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CHAPTER I 

UtTflOJJUCTIOH 

To abstract a thesis from the writings of a serious 

novelist is, in most instances, to do the writer an 

injustice. Such an effort is usually based on considera-

tion of a single aspect or facet of his works, with many 

oversimplifications and overgeneraii zations which either 

obscure or ignore the subtlety and complexity of the 

writer's achievement. Less liable to this critical 

infraction, however, are the novels of Alberto Moravia, 

the celebrated Italian novelist, essayist, and short story 

writer, who in recent years has gained an international 

reputation. 

The outstanding feature of Moravia's novels is his 

preoccupation with a single theme; for Moravia is, by his 

own admission, a writer with a thesis. As he told an 

interviewer from The Sew Yorker, 

I never trust a writer who can say too many things. 
By that I mean a writer who has too many tunes to 
play. One good tune is enough. Good writers are 
monotonous, like good composers. Their truth is 
self-repeating# They keep rewriting the same book. 
That is to say, they keep trying to perfect their 
expression of the problem they were bom to under-
stand.! 

^"One Good Tune" (author not given), The Hew Yorker, 
X m (May ?, 1955)» 39. ~ ' 



At this point one may ask what Moravia's "one good tune" 

is. Although Moravia considers himself a novelist with a 

monolithic approach, he is in no respect a propagandist or 

a writer of mechanically contrived stories aimed at pro-

pounding a philosophical viewpoint, Moravia has discussed 

his artistic intentions candidly. On the subject of his 

theme, he says 

, , . a novel is not a philosophical treatise, and it 
is difficult to discuss a novel's "theats* outside 
the framework of their formal representation. All I 
can say is that the dominating them© of my work stems 
to he that of the relationship between man and 

reality.2 

Alberto Moravia has two novellas, nine full-length 

novels, two plays, and over three hundred short stories to 

his credit, not to mention some journalistic writings and 

dozens of essays on a variety of subjects. His works have 

been translated into twenty languages, and in the United 

States alone, his total sales have surpassed those of any 

other Italian novelist.^ All of his longer works have 

been translated into English, and four volumes of his 

stories, Bitter Honeymoon and Other Stories, The Wayward 

Wife and Other Stories* Eoiaan Tales, and The fetish and 

2 
^Alberto Horavia, "About My Hovels; a fragment of 

Autobiography," twentieth Century* CL2IT (December. 1958), 
551. 

^Charles lolo, "Alberto Moravia," Atlantic, CXCY 
(February, 1955), 69. 
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Other Stories* have also been published in English 

t ranslati ons. 

la Moravian M?els the existential predicament i® 

paramount• While Moravia calls it wthe relationship 

between man and reality," it could perhaps be more w -

cinctly stated as Shakespeare has it in Hamlet's famous 

soliloquy—nfQ be, or not to bej that is the question.w 

With Horavia also the question is "to be or not to be.w 

The very phrase "existential predicament" algbt 

elicit some question regarding it® meaning. Predicament 

denotes a situation entailing uncertainty-a^ lder-

sent as experienced by the human being. The uncertainty 

arises froa the unavoidable necessity of making decisions 

which will in some degree help the person come to grips 

with his situation? the bewilderment implies perplexity 

aroused by the awareness of multiple possibilities! not 

one of which has an absolute and universal value. There 

is no recourse to a priori standards? the person is alone 

and must rely on his own Individual actions in confronting 

the existential predicament. "Existential" describes the 

actual, concrete, immediate, individual, particular, 

dynamic, and evolving character of human experience 

itself. 

The phrase "existential predicament" is a summary of 

Moravia's preoccupation as a novelist. In his fiction 



there is a constant, unrelenting obsession with the 

situation of a single, particular character confronting, 

through his own existence in a physical, historical set-
r 

ting, the forces or powers of negation which threaten him 

with the frightening personal awareness of the possi-

bility, even inevitability, of his own dissolution into 

nothingness. "Hothingness" is the word used by Martin 

Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre to describe the condition. 

Albert Camus calls it "the absurd'1 and Faul Tillich, "the 

threat of non-being" or "eternal death." Such designa-

tions are symbolic abstractions used by philosophers} but 

in the novels of Moravia the concepts are more than the 

expression of obscure terms* His theme is grounded in a 

concrete fictional world and serves as the vital force in 

prompting the actions of his characters, lis novels pos-

sibly offer a more lucid and comprehensible exposition of 

the existential predicament than would volumes of peri-

phrastic philosophical verbiage. 

Since it is through philosophy that these existential 

considerations have been most vigorously treated, however, 

it is desirable to take some note of what various philoso-

phers have written about Existentialism. Defining 

Existentialism is no simple matter. In the first place, 

if one is to discuss Existentialism in a meaningful man-

ner, he must include himself in his statements, for to 



analyze this contemporary outlook on man's condition with-

out acknowledging oneself as a part of that condition 

belles the statements themselves. If there is one point 

on which all thinkers who have been called Existentialists 

agree, it is the belief in the absolute contingency of the 

human condition. No one can be uncommitted. To speak 

with undue pedantry, dogmatism, complacency, or condescen-

sion about Existentialism is to lapse into a kind of 

clinical detachment, as in describing th© symptoms of a 

physical disease. It must b© recognized, therefore, that 

an outline of th© salient features of what is called 

Existentialism is not Existentialism itself, but merely an 

arbitrarily systematized aid for the purpose of communi-

cating the idea of Existentialism. 

The only well-known philosopher to accept th© label 

"Existentialist" is Jean-Paul Sartre. Martin Heidegger 

rejects the tera, as did Albert Camus. A label implies a 

system, and most of the thinkers who are called Existen-

tialists almost unanimously oppose having their 

philosophical observations molded into an abstract system 

of oracular belief divorced from the experiences of life. 

Existentialism is usually discussed as having two 

"schools"—Christian and atheistic. This is a rigid 

classification proposed by Sartre, and is too neat and 

unsatisfactory in the final analysis. The more precise 



dichotomy, if there is to be one, should he drawn between 

the rational-humanistic Existentialism, best exemplified 

in the thought of Sartre, and the transcendental Existen-

tialism of Martin Heidegger. The difference is in the 

ontological question. Sartre1s somewhat overworked dictum 

"existence precedes essence" places the emphasis on man. 

"Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself," 
A-

writes Sartre. As Sartre sees it, the predicament is in 

the anxiety produced by the awareness that through commit-

ment and resolute action, man carries the burden of 

responsibility for all men. In Sartre*® thought, then, 

man is condemned to freedom, if he is to be a man instead 

of an object. Sartre uses two terms to characterize the 

existential man: man in-itself (en-soi) and man for-

itself (pour-soi). Man in-itself is man the physical 

object, the existent, and man for-itself is man © aware 

being of unfulfilled potential, the essence. Through his 

actions asserting his existence, man also creates his 

essence. 

The German, Martin Heidegger, has proposed perhaps 

the most profound question in contemporary philosophy; 
4 
Jean-Jraul Sartre, "iixistentialism Is a Humanism," 

translated by Philip Mairet, Existentialism from 
JDostoevsky to Sartre, edited by VaJ 
(CWelaad,1195517?. 291. 



"Why is there any being at ail and not rather nothing?"^ 

Sartre with his existential ethics does not consider this 

question. Sartre*® Existentialism is anthropocentric 

while Heidegger's is metaphysical. Heidegger sees as 

pervading all human existence an open field of toeing as 

toeing itself , which has no concrete external manifestation 

itself, yet which encompasses tooth existence and essence 

and transcends the®. When this toeing aa toeing is revealed 

to man, he is aad© aware of his finitude and the contin-

gency of his condition, most awesomely revealed to him in 

the awareness of the immediate possibility of death as 

the agent of dissolution of the central self, as in 

Tolstoy's "The Death of Ivan Ilyich,w The knowledge that 

man is subject to inexorable absorption into nothingness 

produces the anxiety which in turn promotes human action, 

the affirmation of self despite the threat of nothingness, 

Albert Camus, though protesting that he was not an 

Existentialist, made soa© existential observations on the 

predicament of modem man* He is most famous for his con-

cept of "the absurd" in human existence. The absurd Ban 

is the one who is conscious of his freedom from any gods, 

hope, or illusion of progress, and who is overshadowed by 

%artin Heidegger, MThe Way Back into the ©round of 
Metaphysics," translated by Walter Kaufm&nn in 1x1 al 
tiallam from Dostoevsky to Sartre, edited by Walter'' 
KaufmannTcIeveland, 3®$57,pi" 220. 
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the supreme and inevitable negation of existence—death 

itself. In The Myth, of Sisyphus, Camus proposes that man. 

counter the predicament through conscious human action or 

rebellion* an attitude of lucidity in the face of the 

negation of death, and a passion for life itself. Camus 

writes, wJhere is but on© truly serious philosophical 

problem, and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or 

is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental 
6 

question of philosophy." 

The last existential thinker bearing upon Moravia* s 

thesis is the theologian Paul Tillich. His views on the 

existential predicament perhaps are not original, for 

there are echoes in his writings of the thoughts of many 

philosophers, including Sartre, Heidegger, and Oamus. 

However, he is not fearful of systematic thought. He 

couches his Existentialism in religious terms and sees 

the great problem in existence as "the courage to be" in 

spite of "the threat of non-being"''' and the impossibility 

of reaching final solutions of the existential predica-

ment. 

Although not a philosopher himself, Alberto Moravia 

is undoubtedly in this stream of contemporary European 

^Albert Oamus, The Myth of Sisyphus, translated by 
Justin 0'Brien (lew York, 1959T, p. 

7Paul Tillich, The Courage to Be (Hew Haven, 1952), 
p. 322. 



Existentialist thought. In reference to his first novel, 

The Time of Indifference, lie points out his affinity with 

the philosophical .Existentialists: 

In fact, ten years before Sartre's La Mausee and 
Camus' s L'^transer, Gli Indifferent! [Tfete Time of 
Indifference], published in 1^29t came to grips with 
those very problems which were later to be called 
"Existentialism," fhe difference between Sartre, 
Caaus and myself is that when I wrote Grli Indiffer-
ently I was unaware that there was such a word as 
Existentialism. The problems that ay characters 
sought to solve were, in final analysis, my own 
problems; and if they also happened to be the prob-
lems of the day, that is due to the faculty 1 hM, 
at least at that time, of establishing a direct 'con-
tact with reality independent of aesthetic or 
ideological principles,8 

fhe statement brings up the important question of 

Moravia's intention as a writer. Philosophical novelists 

such as Sartre and Camus seem to imply that their work is 

based on a viewpoint of universal dimensions and that 

their judgments supply melioristic values having a uni-

versal significance. Moravia, by contrast, is concerned 

with the individual, the particular situation, and the 

immediate event as it reveals or creates the essence of 

the single -human being. Moravia describes the existential 

predicament? he offers no proposals which might serve as 

rules of conduct or effect the progress of humanity. He 

is not a writer of allegories in the orthodox sense. 

Horavia is quoted as having said, "In the modern world, 

^Moravia, 0£. cit., p. 530. 
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everyone Is trying to remake society. I have at heart, 

above all, the human person * . . with his name, occupa-
Q 

tioa, age, face, body, arms, legs."*' And in reiteration 

of his outlook on the writing of novels, Moravia has said, 

"The novel has no other goal than the description of a 

particular individual and the illustration of a particular 

conception of life.""*"® 

Though he avers that he is not so concerned with 

ideological principles as the philosophers, Moravia's 

novels present objective correlatives of the problems the 

philosophers see as comprising the existential predicament. 

Moravia illustrates the anxiety experienced by individual 

characters in a state of suspension over the abyss of 

nothingness. Their relationship with reality has been 

severed by their inability to overcome a spiritual 

paralysis which prevents them from living effectively in 

the external world. Floundering in a metaphysical void, 

Moravia's chief protagonists suffer a sens© of uselesaness 

and aimlessness, and in his novels the portrayal of the 

struggle to cope with this condition reveals Moravia's 

preoccupation with the existential predicament. 

There are three main aspects of Moravia's treatment 

of the existential predicament. The first is the 

^Rolo, 0£. cit., p. 74. 
1QIbid., p. 69. 
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novelist's insistence upon the dualism of human exist-

ence—his probing of the conflict between instinct and 

intellect, intention and action, reality and Illusion, 

and subjective and objective identity. The second aspect 

is his analysis of erotic love as the realm in which the 

existential situation is most clearly manifest, with 

emphasis on sex as the paradox of being and non-being 

coexistent. And finally, there is by implication in his 

novels a kind of existential morality, with the relation-

ship of man to a true and authentic reality. All three 

aspects are related both to the novels and to the facts 

of Moravia's life. 



CHAPTER II 

ALBMiTG PIMCHSi&ifi-MGMVlA 

There are two reasons why Horavia's biography is 

relevant to an understanding of M s novels. In the first 

place, even though, his primary theme is consistent, there 

is a radical change in his narrative method after the 

first three novels, which were written while Moravia lived 

under oppressive Fascist restrictions. Also, certain 

incidents in his own life have appeared somewhat trans-

muted in his fiction. The first three novels in 

particular-—The Time of Indifference, Wheel of fortune. 

e d The fancy Dress Party—have more perceptible origins 

in Moravia's personal life. 

