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The adult Pavese told a friend, “The people here remember me as a child who often stayed perched for hours in the courtyard tree, reading”.  The two of them were revisiting the farm in Santo Stefano Belbo where Pavese was born.  The village, hardly large enough to support its name, lies about half way between Torino and Genoa amidst the hills of the Piedmont in the northwest corner of Italy, in a district called the Langhe, where the land was impoverished from centuries of heavy farming, and life was hard.  Though he actually lived there full-time for only a year (as a six-year-old), the family spent the summers at the farm, and he formed a passionate attachment to the countryside thereabouts.  Throughout his life he periodically returned to escape the big city stresses, and find revitalization and inspiration.  Canelli is the next big town, three miles east, and through it he saw peasants make their way to the big city of Genoa and take ship for America.  But you know about the life and geography of the region – its all there in The Moon and the Bonfires, and its hero, in many ways, is Pavese.
His father died when Cesare was six, and his relationship with a harsh, silent, undemonstrative mother was increasingly cool and distant.  For this and no doubt other reasons, he became more and more withdrawn. He had few friends, notably Pinolo (you know him as Nuto), with whom he remained close all  his life.   In school in Torino, where the family principally lived, he was a reluctant and indifferent scholar.  Instead, he discovered novels, which he devoured avidly.  They were his escape from family, school, the city, which were to him confining and stifling.  His true home, his joy, was in the hills and vineyards of Langhe.
Still, the city gradually won him over.  It was vital, bustling, a great fair, a continuous holiday.  It was also full of squalor, loneliness, workers pouring out of the factory gates at night, somber, silent, in patched and torn overalls.  He felt a fascination, and gradually an affection, for Torino.
He grew tall, but slender and frail.  He was shy and awkward, behind the thick lenses of his glasses.  He had few friends, valued his privacy, never truly felt he belonged.  He buried himself in books, and started to write poetry.  His dress and manner made him seem a peasant in the city, but to his friends in the Langhe he had become a young gentleman: he was an outsider wherever he went.  His luck with girls was not good, and led to serious depression and even illness, whether asthma brought on by stress, or pleurisy resulting from standing several hours in the rain outside the main entrance of a cabaret, waiting for a dancer who had slipped out the back way to join a more fortunate rival.
He entered the lyceum (senior high school) in 1923.  This was a year after Benito Mussolini came to power, though nearly a decade before Adolph Hitler’s rise.  “Il Duce” had intimidated King Victor Emmanuel into appointing him Prime Minister by flooding the capital with his Black-Shirt Fascist followers, staging the famous “March on Rome”.  Within a year, the only significant opposition leader had been murdered, and in 1926 Mussolini  outlawed opposition parties, and became dictator in name, as he had already been in fact.  
One of his teachers, Augusto Monti, greatly influenced the young Cesare.  He was a man of great culture, and great strength of character, known throughout Torino.  A staunch opponent of the regime, he refused to carry the card of the Fascist party, though heavily pressured.  His reputation saved him, at a time when thousands of anti-Fascists were being arrested and executed or exiled.  Cesare acquired from Monti, in addition to his love of the classics of Italian literature, his appreciation of academic (and political) freedom.  Monti formed a warm bond with many of his former students, especially Pavese, and would remain his close friend and confidant all his life.
Already at this early age, the boy shows a marked tendency to what he would call his "absurd vice", the suicidal impulse.  We find hints of this mania throughout his writings.  In a letter to a school friend when he was 18, he includes a poem in which, alone on a country lane on a December evening, he fires a gun into the ground.  After describing his reaction, he concludes:
Thus, walking among the naked trees, I imagined

The tremendous jolt it will give

On the night when the last illusions

And fears will have left me,

And I will place it against my temple

And shatter my brain.

