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he passing of three-quarters of a century has cleared up almost all the mysteries buried in the rubble of World War II. Among those few that remain,
one retains enormous intellectual, emotional, and spiritual power: the role of
Pope Pius XII and the Vatican in the rise and fall of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy and in the destruction of European Jewry in roundups, mass killings, and concentration camps.
Now we have the definitive answer. “The Pope at War” comes after a
Brown University scholar plowed through thousands of pages of Vatican documents newly released by Pope Francis, and it helps us sort out the question
of whether the pontiff was a silent collaborator with the dictators or a quiet conspirator against
them — and whether by his silence he promoted antisemitism or whether by his actions he mounted a subtle campaign to aid the Jews at the hour of their greatest peril.
The answer, David I. Kertzer tells us in nearly 500 pages of spellbinding detail, is far more nuanced than the usual narrative, with the result that his book is far more interesting, far more revelatory, and far more relevant to today’s struggles than the many scores of earlier volumes that set out
to resolve one of history’s most persistent and perplexing questions.
In the end, Kertzer concludes that Pius was a “moral failure,” having failed to move beyond his
determination to preserve the role, power, and prerogatives of the church and to view the catastrophe outside the windows of the Vatican and across the continent of Europe as a mortal threat to the
values he espoused, in theory and then in reluctant, opaque, highly subtle, almost grudging public
statements.
His goals repeatedly changed but always were complementary: To preserve the church for a future with Germany as the dominant power in Europe as Nazi forces swept through Central Europe, Belgium, and France. To preserve the place of the church in its
home base of Italy as Benito Mussolini’s ties with Adolf Hitler hardened. To keep Communism out of Italy as Soviet military
power advanced. To assure that Rome, and especially
the Vatican, wasn’t bombed or attacked on the
ground as the Allies began their march to lib-

deadly
silence
Assessing the moral failings
of Pope Pius XII during
World War II
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Reading everything by Edith Wharton

Three books on Stalin that
shed light on Russian history

T

BY AMY SUTHERLAND | GLOBE CORRESPONDENT
oni Bentley joined the New York City Ballet when she was 17 and began dancing
for and observing the genius of George Balanchine. That experience has inspired
a number of her books, including her most recent “Serenade,” which tracks the
making of Balanchine’s masterpiece. A Guggenheim Fellow, Bentley has also written for many publications on dance and culture. She lives in Los Angeles.

BOOKS: What are you reading?
BENTLEY: I am just starting Edith
Wharton’s short story collection from
the 1930s, “Human Nature.” I’ve been
reading only Wharton for the last 2½
years.
BOOKS: What started the Wharton
binge?
BENTLEY: I was mourning my capacity to read in the way that I did when I
was teenager, when I would devour
books like food. When I was a ballet
dancer I would walk to Lincoln Center with a book in front of me and
read. I wondered if I could get that
back. The pandemic provided a perfect opportunity to try. I set time aside
every day to read. Then it was ques-

tion of what I would read. I never had
read Edith Wharton. I can’t remember which I read first, but I immediately fell back in love with books.

‘There
wasn’t one I
didn’t love.’

BOOKS: What were some of the highlights for you?
BENTLEY: There wasn’t one I didn’t
love. I printed out a list of all of her
books from Wikipedia. I’ve read all
the ones people haven’t heard of, such
as “The Fruit of the Tree,” “Glimpses
of the Moon,” and the awkwardly titled “Hudson River Bracketed.” Then
I got all the books about her, including the R.W.B. Lewis biography that
won the Pulitzer, Hermione Lee’s biography and Wharton’s letters. I just
BIBLIOPHILES, Page N9
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Repressive states tend to like their authors
best when they are safely dead. Joseph Stalin admired Nikolai Gogol but criticized him as
a reactionary. During World War II, to
boost morale, Stalin’s regime exalted
Tolstoy. “War and Peace” was read
obsessively by Soviet generals and
even summarized for soldiers.
Unfortunately for Vladimir Putin, Vasily Grossman is dead but
not safely. His novel “Stalingrad” succeeds like nothing I
can think of at conveying
what it is like to be invaded.
Only in Grossman’s account, it is the Russians
who are under siege — and
not the ones now mutilating

Three writers look at the era
of Russian leader Joseph Stalin.

