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Perhaps we all know that “you can’t go home again” but this truism is expounded in most unsettling terms in Cesare Pavese’s novel, The Moon and the Bonfires.  We follow the path of a narrator whose name we never learn, returning to a past that is either completely gone or superficially present but, upon exploration, completely changed beneath the surface.  In the end, we wonder: what next?


Let’s set the stage.  Our narrator, known only by his nickname of “Eel,” returns to his home town in northern Italy in about 1948 after a 20-year absence.  We learn that he was a foundling, born in about 1908, adopted by a poor farmer for a small stipend and the promise of future labor.  He lived a hard life of severe poverty, until as a boy of about 11 he moved to be a laborer at a more prosperous farm nearby, the Mora.  There he worked hard, learned the skills of a farmer, and observed the family of the owner of the Mora.  As he grew up he was drafted into the army, moved to Genoa and fled to America in about 1928.  There he spent 20 years drifting about, ultimately making a significant amount of money as a bootlegger and, after the repeal of Prohibition, by selling bathtub gin.  These are facts we must glean from the hints and flashbacks that are woven into the story.  I might not have deduced all the details correctly, but it’s close enough.

We meet our narrator as he returns to his native land, looking for his past and for a connection to something.  As he observes in the opening pages of the book, “one needs a town, if only for the pleasure of leaving it.  A town means not being alone …” (Page 6.)  He further notes that “all towns are the same,” telling us that communities the world over are the same, but each person needs his own place in his own community.  But it is equally clear that the narrator never felt part of his village when he lived there. He was illegitimate, he did not know anything about his parents, he did not feel as though he was a native of the village in which he grew up.  As a child, he looked up to and was guided by his friend Nuto, a youth somewhat older than himself, son of a carpenter, with musical talents and a fund of tales and wisdom.  Nuto was everything that Eel felt he was not: a settled individual with a home base, a secure past and a secure future.  Nuto is to some extent an emblem of the strength that comes with having a firm place in the world.

Perhaps because he was not as well-rooted as the others around him, Eel was restless as a youth and willing to take a chance by going to America.  The passages about the United States seem particularly bleak, however.  In contrast to America, which he describes as “makeshift and ugly” (p. 51), it appears that Italy acquired a comparatively homey glow.  After an absence of 20 years, our narrator returns to Italy with the announcement, “I’ve come home.”  (Page 12.)

So perhaps our first theme is the contrast between the rooted and the rootless.  Our narrator feels the lack of a village to call his own; a home.  The absence of that firm tie led him to drift away; the need for that tie leads him to return.  Yet when he comes back, what does he find?  In his initial reactions, it seems that he has grown, while those who stayed have not.  Nuto, who seemed so omniscient and well-traveled, is simply a local man whose travels have never extended far beyond the native village.  So one thought arises: perhaps a close tie to one place is confining; the Eel, who has seen and learned much, has grown in many ways by his travels.  (Page 65.)

But this leads us to a second train of thought, centered on the impact of the war.  During the 20 years when Eel was gone, political turmoil swept Italy, as did the war.  The Fascists held power and lost it; the Germans moved in to fight the Allies on Italian soil; the population of Italy was divided among the fascists, the communists, and the partisans, who sometimes included communists and sometimes did not.  And this was not a mere matter of political debate in bars and coffeehouses; this was a matter of life and death, where simple farmers could not avoid the consequences of world war.


Perhaps as a result, when Eel returns, seeking home, he finds it is all different.  His foster father’s farm is different: the trees he remembered are all gone.  (P. 47).  His stepsisters are dead.  (Page 48.)  The Mora has changed. (Page 63.)  The local aristocracy has lost its sway.  Virtually nobody remembers him. (Page 65.)   While there is a sense of continuity – the outward form is the same, the types of people are the same, village fairs go on as they have forever – there is a stronger sense of discontinuity: this is not home; it is a village inhabited by other people.  (Page 120.)