At least partly due to the oppressive and terrorizing Fascist rule at that time, there was a chain of suicides in Torino, including a good friend of his, and Cesare came close at least once.
Moving on to university, Cesare maintained a close friendship with his adored teacher Monti.  On one occasion, he went to visit Monti to read to him his first short stories.  Monti was not pleased, partly because the work was derivative, but more because the tales generally ended in suicide.
Still, Pavese found university exhilarating, and his circle of friends grew.  There was a group of collegians, mostly Monti’s former students and partly organized by Monti who often joined them, that met for endless discussions, often about politics, a subject that Pavese had previously avoided.  There were two major student organizations on campus. The first, Strapaese, or Our Country, was frankly Fascist.  The second, choosing a name to mock the first group as ignorant peasants from the country, called themselves Stracitta or Our City; apparently progressive, they were in truth crypto-Fascist. In opposition to them both, Pavese’s club called themselves Strabarriera or (in loose translation) Our Suburbs.
College life transformed Pavese.  No longer solitary and morose, he was finally contented and at peace.  His literary scholarship progressed, as did his interest in American films and novels.  He was suddenly bursting with health and energy.  He translated Moby Dick, his favorite novel.  His graduation thesis was an analysis of the poetry of Walt Whitman.  This paper, which revealed a poet almost unknown in Italy then, caused a sensation.  It was at first rejected for its political overtones, but a friend pulled strings and Pavese graduated with high honors.
During his final university years, Pavese met the only woman he would ever really love.  Until then, his relations with women, although followed by acts of desperation and fainting fits, were passionate infatuations.  For some reason, she seems to be known only by the name used by Pavese in his poems: “the woman with the hoarse voice”.  She was not very beautiful, but firm, cool, strong-willed, athletic – in short, the very antithesis of our hero.  Throughout the time that this romance (or was it the illusion of romance?)  lasted, he was more human, natural, happy than at any other time in his life.  His first published book of poems, Hard Labor, are mostly about her.  
A few months after Pavese graduated, his mother died.  Their relation had been cold, and his grief was exacerbated by remorse.
He now threw himself into translations of English and American literature, which he did to earn a living but also with enjoyment.  He introduced American authors to an Italian audience, receiving both popular and critical acclaim for his accuracy and style, and thereby opening the way to a new period in Italian fiction.  Over the next ten years, he translated works by Melville, Steinbeck, and Faulkner, as well as Dickens, Defoe, and others.  
As with his college paper on Whitman, these publications had political as well as literary impact.  Fascism demanded strict conformity of thought and action, suppressed the rights of the individual in favor of a rigid nationalism, and denied every initiative to the masses.  Newspapers and books were supposed to be regimented as well.   Instead, the American novels, full of untidy independence, revealed the possibility of creating new social relationships, literary techniques, and of course political systems.
As Pavese later wrote, “Around 1930, when Fascism was beginning, … a group of young Italians discovered America through its books, an America … barbaric, happy and truculent – dissolute, fertile, heavy with all the past of the world, and at the same time young, innocent.  For some years these young people read, translated, and wrote with a joy of discovery and revolt which outraged the official culture; but the success was so great that the regime was compelled to be tolerant, to save face.”  And in another place, “Italy was estranged … and calcified.  It had to be shaken, decongested, and re-exposed to all the spring winds of … the world.”
After graduation, Pavese and his group of “suburbanites” became more active in the clandestine struggle against Fascism, though Cesare was a somewhat reluctant participant.  Not being a party member, it was hard for him to find work.  He was not allowed to qualify for public school teaching, and had to scramble for part-time assignments and private tutoring.  

In 1933, his good friend and schoolmate Giulio Einaudi started a publishing house, on a shoe-string.  It was soon marked down as subversive.  Pavese, now teaching in private schools, stepped in to take on certain editorial duties when the regular editor was arrested.  He held the position for a year, earning the suspicion of the authorities. 
In those years, his romance with the Woman With The Hoarse Voice continued, though their encounters were brief.  She was deeply involved in the anti-Fascist resistance.  As it was unsafe for her to receive clandestine  correspondence at her home, she persuaded Pavese to let the letters be sent to his address.  In May, 1935, police raided his home and found one of them.  He was tried and, in order to save the Woman (who was in fact released), refused to speak. Found guilty of “anti-Fascist sympathies,” he was condemned to three years of confinement.  
He spent his time in jail unproductively, in growing anger and bitterness at everything and everyone.  Actually, on appeal, he was released from confinement in less than a year, and in March 1936 he hurried back to Torino, eager to see the Woman With The Hoarse Voice; only to be greeted at the station by an old friend, who sadly tells him that his love has married someone else, just the day before! 
Pavese is shattered.  For months, he is unapproachable, inconsolable, and his diary entries are filled with thoughts of murder and his “absurd vice”, suicide.  He suffers another bitter disappointment.  While he was in prison, his first book of verse, Hard Labor, had been published.  These early poems are narrative, more than lyric; they are about working-class and country people, only rarely about Pavese himself; they are written in a deliberately unemphatic, almost prosy long-line free verse. In the climate of 1930's Italy, they vanished as into a bottomless well. Their politics, and their lack of grandeur, offended official Fascist taste, and did not suit the unofficial taste of Italians of the time, either.  Pavese probably became a fiction writer feeling that that was the only genre in which his plain populist style could find an audience.

