
N A T A L I A G I N Z B U R G  

Natalia Ginzburg (1916-1991) is now valued as a major Italian writer of the 
second half of the twentieth century. She spent most of her life in the city of 
Turin, where she befriended the novelist Cesare Pavese and was married to 
Leone Ginzburg. Her husband, a scholar of Russian literature and a leader 
of the antifascist underground, was killed by the Nazis in 1 944. She herself 
endured great suffering and poverty during the war, and raised her children 
by herself. After the war she worked for the prestigious publishing house 
Enaudi, married the scholar Gabriele Baldini; the model for "he" in "He 
and I, " and began writing her books. Family Sayings, an autobiographical 
novel, won the coveted Strega Prize. 

Ginzburg's deceptively plain style, with its homey domestic details, every­
day images, and singsong speech, effectively conveys sophisticated ideas and 
mature wisdom in an unintimidating manner. In her essay collection, The 
Little Virtues , the author writes about herself as if she were an ordinary girl, 
wife, mother, widow, with a peasant's stubbornness and endurance. Her 
aesthetic and humanist viewpoint seems to have been fashioned in the same 
crucible as postwar neorealist Italian movies. Even her writing gift is 
brought down to earth, as in this passage from the essay "My Vocation": 

When I write something I usually think it is very important and that I 
am a very fine writer. I think this happens to everyone. But there is one 
corner of my mind in which .J know very well what I am, which is a 
small, a very small µ;riter. I swear I know it. But that doesn't matter 
much to me. Only, I don't want to think about names: I can see that tf I 
am asked 'a small writer like who?' it would sadden me to think of the 
names of other small writers. I prefer to think that no one has ever been 

-
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like me, however small, however much a mosquito or a /lea of a writer I 
may be. The iml/ortant thing is to be convinced that this really is your 
vocation, your profession, something you will do all your life. 

The following essay, "He and I, " captures the seesaw of human compan­
ionship and love with a patience and sensitivity to interconnectedness that it 
is hard to imagine a male essayist attempting, much less equaling. 

H e  a n d  I 

H E A L w A Y s F E E L s H o T , l always feel cold. In the summer 
when it really is hot he does nothing but complain about how hot 

he feels. He is irritated if he sees me put a jumper on in the evening. 
He speaks several languages well; I do not speak any well. He manages 

-in his own way-to speak even the languages that he doesn't know. 
He has an excellent sense of direction, I have none at all. After one day 

in a foreign city he can move about in it as thoughtlessly as a butterfly. I 
get lost in my own city; I have to ask directions so that I can get back 
home again. He hates asking directions; when we go by car to a town we 
don't know he doesn't want to ask directions and tells me to look at the 
map. I don't know how to read maps and I get confused by all the little 
red circles and he loses his temper. 

He loves the theatre, painting, music, especially music. I do not un­
derstand music at all, painting doesn't mean much to me and I get bored 
at the theatre. I love and understand one thing in the world and that 
is poetry. 

He loves museums, and I will go if I am forced to but with an unpleas­
ant sense of effort and duty. He loves libraries and I hate them. 

He loves travelling, unfamiliar foreign cities , restaurants. I would like to 
stay at home all the time and never move. 

All the same I follow him on his many journeys . I follow him to muse­
ums, to churches, to the opera. I even follow him to concerts, where I fall 
asleep. 

Because he knows the conductors and the singers , after the perfor-

so selfdeprecatory
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mance is over he likes to go and congratulate them. I follow him down 
long corridors lined with the singers ' dressing-rooms and listen to him 
talking to people dressed as cardinals and kings. 

He is not shy; I am shy. Occasionally however I have seen him be shy. 
With the police when they come over to the car armed with a notebook 
and pencil. Then he is shy, thinking he is in the wrong. 

And even when he doesn't think he is in the wrong. I think he has a 
respect for established authority. I am afraid of established authority, but 
he isn't. He respects it. There is a difference. When I see a policeman 
coming to fine me I immediately think he is going to haul me off to prison. 
He doesn't think about prison; but, out of respect, he becomes shy 
and polite. 

