
Haaretz, Jul 6, 2006

Margherita Sarfatti was known in Italy as Benito Mussolini’s mistress, but she was much more than
that. She was his ideological companion, planned the ‘March on Rome’ with him, wrote articles in
his name, edited the Fascist Party organ and wrote his first official biography.

ROME – Everyone in Italy wanted to forget the “Duce’s other woman”: the Fascists, because she
was Jewish; their opponents, because she was Fascist; and the family, because she became an
embarrassing historical burden. As a result, Margherita Sarfatti’s story slipped out of the public
awareness, and along with it her central role in Italian fascism and the Duce’s life.

Today, more than 60 years after the Fascist dictator was executed, Sarfatti’s descendants prefer to
view her as an intellectual and a patron of the arts, who worked to distanced Italy from the Nazi
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danger and was forced to flee to Argentina when Benito Mussolini implemented the race laws. They
did not hear from her about the 20 years in which she shared Mussolini’s doctrine and bed. Or
about the 1,272 letters he wrote her in those years, and which disappeared. No, they are not in her
private archive at her home at 18 Via Dei Villini in Rome. At least, that is what her granddaughter,
Ippolita Gaetani, who is in charge of the archive, told Haaretz in an exclusive interview. An
American cousin, who is also named Margherita Sarfatti, is convinced the letters are in the hands of
the Rome cousin.

Many visitors have recently called at the luxurious building in Rome – journalists, researchers,
writers (“Italian Night,” by Nicole Fabre, a novel in which Sarfatti is a leading character, was
recently published in France). It is a lavish patrician building in ocher, which is a three-minute walk
from Villa Torlonia, the Duce’s official residence – three minutes from the villa’s back entrance, it
should be noted. “The villa is being renovated,” says a smiling young woman who is working in the
courtyard, “but you can visit. Go around to the other side, it’s worth it.”

At the home on the Via Dei Villini in Rome, a gilded bell, a vast black gate, a double wooden door,
an elevator in an ornate metal cage, a broad marble staircase. The door is opened by Ippolita
Gaetani, a spare, blue-eyed woman of 66, who has a determined, no-nonsense manner. The
apartment is spacious, sun-washed, and furnished with classical restraint. The documents and
photographs of Grandmother Margherita are housed in one room, in the center of which is the
“Holy of Holies”: Sarfatti’s desk. On the wall is a famous portrait of Sarfatti with her daughter
Fiammetta, painted by Achille Funi. Next to it are shelves laden with her notebooks and diaries,
and a chest with 12 huge drawers.

Before the interview gets under way, the hostess receives a phone call. “I am being interviewed for
an Israeli paper,” she apologizes, and adds, “No, no, the ‘good’ paper.” Ippolita Gaetani and her
two sisters, Sancia and Margherita, are identified with the Italian left and are quite active on behalf
of the Palestinian cause.

Ippolita was 21 when her grandmother died, in 1961, at the age of 81, but never asked her about
her past, about her affair with Mussolini or her role in the Fascist movement. And Sarfatti, she says,
never volunteered information on the subject. She talked about art, recited Dante, Shakespeare,
Edgar Allan Poe and did crosswords in Figaro Litteraire. “After the war there was a deep collective
repression, people tried to forget, did not boast about it. There was a kind of self-censorship.
People are only now starting to talk about that period, and also about my grandmother,” Gaetani
says.

When did you learn about your grandmother’s part in Mussolini’s life and in the Fascist movement
in Italy?

“Very late, at the age of 17, 18, and from friends. It was not talked about at home. There was
repression in Italy. Everything was imputed to the Germans, all the evils, the race laws, the
persecutions. In my home, too, everything was imputed to the Germans. When I grew up and
started to read, I understood that f ascism and Nazism are interchangeable. My mother did not
think so – she continued to say that fascism was all right until it cozied up to Hitler.



“In my opinion, if the blacks and not the Jews had been persecuted then, many Jews would still be
fascists … In fact, it is the same today. Many Jews in Italy are fascists, because fascism is far closer
to today’s Israel; they are persecuting the Arabs. If you go to the Rome Ghetto today, you will see
that part of the Rome Jewish community is truly fascist, fascist in its mentality, in the head. And the
situation in the Middle East complicates matters. They accuse everyone who speaks out against
Israel of being anti-Semitic. And in Italian politics they are far closer to the right than to the left.”