Ukraine. “Stalingrad” throws the shame of Putin’s aggression into painfully high relief.
A few years ago, it seemed that everyone I
knew was suddenly pressing Grossman’s novels
on me. Finally cornered, I picked up “Stalingrad,” which soon I was pressing on others. In
Minneapolis, my high school speech teacher dug
into the book, then his brother in California,
then several of the teacher’s friends. I now press
it on anyone who is left.
While “Life and Fate” is generally considered Grossman’s masterpiece, it functions as the second of two volumes. “Stalingrad,” the first, centers on the battle
that would become synonymous with that
city’s name. (Today it is called Volgograd.)
In 1941, after Hitler turned against his
Soviet allies, German forces moved
swiftly through Belarus and
Ukraine before stalling near
Moscow. Eighty years ago this
summer, they shifted their focus southward, attacking
Stalingrad. It would prove a
AP/FILE 1941
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His silence
was deadly

Three focus
on Stalin
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erate Europe.
Much of this was justified by fears
that if he spoke out for the Jews, or
railed against the Nazis, or questioned
the motives and methods of Mussolini,
he would alienate or endanger Catholics.
Silence was easier, safer, more prudent. Silence was deadly.
Pius XII stands out, not as a moral
sentinel or beacon, but as a tragic interregnum between Pius XI (who loathed
Mussolini and Hitler and who earned
their loathing in return) and John
XXIII (regarded then as now largely as
a hero to Catholics and Jews alike).
Mussolini had in mind an ideal successor to the earlier Pius, lobbied for him,
and breathed a sigh of relief when on
the third ballot Eugenio Pacelli became
the new vicar of Christ and, as it turned
out, the wartime pope. Hitler — among
many other things, a superb judge of
character — rushed to congratulate the
new pontiff.
Kertzer shows us, through documents and prodigious outside research, how Pius swiftly developed a
strategy for addressing an embattled
continent at a time of military and
moral conflict: Stay steady, stay quiet,
focus on matters of faith rather than
matters of state, emphasize the uplifting virtues of peace as a “sublime Heavenly gift that is the desire of all good
souls” and as the “fruit of charity and
justice.”
His verdict: “It was a view heavily
identified with Hitler and Mussolini,
who had long complained that the Versailles Treaty ending the Great War
could never be a true peace, for, they
argued, it was unjust.”
Therein lies the key to understanding the three great continental figures
of this time — the men in brown shirts
and black shirts and the man who tried
but failed to fit in the shoes of the fisherman — and therein lies the key to understanding how, and why, the war unfolded.
Throughout, Kertzer shows us, Pius
turned a blind eye: to Mussolini’s views
about the plight of the Jews (he concentrated on saving the lives of Catholics who once were Jews or were the
children of Jews); to the fate of Poland
(he worried that speaking out would
endanger the country’s Catholics and
their schools and churches); to the Nazi invasion of Belgium and France (he
thought silence the best tactic for keeping Italy out of the war); and to the
rampages and ravings of Hitler (he
wanted to preserve the possibility of a
papal intervention for peace). None of
these strategies availed.
The pope’s difficulties multiplied
with the German invasion of Russia, as
he naturally felt rancor for the godless
Communist country but wondered, “If
I were to talk about Bolshevism — and
I would be very ready to do so — should
I then say nothing about Nazism?”
It is such tortured, tortuous handwringing that led to no action at all at a
time when silence was complicity and
when not to act was in fact to act decisively. He knew what was happening,
and he knew the consequences and the
implications, though he did find occasion, in his Christmas message of 1942,
to speak of “hundreds of thousands of
people who, through no fault of their
own and solely because of their nation
or their race have been condemned to
death or progressive extinction.”
It was a start, though Kertzer tells
us that that statement was a “well-buried passage” in a long, 24-page speech
and that “the pope nowhere mentioned
either Nazis or Jews.” In any case there
was little if any follow-up, and the result was the greatest tragedy of Pius’s
years as pope. It was one of the missed
opportunities of the ages, and while it
may not have caused the calamity of
the rage and ravages of the dictators
and the industrialized death of the Holocaust, it did nothing to impede them.

