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			Dino Buzzati

			Italian writer, journalist and painter

			
					Born in Belluno in 1906.

					Died in Milan in 1972.

					Notable works:	The Tartar Steppe (1940), novel

	I sette messaggeri (“The Seven Messengers”, 1942), short story collection

	Il colombre (1966), short story collection




			

			Dino Buzzati was born in Italy in 1906, and initially embarked on a career in journalism, working for the Italian newspaper Corriere della Sera and serving as a war correspondent during the Second World War. Alongside this, he turned his hand to literature and began to write novels, including Bàrnabo delle montagne and A Love Affair. In 1940, he published his masterpiece, The Tartar Steppe, which was an immediate global success. However, he also penned many short stories and novellas, working in the genres of both realism and fantasy. His most famous short story collection, Il colombre, consists of no fewer than 50 stories. His works tend to be pessimistic in nature, and often focus on the themes of delusion and death within a universe where everyday life takes a turn for the strange and disturbing under the corrupting influence of the supernatural.

			Today, Buzzati is considered one of the greatest Italian writers of his generation. He died in 1972.

		


		
			The Tartar Steppe

			An exceptionally grand novel

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Buzzati, D. (2007) The Tartar Steppe. Trans. Hood, S. C. Edinburgh: Canongate.

					1st edition: 1940

					Themes: hope, waiting, time, invasion, routine, death

			

			The Tartar Steppe was first published in Italian in 1940, and has been hailed by critics as “an exceptionally grand novel” which offers “a dramatic, passionate examination of the meaning of life and the inevitability of human destiny”. The novel tells the strange story of the young lieutenant Giovanni Drogo who is assigned to the sinister Fort Bastiani, which is located on the border of the Northern Kingdom across a mysterious desert that swirls with fog, which is supposedly going to be the target of a Tartar attack. Throughout the story, Drogo is torn between two opposing desires: to leave this depressing environment and to finally face the invaders. He ends up spending 30 years at Fort Bastiani, waiting for something which eventually comes too late.

		


		
			Summary

			Lieutenant Giovanni Drogo is posted to Fort Bastiani, which guards the border with the Tartar steppe, although no one knows whether or not the Tartars have ever actually set foot there. He has high hopes for the new life he is beginning, which he expects to be filled with glory. Nevertheless, he feels a “vague foreboding as if he were about to set out on a journey of no return” (p. 3).

			As he struggles to find the fort on its isolated, rocky outcrop, he encounters Captain Ortiz, who has been there for 18 years. The building itself is bleak and forbidding, and terrifies and hypnotises Drogo in equal measure. He reports to Matti, the fort’s commander, but is so intimidated by his surroundings that he requests an immediate transfer. However, he must wait four months before he can obtain the medical certificate which will permit him to leave. And yet, as soon as Drogo obtains it, he keeps putting his decision off until the next day, and eventually ends up spending his entire life at the fort waiting for an attack. When this attack finally takes place, he is evacuated due to illness.

			On his first evening, Drogo sneaks onto the ramparts, an area which is off limits, because he wants to look out at the desert, where certain soldiers claim that a smoking volcano and white towers can occasionally be seen emerging from the fog to the north. The young man feels a kind of connection to the landscape, even though he finds it profoundly depressing.

			Two days later, he takes his first shift on the watch alongside the fastidious Sergeant-Major Tronk, who has spent 22 years at the fort and lives in perpetual fear of an enemy attack. This strengthens Drogo’s desire to leave. During the night watch, during which the officers make it a point of honour to stay awake, he falls asleep: “that very night time began to slip by him beyond recall” (p. 51).

			A few days later, Drogo goes to visit Prosdocimo, who has been the regimental tailor for 15 years and who claims that he is going to leave the fort any day now. He advises the lieutenant not to follow the example set by the other officers who have been there for years and whose lives are consumed by the expectation of a hypothetical invasion. However, Drogo is convinced that he will be leaving the fort in four months.

			A short time later, he and his fellow officers celebrate Lagorio’s departure after two years of service. Lagorio tries in vain to persuade his friend Angustina, who is eligible, to leave with him. Angustina refuses because he wants to fight the Tartars at any cost. He will wait in vain, as he will die two years later.

