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About the Authors

CESARE PAVESE was born in 1908 in Santo Stefano Belbo, a village in the hills of Piedmont, about 80 km south-east of Turin. Most of his life would be spent divided between the village, where his grandparents had lived, and Turin, where his family had their home. A friend of the anti-Fascist intellectuals Leone Ginzburg and Giulio Einaudi, he became part of the group that built up what is still one of Italy’s most prestigious publishers, Giulio Einaudi Editore. Initially he worked as a translator (of Melville, Joyce and Faulkner), then as an editor, at the same time publishing his own poetry and then a string of successful novels, most notably, The House on the Hill and The Moon and the Bonfires. Never actively anti-Fascist himself, he was nevertheless sent into internal exile in Calabria for eight months in 1935, for having aided other subversives. Shy of celebrity, never a crowd-pleaser, uneasy with women and tormented by his failure to participate in the War, Pavese became known as the most candid and uncompromising of Italy’s novelists, developing a style that was at once cryptic, lyrical, reflective and dramatic. He killed himself in 1950, shortly after receiving Italy’s most prestigious literary prize, the Strega.

TIM PARKS grew up in London, studied at Cambridge and Harvard and moved to Italy in 1981. He presently lives in Milan. Well known for his non-fiction writings on Italy – Italian Neighbours, An Italian Education, Italian Life – and his novels – Europa (shortlisted for the Booker Prize), Destiny, In Extremis – he has translated a number of Italian writers, in particular Niccolò Machiavelli, Giacomo Leopardi, Alberto Moravia, Italo Calvino, Antonio Tabucchi and Roberto Calasso. He has twice been awarded the John Florio Prize for Translation from the Italian.




Timeline

1908 9 September: Cesare Pavese is born in Santo Stefano Belbo, in Piedmont, 80 km from Turin. The family is made up of his father, Eugenio, a court official in Turin, his mother, Consolina, and his sister, Maria, born in 1902. Between Maria’s birth and Cesare’s, two brothers and a sister are born and died. Because of his mother’s poor health, Cesare is sent to a wet nurse in a nearby village. The family actually reside in Turin, but spends their summers in Santo Stefano Belbo, the father’s birthplace.

1914 2 January: Cesare’s father dies of a brain tumour. In autumn Maria falls ill with typhus and the family stays the winter and through to the next summer in Santo Stefano. This is the only entire year Pavese spends in the village.

1916 Cesare’s mother sells the property in Santo Stefano and moves the family to Reaglie, just outside Turin.

1922 The March on Rome and the beginning of the Fascist regime.

1923 Pavese attends the famous D’Azeglio Liceo Classico (high school) where his Italian teacher is the celebrated anti-Fascist Augusto Monti; Monti was to be an important influence on many children of the Turin intelligentsia.

1925 Pavese waits for hours in the rain for a meeting with a cabaret dancer who doesn’t keep their date; as a result he develops pleurisy and misses three months of school.

1926 Pavese’s classmate Elico Baraldi commits suicide. Pavese also contemplates killing himself. He develops a vocation for literature and starts to write poetry. In the autumn he enrols at the University of Turin and studies English and American literature, particularly Sherwood Anderson, Sinclair Lewis and Walt Whitman. He becomes friends with anti-Fascist intellectuals Leone Ginzburg (later husband of Natalia Ginzburg) and Giulio Einaudi (whose father would be the second president of Italy after the war).

1930 Pavese takes his degree with a thesis on Walt Whitman but is refused a university job. His mother dies and Cesare moves to live with his sister in an apartment in central Turin. He will live there with very few intervals until his death. The same year he takes up a post teaching English and translates Sinclair Lewis, Nobel Prize winner that year, for the publisher Bemporad.

He begins a relationship with Tina Pizzardo, an active anti-Fascist agitator.

1931 Translates Melville’s Moby-Dick for the publisher Frassinelli.

1933 In order to get a teaching post he becomes a member of the Fascist Party, but later blames his sister for having put pressure on him to do this. Translates Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.