Cesare would never wholly recover from the desolation of this period.  His productive creativity in the next decade would be stimulated by, or rather an escape from, loneliness and depression.  However, as he regained some vitality, he returned to teaching and collaboration with Einaudi Publishing.  Though under surveillance as a former political prisoner, he would go each Saturday night to friends’ houses where anti-Fascist conspirators met, becoming more and more concerned.  He started to write short fiction, and politics entered some of his short stories.  Never a man of action, his contribution to the Resistance would remain largely literary.
He often visited Santo Stephano, the village of his childhood,  where the plight of the peasants rivaled the city workers’ of Torino.  He discovered that, if you were against Fascism, you were assumed to be a Communist, though Pavese was not.
Perhaps because the short story no longer provided enough scope to express his growing political awareness, in 1938 he started his first novel, The Political Prisoner, finished in 1939.  The story related to Pavese’s confinement, though the protagonist bears his trials more heroically than Cesare had.  The irritation, bitterness and sense of abandonment that had filled his letters from jail were replaced by nobility and the political insight that Pavese had recently acquired; the prisoner is an intellectual and the prose flows softly.  Later in 1939, in contrast, he wrote The Harvesters, a book of denunciation and revolt reflecting the mood of the country folk, their language full of anguish and violence.  Pavese has abandoned his proud detachment, and writes with fury.  The Harvesters would be his first published novel, appearing in 1941, at the height of Fascism, a year after Mussolini had entered the war.  
The early 40’s was a period of deepening political involvement and great productivity.  He was becoming widely known in literary circles for his essays and short fiction.  In 1940 he wrote three short novels.  He became indispensable at Einaudi Publishing.  Also a second significant romance began, that would last five years.  The relationship was close, even passionate, but purely intellectual and quite Platonic.  By ’42, his novel The Harvesters was a critical and popular success.  It was a happy if stressful time in Pavese’s life, and thoughts of his “absurd vice” receded.  
This all changed in 1943.  Early in the year he was drafted, but was turned down due to his asthma.  He was in Rome at the time, opening a new office for Einaudi Publishing, but Allied bombing and the landing in Sicily in July forced him to close it.  Things started happening fast.  Later that month, as Sicily fell, Mussolini was ousted and imprisoned.  Within a few weeks, the new government had signed an armistice with the Allies, and then had fled into exile, while the Nazis, still in command of most of Italy, had rescued Mussolini and set him up as a puppet.  The Italian army, without leadership, disintegrated: some units disbanded, some surrendered to the Allies, some remained loyal to the Nazis, some joined the partisans against them.  