During the Montesi trial, because of his respect for established author­
ity, we had very violent arguments . 

He likes tagliatelle, lamb, cherries, red wine. I like minestrone, bread 
soup, omelettes , green vegetables. 

He often says I don't understand anything about food,J:hat I am like a 
great strong fat friar-one of those friars who devour soup made from 
greens in the darkness of their monasteries; but he, oh he is refined and 
has a sensitive palate. In restaurants he makes long inquiries about the 
wines; he has them bring two or three bottles then looks at them and 
considers the matter, and slowly strokes his beard. 

There are certain restaurants in England where the waiter goes through 
a little ritual: he pours some wine into a glass so that the customer can test 
whether he likes it or not. He used to hate this ritual and always prevented 
the waiter from carrying it out by taking the bottle from him. I used to 
argue with him about this and say that you should let people carry out 
their prescribed tasks. 

And in the same way he never lets the usherette at the cinema direct 
him to his seat. He immediately gives her a tip but dashes off to a com­
pletely different place from the one she shows him with her torch . 

At the cinema he likes to sit very close to the screen. If we go with 
friends and they look for seats a long way from the screen, as most people 
do, he sits by himself in the front row. I can see well whether I am close to 
the screen or far away from it, but when we are with friends I stay with 
them out of politeness; all the same it upsets me because I could be next 
to him two inches from the screen, and when I don't sit next to him he 
gets annoyed with me. 

We both love the cinema, and we are ready to see almost any kind of 
film at almost any time. of day. But he knows the history of the cinema in 
great detail ; he remembers old directors and actors who have disappeared 
and been forgotten long ago, and he is ready to travel miles into the most 
distant suburbs in search of some ancient silent film in which an actor 
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appears-perhaps just for a few seconds-whom he affectionately associ­
ates with memories ,of his early childhood. I remember one Sunday after­
noon in London; somewhere in the distant suburbs on the edge of the 
countryside they were showing a film from the 1930s, about the French 
Revolution , which he had seen as a child, and in which a famous actress of 
that time appeared for a moment or two. We set off by car in search of the 
street , which was a very long way off; it was raining, there was a fog, and 
we drove for hour after hour through identical suburbs, between rows of 
little grey houses, gutters and railings ; I had the map on my knees and I 
couldn 't read it and he lost his temper; at last, we found the cinema and 
sat in the completely deserted auditorium. But after a quarter of an hour, 
immediately after the brief appearance of the actress who was so impor­
tant to him, he already wanted to go; I on the other hand, after seeing so 
many streets , wanted to see how the film finished.\) don't remember 
whether we did what he wanted or what I wanted; probably what he 
wanted, so that we left after a quarter of an hour, also because it was late 
-though we had set off early in the afternoon it was already time for 
dinner. But when I begged him to tell me how the film ended I didn't get 
a very satisfactory answer; because, he said, the story wasn't at all impor­
tant, the only thing that mattered was those few moments , that actress's 
curls , gestures, profile . ' 

I never remember actors ' names, and as I am not good at remembering 
faces it is often difficult for me to recognize even the most famous of 
them. This infuriates him; his scorn increases as I ask him whether it was 
this one or that one; "You don't mean to tell me," he says, "You don't 
mean to tell me that you didn't recognize William Holden ! "  

And in fact I didn 't recognize William Holden . All the same, I love the 
cinema too; but although I have been seeing films for years I haven't been 
able to provide myself with any sort of cinematic education. But he has 
made an education of it for himself and he does this with whatever attracts 
his curiosity;'.:J don 't know how to make myself an education out of any­
thing, even those things that I love best in life; they stay with me as scat­
tered images, nourishing my life with memories and emotions but without 
filling the void, the desert of my education. 

He tells me I have no curiosity, but this is not true. I am curious about a 
few, a very few, things. And when I have got to know them I retain 
scattered impressions of them, or the cadence of phrase, or a word. But 
my world, in which these completely unrelated (unless in some secret fash­
ion unbeknown to me) impressions and cadences rise to the surface, is a 
sad, barren place. His world, on the other hand, is green and populous 
and richly cultivated; it is a fertile, well-watered countryside in which 
woods, meadows, orchards and villages flourish . 