Giulio Einaudi starts his publishing house and makes Leone Ginzburg director.

1934 Leone Ginzburg is arrested for anti-Fascist activity. Pavese starts to work for Einaudi in his place. He also replaces Ginzburg for a year as editor of the avant-garde magazine Cultura.

1935 Pavese allows Tina Pizzardo to receive letters from an anti-Fascist conspirator at the address where he lives with his sister. During a police raid, these letters are discovered and Pavese is briefly imprisoned, then sentenced to three years’ internal exile in Brancaleone Calabro on the southern tip of Calabria. He arrives in Calabria on 3 August.

In Calabria he begins a diary that he keeps to the end of his life, mainly concerned with aesthetic and moral issues.

When Tina does not write to him in his place of exile, he petitions the Fascist authorities for clemency, explaining that the letters were not meant for him.

1936 While Pavese is in Calabria his first volume of poetry, Lavorare stanca (Work’s Tiring), is published in Turin.

Pavese writes directly to Mussolini that protesting he has never been involved in anti-Fascist activity. Granted clemency, he returns to Turin on 19 March. On his arrival he is told that Tina is engaged to be married to someone else. Pavese suffers a breakdown.

1937 Pavese resumes his intense work of translation, translating authors such as Dos Passos, Steinbeck, Dickens, Daniel Defoe and Gertrude Stein. He also writes his own poems and short stories.

1938 Giulio Einaudi appoints Pavese to a permanent position in his publishing house. His responsibilities include guaranteeing the translation of 2,000 pages a year.

1939 Pavese writes his first novel, Il carcere (Prison), which would be published ten years later, and the novel Paesi tuoi (The Harvesters), published in 1941.

1940 Pavese proposes marriage to Fernanda Pivano, an ex-pupil of his and a future translator and critic of American literature. She declines the offer, but they remain close. He writes La bella estate (The Beautiful Summer), which would be published in 1949.

10 June: Italy enters the Second World War.

1941 Pavese completes the novel La spiaggia (The Beach), published in 1942. The publication of Paesi tuoi brings Pavese his first major literary acclaim.

1943 Giulio Einaudi sends Pavese to Rome where he receives his call-up card ordering him to join the army. However, owing to his serious asthma he is sent to a military hospital on the outskirts of Turin; six months later he is relieved of military duties.

8 September: Italy surrenders to the Allies. The German army invades Italy from the north, occupying Turin. The Einaudi publishing house is placed under Fascist control.

Pavese retreats to the village of Serralunga di Crea, where his sister is living.

December: to escape a German round-up of men of military age, Pavese asks for refuge at a monastery in the nearby village of Trevisio, where he teaches in exchange for food and board until the end of the war.

1944 4 April: Pavese’s friend Leone Ginzburg dies in a Fascist prison in Rome. Pavese will not find out until after the war.

1945 April: Pavese returns to Turin and becomes editorial director of Einaudi Editore. Discovering that many of his friends have died in the anti-Fascist struggle, he enrols in the Communist Party, writes for the Communist paper L’Unità and speaks of a sense of guilt over his non-participation in the partisan cause.

July: Pavese again proposes marriage to Fernanda Pivano, who again declines.

August: Pavese goes to work for Einaudi in Rome where he meets Italo Calvino, who eventually joins him at the publishers.

1946 Pavese writes Dialoghi con Leucò (Dialogues with Leucò), a philosophical and creative work interpreting human experience through Greek mythology.

1947 Pavese returns to Turin where, between November and the following February, he writes La casa in collina (The House on the Hill).

1948 Pavese writes Il diavolo sulle colline (The Devil in the Hills).

1949 March–May: Pavese writes Tra donne sole (Among Women Only).

September–November: Pavese writes La luna e i falò (The Moon and the Bonfires).

1950 Pavese falls in love with American actress Constance Dowling and dedicates his new novel to her. In April La luna e i falò is published.

June: Pavese is awarded the Strega, Italy’s foremost literary award, for La bella estate.