turning point in the war, as well as one
of the bloodiest battles in modern
times. Grossman, a Ukrainian-born
Jew, was there as a Russian army journalist.
Tolstoyan in its sweep, “Stalingrad”
captures the dream-like days that precede an invasion, as well as the terror of
finally falling under assault. In Grossman’s portrait, everyone counts, and
nothing feels missed. If you wish to
imagine war through a child’s eyes, or
even a camel’s, this is the book. Grossman’s imaginative sympathy seems limitless, extending to German soldiers as
well as Soviet generals.
Translated by Robert and Elizabeth
Chandler, and running more than 900
pages, the New York Review Books edition appeared in 2019, bringing “Stalingrad” to English readers for the first
time. Many will struggle, as I did, with
the constant introduction of characters,
and the usual intricacies of Russian
names. A list in the back helps; so do
maps showing front lines that at one
point held Russian defenders to an extraordinarily narrow strip of land beside the Volga River.
Attempting to get the novel into
readers’ hands, Grossman encountered
multiple obstacles. Several editions
were published in the 1950s, all heavily
censored. The Chandlers have restored
deleted passages, and labored to bring
the text closer to Grossman’s intent.
Even so, readers may wonder about sentences praising Stalin’s prowess as a
wartime leader, or extolling the wisdom
of the people.
Much about Grossman remains unknown, including his precise ideological
development. Like many in eastern Europe, he found himself stranded between two regimes. On their advance
through Ukraine, the Nazis murdered
the entire Jewish population of Grossman’s native Berdichev, including his
mother. Her death haunts the pages of
his novels.
Grossman’s wartime dispatches attracted a wide audience that almost certainly included Stalin. In “Stalin’s Library: A Dictator and His Books,” Geoffrey Roberts reveals the Soviet leader as
a diligent self-improver (if only) who believed in the transformative power of
reading.
Sorting through what has been preserved of Stalin’s massive collection,
Roberts encountered an industrious annotator. (In an article noting an American claim to “love” the Russian people,
Stalin had written “ha ha.”) The dictator’s immersion in military history
seems to have served him well. He
pushed his over-matched forces at Stalingrad to an unlikely victory, though not
without threatening their lives.
Lenin’s ideas drew Stalin’s unstinting approval. But Roberts could find
nothing indicating a source for his extraordinary authoritarian violence, concluding that whatever rationale existed
was Stalin’s alone.
Anne Applebaum delves into the
grim fruits in “Red Famine: Stalin’s War
on Ukraine.” Beginning in 1929, Stalin
forced millions off their land and onto
collective farms. The resulting famine
killed at least 5 million, including more
than 3 million Ukrainians. Applebaum
argues that the destruction was deliberate: eliminating the Ukrainians would
help cement Sovietization, and the regime’s control over a resource-rich land.
For decades after the 1930s, the Soviets suppressed this history. The famine was not mentioned, and records
were destroyed. Ukrainians whispered
their stories within the family, telling of
soldiers who stole every ounce of food
from their homes.
Stalin, meanwhile, dined well, until
the day in 1953 when he fell to a stroke
in his private library. Vasily Grossman
died in 1964, years before “Life and
Fate” was finally published, and before
he could finish his novel “Everything
Flows,” with its fearless account of the
famine.
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David M. Shribman, for a decade the
Globe’s Washington bureau chief, is a
nationally syndicated columnist.
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On the subjugation
of women
‘The Foundling’ looks at injustice in the age of eugenics
By Clea Simon