Alberto Pincherle was bom in Borne in 190?, the son 

of a well-to-do Venetian architect; his mother was a 

Jewess.* At the age of five, he was stricken with 

tuberculosis of the leg bone and spent five of his next 

eight years as a bedridden invalid. Pincherle did not 

completely overcome the disease until he was twenty-five, 

and his illness has reportedly left him with a slight 

1,1 Our Man in Home" (no author given), The lew Yorker, 
XL (April 4, 1964), *>*. ' 

12 
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limp,2 As a child, he was taught by governesses from whom 

he learned several languages. 

Moravia's novels are the major events in his early 

life. He evidently moved at his own pace, reading vora-

ciously and writing feverishly, for his first work 

exhibits a maturity and intelligence nothing less than 

prodigious for a young man of seventeen. It was during 

this period of invalidism that the young Pincherle began 

his first novel in a sanitorim in the Alps.^ fhe novel 

was rewritten several times before it was completed and 

given the title fhe Tiae of Indifference (Gli Indiffer-

ent!) in 1927, when the author was only nineteen. 

Publication did not take place until 1929, however, 

because Pincherle could not find a publisher, finally 
JL 

he had to have the novel printed at his own expense. 

The book was an immediate sensation. Pincherle, a mere 

twenty-two, found himself enjoying fame in literary 

circles and infamy in political quarters.-* fhe novel, 

although not treating a political subject, pictures the 

decadence of a bourgeois Soman family in the early days 

of the Fascist regime. It covers a period of only two 

o 

Hole, 0£. cit., p. 70. 

^"Our Wan in Home," fhe New Yorker, p. 34. 
4Ibid. ^Rolo, op. cit. , p. 70* 
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days in the lives of the characters and shows the inevi-

table degeneration of the family. mth an acerbic irony, 

•the young writer revealed what appeared to him to be the 

sin of the times (and perhaps of all times)---sloth* 

incapacity of will, faked emotions, vain and illusory 

desires—in short, the crime of indifference. Such a 

pessimistic view was contrary to the prevailing fascist 

pseudo-optimismj and when the novelist's second book, 

translated both as Wheel of Fortune and as Mistaken 

Ambitions (Le Amblglonl Sbagliate) appeared in 1955? the 

censors forbade its being reviewed, fhe literal rendering 

of the Italian title, "mistaken ambitions," summarizes the 

theme. 3?he story shows how mistaken ambitions can lead to 

self-delusion, chaos, and self-destruction, There are 

three main characters: a plain, parvenu matron whose 

ambition is to buy love with her money? a young journalist 

whose ambition is to be a paragon of virtue? and a beauti-

ful young woman whose ambition is to secure wealth and 

social station by using her beauty. 

fhe novel is interesting as a clinical treatment of 

human passions and foibles, but because of its rambling 

looseness, its contrived, melodramatic situations, and its 

characterizations bordering on caricature, it is not one 

of Moravia's most successful works. 
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At the time of the publication of Wheel of fortune 

Alberto Pincherle assumed the pseudonym of Alberto 

Moravia. Ho one seems to know why he chose Eor&via, but 

all of his subsequent writings hare appeared under that 

nam®. 

Alter writing this second novel, Moravia traveled 

outside his own country and wrote for the Italian news-
s 

papers as a foreign correspondent. In 1935 visited 

the United Stat©© and Mexico , and in 1941 he married 

Bloa Morant®, who has since become well know as a writer 

herself. 

In his next novel, The Fancy Press Party (La 

Haacherata)» published in 1941, Moravia describes "the 

fortunes of a certain country on the other side of the 

ocean," presumably Mexico. The plot deals with a dic-

tator eagerly panting for an affair with a celebrated but 

.heartless beauty and almost wrecking his government, 

freated in a brutally farcical manner very much resembling 

opIra bouffe and unlike anything else attempted by 

Moravia, a parallel thea© exhibits the atrocious extreme® 

of the activities undertaken by secret police, She novel 

is a thinly-veiled parody of Mussolini's Fascist regime in 

Italy; yet most critics rate it as a failure as satire, 

because Roravia's narrative perspective is diffused among 
6Ibid. 
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the various participants in the farce, and the reader is 

never allowed to arrive at a definite conclusion about the 

objects being satirised, nevertheless! aa a competent 

piece of writing from the standpoint of plot development 

and control, the novel is masterful. Eventually it reached 

the Minister of Popular Culture; h© passed it along to 

Mussolini, who ordered it to be published, only to have it 

withdrawn a month later. Moravia was then forbidden to 

write for the press under his own name, and adopted the 

pseudonym of "Pseudo." Pseudo was silenced a year later 

by order of the government.7 

toward the end of fascist rule in Italy, Boravia for 
ft 

a time wrote anti-fascist propaganda. Soon after the 

fall of the Fascist government in 194-3, the German® occu-

pied Italy, and Eoravia learned that the German Schutz-

staffel had plans to arrest him. Although the Jews in 

Italy had not been subjected to the horrors perpetrated 

by the Germans in their concentration camps, the Italians 

of Jewish extraction went into hiding when the German 

armies entered their country. Hor&via along with hi© wife 

fled Home for the battle front in the Gassino area, hoping 

to fall into the hands of the Allies within a few weeks. 

He and his wife were not liberated until nine months later 

in Kay of 1944, when the United states Fifth Army captured 

7Ibid. 8Xbld. 
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the village of jTondi, where the Pincherles were in 
Q 

hiding. During this period, the couple lived like beasts 

in a stable* 

fhese hardships were unquestionably bitter for the 

Pincherles, and the events described in one of Moravia's 

better novels, Two Women, grew out of this traumatic 

experience. In an introduction to the first laglish 

publication of Agostino« Moravia's next published work 

and probably his most famous single piece of writing, lan 

Greenlees comments: 
fhe liberation of fondi meant for Moravia more than 
the termination of the immediate threat under which 
he had been living; it meant the liberation from the 
incubus which had hung over him for nearly twenty 
years, during which the fascists had continuously 
tried to circumscribe his activities,10 

In a diary he kept during the German occupation of Italy, 

Benedetto Groce has an entry recording a visit from 

Moravia after the novelist and his wife came out of 

hiding: 

May 29i 19^4—Horavia, the novelist, cam© to 
Sorrento. He had to stay with his wife for several 
months on top of a mountain near Home, but has now 
been liberated by the Allied advance. Ee poured out 
all his despair, about the present and the future, 

^Ian Greenlees, "Introduction" to Agostino (London, 
194?), p. 5. 

10Ibid. 
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nor was he,able to produce anything more comforting 

than that.& 

Oozing M s compulsory exile, Moravia wot® Asiostino and 

much of his most famous novel, The Woman o£ Rome (La 

loma&a)% an achievement which testifies to his spirit and 

vitality. 

Sine® 1944, Moravia has been amazingly productive. 

After the publication of Agostino earn® She Woman of Rome 

in 194?. Although Moravia had visited the United States 

earlier in his life and his first two novels had been 

translated into English and published in the United 

States, fhe Idoman of Some in its 1950 translation brought 

Moravia to the attention of most American readers, fhe 

reason for his sudden and increased popularity can be 

attributed to the undeniable fact that Moravia is perhaps 

the most skillful and graphic writer on the subject of 

sex. fhe Woman of Rome has as the protagonist a beautiful 

wad sensual prostitute and is about whoring from the first 

page to the last, fhe chief interest for most readers may 

unfortunately lie in its unintended appeal to the prurient 

instincts* 

fhe following year, 1948, Moravia published 

Disobedience (La Disubeddlenza). Mostlno and Disobedience 

^ % h e allies; Benedetto Orooe, Croce. the King 
£§££,1 M a p JTI22E7 translated 

by Sylvia Spri s m (lew York, 1950) * d. j 
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have come out under til© title, Two Adolescents; the 

Stories of Mostino and Luca. Horavia's other novels, all 

translated into English, include Qon,1 ureal Lot® (Amore 

Coniugale), 1949; Jg|e Conformist (II Conformisto). 1950? 

A Shosfr at loon (II Pisprezaso). 1954; Two Women (La 

Ciociara), 1957I and The Empty Canvas (£g loia). 1961, 

Horavia is also an accomplished essayist, and a volume of 

hie writing® in this genre is to he published next year 

(1966) under the title Han a® an End,, A »#lection from 

the forthcoming hook recently appeared in Saturday Beview. 

Horavia is now divorced froa his first wife, Slsa Morante, 

with whom he is still on amicable terms, and is married to 

another writer, Dacia Maraini, who is twenty-seven, thirty 

years younger than her talented husband. Moravia has no 

children.^ 

In August, 1952, Moravia expressed a desire to visit 

the United States again. His request for a visa to enter 

the country was denied under the terms of the McOarran Act 

of Internal Security.The story regarding his exclusion 

makes an interesting chapter in the histoiy of American 

literary politics. In 1944, an especially despondent year 

for Horavia, he published an essay, Ja S&era&za. Ossla 

12 &w0ur Han in lome,M The »ew Yorker, p. 35« 
u 
^"In^wstice and Disservice11 (author not given), 

Time, LX (August 11, 1952), 15. 
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Communiamo o Cristianeslmo, in which he expressed the 

opinion that Communism, divested of its negative qualities 

and coupled with Christian altruism, would be the hope for 

14 

the economic and political ills of the world. On the 

basis of this statement by Moravia and the inauspicious 

timing of his request (the era of th® McCarthy "witch 

hunts"), the State Department of the United States refused 

Moravia a visa. Dissenting writers in the United States 

filed a petition in protest. Among the signers were 

John Dos Passos, James T. Par re 11, Alfred Kaain, 

Katherine Anne Porter, Allen Tate, Lionel Trilling, 

Hobert Penn Warren, Thornton Milder, and Edmund Wilson.^ 

Moravia's request was later granted, The incident is 

especially ironic in that two years earlier the Soviet 
1ft 

Union had also refused Moravia a visa. 

Moravia's works were placed on the Papal Index in May 

of the same year (1952) that the author was refused a visa 

by the United States government.^ When he was informed 

of the action, Moravia facetiously retorted that at least 
^Giuseppe Prezzolini, "Moravia,H Books Abroad * XUV 

(Autumn, 1950), 561. 

"^"Injustice and Disservice," Time, p. 15, 

16Ibid. 

1?"Visas and the Vatican" (author not given), Nation, 
CLXXV (September 6, 1952), 182. * 
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lie was in the good company of Boccaccio and Oroce, also 

listed in the Index. 

fhe levity of Moravia*s reaction is not to be found 

in. Horavia's novels. He is the most serious of writers; 

one of the most frequent criticisms leveled against his 

writing is his lack of humor. But Moravia, like Sartre, 

Camus, and to a lesser extent, Paul Tillich, has eaqperi-

enced the existential predicament in its most acute 

external form. He suffered a physical debility for twenty 

years of his youth, and arrived at maturity under a 

political system that was anathema to his principles. 

As William Barrett points out in his excellent book, 

Irrational Man, Existentialism is a distinctly European 
' 1A 

outlook on the human situation. Although the United 

States was involved in World War II, the event was remote 

for Americans as individuals. For sensitive and brilliant 

Europeans like Moravia, however, the war and th© circum-

stances precipitating it posed an immediate threat of 

physical annihilation, social and religious chaos, and a 

stricture of the spirit. Host .Europeans found themselves 

in the existential predicament reduced to its fundamental 

terms of human survival. The only true question was to be 

or not to be in a situation where non-being seemed almost 
18William Barrett, Irrational Man (Garden City, 

Hew York, 1962), pp. 10-11. 
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inevitable. To Americans, such a pessimistic view of the 

human condition is indicative of neurosis. Bat perhaps 

Americans have yet to experience the existential predica-

ment in terms comprehensible to them. For Europeans it 

has been the problem for several decades• and Moravia's 

biography and novels exemplify his relationship with his 

historical setting. 



CSAPflfi III 

DUALITX: THE CEKEBKAL AND $H1 PEIMAL 

Alberto Moravia treats his theme, the relationship 

between man and reality, as a study in dualities, manifest 

most clearly in the struggle of the inner man in conflict 

both with himself and with the external world. Moravia 

sees two approaches to living—the cerebral, intellectual, 

analytical, rational; and the primal, instinctual, non-

questioning, non-rational. In his novels Moravia 

describes the opposing inclinations in man at war with 

each other and probes the consciousness of his characters 

as they confront the existential predicament in its exter-

nal forms. In Horavia's characters the struggles between 

the conflicting dualities of their respective temperaments 

result in a loss of clear perspective, in personal dis-

honesty, and in a confusion of values. Modern man, as 

Moravia sees him, is torn between intentions and results, 

between the objective and the subjective identities, 

between intellect and instinct, between reality and 

illusion. 