July: Following the failure of his relationship with Constance Dowling, Pavese has a brief relationship with seventeen-year-old Romilda Bollati, the daughter of a work colleague.

26 August: Pavese kills himself with an overdose of barbiturates in a room of the Hotel Roma near Turin railway station.




Introduction

Pavese’s titles always offer hints on how we are to read his stories; there is a complex experience that demands unravelling, events that cry out to be understood, and the title points the way. So The House on the Hill suggests the importance of position; from start to finish this is a novel about finding one’s place in the world; or perhaps it would be more appropriate to say, about failing to find one’s place.

At first it appears the problem is simply a product of historical circumstances. The narration opens in June 1943. Night after night Allied aircraft are bombing industrial Turin; Fascist Italy is on its knees. Corrado, our narrator, who grew up in the hills of Le Langhe some 80km away, is working in the city as a science teacher in a secondary school. But he has the good fortune to be lodging just outside town, on a hill immediately to the south-east. Here his landladies are a spinster, Elvira, about his own age, approaching forty, which was also Pavese’s age at the time of writing, and the spinster’s elderly mother. The two women are not in any sense family, yet they would clearly like to become so. Elvira sees a chance to find a man at last; the mother would be happy to marry her daughter off. Corrado insists he is merely a lodger. But is it possible, when times are so dramatic, to maintain a merely economic relationship with those one lives with? Is it noble?

The hill, we hear in the opening paragraph, ‘wasn’t just any old place … but an aspect of things, a way of life’. The claim begs more questions than it answers. ‘Rough, rolling land,’ Corrado goes on, ‘farmed and unfarmed, everywhere roads, ravines and farmsteads.’ But how does this make the hill ‘an aspect of things’? The novel will gradually explain, but a little context may help.

Throughout his writing career, first as a poet, then a novelist, Pavese would set town and country in opposition to each other. Like Corrado, the author was born in Le Langhe, but to a middle-class family based in Turin. The long hot Italian summers would be spent in the village of Santo Stefano Belbo, his grandparents’ home, then the school year in the city. At school, in an urban environment, the young Pavese was competent, in control, effective. He had intellectual friends. He could please his teachers. But there was something missing: the intensity of country life, the rough contact with soil and corn and vineyards, oxen and donkeys, streams and ravines, music, dance and drink. And – most of all – girls, women. Eroticism is always out in the country in Pavese’s personal topography. Only there are you really in life. Yet sex is as crude and dangerous as it is absolutely necessary. In the poem ‘August Moon’, published in 1936, a husband is stretched out dead in a field while his wife gives birth beside him.


Long shudders come over the naked hills

from afar, and the woman can hear them behind her,

like when they’d run through that sea of wheat …

The woman runs forward, beneath the moon’s horror,

chased by the rustle of wind on the stones,

by a shadowy form that gnaws at the soles of her feet,

by pain in her belly. She returns, bent double, to the shadows,

collapsing onto the stones and biting her lip.

Beneath her, the dark earth darkens with blood.



Sex both obsessed and terrified Pavese. ‘A man’, he writes in his diary, ‘does everything outside, in the light of day; but you’ve got to penetrate a woman, rummage in there, and everything happens in her bowels in the roots of her flesh.’ Living in the country one was close to life, to roots, to naked hills, yet women remained an impossible mystery for Pavese. He yearned for but could not sustain a relationship. City life, city competence, success at school, university, and later as a translator, editor and writer, were a refuge from that failure, but could not substitute for it. Very early he began to feel that there were two parts to his character that could not be reconciled; without that reconciliation he would not be able to grow up, to become a man. Aged eighteen he writes a poem where he describes going into the woods with a gun. First, he shoots it into the ground, then,


Thus walking

among the naked trees, I imagined

the tremendous jolt it will give

on the night when the last illusion

and the fears will have abandoned me

and I will place it against my temple

to shatter my brain.



Failing the gun, ‘Most probably I shall masturbate myself to death,’ he wrote, only half humorously, in a letter to a friend.