In early September, Cesare returned to a Torino in ruins due to Allied bombing.  His sister’s house, where Cesare had made his home, was destroyed, as were the Einaudi offices.  He joined his sister, who had taken refuge with relatives in a nearby village.  
All of his friends and colleagues had taken to the mountains to join the partisans.  Pavese, horrified by the brutality and blood, could not bring himself to join them.  This caused him great anguish and guilt.  He would remain for two years a recluse in the hills, tormented by his inability to be active and present, and to participate in life, hearing from time to time of the death of one of his friends in the resistance.  As before, he withdrew to his books.  He completed a collection of short stories and worked on three novels.  Interestingly, he does not reveal himself in his extensive diaries, which remain calm, detached, philosophical. It is in his fiction, in the worlds of his own creation, that Pavese was brutally honest in confronting his own shortcomings.  One of the novels, The House on the Hill, is one long self-castigation for his failure to join the partisans.  The protagonist, like Pavese, lives through the years of the Partisan War in isolation.  He like Pavese is obsessed with longing for a child, with a woman who refuses to marry him, with suicide.  In answer to “You’re not a Fascist, are you?” he replies “We all are. … Whoever lets things go and takes it easy is already a Fascist.”  Later, he is told by a friend “Now you suffer and I feel sorry for you. … You’re sort of nice in a weak way. You let things slide, and don’t inspire much confidence. … You don’t love anybody. … You’re afraid.”  When he answers “Perhaps its because of the war, the bombs.” She replies “No, its you.”  This is Pavese’s real diary.
After the liberation of Italy in 1945, Pavese returned to Torino to help reorganize the publishing house.  In the wave of joy overwhelming everyone, he felt even more isolated.  He learned how many of his friends had died: shot, hanged, tortured.  As an act of penitence for not having participated in the resistance, he joined the Communist Party, for which he had no real sympathy.  He worked hard, often at menial tasks, and wrote for the party journal.  
The next few years he kept busy.  Most of his nine novels and novellas were published in the latter half of the 40’s.  Pavese wrote of what he knew to an almost autobiographical extent.  His characters are recognizable as one, or sometimes an amalgam of two or three, of his friends.  The events in his novel The Comrade correspond to his anti-Fascist experiences.  In sharp contrast, The Devil in the Hills tells of an interlude of high living with the jet set in elegant resort hotels drinking scotch.  He had met a group of movie actors, and was especially attracted to the Dowling sisters, two American actresses.  In Among Women Only, the true protagonist is neither of the women central to the plot, but “the absurd vice” – a suicide whose execution Pavese had begun to visualize in every detail.  About his last and perhaps finest novel, The Moon and the Bonfires, I will only say that Pavese returned many times to Santo Stefano Belbo, and the plot for the novel was constructed in collaboration with his friend Pinolo (you know him as Nuto), with whom he had long discussions and correspondence about the book.  
In 1949, Pavese was at the height of his fame as a novelist and a Communist man of letters.  Nevertheless, always lurking in the shadows were his depression, loneliness, and bitterness, his conviction that man is constrained to a destiny of hopeless misery and desperation.  Occasional brief and largely chaste romantic interludes always ended unhappily.  He had a very low opinion of himself as a lover, and apparently had a physical disability.  Not surprisingly, Pavese’s attitude towards women was deeply conflicted: worshipful in his verse (“Where you are, as where light is, it is morning,” he writes to Constance, whom we  are about to meet), often understanding and sympathetic in his novels, but in his diary we read “The women who are most careful to choose a rich lover are those who protest that money means nothing to them. Because, to despise money, one must have plenty of it.” And again “Think the worst. You will not be wrong. Women are an enemy race, like the Germans.”
Then began a turbulent love affair with the American movie actress, Constance Dowling, whom Pavese had met in Rome.  She had come over to act in several unmemorable Italian films.  Constance seemed the remedy to this whole history of failure.  Partly, it was simply because she was American.  Pavese had long admired the pragmatic yet unsophisticated American culture; his literary acclaim was based in significant part on his translations of American populist works of the twenties and thirties.  At first he felt rejuvenated with Constance, restored to a self-confidence he did not know he possessed. Then, something went wrong. Perhaps he was right that he could not satisfy a woman; or perhaps there was a dark side to her character that he had not been able to read, under the dazzle of her exotic glamour.  Or perhaps she never understood that anything serious was going on.  One day, the inconstant Constance flew home, where she would land one more part, in a sci fi pot-boiler called Gog, and then mercifully marry the producer and retire.
Pavese was once again left heartbroken and crushed.  Ironically, just after Constance left him, in May of 1950, he received the Strega Prize, Italy's major literary award. and soon after, The Moon and the Bonfires, considered his best novel, was published. Still, he could not again recover from the new wave of loneliness and emptiness that swept over him.  He wrote a final poem, probably his most famous, to Constance.  Poetry rarely survives translation, but the first line, which is also the title of the poem and of the book of his verse posthumously published, is memorable:
Death will come and it will have your eyes – 

this death which accompanies us

from morning to night, sleepless,
deaf, like an old remorse

or an absurd vice.

The death notice in The New York Review of Books reads:  "On August 26, 1950, at the age of forty-two, Pavese killed himself with an overdose of sleeping pills in a hotel room not far from his apartment in Turin.  Much of his work can be read as an attempt to justify that decision or, rather, to establish a vision where justification is unnecessary, where suicide is destiny."

Reference
Davide Lajolo, An Absurd Vice: A Biography of Cesare Pavese, translated and edited by Mario and Mark Pietralunga (New York: New Directions, 1983)

