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giacomo sartori

from Autisms 
Translated from Italian by Frederika Randall

    

my present publisher

My present publisher, when I telephone him, is silent for a 
few seconds. Then, in a very loud voice, he says he can’t hear me. 

PRONTO! PRONTO! I CAN’T HEAR! he shouts, just like someone 
who hears very badly. Then he hangs up. When I call back, the line is 
busy, or the voice mail picks up.

The first few times I fell for it. Or rather, I chose to fall for it, the way 
one prefers to think there’s a survivor or two in an airplane smashed to 
pieces on the ground. The pieces scattered over the peri-urban sweep are 
charred and incongruous, the television coverage is cruelly explicit, but 
wait, there might well be some survivor, we say to ourselves. A woman 
with a wide floral skirt that slows her fall, or maybe some scrawny person 
who comes down on the fronds of a palm tree. A guy who’s adopted by 
a she-wolf, then writes a best seller recounting his amazing adventure, on 
which he’s able to live like a potentate for the rest of his life. And then 
dies of diabetes because, you know, he ate too much.

Now as for myself, just to be perfectly clear, if I were a pilot I’d bring 
along a parachute. Not a bulky one, nothing too visible. True, it’s not good 
form to parachute out when everyone else is about to be reduced to car-
bonized shreds, however one victim less is preferable to one more, and all 
the philosophers in the world would very likely agree on that. Go to a 
party and you don’t make a beeline for the potato chips head-butting the 
person barring your way, but in a life or death situation, it makes sense. At a 
party, you don’t risk being transformed into burnt scraps. Well, not often. 
While on a plane that’s going down, it’s all but certain. Every day we make 
sacrifices to save a single miserable human life trapped on a mountaintop or 
buried under the ruins, and nobody gives a thought to airline pilots. They’re 
left to kick the bucket without the slightest remorse. No television cam-
eras, no tear-jerking remarks. Certainly, to do things properly, before sailing 
off on his/her parachute, the pilot will need to explain things in a frank and 
open dialogue, the way difficulties in a couple are faced. However on a 
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swiftly falling airplane, there are noises that make it hard to concentrate, 
vibrations and jolting around quite inimical to dialogue. Not to mention 
that someone in disaccord will very likely come forward and insist on hav-
ing it his way, as never fails to happen in couples. 

I CAN’T HEAR! I CAN’T HEAR! shouts my present publisher 
when I telephone him. In truth the line is very clear and one can distin-
guish the tiniest modulations in his sophisticated editor’s genial voice, and 
it’s perfectly obvious he’s pretending, but he says it all the same. I CAN’T 
HEAR! he shouts a final time, and hangs up. Pitiful. 

At most, I could understand if he said he had an appointment with 
Barack Obama, or even if he were silent as a fish, but not this raving 
I CAN’T HEAR! We’re not speaking of children here, we’re speaking 
of adults, of respected publishers. Not large publishers, to be sure, and 
not middle-sized, or even medium-small, but still, esteemed publishers. 
Minuscule publishers appreciated for their work as minuscule publishers. 
Third-rate publishers who occasionally publish great authors. It happens. 
And so sometimes I try again. But he has the nasty habit of screening his 
calls. I can call and call again; he never answers. He’s there staring at the 
telephone, but he doesn’t pick up. It’s useless to try to call from another 
phone, he’s become cunning. 

Once in a while, though, he’s caught unaware, and so he starts up again 
with his I CAN’T HEAR! I CAN’T HEAR! And then hangs up. What 
do you know but he’s actually busy now, I say to myself. And in fact, he is 
busy. It’s frustrating. A writer would like to be able to communicate with 
his/her publisher. I don’t mean sit down and relate his/her entire sexual 
life, the whole conjugal epic with all its ups and downs, but, you know, 
have a word or two. Enough to get a few things straight, understand 
whether the books are coming out and when. 

One day, or rather one night, because it was the middle of the night, I 
tried to call him, well, in the middle of the night. It was an idly skeptical 
try, undertaken by a writer somewhat perplexed at the way things were 
going, maybe also a bit depressed. He would surely have turned off his 
cell phone and would be sleeping like an angel, I thought. I felt a certain 
tenderness thinking of his head lolling on the pillow, imagining the quiet 
sleep of the esteemed publisher. A sleep full of contained dignity, almost 
hieratic. It’s normal for a writer to feel tenderness toward his or her only 
and loyal publisher.