Encounter with history

Her mother, Fiammetta, converted to Christianity in 1930 and remained in Italy with her family
even after Margherita and her son, Amedeo, went into exile to Argentina following the
implementation of the race laws. But Sarfatti feared for the well-being of her daughter and her
grandchildren, and after Rome was conquered by the Nazis she made long-distance use of the few
connections she still retained from her days of glory in order to ensure that no harm would befall
them. Thus Fiammetta found asylum in a hospital, disguised as a nurse; her husband, Livio, who
was not Jewish, went into the underground; and their children were sent to Catholic convents.
Margherita’s older sister, Nella Errera, did not fare so well. She and her husband, Paolo, who
officially denied their Jewishness, were arrested in 1944 by the S.S. and sent to the camp at Fossoli
and from there to Auschwitz. They died on the way to the extermination camp.

Did your grandmother talk about the past or feel responsibility for her sister’s death?

“Not with me, not with us, that was taboo at home. She may have had qualms of conscience, but
either you commit suicide or you decide to live. People lived with worse things on their conscience.
She was actually involved with art – it is not that she harmed or informed on anyone. On the
contrary, some historians say that as long as she was by his side, Mussolini did fewer horrible
things. She herself did not do anything bad to anyone. That her man was scum – of that there is no
doubt.”

The dramatic story of Margherita Sarfatti’s life begins with a tranquil, happy childhood in the ghetto
of Venice, where she was born on April 8, 1880, the youngest child of an affluent religious Jewish
family, the Grassinis (the father of the Italian writer Natalia Ginzburg was her cousin). The lovely
girl with red hair and green eyes and insatiable curiosity was raised in a protected setting and
surrounded by love, especially on the part of her grandmother, Dolcetta Levi Nahmias, a “woman
of valor,” in the Jewish term, from whom she learned to live in the present and not get caught up in
the past.

“Oh, God,” she would mumble every night in a prayer she made up, “make me learn how to be
happy and learn how to be grateful for all the good things you have given me.” To be happy, at any
price: that was the motto that propelled her throughout her life. At the age of 18, despite her
parents’ objections, she married Cesare Sarfatti, a Jewish lawyer and socialist, who was 14 years
her senior. The Sarfattis had three children: Roberto, Amedeo and Fiammetta.

However, she found life in Venice too confining, and her husband was also eager for a change. The
couple moved to the nerve center of Italy – Milan. There Margherita began to carve herself a place
in the intellectual elite and to become active in fields which until then had been male prerogatives:



journalism and art. To that end, she opened her salon every Wednesday to the city’s Who’s Who
and gained the reputation of an impeccable hostess: beautiful, witty and vivacious. Her home
became the center of the artistic avant-garde, the melting pot of Futurism, and later of the
Novecento Italiano movement. The leading artists, writers and politicians were regulars in her
home.

“A kind of acute sense of smell impelled me toward gifted people,” she wrote in her memoirs,
which are really a collection of episodes about her meetings with preeminent world figures,
including the inventor Guglielmo Marconi, Pope Pius X, president Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Albert
Einstein and many others. Israel Zangwill, whom she calls the “Jewish Dickens,” and Ze’ev
Jabotinsky, the Zionist Revisionist leader, were also among her acquaintances.

“She was an educated woman, very attentive to the cultural fashions, a manipulative woman,
ambitious and uninhibited, with a singular talent for self-promotion (a talent she showed also after
her son died in World War I, appropriating his death as another means of self- promotion),” says
the historian Dr. Simona Urso, from the University of Padua, who has written a biography of
Sarfatti.

The dramatic pivot of her life – the encounter with history – occurred in 1912, when a young,
uncouth and unknown journalist named Benito Mussolini was appointed editor of the socialist
journal Avanti, for which Sarfatti wrote art criticism. At 29, he was three years younger than
Sarfatti, an ardent socialist from the provinces, a charismatic womanizer with a gift for holding his
listeners in thrall with his talk. Sarfatti spotted a “glint of fanaticism” in his eyes and was
immediately drawn to the power he projected.
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