Moravia's first novel, ghe fflme of Indifference, is 

an explicit development of dualism as an aspect of the 

existential predicament. Mariagraaia, well-to-do at one 

25 
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time in her life, lias become financially dependent on her 

lover, Leo. Mariagrazia does not really love Leo, but the 

notion of having a lover appeals to her vanity. And she 

needs money to support her children, Carla and Michel©, 

both already grown. Leo, under the pretext of managing 

the family's finances over the years, has in truth been 

stealing money from their estate and has eventually got 

possession of everything they own. Mariagrazia, once a 

great beauty but now in her fifties, is above all con-

cerned with keeping up appearances before her superficial 

friends, like Lisa, her rival and Leo's former mistress. 

Mariagraaia is also a social climber who desires wealth 

and high social station. She realizes these can never be 

hers, but the illusion is pleasing to her childish nature. 

Her security depends on her keeping Leo as her lover and 

hoping for a financially favorable marriage for Garla. 

She has fears of losing Leo to Lisa and berates him merci-

lessly, with infantile displays of artificial emotions, 

and later even confronts Lisa with her accusation. In 

actuality Lisa has no interest in Leo but lusts for 

Michele, the son. 

The situation annoys Leo; he wishes to rid himself of 

the mother and begin an affair with Garla. Hariagrazia1s 

perspective is so clouded with jealousy, vanity, and 
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delusions of grandeur that she cannot see that Leo is 

about to seduce her own daughter. 

Carla, for her part, is almost completely passive. 

She dreams vaguely of "a new life*" not because It might 

offer the novelty or stimulation which she feels her 

present life lacics, but simply because it is a comforting 

illusion. She feels no compunction about entering into an 

almost incestuous relationship with a lecherous, para-

sitic, aging businessman} she seems, rather, to comply 

with an instinct for self-debasement. As she waits in bed 

for Leo to complete his preparations before their first 

sexual act, Carla assesses her situation: 

This is the end, she thought, vaguely and without 
conviction, From the desire for destruction that 
had led her as far as this bed there was now born 
in her a longing for the darkness in which she would 
cling to her lover. She imagined, not without a 
certain thrill'—whether from an instinctive desire 
for enjoyment or because of her established plan of 
complete self-degradation, she did not know—that 
she would throw herself, in the blackness, in the 
promiscuity of night, into all those bestial 
profligacies whose existence she had long suspected 
without having any knowledge of them whatsoever.* 

After the act, Leo immediately falls asleep and Carla is 

left with her thoughts: 

She felt terribly lonely—yes, that was it—as she 
lay there on her back, in that bed, left to her soli-
tary thoughts, to her fears, her weaknesses; the 
darkness of night filled her wide-open eyes, and her 

1 
Alberto Moravia, The Time of Indifference, trans-

lated by Angus Davidson (lew lork, 1955), p. 509. 
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lover did not caress her brow, or push, back her 
untidy hair, or share her anguished wakefulness, 
or rally to h^r defense--it was as if he was not 
there at all.^ 

Carla realizes that her dream of "the new life" has no 

relationship with actual circumstances. As she prepares 

to leave Leo's apartment, doubts and uncertainty plague 

herj "She stooped and picked up her slip. Is it really 

possible, she thought, crushing the little garment ner-

vously in her hand and staring straight in front of her, 

that this can be the new life?M^ 

Her doubts do not provide her with an impetus for 

action, and Carla, in her confusion, succumbs to her illu-

sion of "the new life." Her indifference paralyzes her 

will and leaves her without any force of character. Hav-

ing been used as an object of pleasure by the bestial Leo, 

she allows her passivity to pull her down even further 

into a mire of sloth and purposeless ease where she does 

not have to exert her will or make choices. In a sense, 

using Sartre's terms, Carla has allowed her ©n-soi to 

annihilate her pour-sol• Her subjectivity has been sub-

merged, and she has lost her humanity. At the end of the 

novel in a conversation with her brother Michele, and in 

Leo's presence, Garla indicates her fallen state: 

"A new life?" Disheartened, Carla crossed over 
to the window. The first drops of rain were 

2Ibid. 5Ibid., p. 315. 
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streaking the dusty panes, and she looked at them for 
a moment, dreamily. A new life? So nothing was 
really changed? This dirty adventure of hers 
remained Just a dirty adventure and nothing more? 
She felt stifled* 

"Ho," she said in a clear voice, without turn-
ing, "I don't believe a new life is possible. 

"I went with him"—and she pointed with a clumsy 
gesture to her lover, sitting motionless near her— 
"I did this—d'you understand?—in order to find this 
new life. Mow I realize that nothing is changed. 
It's better, then, not to make pty more attempts, 
better to Just stay as we are."4 

Against the feeble objections of her brother, Carla 

agrees to marry Leo, whose reaction to her acceptance 

reveals his amorality and bestiality: 

"I'm marrying a slut," he said to himself, then put 
out his hand to her. 

"I swear to you," he said solemnly, "that 1*11 
always be faithful to you."5 

The emptiness of meaning and the scorn for integrity 

revealed in Leo's thoughts and actions are characteristic 

of the unscrupulous man throughout the story. Carla con-

cludes in acquiescence; " . . . life was what it was and 

it was better to accept it than to Judge it, let them only 
6 

leave her in peace." But for Carla there can be no 

peace—only indifference and a meaningless future as a 

nonentity. 

Hichele's indifference in coping with his inner con-

flicts is as pathetic as his sister's. Of all the 

^Ibid., pp. 59^-395. 
5Ibid., p. 400. 6Ibid., p. 406. 
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characters in the novel, tie is the most conscious of the 

problem which confronts all of them, yet M s inability to 

muster enough concern and will to act for himself or for 

his mother and sister reveals him as the cowardly, simper-

ing, effeminate person that he is. Michele hates Leo, but 

can do nothing about removing his family from the tyranny 

of the brutish man. He recognizes his mother's vanity and 

emotional theatrics, and sees her for the empty sham that 

she actually is. And most of all, he can see himself with 

more clarity and more honesty than the other characters 

can see themselves. He is subject to momentary impulses 

to act and almost, but never quite, asserts .himself. &t 

those times when h© is about to fulfill his intention 

through action, his old indifference returns and his small 

spark of vitality fades into passivity and indifference. 

His one potent action, a negative one at that, 

results in a fiasco. To prove to himself that he has some 

force as a man, Michele buys a gun in order to murder Leo 

and thereby free his family. He goes to Leo*s house and 

discovers he has interrupted a tryst between his sister 

and the man. Michele*s plan is purely analytical and has 

no basis in true emotional fervor; and even finding Carla 

with Leo fails to move him to a sincere moral commitment. 

Moravia shows him in anguished self-analysiss 



29 

lager—rage—hatred., tote thought feverishly, . . . I 
would give anything in the world for a little sincere 
hatred. But his spirit remained inert, leaden} there 
was no inkling of anger, or rage, or hatred. Carla 
in tears, naked, ruined, Leo with his ferocious appe-
tites, the shame, the misery of it—nothing had the 
power to shake him./ 

Michel© works himself up to a kind of artificial anger as 

he makes his intentions known to Leo. $he two men 

struggle, and Michele submits to Leo's superior strength. 

Leo wrests the revolver from Michele and is about to push 

him out of the house when Carla enters from the bedroom. 

Michele begins to feel himself becoming more mechanized 

and further removed from reality. Moravia comments at 

this point: "And he felt himself to be so very far from 

the truth and so deeply involved in the lies into which he 

was forced by the inertia of his own spirit that he was 

overwhelmed by black distress, by humiliation and 

misery.1,8 

Having confessed her part in the affair, Oarla 

reveals that her illusion of "the new life" has vanished. 

Michele, hoping to redeem himself in some way, proposes 

that they sell their villa, pay theix debts, and give up 

their circle of bourgeois friends. But the villa is worth 

a considerable sum, and Leo proposes marriage to Carla in 

order to maintain his control over their money. She is 

not overly receptive to the plan, but her moral inertia 

7Ibid., p. 3?0. 8Ibid.» p. 594. 
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again triumphs when Leo threatens to slander her if she 

refuses, Leo also promises Michele a job. The two, 

brother and sister, allow themselves to become objects in 

Leo's world of things. The effect of their compliance on 

their mother is of no consequence to thea. Mariagraaia is 

under the impression that Carla will find a "good match" 

with lots of money, never suspecting that it is her own 

lover who will become her daughter's husband and that it 

is Michele Lisa is after. Again Michele is the lucid one. 

The novel concludes on a note of unrelieved despairs 

He was oppressed by a feeling of dull disgust. 
Eis thoughts were arid, his mind a desert? there was 
no faith, no hope there, that he might rest and 
refresh himself in their shade# He saw, always, in 
others, the same falseness, the same shabbinesa that 
filled his own spirit, and it was impossible to rid 
his eyes of the film of discouragement and impurity 
that interposed itself between him and life. 

But the harder he tried to reduce, to simplify his 
problem, the more difficult and frightening it 
appeared to him . . . the forest of life, tangled 
and impenetrable, surrounded him on every side; no 
light shone in the distance.9 

larlier in the novel, Michele, in one of his frequent 

moments of intellectual lucidity, states the problem of 

the people of his world, and to a large extent that of the 

characters in all of Moravia's novels: 

But he had seen, he had felt what would become of him 
if he failed to conquer his own indifference. With-
out faith, without love, alone, he must, for hi© 
salvation, either live through this unbearable 

9Ibid., p. 410. 
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situation with sincerity and according to traditional 
standards, or he must get out of it for good. He 
must hate Leo, love Lisa, feel disgust and compassion 
for his mother, and affection for Carla—all of them 
sentiments of which he had no knowledge; or he must 
go away somewhere else and seek his own people, his 
own place, that paradise where everything—"gestures% 
words* feelings—would have a direct connection with 
tS'e"""reality in whicS the.y had originated'' [italics 

In a sense, most of the people in Moravia's world are 

estranged from that paradise Michele speaks of : that 

place where intentions are fulfilled in actions; where 

intellect and instinct, the objective and subjective 

identities are in harmony; and where reality ia not 

obscured by illusions. 

Most of Moravia's protagonists recognize, like 

Eichele, that as individuals they have been dehumanized 

and have lost their subjective identities through a lack 

of vigilance and will, Through Carla ia The Time of 

Indifference« Moravia describes the situation with merci-

less detail. Carla and her family are at their evening 

meal. Mariagrazia asks the girl why she does not eat, and 

Carla answers that she does not know: 

She was not hungry, among all the hungry things in 
her life. This room, in which she ought to have been 
feeding herself, had been feeding upon her; all the 
inanimate objects around her had, day by day, been 
sucking out her vitality with a tenacity far stronger 
than her own vain attempts to break away. The best 
of her blood was flowing now through the dark wood of 

1QIbid., p. 358. 
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the corpulent sideboardsj the milk of her flesh, had 
melted into the eternal whiteness of the air, and in 
the old mirror that hung opposite her place the image 
of her youth had been caught and imprisoned.H 

fhe individual character's awareness of a loss of sub-

jectivity in the objective world is an important aspect 

of Moravia's concept of the existential predicament. 

Moravia sees nothingness or non-being as a definite threat 

to the identity of the person rather than as a clinical 

term for a merely temporary neurotic state. Carla's con-

dition is paralleled in Moravia's other novels as well as 

in the actual world. 

fhe Conformist treats most expressly Moravia's theme 

of submerged or lost identity resulting from the conflict 

between intellect and instinct. Set in Fascist Italy of 

the 192Gfs and 1950's» the novel has as protagonist 

Marcello Glerici. Marcello has grown up under the delu-

sion that he is abnormal and guilty because he had 

destructive impulses as a child (a sadistic pleasure in 

killing animals) and was an unfortunate victim of a homo-

sexual whom he believes he has killed. He tries to rid 

himself of his feelings of guilt and abnormality by pur-

suing extreme conformity. Marcello sets out deliberately 

to submerge his identity in the mass world of Italian 

Fascism by becoming "just like other people, just like 

nXbid., p. 559. 
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everyone else." He exercises his freedom to choose the 

kind of life that will be most meaningful to him* but 

Moravia makes it clear that the protagonist is acting out 

negative existential motives, those of fear and self-

revulsion. A part of his plan to be "̂ Just like everyone 

else" is to mimic the prevailing social customs. He mar-

ries a simple-minded woman, who later bears him a child, 

fhen he becomes an informer for the Fascist secret police, 

and finally participates in the assassination of .his 

former teacher, whose sympathies do not lie with the 

fascist regime. 

Marcello*s conscious objectification of self is 

transferred to his relationships with others, especially 

his wife Giulia. After an act of sexual intercourse, 

Marcello clinically observes his wife: "Marcello, remem-

bering that he had possessed his wife a few minutes 

before, had the feeling that he was looking not at a real 

person but at a machine made of flesh, beautiful and 

lovable but brutal, made for love and for nothing else.'*"̂  

A sub-theme of The Conformist concerns the enigma of 

guilt and innocence in human life* Marcello's actions in 

the novel stem from his obsession that he must mold his 
*12 
Alberto Moravia, The Conformist* translated by 

Angus Davidson (Mew York, 19$>1), p. &2. 
1?Ibid., p. 138. 
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life into a pattern of objective realities. His memorable 

childhood deeds, killing animals and firing a revolver at 

the homosexual chauffeur who tried to seduce him, cause 

him to feel that he must submerge himself in a reality 

larger than himself. And he chooses the Fascist State. 