However, he answered. Not immediately, but he answered. The voice 
was quite gravelly, the typical voice that ten seconds before had been 
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deep in the most spectacular dreams, but it was nevertheless his voice. The 
unmistakable voice of my publisher that always makes me quiver with 
excitement as if it were the first time. Maybe slightly brusquer than usual. 
But it’s always nice to hear the voice of one’s own publisher. Even in the 
middle of the night. I felt I had to tell him so. By now I was resolved to 
say no more than that, to drop all the rest and leave business out of it. It’s 
not important when my book comes out, I thought. But he, as soon as he 
understood who was calling, hung up.

I tried calling back, but his cell phone was switched off. Once, twice, 
three times, still off. And so I left a message on his home phone, explain-
ing how much I would have liked to have spoken with him. I skipped 
over the fact he’d hung up in my face. And then I left another message, 
to say he mustn’t worry about the book of mine that he hasn’t yet pub-
lished, that wasn’t the reason I’d called. And then yet another, because 
as I kept talking, things to say began to mill around in my head. Quite 
intimate things, even. And finally a last, heartfelt message to say that, in 
the end, being on the phone with him had touched me, even though our 
conversation had been so brief. So touched me that perhaps I’d write 
about it in my next novel, a novel with an autobiographical setting as 
always. Even in this final message, tender as a bottle tossed into the sea, 
a bottle with a very few moving lines that sum up all the suffering of a 
broken-hearted soul, I made no reference to the hasty interruption of the 
call. In the publishing world, one tries always to sidestep the meanness 
of everyday life, this much I’ve learned. In the publishing world, what 
counts is literature, not the humdrum meanness of the everyday life of 
authors not very well known, if not to say wholly anonymous.

I CAN’T HEAR! he shouts when I telephone. With all the crotchety 
candor of a lying five-year-old. Fifty years old on one side, fifty on the 
other; in between, the fibs of a five-year-old. Ten decades of experience 
built up, gutted by five years of clumsy lies. Forty-five years of enlightened 
reading on one side, forty-five years of enlightened reading on the other, 
and such a frustrating telephonic exchange. A century of top-notch reading 
beached on the tricky, treacherous sands of interpersonal vulgarity. These 
things happen in 2009. Airplanes crash ever less often, pilots pilot unruffled, 
they don’t even mind not having parachutes, but publishers pretend not to 
hear you when you call them. I CAN’T HEAR! he says and hangs up. 

I’d like to tell him that someone who really cannot hear does not 
shout I CAN’T HEAR! and hang up immediately. I’d like to tell him 
that a publisher who really cannot hear gets a new telephone or has his 
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ears examined. Fortunato, you can hear perfectly! I’d like to tell him. His 
name is Fortunato. Fortunato Settembrini! Stop this clowning around! 
I’d like to tell him. His surname is Settembrini. A very fine surname, one 
suited to a creature from the cradle destined to be a publisher of literary 
masterpieces. I’d simply like to ask him to explain why he doesn’t want 
to speak to me, so as to find a solution for the next phone call. A frank 
and constructive exchange, as couples have. That is, couples that func-
tion. I’d like to tell him that it isn’t to find out when the hell he plans to 
publish my book (which two years ago was already meant to have been 
published), it isn’t for that. To communicate that very simple message 
however I need him to allow me to speak. He mustn’t shout I CAN’T 
HEAR! We’re chasing our own tails. And the planes continue to stay up. 

my job 

My job consists of digging holes in the ground. Large deep holes 
a person can easily get into. And in fact I do get in. Inter myself, you 
might say. But unlike a genuine interment, there is no one to shovel soil 
between myself and the pit. Unlike a real burial, I can move my arms, 
breathe at will, come out when I’m done. I can see a rectangle of sky, I 
can speak, I can howl out my joy, always supposing I have a surplus of joy. 
Mine is a temporary, reversible interment. When I’m done, I come out 
and go home. And in any case, unlike the real dead I do not lie down, I 
stand upright. It’s rare that the dead stand upright. So far as I know, that 
was true only of a very few past civilizations.

