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Praise for Separate Rooms

 

 

‘An Italian novel of imperfect love and urgent grief’

New York Times

 

‘A novel of dignified beauty’

Observer

 

‘A masterly piece of writing, rich with insight and detail, and a curiously moving optimism’

Gay Times

 

‘Tondelli’s was a meticulous talent, precise and particular, his writing full of nicely observed detail and an almost microscopic view of everyday things and feelings’

Financial Times

 

‘A classic in Italy: a story of love and youth and pain that will have you clutching at your heart. I want everyone to read it; I want to press it into people’s hands. Surely one of the best novels I’ve ever read’

Andrew Sean Greer, author of Less

 

‘Separate Rooms is a stunning novel . . . If you ever need reminding why we run towards connection, even in the face of risk and loss, read this book, and prepare to be deeply moved’

Jack Parlett, author of Fire Island

 

‘A major work of queer literature . . . Bleak and harrowingly funny and eventually gloriously redemptive’

Will Tosh, author of Straight Acting

 

‘A discreet, lyrical meditation on the nature of male love’

Edmund White





Pier Vittorio Tondelli was born in Correggio in 1955 and died in 1991. He made his debut in 1980 with Altri libertini, which was followed in 1982 by Pao Pao. In 1985 he published the novel Rimini, followed by Biglietti agli amici in 1986 and Separate Rooms in 1989.
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INTRODUCTION

André Aciman

Soon after leaving Cambridge in my very early thirties, I realised how much I missed the friends I’d left behind there. Once I was settled in New York, I began writing to each one. Those were the days before email existed, so all I had outside of costly long-distance phone calls was writing letters – long, fastidiously elaborate letters where I related incidents and feelings that, in normal day-to-day conversations, I might have been reluctant to share. On paper, though, I found myself opening up with unsparing abandon, shamelessly writing how much their friendship had meant to me and how I missed our walks at night when we’d put aside our books to roam from bar to bar. To others, I wrote how I missed Sunday afternoons that could so easily morph into evenings as we drank wines of choice vintage before realising that dinner would never materialise unless someone started to cook something. I loved these friends who never left Cambridge and kept summoning me back to a rhythm of life that seemed far more amenable than New York’s rugged wake-up call.

My letters to them were effusive. I missed them. That was undeniable. But there were moments when, after signing my name and licking the envelope, a doubt would surge and make me wonder whether I’d been entirely sincere with them. Was I as homesick for Cambridge as I claimed to be? Were my yearnings the result of having moved to a city where I didn’t know a soul? Or, as I grew to suspect, did the act of writing and telling them how much I missed our bars and their gardens make me more nostalgic than I really was? In other words, did reminiscing cast a luminous aura that existed less in reality than in the lime-lit, cadenced sentences I put to paper? 

Language is always rhetorical – even when it doesn’t mean to be.

 

It is perhaps because of this, and after reading Mattia Mossali’s doctoral dissertation devoted in good part to the novel, that I instantly responded to Pier Vittorio Tondelli’s Separate Rooms. 

The story is about a visceral and indomitable attraction between two men – Leo is an Italian writer and thirty-two years old; Thomas, a pianist, is German and significantly younger – that soon enough morphs into a very powerful love. But one sentence in particular stood out and told me that I was in the hands, not of an occasional writer, but of one who had fathomed both himself and his true, complex, frequently unsortable emotions. His capacity to probe and articulate these contradictory strains arrested me and presaged a writer never pleased with easy answers. In that momentous sentence, Thomas knows he is Leo’s lifelong partner; but he feels stuck on the margins of their relationship each time Leo disappears, or needs to travel on a journalistic assignment, or retreats into his brooding, solitary life. ‘You want to keep me at a safe distance so you can write to me,’ he says. ‘If I lived with you . . . you wouldn’t be able to think of me like a character in your stage production’ (196). This was indeed the case with my friends in Cambridge. I needed them at a safe distance to convey my love for them. Nearby, speech would have served the purpose easily enough. But writing involved something far more complicated. Writing feeds on distance, but it could just as easily breed that distance. Writing, as I was finding out, is never about the obvious; it needs to excavate the obvious and give it new words.

Which is why Leo needs his privacy, his solitude, his space. Leo loves Thomas, but he cannot live with him. In Leo’s own words, theirs is ‘a relationship . . . that involved belonging to each other, but not possessing each other’ (187). This in effect spells the reason for the novel’s title, Separate Rooms.

 

This is not how Leo and Thomas’s relationship begins. It starts quite quickly when, after running into Thomas at a party in Paris and getting to know him slightly better at another party, also set in Paris, the two grow aware of their instant attraction, what with ‘their disguised nonchalant contact, [their] light skimming touches, and . . . silent glances’ (17). They haven’t spoken a word to each other, but they already know.

The two agree to meet at a rock concert. At first Leo has difficulty spotting Thomas in the crowd but eventually he finds him, and their connection is instantaneous. Their love, as Tondelli notes, is simply epic. They travel a great deal together, and Leo is constantly flying around the globe, but he always returns to seek out Thomas, and Thomas is always ready to welcome him. 

All Leo needs – to use my word again – is space.

The point can’t be made clearer when immediately after leaving by train one day, a bereft Thomas suddenly materialises and buzzes downstairs at Leo’s building. ‘I want to stay here and live with you,’ he says once Leo lets him in. To this Leo replies, ‘So you’ve decided to live in Italy?’ (181).

Thomas did not come to live in Italy. He came to live with Leo. And Leo knows it.

Eventually the two quarrel, as they frequently have in the past. But, as Tondelli writes, ‘They always ended up getting back together again’ (62). Thomas leaves Leo’s apartment. On the landing, as he waits for the elevator to arrive, he hears Leo shut and bolt the door behind him.