Even the outward signs of normal village life, and the feeling of “here is my old friend Nuto,” however, are misleading.  In fact, beneath the surface, the war has left lasting scars.  The villagers are trying to return to their own lives and their own patterns, but the war won’t let them.  Dead bodies continue to be found in the woods, reminding the people of the fierce battles between the partisans and the fascists, the partisans and the Germans.    As the narrator observes of Nuto, “something has also happened to the one who never moved.”  (Page 36.)


So a second, closely linked theme of the book is the impact of the war.  It is the war, more than anything, which prevents him from coming home again.  In his absence, his homeland has been through fire and it remains burned. (Page 61.)

In a third strand, we see the narrator reliving the privations of his past, identifying with the boy Cinto.  Cinto’s life on the farm of the narrator’s childhood is even worse than Eel’s own early misery.  Cinto is burdened by physical deformity and a brutal father.  We can see the narrator trying to turn Cinto into himself, and himself into Nuto.  He wants to educate the boy, teach him to yearn, help him to move beyond his village – to see past his doorway to the outer world. Being rooted in one home is confining, for those whose home has little to offer.


A final element of the story concerns the fate of the daughters of the Mora.  At one level, their tragedy occurs because, like Eel, they do not have a firm place in society.  Sylvia and Irene are daughters of a rich farmer: they are not peasants, and yet they are not gentry.  (Page 103.)  Where do they fit?  They hardly seem to know.  Sylvia consorts with all manner of people; Irene yearns for a count; both pursue men as a way of ensuring themselves a place.  But because their own position is unclear, their efforts are unguided and misguided, and ultimately lead to death in one case and misery in the other.   Perhaps Pavese views them as another example of the contrast between the peasant farmer, who has a place, and more transitional figures in a traditional society, whose place is unclear. 

To me, the lives of Irene and Sylvia evoked the helplessness of women who cannot work for a living and whose only source of security is a husband.  I was reminded of the Jane Austen heroines for whom marriage was the only way to avoid poverty, Anna Karenina whose loss of social standing led to her death.  I doubt this was a point that Pavese intended to make.

The most dramatic fate, though, comes to the youngest daughter who strayed farthest from the traditional mold – Santina, who seemed to feel no restraints and whose quest for adventure led to her murder.  The war released traditional bonds on female behavior but she was not prepared to deal with her freedom: she was child with no judgment, no understanding of consequences, sheltered by her beauty from the harsh treatment of the world until it was too late.  

All in all, this was not a fun book to read.  I think I started and re-started it three times, having a difficult time getting drawn into the tale of such a distant, detached, and depressed narrator, offered in such a disjointed manner.  It was hard for me to become deeply involved with an individual whom I could not envision: he had no name, no physical presence; he offered only snapshots of his past and a few cryptic details of his life in America.  Perhaps that was intentional: we are to understand that even the most alienated and emotionally lifeless among us crave some human link, some sense of belonging.  


The little I have learned about Pavese indicates that this book draws heavily on the author’s own lifetime.  He was born in Santo Stefano Belbo in 1908.  He wrote this book in 1949, when the end of World War II was fresh.  And the narrator is, like Pavese, a solitary, withdrawn individual who nonetheless spends his days searching for a human connection.  So perhaps the end of Pavese’s own life answers the question I asked myself at the end of this book:  what next?  What happens to our narrator now?
Questions for Discussion
1. What is the significance of the moon and the bonfires?  In particular, consider these references to bonfires:  “bonfires bring rain,” “bonfires bring out a better crop,” and the last bonfires in the book:  Cinto’s home and Santina.  (Possible options: symbol of the agrarian cycle, portent of the impact of war, destruction and re-beginning …)

2. Why doesn’t the narrator have a name?  What’s the significance of his nickname, Eel? 

3. Why does the author have Cinto’s father kill his family and himself, and set fire to the house?  (This possibly will be addressed during discussion of Question 1.)

4. To what American author would you compare Pavese?

5. What do we think of the style of shuffling time spans like a deck of cards, doling out a memory here and there and requiring the reader to put it all together?  Useful literary device?  A method of explaining connections and broader implications?  Or just a bother for the reader?

6.
What happens next, or doesn’t it matter?