Everything I do is done laboriously, with great difficulty and uncer-
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tainty. I am very lazy, and if I want to finish anything it is absolutely 
essential that I spend hours stretched out on the sofa. He is never idle, 
and is always doing something; when he goes to lie down in the afternoons 
he takes proofs to correct or a book ftill of notes; he wants us to go to the 
cinema, then to a reception, then to the theatre-all on the same day. In 
one day he succeeds in doing, and in making me do, a mass of different 
things, and in meeting extremely diverse kinds of people. If I am alone 
and try to act as he does I get nothing at all done, because I get stuck all 
afternoon somewhere I had meant to stay for half an hour, or because I 
get lost and cannot find the right street, or because the most boring per­
son and the one I least wanted to meet drags me off to the place I least 
wanted to go to. 

If I tell him how my afternoon has turned out he says it is a completely 
wasted afternoon and is amused and makes fun of me and loses his tem­
per; and he says that without him I am good for nothing. 

I don't know how to manage my time; he does. 
He likes receptions .  He dresses casually, when everyone is dressed for­

mally; the idea of changing his clothes in order to go to a reception never 
enters his head. He even goes in his old raincoat and crumpled hat; a 
woollen hat which he bought in London and which he wears pulled down 
over his eyes . He only stays for half an hour; he enjoys chatting with a 
glass in his hand for half an hour; he eats lots of hors d' oeuvres, and I eat 
almost none because when I see him eating so many I feel that I at least 
must be well-mannered and show some self-control and not eat too much; 
after half an hour, just as I am beginning to feel at ease and to enjoy 
myself, he gets impatient and drags me away. 

I don't know how to dance and he does. 
I don't know how to type and he does. 
I don't know how to drive. If I suggest that I should get a licence too he 

disagrees. He says I would never manage it. I think he likes me to be 
dependent on him for some things . 

I don't know how to sing and he does . He is a baritone. Perhaps he 
would have been a famous singer if he had studied si.!lging. 

Perhaps he would have been a conductor if he had studied music. 
When he listens to records he conducts the orchestra with a pencil. And 
he types and answers the telephone at the same time. He is a man who is 
able to do many things at once. 

He is a professor and I think he is a good one. 
He could have been many things. But he has no regrets about those 

professions he did not . take up. I could only ever have followed one pro­
fession-the one I chose and which I have followed almost since child­
hood. And I don't have any regrets either about the professions I did not 
take up, but then I couldn't have succeeded at any of them. 
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I write stories, and for many years I have worked for a publish­
ing house. 

I don't work badly, or particularly well. All the same I am well aware of 
the fact that I would have been unable to work anywhere else. I get on 
well with my colleagues and my boss. I think that if I did not have the 
support of their friendship I would soon have become worn out and un­
able to work any longer. 

For a long time I thought that one day I would be able to write screen­
plays for the cinema. But I never had the opportunity, or I did not know 
how to find it. Now I have lost all hope of writing screenplays. He wrote 
screenplays for a while, when he was younger. And he has worked in a 
publishing house. He has written stories. He has done all the things that I 
have done and many others too. 

He is a good mimic, and does an old countess especially well. Perhaps 
he could also have been an actor. 

Once, in London, he sang in a theatre. He was Job. He had to hire 
evening clothes; and there he was, in his evening clothes, in front of a kind 
of lectern� and he sang. He sang the words of Job; the piece called for 
something between speaking and singing. And I, in my box, was dying of 
fright. I was afraid he would get flustered, or that the trousers of his 
evening clothes would fall down. 

He was surrounded by men in evening clothes and women in long 
dresses, who were the angels and devils and other characters in Job. 

It was a great success ,  and they said that he was very good. 
If I loved music I would love it passionately. But I don't understand it, 

and when he persuades me to go to concerts with him my mind wanders 
off and I think of my own affairs . Or I fall sound asleep. 

I like to sing. I don't know how to sing and I sing completely out of 
tune; but I sing all the same-occasionally, very quietly, when I am alone. 
I know that I sing out of tune because others have told me so; my voice 
must be like the yowling of a cat. But I am not-in myself-aware of this , 
and singing gives me real pleasure. If he hears me he mimics me; he says 
that my singing is something quite separate from music, something in­
vented by me. 

