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DEATH
AND THE
DOLCE VITA

Stephen Gundle

Price : 495/-
Postage : 30/-

Stephen Gundle’s Death and the Dolce Vita openson the
9" of April, 1953, when an attractive young woman goes
missing. Thirty-six hours later her body is found washed up on
a neglected beach at Tor Vaianica. How did Wilma die?
Suicide is immediately (and conveniently) ruled out by an
implausible explanation from her family — that she was
accidently carried away by a strong current while bathing her
feet - which is seemingly more concerned with preserving the
family name and Wilma’s reputation than learning what could
have actually happened.

Considering that the backdrop of this tale is Rome in the
1950s, this is not as cold a reaction as it seems at first. In the
aftermath of the World War Il and the fall of Mussolini, Rome
had become a melting pot for people looking at fame as an
escape route from poverty. The Montesi family is lower
middle class and annonymous and the explanation of an
accidental death kept at bay aspirations on Wilma’s virtue and
the family’s sense of respectability. However, the question
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remains — had Wilma been lured into an illicit entanglement?
Or worse still, prostitution? Post war Rome of 1950 did not
take kindly to newly empowered women, who were often the
victims of some crime or the other, working girls and
prostitutes being the worst hit.

In life, Wilma is an empty canvass, an unexceptional
‘Anygirl.” Indeath, she gives rise to an extraordinary scandal.

How did Wilma die?

Gradually the official explanation begins to unravel.
There was no trace of foot irritation or eczema. The mystery of
her death and the speed at which the police declared the case
closed prompted questions. Cover-up stories began to
circulate. The police had scarcely been reformed since the
Fascist period and there were just too many loose ends to merit
suchaswiftclosure.

Gundle creates a mystery that takes anyone interested in
solving it from the seediest backstreets to the highest office in
the land. It exposes the contradictions that Rome presented
even while it attracted the young and ambitious into its streets.
Rome in the 1950s was a Rome where some dreams took flight
and also where other dreams came to die. With the necessary
means and connections, this was the Rome of the dolce vita —
the high life — and at the same a Rome of debauchery and
hedonism, though the two were not mutually exclusive. It was
the Rome of romance, luxury and glamour — and also the
Rome of carnal crimes, sex, drugs, corruption and endless
cover-ups.

.Paparazzi wait outside courtrooms to snatch the comings
and goings of important people. The entry of Piero Piccioni, a
playboy and jazz musician son of Italy’s foreign minister
Attilo Piccioni, accusations and denials of his involvement in
the case, a deeply polarized media, communist leaning papers
writing of corruption and cover-up and right leaning papers

Qo0



counter-splashing tales of degeneracy and amoral behavior all
whip up a hysteria which formed the backdrop of this highly
charged and publicized trial. As Gundle writes, “...... tales of
sex, drugs and corruption lifted the veil on a hidden world of
debauchery that threatened to tarnish a hitherto untouchable
elite.”

While the story in itself is extremely interesting, the
writing and language leaves much to be desired. In places, the
writing is weak and unsatisfactory. For example, Stephen
Gundle paints a beautiful and evocative picture of a cold
spring afternoon in his opening paragraph; then he rushes over
the central events of the book almost as if they are
inconsequential. While a wall of text is unnecessary, not
galloping through these essential parts would have given
weight to the tragedy rather than making it read as a secondary
event.

The prose is also littered with unacceptable grammatical
errors, such as “when she does not return by dinner time her
family panic’ and “infrequently but regularly’. Such mistakes
are annoying and avoidable and distract from the thrill and
excitement of reading a true story which shook an entire
nation.

As a murder mystery the story of ‘Death and the Dolce
Vita’ is not very satisfying. The police work is riddled with
political considerations and incompetence and there is no clear
solution to the question of who killed Montesi. But as social
history, it succeeds spectacularly. So much that the film by
Fellini ‘La Dolce Vita’ was a stupendous success, giving great
insights into the high life of Rome of the 1950’s.

- Yasmin Dandekar
([ ]
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