By means of a contrivance that some critics regard as 

a recurrent flaw in Moravia*3 novels, Marcello's question-

ing about his lost innocence and the meaning of human 

existence is partially answered by the chance reappearance 

of the chauffeur, the man he believes he has murdered. 

The old homosexual tells Marcello, "All of us have been 

innocent. . . . yasn't I innocent myself once? And we all 

lose our innocence, one way or another, it's the normal 
14 

thing." Frank Baldanza says of Moravia's view as it is 

given through Marcello that "normality can be defined as a 

futile longing for an innocence that one necessarily loses 

in the process of living.Moravia seems to say then 

that to live is to be guilty. Any dream of returning to a 

state of innocence and perfection is Illusory and false. 

After the surprise meeting with the old chauffeur, 

Marcello takes his family on a trip into the country. As 

they are driving through the Italian countryside, he 

X4Ibid., p. 251. 

^Frank Baldansa, "The Classicism of Alberto 
Moravia,M Modern Fiction Studies, III (1957)• 516. 
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continues his introspective gelf-laceration. He recog-

nizes that 

Living for human beings, did not mean abandoning one-
self to the peaceful torpor provided by "the indulgence 
of nature; it meant, rather, a state of continuous 
struggle and agitation, within the limits of larger 
problems that were contained, in turn, in the all-
embracing problem of life itself.*® 

Barcello analyzes himself further as he contrasts his past 

deluded motives with the hope he has for his little girl's 

future: 

In his daughter's life, he felt, all must be liveli-
ness, caprice, grace, lightness, clarity, freshness, 
adventure, . . . There must be nothing in it of the 
savage pedantry which, until the day before, had 
shaped his own destiny. Tes, he said to himself, she 
must live in the fullest freedom.*/ 

He sees with unaccustomed clarity and honesty that his 

quest for normality has been based on his own self-deluded 

refusal to face his own real self—his own, private, indi-

vidual being* The novel concludes on a note of 

existential absurdity. Just as Marcello reaches a state 

of lucid self-recognition, he and his family are killed in 

their automobile by a strafing airplane. After a life of 

negation, he suffers the final negation of life—physical 

death itself. Such irony is typical of existential pessi-

mism. 

^Moravia, The Conformist, p. 255* 

17Ibid., p. 256. 
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III© next two novels demonstrating Moravia's dualism 

deal with marriage* The relationship between man and 

woman affords Moravia a situation which best of all 

Illustrates the conflict between the instinctual and 

intellectual approaches to living. 

The first of the two books, and by critical consensus 

the better novel, is Conjugal Love, It might be ©ore 

appropriately entitled "conjugal disunion," for that is 

precisely what the story is about. This novel, like all 

of Moravia'a later fiction, is written in the first person 

in a terse, economical manner typical of Moravia's best 

work. The narrator is Silvio Baldeachi, a wealthy dilet-

tante who revels in his marriage to his wife, Leda, The 

man and his wife are oppositess he is introspective, 

articulate, extremely rational} she is outgoing, instinc-

tive, unquestioning, Silvio regards instinct as the vital 

power in life and art. Leda wishes for more of her hus-

band's rationality. The two are staying in their villa in 

Tuscany during the early fall so that Silvio can go about 

writing the masterpiece that his literary ambitions lead 

him to believe he is capable of creating. Since his first 

efforts are frustrating, Silvio proposes to his wife that 

they abstain from sexual activity so that his full crea-

tive potency can be reserved for his art. Leda agrees, 

seemingly without reservations. Every day during their 
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stay in Tuscany, Silvio lias a barber named Antonio com© 

from tiie Tillage to shave him. The aspiring writer is 

disturbed by some strange quality in Antonio, and in order 

to find out more about him, inquires in the village. 

Silvio then discovers that the calm, obsequious exterior 

of the barber masks a tireless libertine, who is the 

scandal of the countryside. Silvio, his curiosity satis-

fied, forgets about the barber. But one day his wife has 

intonio dress her hair for her; and after h© has left, she 

confronts her husband with the charge that the barber made 

obscene gestures to her. She requests that Silvio dismiss 

him, Silvio, in spite of or maybe because of his intel-

lectuality, is obtuse; and not believing his wife's 

accusations, he persists in having Antonio com® to shave 

him. By this time, Moravia has made it perfectly clear 

that Leda is both attracted to and repulsed by the ape-

like barber. The outcome is predictable; she will 

eventually enter into a physical relationship with him. 

The irony of the situation is that Silvio—intelligent, 

artistic, rational—is unable to see that his vanity and 

selfishness have separated him from his wife. His wife, 

on the other hand, is doing what she must—that is, living 

by her natural inclinations, which though not always com-

mendable are at least authentic and sincere. 
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The night that Silvio completes his masterpiece* lie goes 

out into the air for a walk. On a haystack he sees his 

wife and the barber in the act of sexual intercourse. The 

sudden cnange from exaltation to recognition of his folly 

throws Silvio into a state of emotional shock. Baaed 

he returns to the villa, re-reads his story (called 

ironically enough Conjugal Love)% and discovers for the 

first time that he has been truly deluding himself, that 

he has failed with his wife, and that as a writer he is 

mediocre, The story is not the masterpiece he has thought 

it would be. The shock of seeing his wife Indulging her 

natural instincts brings with it a recognition, as in 

classical drama, that he has been blind to the true nature 

of his wife, their relationship, and his own reality. 

irven with his superior intelligence, h© has lacked the 

clarity to see his wife as she really is—a simple, 

sensual animal who is also loyal, devoted, and affec-

tionate. He has, by his vanity, tried to relegate her 

to the status of an object and consequently has almost 

destroyed his marriage. His clarity of perspective is 

restored. 

At that moment I had an exact perception of the weak-
ness of my own character, made up, as it was, of 
impotence and morbidity and selfishness; and I 
accepted it completely, all at once. I knew that, 
after that night, 1 should be a much more modest man, 
and that perhaps* if I so wished, 1 should be able, 
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if not exactly to change, at least to correct myself, 
since in that one single night I had learned more 
about myself than in all the other years of my 
life.18 

Leda returns from her intrigue, disheveled and 

excited, Silvio, inwardly acknowledging that the failure 

has been his own, does not mention her affair with 

Antonio, although she senses that he has seen them in the 

act. At her insistence he reads his story to her. She 

recognises that it is about their marriage and tells him 

that he has not shown her as she really is. Perhaps in 

time, she says, they will know each other better, fhe 

novel ends with Silvio aware that there is more than one 

approach to living, and that in their case, his wife's has 

been more authentic than his own. 

As Silvio and Leda are walking the next morning, they 

come upon an old church which is adorned with many stone 

carvings. Silvio is fascinated by one which bears the 

image of a demon. X»eda is reassuring him of his future 

success as a writer, and he record®; 

I said nothing; all I did was to stroke her hand. 
And, as 1 did this, I was looking over her shoulder 
at the capital with the demon's face on it and think-
ing that, in order to take up the story again, I 
should have not merely to know the devil as well as 
the unknown stonemason had known him, but also to 

IS 
Alberto Moravia, Conjugal Love, translated by 

Angus Davidson (New York, 1951)* p. 16?. 
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know M s opposite. "It'll take a long time," I said 
softly, finishing iny thought aloud.1' 

$he implication is that there is an enigmatic part of life 

which Silvio is only beginning to know—a secret, ele-

mental, primordial demonism—which his wife Ijeda may 

represent. 

The other novel on marriage, A Ghost at goon, begins 

with almost the same situation as Conjugal Love, and the 

narrator is again the husband, a reasonably talented 

writer. Kiccardo Molteni, the novelist, begins the nar-

rative thus; 

During the first two years of our married life ay-
relations with my wife were, I can now assert, per-
fect. . . . This story sets out to relate how, while 
I continued to love her and not to Judge her, Bmilia 
[his wife] on the other hand, discovered, or thought 
she discovered, certain defects in me. and fudged me 
and in consequence ceased to love me.20 

Kiccardo Holteni's flaw, like Silvio's, is self-delusion 

which leads to an incommunicability in the conjugal rela-

tionship. During the first two years of their marriage, 

the Holtenis have been living simply and rather poorly 

while Biccardo prosecutes his purpose to write serious 

drama. Then Riccardo decides that his wife needs more 

material comforts. He knows she has always longed for a 

comfortable house, so he purchases one for her that he 

19Ibid., p. 183. 
pQ 
Alberto Moravia, A ghost at loon, translated by 

Angus Davidson (New XorkT J» p. • 
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feels will be to tier liking. To pay for the new house, 

the writer abandons Ills artistic ambitions and finds a Job 

as a well-paid script writer for a movie producer called 

Battista. This man turns out to be the barber Antonio in 

a new guise. Almost immediately after moving into their 

new house, Biccardo finds that his simple, submissive, and 

affectionate wife has become distant, and ia indifferent 

to his amorous advances, lico&rdo is preoccupied with his 

new job and is unable to discover why Bmilia hag undergone 

such a reversal of character. After lengthy argument© and 

importuning® with her, he finally wrests from her the 

admission that she ha® stopped loving him and in fact 

despises him. The remainder of the novel is devoted to 

the husband's attempt to analyze and discover the source 

©f his wife's new'attitude toward him# The Italian title 

(II Disprezzo) sums up her attitude accurately: it means 

Contempt, 

The producer Battista and a Qerman director, 

fiheingold, are preparing a film treatment of The 

Battista, who is attracted to ®»llia, Invites all of them 

to his villa in Capri. • Battista wants a spectacular, 

commercial film} and the German director, a dedicated 

Freudian, is intent on interpreting The Odyssey as an 

account of marital disunion between Ulysses and Penelope, 
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Molteni, artistically scrupulous, wishes to write the 

script as tie believes Homer would have had it: "this 

bright and luminous world, enlivened by the winds, glowing 

with sunshine, populated by quick-witted, lively beings 

. . . that marvellous adventure, the discovery of the 
21 

Mediterranean, in humanity's fantastic infancy. ..." 

However, out of Rheingold's freudian analysis of The 

Odyssey, Eiccardo begins to make connections and to see 

reasons behind j&ailia's contempt for him and her attrac-

tion to Battista, who had originally repulsed her with his 

crassnese. The husband sees that his wife is an uncompli-

cated, instinctive creature, and that through her 

introduction to a world foreign to her nature, Battista's 

world of materialism and success, she has begun to look 

at her husband as a weakling who does not measure up to 

the standards of this new world. 4s Biccardo analyzes the 

situation, he concludes that his wife is a corrupted woman 

of primitive nature. She has experienced an inversion of 

values, identifying manliness and integrity with the 

coarse and tyrannical manner of Battista# Emilia's affair 

with Battista began because she felt that her husband 

wanted it to assure his own financial success. But she 

gradually becomes vitiated and begins to flaunt her 

^Ibid., p. 475. 
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relationship with, the producer. Kiccardo decides that lie 

must leave his work with Battista and return with Imilia 

to the primal simplicity of their first year of marriage. 

Imilia, for her part, has decided to return, to Some with 

Battista. On the way, she is killed in a strange acci-

dent; her neck is broken when Battista suddenly stops his 

speeding car* Battista escapes unharmed, 

Moravia has been accused in this novel of over-

simplifying for the sake of his thesis by making the 

connection between the discussion of The Odyssey and the 

marital conflict of the floltenis too neat and contrived.^ 

ffhe novel, though it is open to this criticism, does show 

Moravia * s dualisms his preoccupation with the disparity 

between intellect and instinct, reality and illusion, 

objective and subjective identity, and in essence, that 

between being and non-being. Horavia does not actually 

take sides; he merely describes the nature of these 

du&listic encounters as he sees the situation. Although 

there is no explicit declaration, the author seem© to 

imply that it is the instinctive persons, usually the 

women in his novels, who have the greater mastery of life 

and who are better equipped to cope with the existential 

predicament. The men, usually Introspective, brooding, 

^Eolo, oj>. cit., p. ?4. 
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abstracting theories about reality from reality in order 

to submerge themselves in vain illusions, are the common 

failures. 

Up to this point, it might seem that Alberto Moravia 

is the most pessimistic of novelists and that his view of 

life a® shown in his writings Includes nothing but fail-

ures, There is certainly not much Joy in life for the 

people he creates, yet his novels are not without some 

hope, 

In the four novels discussed, Moravia describes the 

death-in-life world of characters whose impotence, 

futility, and falseness cause a rupture with reality. 

In his most famous novel, 1?he Woman of Rome, these 

defeated people are still present. But here Moravia 

brings to life a character of great vitality and honesty 

who, despite the misfortune of poverty, is in harmony with 

her world. Mriana is a beautiful, sensual, hopeful 

prostitute possessed by a succession of various lovers, 

not one of whom is capable of recognising her worth as a 

person of basic sincerity. Adriana is a complete person. 