One might expect this to be a clean break. But it is not. Their love is limitless, though love, even when perfect, remains a dysfunctional bargain.

The problem with them is not only that Leo wants them to have their proverbial separate rooms, where Leo can ‘go on being a separate lover . . . [and dream] his love, and . . . not . . . get stuck in everyday life.’ The problem is that ‘if they lived together, they would become caricatures of each other, like two obscene, face-lifted twins in a Berlin cabaret’ (183).

What Leo can’t grapple with – and here it’s important to keep in mind that the novel was published in 1989 and therefore written in the late eighties – is that there existed a highly undefined template for a gay life. Leo ‘had no models to follow, no experience to recycle and fall back on in this stage of their relationship. He knew that the love he still felt for Thomas would not be enough on its own. They would tear each other to pieces and that was the last thing he wanted . . . Living together meant believing in values that neither of them was capable of recognising. How would their love end?’ (182)

This is why Tondelli’s novel, as much as it spoke to its readership in the early nineties, was also proposing a sort of relationship that the gay community might have regarded as highly unusual. For though there is no doubting their love and desire for each other, Leo and Thomas didn’t live together. And Tondelli not only resists established norms for gay couples but goes further yet to make light of ‘normalised’ gay couples:

 

Would they have no option but to normalise a relationship that society was in fact incapable of accepting as something normal? Would they not turn into the mirror image of those grotesque homosexual couples where one does all the cooking and the other always goes to the market to do the shopping? Where the two lovers resemble each other in their attitudes, in their way of doing things, even in their facial expressions, to the point where they become two pathetic replicas of one and the same unbearable imaginary male, emasculated and effeminate? In the course of time would they not become two hysterical androids, forever on the point of butting in every time the other spoke, with that facial skin that is a bit too smooth and taut and tanned, and that hair that is a bit too perfect the way it hides thinning spots? (182)

 

What Leo wants is entirely different. He wants intimacy, both physical and emotional, but he needs space. Can the world adjust to this? Can Thomas? Can Leo even?

One day, Thomas announces he is seeing a woman called Susann. This throws Leo completely off. His relationship with Thomas is hardly threatened by Susann, yet he resents her intrusion into their lives. What Leo leaves out of this equation is that his relationship with Thomas is itself already riddled by his need for privacy and solitude. Susann fills a void that was already partially empty.

 

At the start of the novel, Thomas dies.

This leaves Leo not only grief-stricken, but totally rudderless and unable to move forward. In fact, there is no forward anything. Another relationship after Thomas is simply unthinkable. Leo’s hollowed out existence becomes his new mode of living. Friends criticise him, some even remind Leo that Thomas was just an insignificant somebody he hooked up with at a party in Paris but rarely spent much time with, and who was vowed to fail as a musician. Leo needs a wake-up call.

But Leo does not find another lover. He resurrects old friendships he might have unintentionally discarded or neglected. Eventually he forges newer ones, but the novel is a scatter of recollections of Thomas. Leo traipses around the world either seeking or escaping experiences he is unable to name or fathom. But then he’ll recall travels with Thomas that brought him so much joy and love. These belong to the past now.

The wake-up call his friends want him to heed never comes.

Until it does come, in an oblique, quiet, almost incidental manner. It’s a call that has been summoning him for ever so long, both from recollections of Thomas but also from deep within himself, going back to his earliest childhood. It has to do with his ability to say ‘in words what others are quite happy to remain silent about’ (226). It also explains the genius of Separate Rooms. For it’s a novel both exceptionally moving yet exceptionally lucid as it weaves its way through the twisted strands of what Leo is desperately trying to unearth and parse in himself. 

And this is when it hits him in the face. The reason for needing separate rooms couldn’t be simpler. Leo has always been cut off from the world around him because, unlike everyone else, he is a writer. Because he is different. ‘He has roots in no town. He has no family or children. He does not have a house that you could really call “home”.’ More importantly, his sexuality underscores that difference: ‘What he lacks most of all is a companion. He is single, and alone’ (3). Tondelli writes: ‘If he did not manage to function with Thomas, if his emotional life is a mess, if, deep down, he is restless and will never find peace, it is because he is different, because he must construct a set of values that starts from the very fact that he is different’ (226). His home is grounded on his ability to write about his and Thomas’s love and about the loss of that love. For him, writing and love are indissolubly fused. It just took him a few years after Thomas to see this.

What is truly sad is that Tondelli himself was to die on 16 December 1991, of complications related to AIDS. He was thirty-six years old.

 

My life in New York was not troubled by the death of a dear one, but I had lost people who were very dear to me and who were, as I knew they would be, irreplaceable. Years later the two souls who had invited me to their garden so many times on those glorious Sunday afternoons to drink Château Beychevelle and Château Cos d’Estournel with them did die two ignominious deaths: she in a fire that burned down their home; he in a hospital bed, while everyone who cherished him waited for news, knowing that the longer he stayed in a coma, the slimmer his chances. I never said farewell to either. But then I’d been saying farewell to them for years – though I never suspected they’d ever actually be gone from my life, the way Leo never believed Thomas would leave his. With the friends who died I might have been overstating my attachment to them and, perhaps, I was stylising how much I missed them, but I also knew that what writing made me say was more deliberate, more genuine, more heartfelt, and ultimately more enjoyable than what I might have said in a rushed phone call from New York.

In some instances, what one loves are not just people or places but the act of writing about our love for them. Writing finds love and stirs it when it is all but gone everywhere else. I was writing from love and with love, already sensing that when someone is gone from our life, all we are left with are words.

 

New York, 2024
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