			Having arrived at the fort in autumn, Giovanni is surprised to notice that winter has already arrived. In February, he goes to get his all-important medical certificate, but as he gazes at the desert from the window, he eventually decides to stay. He has fallen into a comfortable routine at the fort, and every day he congratulates himself on his decision, which he believes to have been merely postponed.

			Two years later, “it seemed as if Drogo’s existence had come to a halt” (p. 86). He does not seem to register the passing of time, although he realises that he is no longer a young man. He has a strange dream in which he sees spirits bearing a young Angustina peacefully into death.

			During one night watch, the lieutenant notices a black shape on the horizon. He is simultaneously frightened and glad that something is finally happening. It turns out to be a horse which does not belong to the fort. One reckless soldier called Lazzari goes out to look for it, but he is shot down by the sentry when he tries to re-enter the fort because although the sentry recognises him, Lazzari does not know the password, and the sentry adheres strictly to the rules. The mysterious horse disappears and all of the men secretly hope that it is a sign of an event soon to come.

			The next day, the soldiers spot what they believe to be an army marching through the desert towards them. Although this news causes a great deal of commotion among all the other soldiers, Colonel Filimore no longer believes in a Tartar invasion because he has been waiting for it for too long. Accordingly, he soon learns that they are merely units from the Northern Kingdom who have been sent on a nonviolent mission to mark off a section of the border, which the fort commander had neglected to do for years.

			As such, a unit of men is deployed along the border to beat the troops from the Northern Kingdom to the punch, but after a gruelling march through a snowstorm to scale a mountain, they are subjected to the irony of finding the officers from the Northern Kingdom already in position. The punishing trek has taken its toll on the frail Angustina, who volunteered for the expedition, and he dies of exhaustion that night. His comrades envy him for dying a soldier’s death.

			Drogo has been at the fort for four years, and observes the inexorable changing of the seasons. Ortiz, who has become his best friend, advises him to leave while he is still young, as it is unlikely that the Tartars will ever arrive. He never took that chance when it was offered to him due to a lack of ambition. Like all the soldiers at the fort do at one time or another, Drogo has a renewed surge of desire to leave, but he believes that, at 25 years of age, he has all the time in the world ahead of him.

			He returns home on leave and tries in vain to enjoy himself, but he feels no emotion when he meets up with an old friend, and even though he misses this world, it now seems foreign to him. His mother insists that he request a local posting, but his file is low-priority and Drogo ends up back on the road to the fort, just like four years beforehand, almost glad to be returning to his routine even as he questions whether it can really be his fate to live such a mediocre life. The pointless, dilapidated fort, which has had its garrison reduced by half, nonetheless fills him with “forebodings such as could not be expressed in words” (p. 190).

			Many officers who have served their time decide to leave and consider the time that they spent waiting for a Tartar attack as a mere distraction from boredom. In the following weeks, Drogo wavers between the desire to resign his commission and the desire to stay at the fort a little while longer, even more so when he thinks he has spotted a road being built in the desert. But the commander forbids the soldiers from investigating it, with the previous disappointment fresh in his mind. Only Drogo remains vigilant.

			Construction of the road is completed 15 years later, and allows the enemy to approach the fort. Drogo has now been made captain, but “time has slipped by so quickly that his heart has not had a chance to grow old” (p. 225). He realises that an entire generation has gone by when he escorts a young officer to the fort, just as Ortiz escorted him all those years ago. As for Ortiz, he retires and advises Drogo, who says he wants to resign, to wait for the war that now seems to be brewing in earnest.

			But the years go by, and hope begins to fade. Drogo, who is now second in command, is 54 years old and suffering from liver failure, but he refuses to leave the fort. Bedridden, he thinks he is almost cured when old Prosdocimo comes to inform him of approaching enemy battalions. Leaving his bedroom, he learns that reinforcements are arriving and that the fort has been put on high alert, and he realises that the invasion is imminent. Despite his protests, the commander-in-chief has him evacuated to avoid the battle. He leaves the fort in a kind of daze, walking past soldiers who are preparing for battle while he “went down to the inglorious plain” (p. 258), with another battle he cannot hope to win awaiting him.

			That evening, he is staying in an inn when the thought of death suddenly crosses his mind: facing that final enemy, alone, in a common bedroom, seems to him like a much more difficult, but ultimately more ambitious task than risking his life in a war, surrounded by his fellow soldiers. His bedroom door swings gently open, and Drogo straightens his uniform and smiles at the presence of death he can feel gathering around him.
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