Normally I don’t make my holes in cemeteries. I try to stay away from 
graveyard walls, out of respect for the sleep of the dead. The dead attract 
me but they also repel me, like people you admire but with whom it 
doesn’t come naturally to strike up conversation. They sleep deeply, and 
at the same time they’d like to talk, while I prefer to keep my distance. 

Maybe the dead couldn’t care less whether I make my hole near or far 
from their walls, but in any case I try to stay away. Once, though, I had to 
dig my hole among the sleeping dead. I didn’t know it was a cemetery, 
otherwise I would have done the job to one side. There was no wall, no 
evident marker. It seemed a hill like any other, just the place for one of 
my pits. And instead it was an old Muslim cemetery. When I understood 
that, I kept going because by then I had begun, and might as well finish.

I get paid for this thing I do. Not much but, well, enough to live on. 
I’ve been digging holes and getting into them for twenty-five years now; 
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I have my connections. At the beginning I struggled to find clients, and 
then, gradually, things fell into place. When you do a job well, people 
seek you out; it makes sense. And I’ve always pushed myself to do my 
very best: my holes are considered those of a real professional, they are 
often praised. I say this with all due modesty, you understand.

People I know have difficulty understanding what job I do. I try to 
supply the best explanation I can, for I’d like them to have a detailed pic-
ture of my occupation, given how important it is to me. But after a while 
I see eyes wandering, and I drop the subject. They take it for granted 
I’m concealing something; I’m resigned to that. If by chance the matter 
comes up and I see their conniving smiles, as if there was who knows 
what mystery underneath, I tolerate it. My wife thinks this happens be-
cause I don’t know how to explain myself. She doesn’t say this outright, 
but I read it in her glacial husky’s eyes. Her glacial husky’s eyes say that 
if I explained myself properly everyone would understand what my job 
is. What is true is that only people close to me have a fairly precise idea 
of my profession. And even they don’t have a thoroughly clear picture. 
They’ve taken on board some basic principles, but in many ways are still 
fumbling around in the dark. We’re still very far from the intrinsic com-
plexity of my holes.

My brother, for instance, is convinced that I’m paid to hold a carpen-
ter’s rule against one of the walls of my pit, the nicest wall, and record it 
for eternity using the flash. This is quite a distorted view of my job, not 
to say offensive, because while it is true that I photograph all my holes, 
it’s utterly wrong to suggest that the photographic image is the essence of 
the matter. An infinite number of other small things are just as essential, 
just as important. It would be like saying an automobile exists to travel 
between the brushes of the automatic car wash. Yes, from time to time we 
take the car to the car wash, but in truth an automobile exists for many 
other purposes. My brother’s view is grossly reductive, not to say offen-
sive. The typical older brother perspective; the years have gone by and 
the lines on our faces have multiplied, but he always thinks he is right. 

Mine is a highly solitary activity, for there is room for just one person 
in the holes I dig. At times, especially when I dig in the afternoon and 
have to finish the work the following day, I find some forms of life in 
my pit. I don’t mean human beings. They might be beetles trapped in 
their chitin armor; long squishy albino worms; tiny transparent creatures 
that immodestly allow the earth they eat to be seen. A panicked lizard, 
a mole’s pointed snout. Once an adder, camouflaged in the sandy soil, 
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ready to kill me. In one way or another I try to get these living creatures 
out, because I don’t want to bury them when I close the hole using 
the heap of soil waiting by the pit. That seems cruel to me, and quite 
improper, to condemn living creatures to be buried alive. I’m not some 
savage despot, I’m an investigator of holes dug in the ground. But in fact 
it has never happened that I found another man, or woman, or even a 
child, in one of my pits. In theory it could happen, but it never has. It’s as 
if people prefer to keep their distance. 

Sometimes I am flanked by a mechanical earth mover. A metal beast 
that with a few thundering stabs of a paw, makes a hole that would cost 
me much time and energy. I like the smell of engine exhaust mixed with 
that of freshly dug soil: it reminds me of when my father took me with 
him to the building sites where he worked. And the power of those steel 
claws that plunge into the earth and overwhelm it in quite unhesitant fits 
and starts, revives in me an abiding childish wonder. Yet I much prefer to 
dig my holes myself. While I dig I have time to observe the most minute 
qualities of the soil, to weigh with my arms differences of consistency, 
to compare the smells. The earth has many mysteries, and to understand 
it, one must have time to think. When the bulldozerist has finished, he 
leaves me alone, because he knows I take my time. He says goodbye, eyes 
dark with puzzled commiseration, and proud and victorious departs on 
his stiff, treaded mount. I’m content, even when the last threads of sound 
unravel into nothing; earth demands silence. 