When I was a child I used to yowl tunes I had made up. It was a long 
wailing kind of melody that brought tears to my eyes. 

It doesn 't matter to me that I don 't understand painting or the figura­
ti;e arts , but it hurts me that I don 't love music, and I feel that my mind 
suffers from the absence of this love. But there is nothing I can do about 
it, I will never understand or love music . If I occasionally hear a piece of 
music that I like I don 't know how to remember it; and how can I love 
something that I can't remember? .  

It is the words of a song that I remember. I can repeat words that I love 
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over and over again . I repeat the tune that accompanies them too, in my 
own yowling fashion, and I experience a kind of happiness as I yowl. 

When I am writing it seems to me that I follow a musical cadence or 
rhythm.\Perhaps music was very close to my world, and my world could 
not, for whatever reason, make contact with it. 

In our house there is music all day long. He keeps the radio on all day. 
Or plays records . Every now and again I protest a little and ask for a little 
silence in which to work; but he says that such beautiful music is certainly 
conducive to any kind of work. 

He has bought an incredible number of records. He says that he owns 
one of the finest collections in the world. 

In the morning when he is still in his dressing gown and dripping water 
from his bath , he turns the radio on, sits down at the typewriter and 
begins his strenuous, noisy, stormy day. He is superabundant in every­
thing; he fills the bath to overflowing, and the same with the teapot and 
his cup of tea. He has an enormous number of shirts and ties . On the 
other hand he rarely buys shoes . 

His mother says that as a child he was a model of order and precision; 
apparently once, on a rainy day, he was wearing white boots and white 
clothes and had to cross some muddy streams in the country-at the end 
of his walk he was immaculate and his clothes and boots had not one spot 
of mud on them. There is no trace in him of that former immaculate little 
boy. His clothes are always covered in stains.  He has become· extremely 
untidy. 

But he scrupulously keeps all the gas bills . In drawers I find old gas 
bills, which he refuses to throw away, from houses we left long ago. 

I also find old, shrivelled Tuscan cigars , and cigarette holders made 
from cherry wood. 

I smoke a brand of king-size, filterless cigarettes called Stop, and he 
smokes his Tuscan cigars . 

I am very untidy. But as I have got older I have come to miss tidiness, 
and I sometimes furiously tidy up all the cupboards . I think this is because 
I remember my mother's tidiness .  I rearrange the linen and blanket cup­
boards and in the summer I reline every drawer with strips of white cloth. 
I rarely rearrange my papers because my mother didn 't write and had no 
papers. My tidiness and untidiness are full of complicated feelings of re­
gret and sadness. His untidiness is triumphant. He has decided that it is 
proper and legitimate for a studious person like himself to have an un­
tidy desk. 

He does not help me get o�er my indecisiveness , or the way I hesitate 
before doing anything, ·or my sense of guilt. He tends to make fun of every 
tiny thing I do . If I go shopping in the market he follows me and spies on 
me. He makes fun of the way I shop, of the way I weigh the oranges in my 
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hand unerringly choosing, he says, the worst in the whole market; he 
ridicules me for spei;iding an hour over the shopping, buying onions at one 
stall, celery at another and fruit at another. Sometimes he does the shop­
ping to show me how quickly he can do it; he unhesitatingly buys every­
thing from one stall and then manages to get the basket delivered to the 
house. He doesn't buy celery because he cannot abide it. 

And so-more than ever-I feel I do everything inadequately or mistak­
enly. But if I once find out that he has made a mistake I tell him so over 
and over again until he is exasperated. I can be very annoying at times. 

His rages are unpredictable, and bubble over like the head on beer. My 
rages are unpredictable too, but his quickly disappear whereas mine leave 
a noisy nagging trail behind them which must be very annoying-like the 
complaining yowl of a cat . 

Sometimes in the midst of his rage I start to cry, and instead of quieten­
ing him down and making him feel sorry for me this infuriates him all the 
more. He says my tears are just play-acting, and perhaps he is right. Be­
cause in the middle of my tears and his rage I am completely calm. 

