriptions of beast and man; they have life and death in common, and they meet there.

In The Bird Lovers the Italians’ identification with the songbirds is brought out in a surrealistic scene in which three of the characters are discussing methods of capital punishment and three others are discussing methods of cooking songbirds: 

CARUSO: We will have a real dinner today!

CAVALLI: The electric chair is the worst in America...

ROSA: So delicious.

CAVALLI: In America they also use the gas chamber.

ROSA: ...with white beans.

MARCO: The electric chair isn’t so bad. You pass out at once and...

PICCOLINO: Smothered in oil and lemon and garlic. Delicious small birds.

FIDELE: They jump and squirm in the chair for quite a while and it smells like burnt flesh in the room.

PICCOLINO: Do you roast them on a spit, Rosa? 

The tourist entrepreneurs, meanwhile, turn out to be former Nazis who once occupied the village. For all their sentimental talk about “our feathered friends,” the birds they identify with—as shown on their posters, and in the “Song of the Bird Lovers”—are predators:

Birds are sweet and kind, but man is mean and full of hate.

Anyone who kills a bird will earn a tragic fate!

Buzzard, kite, and vulture’s kin,

Eagle, hawk, and peregrine!

The natives’ desire for revenge on their former oppressors further complicates the plot, but it does not follow the expected trajectory. The excerpt from Winter in Bellapalma, “The Town Fathers Quell a Revolution,” invites comparison with The Bird Lovers’ final scene. The role played by the town priest, Father Leone, in resolving the conflict in favor of “progress” is a clear prototype of Father Piccolino’s role as defense advocate for the Nazi war criminals in The Bird Lovers.

Bjørneboe wrote in his 1971 essay “Literature and Reality”:

...we live in a world which is characterized not by problems, but by dilemmas—of problems which can’t be solved. If literature brings solutions, if it brings answers, then it lies. With its reality-content it can only contribute to posing the questions more sharply and clearly and drastically than before.

The question posed in Winter in Bellapalma—and still more sharply, clearly, and drastically in The Bird Lovers—is whether any other values, idealistic or otherwise, can stand up against economic greed. The biting pessimism and the mock-exultation with which The Bird Lovers ends should not obscure the empirical spirit in which Bjørneboe continually struggled to write, and which is foreshadowed here.

“And while we sit here waiting for the battle to begin,” said one of the men to the king, “let me propose that we ask someone to tell a story—one which can pass the time without awakening heavy thoughts.”
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The bells in Bellapalma’s old church tower awoke me in the morn­ing. I stayed as I was, lying on my right side, carefully opened my left eye, and resolved never to drink again.

Through the cracks in the shutters the sea glittered outside, golden in the flames of the sun. Then I heard the noise of the surf.

There had been a storm in Bellapalma.

A really severe winter storm with a warm wind from Africa and ten-foot waves pounding the beach. Day and night we walked in the thunder of the surf; and especially at night, when we sat by open doors and wind­ows among the wine bottles in Zi’ Alexi’s Trattoria, or walked in our shirt­sleeves through the narrow cobblestone streets, the roar of the waves sounded powerfully in the darkness. If you looked out over the ocean, only an occasional stripe of foam shone white in all that black. That’s how it was at night.

I closed my eyes again, but couldn’t get back to sleep; I’d slept enough, and for a little while I lay there wishing I had some coffee. My glasses were gone. I got up, took my extra pair from the cupboard, and went barefoot and in my bathrobe out onto the terrace. 

There wasn’t a soul down on the beach, which gleamed in the sunshine. The reflections in the sea burned just as intensely as the sun itself. But the beach was dead. No seaweed, no algae, no crabs, no life. Nothing lying and rot­ting and smelling of the seashore. Just the too clear water, white rounded stones, and sun. There’s a deathlike purity over this sandy beach, it’s like a surrealistic painting. Just the beach, the horizon, and nothing.

And above sits Bellapalma, glued fast to the red cliff which rises almost vertically out of the sea. The town looks as if a child had drawn it on the moun­tain face with chalk.

Hearing soft steps padding up the stairs to my terrace, I turned and caught sight of Tomaso, barefoot with his pantlegs rolled midway up his tanned, muscular calves. Tomaso is a big and handsome man, but his face has a threatening aspect and many people here are afraid of him.