In a country of boundless expanses of dry, stony soil burned by the 
sun, I was given a large, jolly team of diggers. On the way there, I sat in 
front with the driver and they sat in the truck bed behind, laughing and 
singing. When we arrived, they jumped down before the pickup came 
to a halt, and began to run around and tug on one another’s hair. Their 
white smiles gleamed on sunburned faces. They thought my holes in 
the sterile stony soil were a joke, foolish as jokes are. They were grateful 
that the company that had hired me offered them work. In the evening, 
while I handed out packets of filthy bank notes from huge plastic shop-
ping bags — an unimaginable inflation had drained almost all value from 
the local currency — I thought I’d like to be one of them. I wasn’t being 
honest with myself, as often happens in life. 

In my line of work, a person gets very dirty. My father complained 
about it, the first few times I performed the job. He was convinced I was 
so dirty because I didn’t know my business, because I didn’t pay sufficient 
attention. Everyone goes to work, and no one comes home in such a 
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condition, he told me. His undying fascist soul despised me for this too. 
He himself had worked for many years with the soil, and he was quite 
sure he knew better. He didn’t know it is impossible to fiddle around in 
a hole dug in damp earth without getting pretty much filthy from head 
to foot. He didn’t know that all my colleagues get mud-smeared from 
head to foot. His work took place on the surface; he gave the orders and 
the workmen hacked at the earth. Then, however, he said nothing more 
to me, because I went off to live on my own. And now he too is lowered 
into the ground, him and all his prejudices against me. Now there is no 
one left to think I get too dirty. In any case, I don’t view the earth as 
dirty at all; I use that term only because I know full well that otherwise 
misunderstandings will grow. Other people think I am filthy at the end 
of my working day, but I feel spotless, clean right down to my fiber and 
internal organs, as after a night of prayer. For me, if anything, it is people’s 
souls that become besmirched at times. The earth is always immaculate. 

My ex-girlfriend also believes the aim of my job is to contemplate 
brown and brownish cross-sections of dirt with a carpenter’s rule at my 
side. She, too, thinks what I do is basically useless. Still with your cross-
sections of dirt, are you? she asks when we meet in town or in the halls of 
the institute where she works. Her feet still point together at the toes and 
often touch ground only at the outside edges, like when she was fifteen 
and wore skirts as light and impalpable as a magician’s handkerchief, like 
fleeting sentiments. Then we say goodbye and she goes off with her head 
inclined to the right, gnawing at the join of her lips as if contemplating 
something terribly moving, as she always does. The great love that bound 
us is also interred in the ground. 

I’ve always felt a cheerful fondness for those who do my same job. 
They are usually simple, straightforward people, because the enigmatic 
complexity of a hole is a hard school of humility. Their skins smell of hot 
and cold, of the wind, smell unmistakably of freedom. They are quite dif-
ferent from me and from one another, but in some ways also alike. In their 
eyes I read my same hunger to understand, the same fanatical tenacity, 
my same latent discouragement, the same incipient weariness. Most don’t 
have my same itch to flatten words forever onto paper, but they do have 
eyes forever feverish with passion. Their sometimes garish defects seem 
insignificant to me, as happens with people we love.

Perhaps because others think my occupation is strange, I’m drawn by 
people whose jobs are considered strange or grisly. Workers who emerge 
from manholes in big cities, their yellow plastic coveralls splattered with 
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substances best left unidentified, headlights on their helmets. I know the 
impassable familiarity of their gestures, faces absorbed in their indispens-
able functions. They know they won’t be understood, and don’t meet the 
eyes of passersby. I’m fond of gravediggers too, their fussy precision, the 
ostentatious composure they show in the face of death’s invasive disorder. 
Even delinquents who commit the most ignominious crimes provoke 
feelings of brotherhood in me.