I never cry when I am really unhappy. 
There was a time when I used to hurl plates and crockery on the floor 

during my rages. But not any more. Perhaps because I am older and my 
rages are less violent, and also because I dare not lay a finger on our plates 
now; we bought them one day in London, in the Portobello Road, and I 
am very fond of them. 

. 

The price of those plates, and of many other things we have bought, 
immediately underwent a substantial reduction in his memory. He likes to 
think he did not spend very much and that he got a bargain. I know the 
price of that dinner service-it was £16, but he says £12 .  And it is the 
same with the picture of King Lear that is in our dining room, and which 
he also bought in the Portobello Road (and then cleaned with onions and 
potatoes) ;  now he says he paid a certain sum for it, but I remember that it 
was much more than that. 

Some years ago he bought twelve bedside mats in a department store. 
He bought them because they were cheap, and he thought he ought to 
buy them; and he bought them as an argument against me because he 
considered me to be incapable of buying things for the house. They were 
made of mud-coloured matting and they quickly became very unattractive; 
they took on a corpse-like rigidity and were hung from a wire line on the 
kitchen balcony, and I hated them. I used to remind him of them, as an 
example of bad shopping; but he would say that they had cost very little 
indeed, almost nothing. It was a long time before I could bring myself to 
throw them out-because there were so many of them, and because just as 
I was about to get rid of them it occurred to me that I could use them for 
rags. He and I both find throwing things away difficult; it must be a kind 
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of Jewish caution in me, and the result of my extreme indecisiveness ;  in 
him it must be a defence against his impulsiveness and open-handedness. 

He buys enormous quantities of bicarbonate of soda and aspirins. 
Now and again he is ill with some 'mysterious ailment of his own; he 

can't explain what he feels and stays in bed for a day completely wrapped 
up in the sheets ; nothing is visible except his beard and the tip of his red 
nose. Then he takes bicarbonate of soda and aspirins in doses suitable for 
a horse, and says that I cannot understand because I am always well, I am 
like those great fat strong friars who go out in the wind and in all weathers 
and come to no harm; he on the other hand is sensitive and delicate and 
suffers from mysterious ailments. Then in the evening he is better and 
goes into the kitchen and cooks himself tagliatelle. 

When he \Vas a young man he was slim, handsome and finely built; he 
did not have a beard but long, soft moustaches instead, and he looked like 
the actor Robert Donat. He was like that about twenty years ago when I 
first knew him, and I remember that he used to wear an elegant kind of 
Scottish flannel shirt . I remember that one evening he walked me back to 
the pensione where I was living; we walked together along the Via Nazion­
ale. I already felt that I was very old and had been through a great deal 
and had made many mistakes , and he seemed a boy to me, light years 
away from me. I don't remember what we talked about on that evening 
walking along the Via Nazionale; nothing important, I suppose, and the 
idea that we would become husband and wife was light years away from 
m� Then we lost sight of each other, and when we met again he no longer 
looked like Robert Donat, but more like Balzac. When we met again he 
still wore his Scottish shirts but on him now they looked like garments for 
a polar expedition; now he had his beard and on his head he wore his 
ridiculous crumpled woollen hat; everything about him put you in mind of 
an imminent departure for the North Pole. Because, although he always 
feels hot , he has the habit of dressing as if he were surrounded by snow, 
ice and polar bears ; or he dresses like a Brazilian coffee-planter, but he 
always dresses differently from everyone else. 

If I remind him of that walk along the Via Nazionale he says he remem­
bers it, but I know he is lying and that he remembers nothing; liod I 
sometimes ask myself if it was us, these two people, almost twenty .. years 
ago on the Via Nazionale, two people who conversed so politely, so ur­
banely, as the sun was setting; who chatted a little about everything per­
haps and about nothing; two friends talking, two young intellectuals out 
for a walk; so young, so educated, so uninvolved, so ready to judge one 
another with kind impartiality; so ready to say goodbye to one another for 
ever, as the sun set, at the corner of the street . 

-Translated by Dick Davis 