Her objective and subjective identities are united in the 

act of living itself, Horavia opens this novel having 

Adriana describe herself, revealing the openness and 

honesty that is characteristic of her throughout the 

novel: 
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At sixteen years of age, I was a real beauty, I had 
a perfectly oval face, narrow at the temples and 
widening a little below; my eyes were large, gentle 
and elongated; my nose formed one straight line with 
ay forehead; my mouth wa© large, with beautiful full, 
red lips, and when X laughed, I showed very white, 
regular teeth. . . * Mother said that although ny 
face was beautiful, my figure was a hundred times 
more so; she ©aid that there was not a figure like 
nine in all Rose.23 

fhis physical description is no mere device by Moravia to 

give Adriana dimension as a character. It shows, instead, 

a point that Moravia tries to make repeatedly—that the 

truly authentic experience is the one that originates in a 

feeling of being alive, of being conscious of the objec-

tive self as a vital, dynasic being existing in harmony 

with the subjective awareness of being alive. In an essay 

on Machiavelli Bor&via attributes to the man the need "to 
Oh, 

feel himself alive.** This is essentially the need of 

all of Horavia's characters, but Adriana in fhe Woman of 

Rome is one of the few who actually feels herself alive. 

She is driven into prostitution by economic insecurity as 

well as by honest inclination. In spite of her degraded 

life with its numerous sordid affairs with worthless men, 

Adriana is sustained by her cheerful disposition, her 

natural, instinctive goodness, her unselfishness, and her 

^Alberto Moravia, fhe woman of Home, translated by 
lydia Holland (lew lork, p.~T. 

^Alberto Horavia, "Portrait of Machiavelli," 
Partisan Beview, XIII (Simmer, 1955)» 36^. 
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longing for the security of the commonplace through mar-

riage to an honest man. There are mainly four men who 

figure in Adrians's life—her first lover, Gino; Astarita, 

a wealthy government official; Sonzogno, a brutal crimi-

nal} and Giacomo, a neurotic, intellectual, anti-Fascist 

student. The last two figure moat prominently. Sonzogno 

possesses her physically more completely than any other 

man, and it is by him that she becomes pregnant. Giacomo 

is the one she falls most deeply in love with, mostly 

because his comfortable family background appeals to her 

as an emblem of a good, secure life. 

In a conversation with an American critic, Moravia 

declared that The Woman of Borne contains, by implication, 

the story of modern Italy. Drawing on his interview with 

the author, the critic says, 

Adriana, in the early stages of the novel, represents 
the primitive Italy, uncontaminated by civilization, 
and Sonzogno and Mino [Giacomo] symbolize the factors 
that led Italy to disaster under fascism--the appeal 
of force and the unfortunate role played by the 
intelligentsia.^5 

This symbolism possibly explains why The \doman of Rome is 

one of the two most hopeful novels he has written to date. 

It is significant that Adriana*s is the only pregnancy 

recorded in Moravia's eleven novels. Here is one instance 

of life begetting life even under the most sordid 

2*R0l0, 0£. Cit., p. 71. 
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circumstances in an impoverished world of prevailing 

impotence and sterility. And Moravia recognizes and cele-

brates Adrians's vitality and perhaps suggests through her 

a hope for the future of Italy and of humanity. 

The other novel by Moravia containing an element of 

optimism concerning the human condition is Two Women* The 

story is placed in war-time Italy (World War II). yhen 

the war comes to Home, the widow Oesira and her daughter 

Bosetta leave Borne to seek refuge in nearby fondi. The 

parallel here with incidents in Moravia's own life is 

definite, ©he action take® place almost entirely during 

the months of hiding in the hut, and concerns Oesira's 

friendship with Michele, an anti-fascist intellectual who 

is also in exile. This novel is unique in Moravia's 

repertory for its sympathetic treatment of the man of 

intellectual temperament. Michele is not like Moravia's 

impotent intellectuals who are frozen by indifference and 

self-deception. His statements indicate an inner unity of 

instinct and intellect. Although there is a war surround-

ing him, Michele is not at war with himself as are 

Horavi&'s other intellectuals. Michele is captured and 

slaughtered by the Germans, and Bosetta is raped by 

Moroccan troops in an episode that shows both Moravia's 

naturalistic ability for recording a scene and his com-

passion for human suffering, fiosetta, after the incident, 
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accepts her loss of virginity, her loss of innocence with. 

calm dignity. Gesira, in recalling the time that Michele 

read the Bible story of Lazarus to them, seems to see in 

Lazarus the symbolic hope for her daughter and herself: 

. . . now I saw that Michele had been right, and that 
for some time now Bosetta and I had indeed been dead, 
dead to the pity that we owe to others and to our-
selves. But sorrow had saved us at the last moment, 
and ao in a way the passage about Lazarus held good 
for us too, since at last, thanks to sorrow, we had 
©merged from the war which had enclosed us In its 
tomb of indifference and wickedness, and had started 
to walk again along the path of our own life, which 
was, maybe a poor thing full of obscurities and 
errors, but nevertheless the only life that we ought 
to live, as no doubt Michele would have told us if 
he had been with us.26 

In all these novels Moravia sees the cerebral!zed 

world of modern man as removed from the primal truth of 

elemental nature. Excessive rationalizing and pedantry-

have removed his people further from "that paradise" men-

tioned in fhe flme of Indifference^ "where everything— 

gestures, words, feelings—would have direct connection 

with the reality in which they had originated.But 

that paradise of truth and harmony with reality can be 

attained in some measure, Eoravia suggests, by suffering 

the negations of life and still remaining clear about 

one's own position in the world. He does not imply, 

26Alberto Hor&via, Two Women, translated by Angus 
Davidson (Hew York, 1958),p. 2fĉ . 

^Moravia, The lime of Indifference> p. 358. 
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however, that passive acquiescence is the answer to the 

existential predicament. He seems to propose a kind of 

long-suffering endurance and serenity of spirit without 

any illusions of hope in prevailing against the human 

condition. As Gesira says, the individual must go forward 

in his own life, "a poor life full of obscurities and 

errors," but the only life a aan has to live. 



CHAPTER IV 

SfiOS AID THE EXISTENTIAL PitSDICAMEHT 

Alberto Moravia* s theme, the relationship of man to 

reality, is most often exemplified in the relationship 

between men and women, and sex is the most important 

aspect of the relationship. Does the author*s preoccupa-

tion with erotic love have a financial motive? The answer 

is no. Moravia's novel® are sexually titillating? how-

ever, this appeal to the reader's prurience is only-

incidental. Moravia is more restrained in his treatment 

of sex than such writers as Henry Miller, Erskine 

Oaldwell, and James Baldwin. Moravia is more concerned 

with the individual character's consciousness of hie 

sexuality rather than with the act of sex itself. In his 

novels, sex is presented primarily in teras of an intel-

lectual perception, but the physical aspect is at the same 

time made vivid by suggestion. 

Moravia could be a successful pornographer if he 

should choose to become one. He seems to feel, however, 

that as an artist he has a more serious obligation than 

merely to provide escapist sexual fantasies for impercep-

tive readers. Sidney Alexander says of Moravia's 

50 
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treatment of sex: "Moravia is not a pornographer. He is 

rather a moralist who writ©® non-morality plays to demon-

strate a thesis."1 fh© erotic element in human existence 

brings out the conflict between the cerebral and the 

primal in modem man's nature in such a way as to remind 

him of his animal origins, 

Moravia's writing indicates an intellectual bias, but 

he is also a man of the Mediterranean to whoa sex is a 

natural pastime and a pleasure to be enjoyed* Moravia 

does not yearn for any "good old days," but his fiction 

reveals his belief that modern man has suffered a' separa-

tion from his instinctual nature. Moravia's analysis of 

this separation ignores conventional ethics and morality 

and concentrates upon the violation of the life principle 

itself. Charles Eolo offers the clearest statement on 

this subject! • .if sex figure® so prominently in 

Moravia's work, it is, I think, because it represents to 

him the great line of communication between the cerebral 

modem and elemental nature." 

Horavia views sex as one area of life where the 

existential predicament is most emphatically encountered, 

the area in which man attempts to establish a true and 

^Sidney Alexander, ̂ French Hovel in Italian," 
Beporter« XXV (Hoveaber 2$, 1961), 56. 

2 'Eolo, 0£. cit., p. 72. 
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meaningful relationship with experiential reality. 

Moravia remarks in elaboration of this theme: 

This Ofche relationship of man to reality] may seem to 
some people a philosophical problem and is indeed the 
outstanding problem of our time. It took an acute 
form during and immediately after the first world war 
because of the destruction by the war Itself of the 
traditional scale of values, and because the rela-
tionship between man and reality, which up till then 
had been based on traditional ethicst was brusquely 
interrupted by the collapse of those very ethics. 
Man found hiaself suddenly incapable of establishing 
a relationship with his own world, for the world had 
become dark and unplumbable or—worse still—-it had 
disappeared. Sll Indifferent! and ay other novels 
have sought to express' the'urgency of these problems. 
It was this urgency that prompted a particular pre-
occupation with the fact of sex, which is one of the 
most primitive and unchanging manifestations of the 
relationship with reality. . . .* 

In Moravia's novels sex objectifies the existential 

condition of the tension between being and non-being. 

Again the novelist's ironic temperament becomes evident, 

for he views sex both as an inferno in which modern man 

can be consumed by physical passions and as an abyss into 

which civilized man can be plunged by consciousness of the 

inadequacy of sex alone, sex in and for itself. Anxiety 

and despair result from the awareness that the physical 

assertion of self through the sexual act is not totally 

satisfactory to a sensitive, creative, perceptive man, 

^Alberto Moravia, "About My lovelsj a fragment of 
Autobiography*" Twentieth Century, ClXtV (December, 
1958), 531-552. ~ ' 
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Moravia has written three works which treat this area 

of the existential predicament—the two novellas, Aa'ostino 

and Disobedience, and his latest novel, The Empty Canvas. 

Asostino and Disobedience describe two adolescent boys as 

they are brought to an awareness of the world of adult 

passions and complications. The Smpty Canvas has as its 

theme the more metaphysical concern of eroticism as the 

manifestation of being itself and also as the negation of 

being itself. 

Many critics consider Asostino to be Moravia*s best 
4> 

writing. In recent years novels on the subject of 

adolescence have become popular. Some of these novels, 

like Salinger's The Catcher in the Bye, laps© into mawkish 

autobiographies, replete with self-pity and an obtrusive 

longing for the lost paradise of childhood where innocence 

and simplicity prevailed. Moravia, by contrast, manages 

to be compassionate and at the same time detached, so that 

he shows the suffering of his adolescent protagonists as 

they lose their innocence through living. Yet he avoids 

bogging down in sentimentality, both through his objec-

tivity and a notably harsh, clear treatment of detail. 

Asostino is the story of a young boy who comes to an 

awareness of his mother as a woman, a sexual being, 
it 
Eolo, 0£. cit., p. ?1. 
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distinct from his childish illusion of her as a protective 

companion. Agostino and his beautiful mother are vaca-

tioning at the seaside during the summer just as the "boy 

is reaching the age of puberty. Agostino feels an awe for 

his mother's beauty and in his childishness is convinced 

of a "deep sense of union with his mother."** The two swim 

daily to a raft out in the water, and here the mother is 

accustomed to removing the upper part of her bathing suit 

to sun her body. The son is enjoined not to turn around: 

Agostino would go on rowing, proud of her injunction 
not to look, as if he were being allowed to take part 
in a ritual. And not only did he never dream of 
looking round, but he felt that her body, lying so 
close behind him, naked in the sun, was surrounded by 
a halo of mystery to which he owed the greatest 
reverence.® 

The young boy takes pride in being seen with his mother 

and looks on their relationship with an intense filial 

devotion akin to jealousy. 

But one day when a handsome young man appears, 

Agostino's mother is attracted to him and the two become 

regular companions. Agostino is puzzled and annoyed by 

this intruder. He and his mother meet the young man on 

the raft every day for swimming and sunning. Agostino's 

mother becomes coquettish and vain before the man; they 

^Alberto Hor&via, Agostino, translated by Beryl 
de Soete (Hew fork, 194-7;, p. 14. 

^Ibid., p. 15. 
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are beginning a sexual flirtation. Agostino is amazed by 

the change in his mother's behavior, Horavia subtly con-

vinces the reader that Agostino's perceptions of the 

physical passion being, experienced by his mother and her 

friend are those of an innocent boy coming to an awareness 

of something in life he has never teaown before, 

Agostino is angered and hurt by his mother's neglect. 

He begins to feel that her affection for him has been per-

functory and contrived for appearance. As he becomes 

convinced of his own superfluity in the situation, his 

emotional reserves expand and he welcomes self-pity: "For 

it was with . . . a sense of discovery that he ran away to 

nurse his injury, which was 'something so novel as to seem 
n 

to him almost incredible. 

For the first time in his life, Agostino becomes 

conscious of his mother as something other than a protec-

tive and gorgeous companion. The woman accidentally 

brushes her body against the young boy's cheek one day as 

she and the man are romping and playing in the raft while 

Agostino is rowing. Another day, Agostino*s mother slaps 

the boy when he mockingly taunts her about her lover's 

absence. Agostino*s awareness of his mother is beginning! 

the slap is an act of denial and represents the woman in 

/Ibid., p. 27. 
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the role of the mother in control of her child? the brush-

ing of her body against his cheek is symbolic of 

invitation and shows the woman in another light. Agostino 

is being awakened to the fact that his mother Is a sexual 

creature and that he has not known her in all her human 

complexity. 