Once in a while I ask myself what my job means. What it means to me, 
never mind considerations of the universe and its arcane drift. I reply that 
chance brought me to do this, just as other human beings find themselves 
impersonating a piano tuner, a lifeguard, a lion tamer, a long-limbed, strut-
ting fashion model, a ruthless terrorist. It’s a job like any other, I think. I 
imagine I’d like to do something else, above all spend my time stringing one 
word to another, making columns of black ants that bore into the essence 
of things, to the center of the cosmos. But I know very well that it doesn’t 
work like that, that nothing in life occurs by chance, and certainly not 
occu pations that are really abnegations. I know that if I dig into the earth 
and spend hours touching and feeling it, it is because something in me 
wants contact with it. I know very well that without the austere but forgiv-
ing lure of the earth, I would lose myself in the nothingness of space, like 
one of those colored balloons that sail blissfully up into the blue of the 
firmament and explode. I know I couldn’t survive without the earth.

In this era of monitors and interactive 3-D simulations, a person who 
labors with pick and shovel, who fiddles with an antiquated carpenter’s 
rule, who stands there in a trench like a convict, like a soldier in the First 
World War, is quite anachronistic. Mine is a trade enmeshed in the past, 
destined to disappear. Soon there will be an instrument that can do it, 
that’s not hard to predict. If it hasn’t yet been invented, it is not because 
the technical problems are insuperable; machines already exist that do 
jobs far more sensitive, that demand far greater precision. It’s only because 
there’s a lack of interest. For some reason no one has bothered to invent 
the machine, and therefore I’m assigned the job.

My friend the poet tells me I should be proud, at least I do something 
useful. Much as I try to explain that’s not the case, that the wounds I 
inflict on the earth never heal, he, with his poet’s cocksure stubbornness, 
remains convinced I’m wrong. He doesn’t see that only his incompre-
hensible verses will endure. 

Sooner or later a contraption will go on sale that can do my work 
faster than me, or for less money. It will perform much less well than I 
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do, because even the most sophisticated machines lack the insight every 
human being has, they don’t breathe faint emanations of the gods. Like 
all machines it will spit out ranks of dry numbers, like flints that jut out of 
sand, and those anonymous numbers will be considered more objective 
than my own, more reliable. I’ll begin to be viewed with suspicion; no 
one will pay me. My holes, dug with sweat and recorded with heartfelt 
sincerity, will be nothing but a cursory memory, and then not even that. I 
myself will turn to other things, as sometimes happens in life. Or maybe, 
on the other hand, I’ll sit there meditating on every one of the pits I 
dug in all those years. Looking back guiltily, for my holes will seem to 
me utterly obsolete, and in many ways unjustifiable. Or maybe I too will 
already lie in the ground.

     

the fish fished

There was a time when I was a fisherman. An angler with a rod (but 
no reel), or more often with just a short line pinched between thumb and 
index finger of my right hand. On piers, on rocks. I liked the suction on 
the rod when the fish bites and yanks downward. I liked the preparation 
and maintenance of my equipment, however rudimentary. And those 
meticulous emporiums selling hooks, and fishing line of various thick-
nesses, floats, and all the rest. I particularly liked the lead weights, their 
unctuous but firm compliance. But naturally I liked waiting above all. 

I liked waiting for a fish to bite, just as even today I like waiting for 
something to happen. Certainly this pleasure is by no means real enjoy-
ment, and even less celebration; rather it has to do with privation, and 
perhaps even with suffering. It’s painful, but still a delight. The waiting 
always unblocks something irremediably pure and cathartic, when taken 
in the right way, and that is why I’ve spent three quarters of my life wait-
ing. Even now I largely do nothing but wait.

I’m a person who waits. Just for that reason I don’t possess my own cell 
phone: it would deprive me of waiting, or in any case would spoil it, as it 
seems to me happens to people I see and hear dealing with a cell phone. 
I prefer the object of my waiting remain as enigmatic and immaterial as 
possible, prefer it to remain silent. Certainly while I wait, I’m busy, I run 
around, as everyone does these days, but inside myself I’m there with my 
arms crossed, waiting. The rest is mere show. I’m well aware of the limits 
of my approach but I’m unable to change, or even to regret it. All of us 
have our weaknesses and our vices. 
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I was a self-taught angler, just as I’ve been self-taught in everything 
I’ve done. I sensed I was probably not going about things in the very 
best way, for the knowledge of others — others knew — was precluded. 
Still, I always managed on my own. I was shy and above all, I didn’t know 
you could ask people. I learned that, imperfectly, only several decades on. 
Getting by on my own I clearly made many objective mistakes. Unfor-
givable mistakes, perhaps. I cannot say what they were, having no points 
of reference. The fact remains that the fish took the bait. Not all that 
often, but they took the bait.