“Best of all fishermen,” I said. “I wish you a good morning, full of peace and rest! Have you slept well?”

“Very dearest, best of all professors—have you rested well?”

Tomaso took some packs of American cigarettes out of various pockets and laid them on the table.

“You were in Naples last night?”

“Cousin Professor, what else can a poor fisherman do when he has the government against him! Not even the devil himself can put out to sea in such weather, and besides, as you know, there are hardly any fish left. To the tourists we have nothing but our sunshine to sell. May God set his curse on Bellapalma!”

He went into the living room and sat down in the armchair. He crossed his legs, and it struck me how handsomely he was dressed, with the light blue, freshly ironed shirt around his brown neck and the dark blue sweater draped like a cape over his shoulders. He wore it like a duke. Then he took off his beret and laid it on the table. His grey pants were newly pressed and spotless. His feet, his face, his hands—they were all newly washed and brown. When he lit a cigarette, the duke in him sur­faced again.

“Tomaso,” I said, “will you have a tiny little dram to start the day?” 

And without waiting for a reply I fetched the grappa and poured some for him.

“Aren’t you having one yourself?”

“I’ll never drink again, Tomaso. That’s a resolution.”

“Professore, why can’t you drink like a Christian, just a little? Come on, take a grappa with me!”

“In my fatherland we either drink everything in the house or noth­ing. It goes with the pain, Tomaso.”

“You’re a bambino in the world, Anso, in this area too you’re a bambino. All men from the northern countries are bambini. Have a grappa, and I’ll teach you to drink like a cristiano.”

I took a glass, and it tore my throat like a burning cigar butt.

“Professore, everybody says that you were out walking around the city in your pajamas last night.”

“Yes, Tomaso, I felt a need for company. The others here have girlfriends, I’m the only one who doesn’t, because I’m fat and melancholy and have glasses and not much hair.”

“You were at Alexi’s in that get-up, and you carried your pajama top slung over your shoulders like a hussar’s jacket. That doesn’t do for a personage like you.”

“No one has ever understood me, Tomaso. Are you starting in now too?”

“Very dearest professore, there’s something I’ve been thinking about.”

“Yes?”

“It isn’t true what they say!”

“No?”

“You aren’t crazy. You’re just very nervous.”

“What?”

“You aren’t crazy—just molto nervoso.”

“That’s right, Tomaso, I’m very nervous. That’s why I go out at night like that to look for human companionship.”

“You were up on the piazza too, professore, and wanted to drive to Gransole in your car. But you didn’t have the keys in your pajamas, so you got very mad and rabbiato and started wrestling with Mario. People say that your whole body is hairy as a wolf.”

“Is it necessary to tell me everything, Tomaso?”   

“Is it true, professore, that you’re so hairy?”

“In my fatherland all intellectuals are as hairy as wolves, and that business of going out at night in our pajamas is just a habit we’ve gotten into. In the winter it’s often very cold.”

“The Northmen are very great fishermen,” said Tomaso. “They’re like devils on the sea, and catch stockfish worth hundreds of thousands of lire in a day. Vittorio has fished in the North Sea, and he told me about it. The Nor­wegian fishermen are all very grand signori compared with us Italian fishermen, who are poor tiny little lice and are hated by the govern­ment and might as well go off and die. In Italy a fisherman is as despised as a dead dog.”

We had another grappa.

“The North Sea must be very terrible,” he said thoughtfully, “but still there are fish in it. It’s supposed to be very frightening, gray as lead, with huge waves and freezing cold, and with no sun at all.”

For a while he sat silent and dark before speaking again: 

“Professore?”

“Yes?”

“I’ve never spoken with an Italian professore. In Italy the best people don’t want to talk with anything so paltry as a fisherman. But you, professore, you’re a good person, and for you there’s no difference between people on this earth. I will always be friends with you. And you say hello to all the fishermen and to Cesare too, even if he’s a tramp and a bum. You don’t make any distinctions. And I’ll see that you never go alone to Naples.”

“It’s true that I like to greet people,” I said. “I learned that in my own country. Especially out in the countryside people greet everybody and wish them good rest or good work. It’s quite natural.”

“Do the rich do it too?”

“In the countryside everybody says hello.”

“The rich in Italy haven’t learned to greet people. They just go around in their pointed shoes and their hair-oil and stick their noses in the air. They’re bad people, professore! They won’t even look at a fisherman. They’re miserable peo­ple. God damn them!” 