A
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s activists are well
aware, American
w o m e n ’s f i g h t f o r
bodily autonomy is ongoing. One of the most
shameful battles in this war occurred in the 1920s, when eugenics
— the study of breeding a better human race — enjoyed popular acceptance. A decade before the Nazis
would adopt the pseudoscience in
their quest for a master race in Germany, Americans were imprisoning
“undesirables,” any judged to have
mental or moral defects, including
women who had extramarital or interracial sexual relations. That’s the
factual setting for Ann Leary’s new
novel “The Foundling,” which places
an apparently naïve young woman
as a secretary in the Nettleton State
Village for Feebleminded Women of
Childbearing Age.
Mary Engle, Leary’s protagonist,
has been raised in a Catholic orphanage, left there by her widowed
father. Once he dies, leaving her
solely in the care of a cruel aunt, she
seizes the opportunity to work for
Dr. Agnes Vogel, Nettleton’s director.
Having been told that the Nettleton
inmates are prostitutes or mentally
disabled, which allowed them to be
“preyed upon by men,” she is appalled to recognize a peer from the
orphanage, Lillian, the foundling of
the title, among them. Although the
nuns have taught Mary that foundlings are “blessed with good luck,”
Lillian is in dire straits, working as a
virtual slave in the Nettleton dairy.
The young women’s renewed relationship, and Mary’s attempts to
help Lillian, form the plot of this
lively historical fiction, taking on the
horrors of the institution, high-society bootleggers, and a wild climax in
a snowstorm.
In her author’s note, Leary identifies a personal connection with her
setting. Her orphaned grandmother
worked as a stenographer for a similar institution, also in Pennsylvania.
Leary’s grandmother died before the
author could question her about her
experiences. But if Leary’s grandmother remains a cipher, her heroine shouldn’t be, and yet Mary re-

THE FOUNDLING
By Ann Leary
Scribner, 333 pages, $27.99

mains underwritten — more plot device than fully fleshed character.
When we meet her, for example,
Mary is presented as ingenuous,
“thoroughly awed” by Dr. Vogel and
accepting of her horrific ideas. “I
had no idea there was a place where
girls with slow minds could be sent
for their safekeeping,” she says. This
credulity, as presented by Leary, is
improbable: Mary has read widely,
and somewhere between Virginia
Woolf, Edith Wharton, and F. Scott
Fitzgerald, all named as favorites,
she should have garnered a more sophisticated view of the world.
Perhaps more to the point, Mary
is not a sexual naïve, having experienced abuse as a child and, by the
time of the story, fully aware of its
sexual nature. Granted, the young
woman is apparently in denial about

Americans were
imprisoning any
judged to have
mental or moral
defects, including
women who had
extramarital or
interracial sexual
relations.
the abuse at the book’s beginning —
the memories sneak in, first through
scent — but her reactions to the socalled sexual crimes of the Nettleton
inmates carry none of the emotional
resonance we would expect from a
survivor.
While this denial — and her own
struggle to survive — could explain
why Mary distances herself from the
imprisoned women, disconnecting
herself from them emotionally, a
more fully realized character might
be expected to experience some per-
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ordered the last of her two short story
collections. I’m nearing the end of her.
It’s really silly but I’m having trouble
moving on. I started to read two books
by other authors and I couldn’t do it.
BOOKS: What were you reading as a
teenager?
BENTLEY: I didn’t have a proper education because I was dancing. The only
education I had was the reading I did
with a girlfriend, like a mini book club.
We worked our way through Montaigne, Descartes, Pascal, and Freud. We

Clea Simon is the author, most
recently, of “Hold Me Down.” She can
be reached at http://
www.CleaSimon.com.

M.J. Andersen is an author and
journalist.