Reeling rejected, Agostino takes up with a gang of 

young ruffians who are the children of local fishermen. 

With this gang the young boy is introduced to violence, 

hate, crime, and even homosexuality for the first time. 

It is from the crude members of the' gang that he also 

finds out about the true nature of the relationship 

between his mother and the man, as the youths Joke 

obscenely about the two. His initiation into the world 

of sex comes when the gang members, through crude gestures 

and foul language, tell him about that part of life. 

After the lecture and demonstration, Agostino1s response 

is mostly puzzlement: 

In reality he hadn't so much understood as absorbed 
the notion, rather as one absorbs a medicine or 
poison, the effect of which is not immediately felt 
but will be sure to manifest itself later on. The 
idea was not in his empty, bewildered and anguished 
mind, but in some other part of his being; in his 
embittered heart, or deep in his breast, which 
received it with amazement. It was like some bright, 
dazzling object, which one cannot look at for the 
radiance it emits, so that one can only guess its 
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real shape, fl© felt it was something he had always 
possessed but only now experienced in his blood,8 

After M s first meeting with, the beach gang, Agostino 

begins to change his views about his mother and her lover* 

His Jealousy is removed* instead, he gets a secret, almost 

perverse satisfaction out of his knowledge of what their 

relationship is based on. This is his first awareness of 

.his own sexuality. 

One afternoon Agostino and his mother are at their 

quarters, and the boy sneaks into his mother*a room while 

she is undressing. The adolescent has never before com-

mitted such an impropriety. Moravia's description of his 

change of attitude reveals much of the theme of the story: 

. , . that new thought, "It is a woman," rooted him 
to the spot, and forced his reluctant eyes to stare 
pitilessly at what yesterday he would not have dared 
to look upon. And during this conflict between 
repulsion and attraction, suxprise and pleasure, all 
the details of the picture he was contemplating stood 
out more distinctly and forcibly: the movement of 
her legs, the indolent curve of her back, the profile 
of her arm-pits. And they seemed to correspond 
exactly to his new conception, which was awaiting 
these confirmations in order to take complete sway 
over his imagination. Precipitated in one moment 
from respect and reverence to their exact opposite, 
he would almost have liked to see the improprieties 
of her unconscious nudity develop before his eyes 
into conscious wantonness. The astonishment in his 
eyes changed to curiosity, the attention which 
riveted them and which he fancied to be scientific 
in reality owed its false objectivity to the cruelty 
of the sentiment controlling him. And while his 
blood surged up into his brain he kept saying to 

' 8lbid., p. 48. 
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himself: "She is a woman* nothing but a woman," and 
he somehow felt these words to be lashes of insult 
and contempt on her baclc and legs.9 

Agostino1s heart begins hardening. He seeks the 

company of the young gang of hoodlums because he receives 

a cruel pleasure in hearing their obscene remarks about 

his mother and about their own amorous adventures. He is 

conscious of his transformation; 

He was conscious that his former disposition was 
changing into quite a different feeling, crueller 
and more objective, and he thought that their [the 
gang*®] clumsy ironies, by the very fact that they 
hastened this change, ought to be sought out and 
cultivated. Why he so much wanted to stop loving 
his mother, why he even hated himself for loving 
her, he would have been unable to say. Perhaps 
because he felt he had been deceived and had thought 
her to be different from what she really was, or 
perhaps because, not being able to go on loving her 
simply and innocently as he had done before, he pre-
ferred to stop loving her altogether and to look on 
her just as an ordinary woman. He was instinctively 
trying to free himself once [and] for all from the 
encumbrance of his old, innocent love which he felt 
to have been shamefully betrayed} for now it seemed 
to him mere foolishness and ignorance. 

When Agostino goes for a boat ride with Saro, an 

older man who leads the gang, he suffers a frightening 

and humiliating experience as the man makes homosexual 

advances. When the two reach shore, the other boys taunt 

Agostino and accuse him of submitting to the homosexual. 

$he young boy is hurt and embittered because Saro does not 

confirm his innocence in the affair. Agostino continues 

9Ibid., pp. 60-61. 1QIbid., p. 63. 
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to be attracted and yet repulsed by the cruelty and 

degeneracy of the gang. As tie is riding in a boat with 

the hoodlums at the end of his second day with them, he 

realizes that he has entered upon a new age of difficul-

ties and miseries from which there seems to be no escape. 

That day portends the beginning of a period of darkness 

and trouble for Agostino, 

The greater part of the adolescent's conflict is the 

regaining of perspective after his jolting and apocalyptic 

experiences. He is torn between his filial love for his 

mother and his own budoing sexuality which impels hia to 

reduce her to an objective reality. As "only a woman" she 

cannot disturb his emotional stability. 

He continues his association with the gang, though 

their attitude of contempt toward him does not change. In 

a childish and frantic effort to curry their favor, 

Agostino begins to dress like them and even adopts their 

depraved attitudes about life. He relishes his degrada-

tion, but is aware that he is not really a part of their 

class nor is he in his former station any longer. 

Igostino is in a state of suspension, morally, emotion-

ally, and even socially. 

In order to resolve his conflicts, Agostiao decides 

to have sexual relations with one of the women in the 

local brothel. When he asks one of the members of the 
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gang about the procedure for entering a brothel, he is 

surprised to learn that he must have money, Agostino asks 

himself: "What was the relation between money, which is 

generally used for acquiring definite objects with recog-

nizable qualities, and a woman's caresses, a woman's naked 

11 

flesh?" But before he embarks upon this momentous 

experiment, he begins to see his mother with more clarity, 

•He is coming to know some of the mysterious forces at work 

in life, Agostino observes hi© mother as she prepares for 

a date with her lover: 
He obscurely felt that she had never been so beauti-
ful as on that evening. Her dress of glossy white 
silk showed off brilliantly her brown colouring and 
the rich rose of her complexion. By an unconscious 
reflowering of her former character she seemed to 
have recovered all the sweet, majestic serenity of 
bearing she used to have; but with an indefinable 

breath of happiness.12 

Later, Agostino goes to the brothel with hie com-

panion from the gang, The other boy tells him about the 

adventure he is about to have, Agostino, the adolescent, 

when told that the prostitute will take the initiative, is 

pleased by the maternal aspect of the anticipated act. 

But as the episode turns out, Agostinocompanion takes 

his money and Agostino is refused entry into the brothel 

because of his age. Agostino feel® that "years and years 

of emptiness and frustration lay between him and that act 
nibid,. p. 108. 12Ibid., p. 11?, 
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of liberation."^ He returns to his room and goes to 

sleep. He is awakened by M s mother in the middle of the 

night. She comes into his bedroom in her nightgown. The 

boy finally comes to an awareness that she is a reality 

which he must live with; " . . . not only did the image of 

that woman Cone of the prostitutes in the brothel] not 

interpose itself as a ©creen between him and his mother, 

as he had hoped, but it actually seemed to confirm the 

14 

latter's femininity." Agostlno scolds his mother for 

treating him like a child, and she assures him that from 

that moment she will treat him like a man, "'Like a man,1 

he couldn't help thinking, before he fell asleep* But lie 

wasn't a man. What a long, unhappy time would have to 

pass before he could become on©."^ 

In summation, Agostino tells the story of a young 

boy, thirteen, passing from a state of primitive subjec-

tive reality in which life is ordered, predictable, 

simple and direct, to another kind of subjective reality 

in which his old perceptions of life and Illusions about 

the nature of things have ceased to exist. In order to 

relate himself to his mother's complexity and to restore 

order in his emotional life, he tries to harden himself to 

15Ibid., p. 126. 14Ibid.« p. 127. 

15Ibid., p. 128. 
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troublesome realities. This is Agostino's purpose in 

going to the brothel—to remove completely the old image 

of M s mother as a protective, maternal being, and to 

transfer, through a sexual act, his old image of her into 

one that is less painful and more in keeping with his new 

knowledge. If he can look on his mother as "only a 

woman," merely an objective reality which can be labeled 

and kept at a distance, Agostino can avoid the necessity 

of relating his subjective identity with the unadul-

terated, painful reality and thereby lessen the anguish 

of his new life. The adolescent is trying to cope with 

his existential predicament, and sex is his means. Sex, 

that which has destroyed his old world, is to be used in 

uniting him to a more complex and unhappy existence. 

Agostino is growing, but he has not yet learned of 

the dangers inherent in completely objectifying and over-

simplifying life. He is not a man, and a long, unhappy 

time will truly have to pass before he can become one. 

In Agostino sex is a consuming force which destroys 

the young boy's primitive consciousness* and sex is also 

a means for establishing a new, more complex conscious-

ness. In Moravia's other novella, Disobedience (Luca), 

the same eroticism becomes a redemptive power capable of 

establishing an order and clarity in the confused world 

of a sensitive and somewhat morbid adolescent. 
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One might say that Luca, tiae protagonist of 

Disobedience« is Agostino several years later, at the age 

of sixteen. Luca is the sheltered and overindulged child 

of upper middle class parents. In contrast to Agostino, 

Luca is disgusted and repelled by his world of order and 

predictability. He is seized by an anger so intense that 

he is impelled by a rage against all living and has a 

death wish. He sets out to sever his relationship with 

his world by playing a game which he calls "disobedience." 

Luca's disobedience is a suicidal rebellion against life 

itself, and he goes to great lengths to alienate himself 

from the world he despises. 

Luca's first actions are to objectify his parents and 

his acquaintances at school: 

He saw them [his parents], in fact, with complete 
precision, in the pitiless light of reality, Just 
as he saw the faces of his schoolfellow® or his 
teachers. And because he saw them so well, it 
seemed to him that they had been degraded to a 
lower rank. And with this degradation to objects 
of insignificance there had disappeared from his 
life the warmth that gave it energy . . . he had 
an obscure intuition that his revolt against the 
world must have begun just at the time this warmth 
had diminished.*© 

Luca next gives up saying his prayers. He is accus-

tomed to kneeling before a reproduction of .Raphael'© 

Badonna, and one evening he discovers his parents putting 

•^Alberto Moravia, Disobedience, translated by Angus 
Davidson (London, 1950), p. 29. 
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away some bonds and cash, in a safe hidden behind the pic-

ture. Luc a, in silent revulsion, asks M s parents! "And 

why did you for so many years make me say my prayers 

kneeling in front of your m o n e y ? L i k e Agostino coming 

to the knowledge of the relationship between money and 

love, Luca cannot see the connection between an area of 

life that is supposed to be sacred—the symbolic signifi-

cance of the Madonna—and one that Is crass and mundane— 

material acquisition. Sensing that money binds him to the 

world he hates, Luca proposes to rid himself of all the 

money and material possessions he has. Before his present 

stage of growth, Luca greedily saved his allowance. But 

now he looks on his money and possessions with disgust: 

Those objects and that money were not merely objects 
and money, but living, tenacious strands in the woof 
of which his existence was woven. But it was just 
because of this that he wished to break those 
threads; for they were also a sign of obedience to 
the destiny which had been imposed upon him without 
his being consulted, and to the world against which 
he had attempted so often, and always in vain, to 
rebel.1® 

He then gives away his stamp collection and sells all his 

books, sporting equipment, and other personal objects 

under the pretext of buying a record player. 

Spitefully, the boy lies to his parents, telling them 

that he lost the money he received in the sale. Luca 

17Ibid., p. 33* 18Ibid.» p. 39. 
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decides to bury this money along with the sum he has saved 

from his allowance, and thus "in burying the money he 

would also in a certain way be burying himself—or at any 

rate that part of himself that was attached to the 

m o n e y . T h e r e has been a recent murder in the town, 

and Luca chooses a spot where he identifies the money 

with the mutilated corpse of the murdered man—both hor-

rors which must be hidden from the world, Jjuca's thoughts 

as he buries the money are especially revealing; 

He discovered that he felt a profound hatred for the 
money, the sort of hatred one might feel for a tyrant 
against whom one has rebelled, The idea, too, that 
money was held in such esteem by his parents and that 
he himself without knowing it had for so many years 
said his prayers in front of a safe full of money 
contributed to his resentment. • • , Luca , . . 
wanted to destroy [the value of the money] not merely 
by his own desire to do so but in actual fact# 
Detested idol as he felt it to be, nothing less than 
this blasphemous tearing to pieces could serve 
utterly to desecrate it.20 

Having suppressed his love for money and objects, 

Luca engages in another act of self-negation by effacing 

his pride in his achievements at school, fhe next stage 

of his disobedience is a desire for physical negation 
21 

itself, "the desire to relinquish his existence." In 

this neurotic state Luca stops eating and is subject to 

long periods of torpor. 

19Ibid.t p. 51.
 2QIbld., pp. 53-54. 