Silvery and ovalish-shaped, longish and pale gray, fish of a single color 
and striped, with whiskers or without, at times with an emerald-green 
band on their sides, took the bait. I didn’t know the names of the fish I 
captured. To me they were generic fish.

Once the initial surprise had passed, my family was content that I 
fished. They considered fishing an inherently plebeian occupation, and 
therefore contemptible, but they soon recognized that when I fished I 
was entirely focused on it and didn’t bother them. For hours I abstained 
from hysterical scenes set off by motives they considered foolish, but 
which had earned me innumerable electroencephalograms and visits to 
child psychiatrists. It was opportunism that led them to approve of my 
ichthyic propensities, not their fierce hunger to go against the grain. It 
was the sort of self-serving approval that sooner or later reveals itself and 
hurts someone. They were probably counting on the fact that when the 
fateful moment arrived, there would be other more pressing things to 
think about. They were not mistaken.

I encountered others fishing on the docks, people of widely differ-
ent ages and bearing. For the first time I participated in an activity that 
brings people together. Those people were very different from me, but 
we were all fishing, and so we were all equal in that particular regard. Yes, 
I was very young, by far the youngest, a mere child, but that fact wasn’t 
held against me, it was voluntarily overlooked in yet another level of 
inclusion. I was accepted for what I was.

Obviously the suction on the rod when the fish bites was an intima-
tion of plunging the member into the vagina. Obviously the jerking 
about in the water suggested postorgasmic shuddering. I cannot think 
of any occupation more closely linked to sexual penetration than fishing 
with a line. The waiting. That a woman might appear and decide to look 
at me, that something like the ferocious thrusting about of the fish fished 
might happen. But in those days I had not yet glimpsed the atrocities 



587

Giacomo Sartori

of adult life, and my pleasure was the mere pleasure of the line yanking. 
Now I wonder whether most people fishing really don’t make the con-
nection. Probably they do, sure, and that’s part of what the fun is all about. 
Or on the contrary maybe for them it’s nostalgia, regret.

Now I’m unable to fish any longer. I can’t bear to think that a living 
creature has a hook stuck in its mouth, a hook stuck by me. I can’t bear the 
prolonged pain, pain that’s aggravated by the wild thrashing. I can no longer 
distance myself from that rabid suffering. But at the time, these problems 
didn’t bother me. With age one becomes more sensitive, although the 
opposite is often considered true. One becomes more vulnerable. One 
thinks of death, and so one sees oneself in the regrettable shoes of the fish. 
You understand, I was an occasional angler, living as I did in a city physi-
cally and culturally distant from the sea. But still, I was an angler. As such I 
was invited to spend a day out fishing by the husband of my grandmother’s 
maid. A majestic, even grave invitation, angler to angler. One Sunday he 
took me to the pebbly shores of a vast artificial lake, full of big trout and 
carp. The names were no mystery to me, because he told me. 

My father was the only one in the family to like fish, and given the 
radical slant to his fascism he didn’t at all scorn lower-class pastimes. 
But when I look for connections between him and fishing, I find none. 
When I was fishing, he wasn’t there, just as he was absent when I did 
everything else. Physically absent, but above all, mentally.

My problem, for there always is one, was the fish that took the bait. 
I was happy to have fished those fish, it wasn’t that. I knew that was the 
purpose, and my pleasure certainly derived from it. I could not, however, 
grab them and take them off the hook. I couldn’t squeeze them in my 
hand as I had seen it done, and extract the hook from the flesh. It just 
wasn’t possible. Already back then it wasn’t possible. And so I needed 
someone to do it in my place. Some relative, or some passerby. I was not 
an autonomous angler, I can say today, in light of the therapeutic exper-
tise acquired. Just as I haven’t been autonomous in many other fields.