“But the duke says hello!”

“Yes, the duke greets everybody. But he comes from a fine old family, so he must have learned it at home.”

“It’s just the ones who have gotten rich since the war who don’t know that you’re supposed to say hello, Tomaso. And that’s their misfortune.”

“And the tourists! Best of all professore, the tourists are very stuck-up people, and they don’t say hello. They are cold and evil people, and they despise the fishermen.”

“And Father Leone says hello!”

“Yes, monsignore greets all of us, if he isn’t drunk. When he’s drunk he doesn’t greet anybody, but that’s because he can’t see, not because he has a hard and arrogant heart. Monsignore is a good man too, he’s a humble man. Especially when he’s been drunk for several days and then sobers up, he’s a humble and good person who comes down to the beach and talks with the fishermen.”

Tomaso sat silent for a while, and his face changed expression and grew dark again. Then he said:

“I hate tourists. They’ve spoiled everything for us fishermen here. They’re miserable people. Likewise Mr. Georg and Mr. Arnold are bad men who don’t say hello. I don’t like you to associate with them, professore.”

He raised himself halfway out of his chair and drew something from his back pocket. Then he sat down again and unpacked it carefully from several layers of paper.

“Buonissimo professore, I must ask you a favor. Will you read this for me? O Madonna, I’m a poor wretch of a fisherman!”

He handed me a postcard, and proceeded to explain: 

“It isn’t that my reason is poor, but I’ve never learned. I have a very good brain, but my father died when I was five years old, and by the time I was eight I was doing road work. Please read it for me, professore!”

The card was postmarked from Holland and contained a couple of sentences in Italian. A greeting, and the information that the sender would arrive in Bellapalma in March. He looked happy.

“Is she the one you talk to in the spring, best of all fishermen?”

“Yes, she comes every spring, and she’s going to buy me a fishnet this year.”

“And then there’s one coming in the summer and one in the fall?”

“Two in the summer, professore; one leaves at the end of June, and the other comes at the beginning of July.”

He got up and thanked me for the grappa, and I saw him out to the terrace.

“Salve, Tomaso! Have a good rest!”

He gave me an iron handshake, padded down the stairs and vanished into the little street which goes down to the beach. I went into the big bedroom with the double bed, took off my pajamas and put on some pants, a shirt, and tennis shoes, though it was pleasant to stand barefoot on the tile floor. Then I went out onto the terrace, down the steps and on down the narrow, steep street. I went straight across the beach toward the town.

The waves were no longer so big, not more than a yard high, and no fisherman in Northern Europe would have dreamed of staying home because of them. There wasn’t a hint of a breeze on the sea, and the surface was like glass, just light and sunshine.

Altogether a dead and dull mood lay over the town. No one had been out to sea for two or three weeks because there was either scirocco or waves. The town lay there, warm and damp and musty. A wind from Africa, winter, no tourists, no fishing, nothing. A strange stillness and lack of motion which had nothing to do with peace. It was a time of waiting, a long, silent crisis. I wasn’t the only one who had cut loose last night.

Then I met Cesare, bent, thin and old.

We went into Alexi’s and ordered a can of wine. The place was already full, and it was past ten o’clock. People were playing cards, smoking, and drinking. There was no great merriment, only a couple laughed when they saw me, but they all greeted me politely. They were mostly fishermen. 

Carola brought me my spectacles along with the wine. “You left them here yesterday, professore. It wasn’t us who broke them. You must have cracked them on the stairs up at the piazza. Poor professore!”

I stuck them in my pocket and poured some wine for Cesare and myself.  I raised my glass in a toast: “Life is hard!”

“Ever onward!” answered Cesare. 

Then we drank.

“You’re smart to have two pairs of glasses,” he said. “If you break one pair, then you can just get out the other and use it. It’s very clever of you to arrange it like that.”

With the great drinker’s self-discipline he rapidly drank two glasses one after the other, and wouldn’t have any more.

“You work too hard,” said Cesare. “Everybody knows that you work like a madman. People can hear the clatter of your typewriter until late at night, and in the morning you sit on the terrace and go on writing. Won’t the sun rise without your help?”

“No, Cesare, the sun is in a very bad way. Good appetite!”

“Good appetite, professore!”

Further up the street I met the police chief, signor Agnolino
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