21Ibid., p. 61. 
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Luca's aunt become® ill and her children are sent to ' 

Luca's bouse under the supervision of a governess. Luea 

is attracted to the older woman and against M s will is 

drawn back into life from which he is desperately trying 

to withdraw. 2fhe woman engages in a flirtation with him, 

even going so far as to kiss and fondle him. ler advances 

repel and at the same time attract him, but since sexual 

attraction binds him to life, he tries to suppress hie 

desire. Luca gradually gives in to a strange kind of 

anxiety* 

It was the fantastic uneasiness of irresolution, 
which enormously exaggerates the alternatives of a 
dilemma but at the same time makes them appear 
indistinct and unattainable and which contents 
itself with merely formulating them, appearing to 
take satisfaction in an inertia which is not con-
cerned with making a choice.22 

Luca attempts to cope with his existential predica-

ment in a negative way through deliberately seeking 

self-dissolution into nothingness# In hia state of 

existential anxiety, life is bondage and death is freedom. 

The governess leaves and gives her address to Luca, 

inviting him to visit her in her home. Luca ic tempted, 

and finally succumbing to curiosity and desire, he goes 

to the woman's apartment, fhe governess, in her sexu-

ality, represents to Luca a certain vital principle, an 

invitation to return to life. But when he reaches her 

22Ibid., p. 84. 
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apartment, lie discovers* ironically, that she is about to 

die from a mysterious disease* He leaves the house in 

frustration, lamenting the absurdity of his situations 

. . . this was what it meant to live, to go on 
living—doing, with passion and determination, 
absurd, senseless things for which it was impossible 
to find any Justification and which continually 
placed the person who did them in a state of slavery, 
of remorse, of hypocrisy,^3 

Luca's neurosis eventually culminates in physical 

illness which lasts for three months. In a sense Luca has 

willed his illness and hopes that it will bring on the 

state of final non-being—death Itself. "To die, it some-

times occurred to him, was perhaps the one true pleasure 
OiL 

that life reserved for mankind." Death becomes for Luca 

the ultimate reality which offers the most meaningful 

answer to the riddle of human existence, and he longs for 

the harmony with non-being which he feels death will 

bring. 

But instead of dying, Luca becomes delirious with 

fever. A nurse is hired to care for him. Luca is so 

passive, debilitated, and lacking in will that the nurse 

is compelled to tend him as if he were an infant. After 

his long delirium, he regains consciousness and discovers 

that the concrete world surrounding him now has meaning 

and a reality with which he wishes to relate himself. 

2?Ibid., p. 126. 24Ibid.. p. 116. 
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Luc a is returning to life. He is aware of a physical 

attraction to M s nurse and. of M s hunger for the physical 

objects around him, both animate and inanimate. 

She final experience which retrieves Luca from hie 

moribund state is a sexual experience with the nurse. She 

comes to M e room the last night of her stay with the 

family, and the boy is introduced to sexual love for the 

first time in M s life*. 

. . • when she passed her hand unhurriedly over M s 
body, seeking M s sex, and, having found it, took 
hold of it by the root as though she wished to tear 
it away, implanting it then in her own body, he had 
the precise feeling that she was taking him by the 
hand and introducing Ms, a reverent novice, into a 
nysterious cave dedicated to a religious rite. 
$Ms . * . was the life he had formerly invoked, 
and little did it natter if it presented itself to 
M m in the garb of autumn. 25 

Luca* s regeneration is completed. He has been 

awakened "into that more general love for all things,"^* 

and he feels that he is now in harmony with reality* His 

relationship with life has been restored, first through 

M s wish for death, and then through the sexual act as an 

act of living} "Content to have become a part of this 

order, he found a new strength in accepting its mys-

terious, external nature."27 

2%bid., p. 151. 26Ibid., p. 152. 

27Ibld.» p. 153. 
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Luca's parents send his to a sanitoriua for con-

vale acence. let the boy has already recovered from his 

true sickness, the inner ones . .he knew that, from 

now onward, not only the clatter of a train in a tunnel or 

the whiteness of enow on a mountain peak, but all things 

would have a meaning for him and would speak to M m in 

28 

their own mute language," 

Alberto Moravia's preoccupation with sex as revealed 

in these two novellas is not a licentious one* He avoids 

lascivious details aimed at an appeal to prurience, for 

him, sex as the subject of a novel has a much greater 

significance than the providing of superficial thrills. 

Sex is an act of livings in Agostino it is primarily a 

fore® of destruction, an intruding predator; in Disobedi-

ence* it becomes the force of life itself, a redeemer from 

the abyss of non-being. Any reader who accuses Moravia of 

using sex primarily for sensational effect is doing him an 

injustice. 

Moravia's latest published novel, $he Smpty Canvas 

(1961), on th© moat obvious level of interpretation is a 

story of sexual obsession, Moravia said in an interview 

that the novel is his sexiest book—but that it is also 

28Ibid.. p. 160. 
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his most chaste.^ Some readers might find such, a decla-

ration nothing more than a teasing paradox. But Moravia's 

observation about his novel is correct. 

fhe Italian title of the book is 1A Hoia, which 

translated literally into English means "boredom.w But 

boredom is not the precis© meaning of the word denoting 

that facet of the existential predicament which is the 

theme of The Empty Canvas. fhe protagonist is Pino, an 

abstract painter, who could be seen as an older relative 

of Luca in Disobedience« At the age of thirty-f ive» Dino 

has been living alone for ten years, apparently satisfied 

with his solitary life as an artist. He is the only son 

of a wealthy businesswoman5 in rebellion against the 

materialism of his mother's world he leaves her lavish 

villa to live alone and paint. Dino had begun painting 

during the war when the oppressive boredom of the fascist 

way of life prompted him to take up art: "I hoped to be 

able to re-establish contact with reality, once and for 

all, by means of artistic expression."*^ Like most of 

Moravia's protagonists, Dino is capable of profound self-

analysis. He sees the dominating force in his life a© 

2%icola Tucci, Mfhe Proof of Life Is in the Loving/' 
Saturday Review% XLIV (October 28, 1961), 18. 

Alberto Moravia, fhe^Bmpty Canvas« translated by 
Angus Davidson (Hew York 
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boredom, a kind of tedium vltae which interposes itself 

between himself and external reality. He can find no suf-

ficient or effective existence in external things, and his 

unrelatedness to these things causes .his boredom: 

. . . something with which I have no relationship, 
one© it appears to ae as an absurd object—then from 
that wry absurdity springs boredom, which when all 
is said and done is simply a kind of incoaaaunica-
bility and the incapacity to disengage oneself from 
it. 31 

Like many of Moravia's other protagonists, Dino is bound 

by a purposeless inertias 

Worse than anything, I suffered from a kind of 
paralysis of all ay faculties, which made ae mute 
and apathetic and dull, so that I felt as if I were 
buried alive inside oyself, in a hermetically sealed 

and stifling prison.52 

Dino•s predicament is an existential one. He feels 

himself to be fragmented, alienated from himself as well 

as from the external world, and suspended between forces 

of equal attraction--being and nothingness. The tension 

between the pull of being and nothingness results in his 

catatonia, paralyzing his conscious will and yet goading 

him to an awareness of his condition. 

In this novel, as in the two novellas, and most of 

Moravia's other works, it is sex that becomes the tangible 

manifestation of this tension between being and nothing-

ness. Bino's mother is a pathetic woman whose sole reason 

31Ibid., p. 4. 52Ibid., p. 9. 
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for living is her money and possessions. She tries to 

lure her son back to her home* but he is repelled by her 

meaningless way of living and her view of life which 

reduces everything to an economic value. He refuses to 

return to the villa, even when she buys him an expensive 

roadster. 

In the building where he has his studio, there is 

another painter, an older man named Balestrieri. 

Balestrieri is an erotomaniac whose only subject for 

painting is the female nude. Dino observes that the old 

artist is continually visited by a large number of women, 

all of whom he reputedly seduces. Dino is curious about 

his neighbor's activities and notices that all of the 

women who visit his studio are of the same type. One day 

a girl appears who seems to summarize all the women in the 

last ten-year period of the older artist's life. Dino 

sees the girl often as she goes to Balestrieri's studio, 

and he is aware of the suggestiveness of her actions 

toward him. Dino feels toward her a kind of nausea that 

is in keeping with his boredom: 

It was, I reflected, the same feeling of nausea that 
probably everyone experiences when on the threshold 
of some unknown, vague reality: or perhaps, more 
simply, of reality unadulterated if one has become 
accustomed, over a long period, to not facing It.*3 

53Ibid., p. 58. 
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At the age of sixty-five, Balestrieri dies during the act 

of intercourse with his latest mistress, the young girl 

Mao has been observing* Gecilia is seventeen, a humor-

less version of the type found in Lolita» Candy, and the 

"Kitten" books. She is totally amoral and lacking in 

intellectual discernment; she lives purely by instinct. 

Dino, compelled by what he calls a "secret, rigorous 

mechanism," is drawn to her. First, he engages in clini-

cal discussions with her, attempting to find the meaning 

of her relationship with the deceased painter, Cecilia is 

uncommunicative, like Dino's perception of reality itself, 

and her monosyllabic, fragmentary answers to his questions 

©licit in him the profound desire to possess her physi-

cally in order to know her better, 

Oecilia and Dlno then begin their love affair. The 

physical relationship is extremely successfult Cecilia is 

an indefatigable nymphomaniac. Dino contrasts the limita-

tions of her speech, thoughts, and mental processes with 

the eloquence of her physical capabilities during the act 

of sexual intercourse! 

I came to the conclusion that she had only one means 
of expression, the sexual one, which however was 
obviously impossible to interpret even though origi-
nal and powerful; and that with her mouth she said 
nothing, not even things concerned with sex, because 
her mouth was, so to speak, a false orifice, without 
depth or resonance, that did not communicate with 
anything inside her. . . . I could not help comparing 



74 

the horizontal cleft of hey aaouth with the vertical 
cleft of her sex and remarking, with surprise, how 
much more expressive the latter was than the 
former. . . .5^ 

Dino discovers that he feels himself to be attracted 

to Cecilia in such a way that .his former state of boredom 

is passing. In his fear he wishes to retain the unchal-

lenging emptiness of boredom, which is less painful to him 

than personal entanglement® with others, lie tries to 

remove Cecilia from .his subjective consciousness by treat-

ing her cruelly and questioning hex- mercilessly about her 

sexual activities with other men. But he is unable to 

daunt Cecilia, for in her mute way, she lets him know that 

he means nothing to her except during the sexual act, and 

then only as an object. Bino has never really loved the 

girl, but she disrupts his boredom, which he actually 

desires, and destroys his former equilibrium. 

In the meantime, he has given up painting. He rips 

hia last picture to shred® in a fit of dissatisfaction, 

and places an empty canvas on his easel to symbolize his 

starting anew. He vows not to paint again until he has 

overcome his boredom. His confrontation with an alien 

reality in Cecilia brings an end to his boredom but also 

forces him to commit himself to act on feeling® which have 

been lying dormant for years# He is being subjected to 

34Ibid., p. 152. 
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a force that compels M a to assert his existence through 

involvement in life. 

Cecilia is inscrutable and almost incomprehensible. 

Her part in the novel could be interpreted as the per-

sonification of the external reality which Dino has here-

tofore been separated froat but which he must now meet in 

a meaningful and potent way. 

Dino tries to reduce Cecilia's significance in his 

life. She is froa an extremely poor family, yet money 

means nothing to her. When Dino tries to pay her for her 

services, hoping to reduce her to an objective level, she 

only turns the money over to her other lover, a young 

actor. This enrages Dino because hie plan is thwarted; 

giving her money is to him an act of objectification* a 

denying of independent reality for the girl. He wishes 

to look on her as an object whose existence he can label 

and remove to a comfortable distance« much as Agostino 

tries to do with his mother. When Dino's sadism and money 

fail to reduce Cecilia to a confrontable level, he pro-

poses marriage to her, hoping to impress her with his 

mother's wealth and thereby induce her to comply with his 

plan. 8y aariying the girl, Dino believes he can truly 

objectify her, deprive her of an independent reality, and 

thus return to his former static condition, a symbolic 

death or death-in-life. Dino, like Luca in Disobedience, 
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cannot tolerate the demands and anxiety of living. 

Cecilia refuses to marry Dino and goee away with, her 

younger lover for a vacation paid for by Dino's money. 

The artist attempts suicide by driving his automobile 

into a tree. 

Dino is not killed. 4s he is convalescing in the 

hospital after his collision, he comes to the realisation, 

like Luca, that the external world has focused itself in 

his clouded perspective and that objects no longer bore 

him: they have an independent reality which he can 

acknowledge along with his own. As for Cecilia, Dino 

becomes aware that he no longer desires to objectify her 

through physical possession, but that ah© too has assumed 

an independent existence: 

And finally I no longer desired to possess her, but 
to watch her live her life, Just as she was, that is, 
to contemplate her in the same way that I contem-
plated the tree outside my window. This contempla-
tion would never come to an end for the simple reason 
that I did not wish it to come to an end, that is, I 
did not wish the tree, or Cecilia, or any other 
object outside myself, to become boring to me and 
consequently to cease to exist. In reality, as I 
suddenly realized with a feeling almost of surprise, 
I had relinquished Cecilia once and for all; and, 
strange to relate, from the very moment of this 
relinquishment, Cecilia had begun to exist for me.35 

Dino is thus reclaimed to life by his finding that, at 

least through contemplation and acknowledgment of external 

•^Jbid.» p. 305. 
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reality, he can issue from his "hermetically sealed" 

solipsistic condition of tagdium vitae. 