Dancing through all of
Edith Wharton’s works
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sonal repercussions — shame or
even a smidgen of complicity — as
she learns of their promiscuity and
other supposed crimes. Her strict
Catholic upbringing, a frequent
theme, also appears to have been
unbelievably enlightened, considering the speed with which she accepts
Vogel’s line that these “unfortunates” must be pitied and cared for,
rather than punished for their sins.
Credibility is stretched further
when Mary finally has a consensual
sexual encounter. While it is presented as an appropriately rebellious act, the good girl finally cutting
loose, it appears to have no emotional fallout. Not only does Mary not
consider her religious teachings, she
also does not concern herself with
the practical consequences — even
though her lover warns that he
hasn’t “any protection or anything.”
Nor, more tellingly, does she make
any connection between herself and
the imprisoned women of Nettleton.
Even Mary’s backstory is left as a
tantalizing red herring. “Your mama! I seen her before, ain’t she yer
spittin’ image?” says an older inmate, who appears to recognize
Mary and implies she knew her dead
mother. The possibilities are intriguing — and not explored. “We never
talked about my mother. She was
dead” is all we learn.
Lillian, by contrast, is much
more fully realized in fewer words.
Mary’s memories reveal a confident,
at times reckless, girl who craved
connection, who “loved babies” and
wedges herself “next to the baby on
Sister’s wide lap.” In the book’s timeline, we see much less of Lillian than
we do of Mary, but it is clearly her
spirit and ingenuity — and perhaps
a smidgen of that foundling luck —
that have not only kept her alive but
united the other inmates. Ultimately, her courage inspires Mary to seek
a life apart from prejudice and the
past. It’s a pity Leary didn’t make
Lillian the author of her own story,
as so many women would choose to
be.

ested in women who gained power by
doing the ultra, extreme female thing,
like being the lover of the king. I have a
whole section on my bookshelves about
the great courtesans of the 19th century. I have Liane de Pougy’s “My Blue
Notebooks” about her life as a courtesan, Betsy Prioleau’s “Seductress,” and
Virginia Rounding’s “Les Grandes Horizontales.” I also have Nickie Roberts’s
“Whores in History,” which I have only
dipped into. One must know who the
whores of history are, right?

read all of Henry Miller and Anais Nin. I
first learned about sex by reading them.
One book would lead to another. We
read the ones Miller mentioned, such as
Oswald Spengler’s “The Decline of the
West.” I don’t know how I read so much.
We had 12-hour days, six days a week,
and yet there I was plowing through
Freud and all these French authors.
BOOKS: What did you read before this
Edith Wharton project?
BENTLEY: I read mostly nonfiction or
classic literature, like Henry James. I
read a lot of books about men and women relationships. I’ve always been inter-

BEINECKE RARE BOOK AND MANUSCRIPT
LIBRARY, YALE UNIVERSITY

Edith Wharton in 1902.

BOOKS: Do you have books on ballet?
BENTLEY: I have a vast library of all the
classic dance books, including a lot of
books on Balanchine. I have a biography by Richard Buckle and a small one
by Robert Gottlieb. A new one by the
dance critic Jennifer Homans is coming
out this fall. I have a special place for

the first biography, which was written
by Bernard Taper in the ’60s. Until that
book I didn’t know the scope of Balanchine’s incredible life.
BOOKS: Who will you read after Wharton?
BENTLEY: A friend suggested Elizabeth
Bowen. I could go back to Henry James.
Wharton said that Sinclair Lewis’s
“Main Street” and David Graham Philip’s “Susan Lenox, Her Fall and Rise”
gave her hope for American literature. I
managed to get “Susan Lenox.” I have to
say I’m so connected to Wharton’s prose
that about four sentences into that novel I thought, “Oh dear, it’s not Edith.”
Follow us on Facebook @GlobeBiblio.
Amy Sutherland is the author of
“Rescuing Penny Jane” and can be
reached at amysutherland@mac.com.