One critic calls Moravia "a French, writer writing in 

Italian."^ Certainly M s preoccupation with, boredom as 

the manifestation of nothingness places M m with the 

Existentialists from trance, tout Moravia's vision is his 

own. Actually, Moravia had stated the them© of The Empty 

Canvas more than thirty years earlier in fhe Time of 

Indifferencet hut in this latest novel he gives his "one 

good tune" more explicit development. 

Although sex plays such a prominent part in this 

book, Moravia*s dealing with the subject in a naturalistic 

manner has a definite relation to his artistic purpose. 

Moravia himself has said of sex in literature that "if 
27 

sex is not necessary, it is merely pornography.In 

The Empty Canvas sex plays the symbolic role of inter-

mediary between the participants in their state of 

spiritual desslcation and the external reality to which 

they must return, J. M. Hartt expresses the matter this 

ways . . in The Empty Canvas the sexual performance is 

not by any means written off as mere copulation; it is 

expressed rather as the futile efforts of dead souls to 

^Sidney Alexander, "French Novel in Italian," 
' », XXV (November 23, 1961), 55. 

37 Tucci, 0£. cit., p. 18. 
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reach some kind, am kind of external reality, , . ,"5® 

In contrast to the view set forth by Moravia in Disobedi-

ence t eros is not a force redeeming Dino from the abyss of 

nothingness and bringing him back into life, but is, 

instead, a desperate means of self-transcendence which 

ultimately fails. 

Moravia's view of eros as a part of human existence 

is not a simple one. He seems to look on sex in at least 

four waysi as a pleasure to be enjoyed by the senses (The 

Woman of Rome), as a disruptive force (Agostlno), as a 

power of redemption (Disobedience)* and as an unsatis-

factory means of self-assertion (The Bmpty Canvas)• And 

though it is the sexual element which reveals most clearly 

the nature of the existential predicament, Moravia does 

not propose sexual debauchery as a panacea for the prob-

lems of life nor does he invest sex with a religious 

significance. Ultimately, he seems to say that sex, 

though alluring and at the same time threatening, does 

not offer an escape from life, from individual moral 

responsibility of relating oneself meaningfully to others. 

Qn the contrary, Moravia, like the philosophical existen-

tialists, appears to say that the particular person must, 

like his protagonists—Adrians, Cesira, Silvio, Agostino, 

H. Bartt, "The Beturn of Koral Passion," Tale 
Hevlew« LI (Winter, 1962), 302. 
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Luea, and. Dino—re tarn to himself for the answer to hia 

own existence, lad sex, an enduring and universal reality 

of life, might serve as a means to this self-attainment. 

But in Moravia's novels aex is not an end in itself. 



CHAPTJsIB V 

AM MISTSHTIAL W U A h l T t 

Although. Horavia has been called a nihilist because 

of his rejection of traditional morality and religious 

beliefs, he may be more accurately described as an exis-

tential moralist with a humanistic outlook. He is, in 

fact, eoiti-nihilistic in his belief that the concrete, 

Immediate world and the person's apprehension of it pro-

Tide the bases of truth and reality. He often dwells on 

th© sordid and unhappy in human existence, but one can 

detect in hia a longing for an order of truth and sim-

plicity in the civilised modern world, where confusion, 

uncertainty, disunion, hypocrisy, and moral inertia seem 

to predominate. 

Moravia rejects th® notion of Platonic essences and 

th© eternality of Ideas. In his view, truth is to be 

found only in the world of human emotions, human involve-

ments, inanimate objects, and historical occurrence. 

Reality to him means living completely aware of oneself: 

one's faults, one's virtues, and one1® accommodations to 

the inevitable; reality also means living with a percep-

tive awareness of the external world, which includes 

80 
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people as well as tilings. As he sees the existential 

predicament, it is the separation from reality thus con-

ceived which brings about frustration and ineffectually, 

and generates the anxiety so often observed in modern man. 

Moravia implies rather than states that there are moral 

values which will enable civilized man to regain contact 

with reality and thereby make his life more meaningful, 

Heravia's antipathy to explicit moral commitments 

(especially traditional ethics) often makes him appear 

anti-moral rather than immoral or amoral. But his 

approach to moral questions is humanistic as opposed to 

transcendental or legalistic. 411 human action must be 

directed, either consciously or unconsciously, toward the 

attainment of meaning for living and toward the unity of 

the individual with the immediate present, no matter how 

oppressive this imminent reality may be. In his novels 

there are only two absolute values—acceptance of life and 

treatment of other people as ends in themselves rather 

than means (an echo of the Kantian Practical Imperative). 

for Moravia the ideal attitude toward life is a calm, 

clear-eyed acceptance of all life and one's place in it as 

a contribution to the inescapable human condition: 

"What Moravia says with ever-increasing effectiveness 
is that until man assesses the circumambient world 
and his role in it, until he accepts responsibility 
for his execution of that role, he can know no peace, 
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and his lot can become no more enviable than a sorry 
acceptance of the makeshift present.* 

Moravia is notably scornful of the sterile over-

intellectualization he sees in the civilized western 

world, Adriana in The Woman of Rom© observes: 

I have often wondered why misery and anger dwell in 
the hearts of people who try to live according to 
certain precepts and to conform to certain ideals, 
and why those people who accept their destiny—which 
is mainly emptiness, darkness, and weakness—are so 
often gay and carefree.2 

Moravia's emphasis on calmness in the face of misfortune 

and acceptance of one's lot in life may be subtly dis-

tinguished from compliant acquiescence to circumstances. 

Though he is Impatient with moral ambition, he is equally 

hostile to smugness and complacency derived either from 

ideological prejudices or from moral indifference. He 

implicitly advocates the wisdom of "getting by" in a world 

of sensual immediacy, but he does not blatantly suggest 

that "where ignorance is bliss,/'Tis folly to be wise."^ 

As has been pointed out, he pictures the depths of moral 

sloth and degradation to which modern man has sunk because 

of indifference such as that of Carla and Hichele in The 

•̂Frances Keene, "Moravia Moralist," Nation, C&XXVT 
(May 25, 1953), ̂ 59. 

p 
Moravia, The 'Woman of Borne, p. 225. 

^Thomas Gray, "Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton 
College," English Poetry of the Eighteenth Century, edited 
by Cecil A. Moore (New loik,"1935)7 
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Time of Indifference; because of surrender to destructive 

passion such, as that of Dino in The Smpty Canvas * or 

because of unthinking submission to brute force such as 

that of Adrians to Sonzogno, the criminal, in The Woman 

of Borne* For Moravia, the mart recognition of one'e con-

dition and the folly of one's manner of living is not 

necessarily ennobling or even comforting, as Camus sug-

gests in fh® Myth of Sisyphus. Such recognition only 

makes it easier to live in the present as an operative 

member of the human species* 

fhus, the final responsibility for the discovery of 

meaning in life rests on the individual. When all sancti-

ties such as home, family, friends, philosophies, politics, 

and religion have been swept away, life itself becomes the 

only absolute value, and the individual alone must restore 

his relationship with a kind of psychologically stark 

existence that appears frightening and even incomprehen-

sible. Moravia's existential morality is therefore 

relative; he proposes self-reliance and individual 

responsibility as a means to order in one's life and also 

as a reason for living, Ideologies, systems, and institu-

tions are of little value when the real tests come—tests 

such as the two cataclysmic wars have provided in Europe 

during the last fifty years. When the person is faced 

bluntly with death and overwhelmed with chaos and 
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destruction, his moral codes, his religion, and his 

political loyalties somehow have no genuine significance. 

In Two Women Moroccan soldiers who hay© come to take part 

in the liberation of Italy rape Cesira and Kosetta in a 

cathedral (significantly a place of refuge and sanctuary) 

where they have gone to pray. 

Moravia makes it clear that the impingement of the 

immediate world cannot he ultimately evaded. To hide 

behind illusions or to lapse i.ito moral indifference is 

to give in to a kind of de&th-in-life condition where 

personal dishonesty prevails, and this personal dishonesty 

prevents his protagonists from attaining a Just relation-

ship with the immediate world. To give in to moral 

inertia, indifference, or boredom is, to Moravia, moral 

suicide, willing oneself to a state of nothingness. The 

only legitimate exit from this condition is in the human 

will to action. The most sympathetic and successful char-

acters in Moravia's novels are Adrians in The Woman of 
iwiwmiwiifcaiiwiui mtiwnfimn imwnw aw jwh* wwwwwm 

Borne and Cesira in Two Women. Both exhibit a desire for 

life on the terms in which it presents itself to them, 

honestly accepting themselves and their shortcomings and 

their worlds of adversity. As Cesira says, comfort is in 

"the serenity of days lived at peace with oneself and with 

others." After enduring many hardships—her home and 

4 
Moravia, Two Women, p. 287. 
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possessions lost, her daughter corrupted, ah® herself suf-

fering personal degradation—Cesira begins to understand 

that she herself alone is personally responsible for find-

ing reasons to go on living. Her realisation seems to 

come tnrough and take shape as she is observing a par-

ticularly beautiful Tiewi 

. » . the sparkling sea beyond the plain of fondi» 
had seemed to me an enchanted spot in which a 
treasure sight really hate been buried, as ia the 
stories 1 had' been told as a child. The treasure 
beneath the ground did not exist; hut I had found 
it* instead, Inside myself, with as much surprise 
as if 1 had dug it up with my hands; and this 
treasure had been the profound ©aim, the complete 
lack of fear and anxiety, tkp confidence ia "myself 
and in outward things, > * f • »* 

Her thoughts summarize the attitude toward life that 

Moravia seems to esteem as the most desirable. 

as a moral force in human behavior, love occupies 

much of Koravia1s attention. Sexual passion, as an aspect 

of love, though pleasurable in itself, is both destructive 

and creative, and Impedes the attainment of a relationship 

with reality unless the feeling is based on honest con-

sideration for the other person as an end rather than as 

a means to sexual gratification or some other egoistic 

motive. Among human activities, sex is perhaps the most 

moral, Moravia seem® to ©ay, in that it is the most basic 

experience of life. When sex is perverted and used as a 

%bld., pp. 1 $>5-156. 
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force for reducing another person to the status of an 

object to be used for selfish, pleasure, it is a violation 

of natural morality* The character in Moravia's novels 

who best exemplifies his attitude toward love as a means 

of countering the existential predicament is Adriana, the 

prostitute; 

I understood that everything was love and everything 
depended on love. One had this love or one did not 
have it. And if you had it* you loved not only your 
own lover, but also every person and everything. And 
if you did not have it, you could not love anyone or 
anything,6 

This is the kind of love Erich Fromm describes in She Art 

of Loving as "an attitude» an orientation of character 

which determines the relatedness of a person to the world 

as a whole, not toward one 'object* of l o v e . T h i s is 

the kind of love advocated by Moravia in his novels, and 

it provides his most positive answer to the uncertainty 

and lllogic of human existence. 

Moravia has said, MAs with many neo-realistic 

writers, I have been criticized as being too much of a 

pessimist. True, for to be & man is automatically not to 
R 

be happy. That is the human situation." Thus Moravia 

^Moravia, The Woman of Rome, p. 32?. 

^Erich jFromm, The Art of Loving (New York, 1956), 
P. 59. 

%iccolo Tucci, "The Proof of Life Is in the Loving," 
Saturday Review, XLIT (October 28, 1961), 19. 
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does not suggest a complete cure for the unhappines® of 

th.© human being, He rejects all forms of moral cowardice, 

license, and anarchy but proposes no melioristic measures 

of conduct. He does say, however, that man must live his 

life with spiritual humility; he must retain the will to 

live; and he must endure without any hope of heroically 

prevailing, except in a small way, in the immediate 

present. He implies that classical equanimity and a sub-

dued compassion for all life are the best approach to 

living. Charles Bolo cogently summarizes Moravia's moral 

outlook: 

. . . he is a moralist whose theme is the danger of 
moral ambition. His fiction . . . tells us that we 
are never as bad as we think we are, and that we can 
never be as good as we think we can be. . . , Moravia 
does not intimate that clear-eyed self-acceptance 
will unlock the gateway to Paradise, but simply that 
it enables us to make the best of Purgatory.? 

Man must serve in the Purgatory of the immediate world in 

spite of the threats of war, ultimate death, and the 

awareness that sacrosanct certainties no longer exist. 

To live a moral life is to reject passivity and indiffer-

ence and meet openly the challenge of this the existential 

situation, And that challenge, instead of inevitable 

death, is the confrontation of life itself. 

Many readers will find Moravia's view of life and man 

too cramped, too circumscribed, too uninspired and 

%tolo, 0£. cit., p. 74. 



88 

uninspiring to "be entertained seriouBly; others, particu-

larly the Europeans who have been through hell several 

times in the past fifty years, may find it quite accurate 

and practical, ind ttoravia, let it be s&idt is speaking 

directly to his own people. His moral force consists 

precisely in his concern for them. 
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