At the beginning of The House on the Hill, Corrado seems to be beyond such adolescent torments. His work life is the school in the city, science, facts. He has no attachments and claims to be happy that way. His family, far away, write him only cursory letters and rarely. Living up on the hill allows him to get a smell of life’s intensity, walking in the woods with his landladies’ big dog, Belbo. So, a kind of melancholy balance is established: town and work by day, hill and recreation in the evening and at the weekend. Besides, Corrado reflects, ‘With the war it was acceptable to withdraw into yourself, take things one day at a time, stop regretting the missed opportunities.’ On the morning after a heavy bombing raid, he describes seeing soldiers looking at women in the city.


The war was lost, it was obvious. But the soldiers marched along at an easy pace, circling round holes and turning to sneak looks at the houses like everyone else. A pretty woman walked by and they all called after her. The soldiers were the only ones who seemed aware that women still existed. In the tense, chaotic town no one looked at yesterday’s women any more, no one followed them around, not even in their summer dresses, not even when they laughed. It was another side to the war I had foreseen. That risk was long over as far as I was concerned. Desires I might still have, but illusions no.



This detached complacency is abruptly challenged one evening when, returning home from the city, Corrado hears singing from another part of the hillside, a part where he has never been. The voices remind him of something, ‘like an echo from the past, a call from youth’. He decides to explore, if only to escape the clutches of his two landladies. He is ‘safe’ with them, because he feels no sexual desire for Elvira. At the same time, he is irked by their warm concern for him, and consequently their feeling that they have a right to know where he is, particularly during the air raids. Again, although this novel is never straight biography, such feelings were an ordinary part of Pavese’s life and of the dilemma his characters always find themselves in. On 21 December 1947, in the middle of writing The House on the Hill, he jotted this note in his diary; the sudden shift in frames of reference is typical Pavese.


To know that someone is waiting for you, that someone can ask you to account for your behaviour, your thoughts, that someone can follow you with their eyes, expecting a word from you – all of this is a burden, an embarrassment, an offence. Perhaps that’s why believers are healthy people, carnally as well – they know that someone is waiting for them, their God. You are celibate – you don’t believe in God.



On the other side of the hill Corrado finds a farm which is also a tavern, Le Fontane (The Springs). Working-class men and women, some from the country, some taking refuge from the city, are drinking outside in the dark of the wartime blackout, laughing, dancing, joking and smoking. This is life. If Pavese is very much the intellectual, life – in his writing – is always with ordinary people: people who act, love and hate, rather than think and write. Corrado laps up their easy happiness; he feels at home with them. At the same time, he immediately registers the fact that these people are anti-Fascists. They are waiting for the moment when the regime will be sufficiently weak for them to strike. They, unlike him, are committed. Then, as the revellers chat in the dark, Pavese plays the narrative card that will bring political and private life together:


A voice spoke to me: ‘And you, what are you doing here? On holiday?’

I recognized that voice. Now, thinking back, it seems obvious. I recognized it, and didn’t ask myself whose it was. A slightly hoarse voice, alluring and brusque. What you’d expect, I thought, in a woman in a place like this.



It is his old girlfriend Cate. And she has a child with her, a boy, Dino. Six years before embarking on The House on the Hill, in 1941, Pavese had written but not published a story entitled The Family. Its main characters are Corrado and Cate. Corrado is spending a lonely summer in Turin while all his friends have gone off to the sea or the mountains. He is thirty, bored with himself and his inability to change, hoping that something will happen to cause him ‘to become someone else’, but without his having to take any initiative or actually do anything. Women are part of the problem. He has just ended one desultory relationship and is hesitating before beginning another that hardly promises to be different. In these circumstances he runs into Cate, whom he’d left seven years before. They had been lovers; they would regularly take a boat down the Po into the country and make love in the fields. Sex always requires this atavistic placing for Pavese’s characters; they find it difficult to bring sex into domestic or social routine. In fact, when Corrado had tried to introduce Cate to his intellectual friends he immediately found her vulgar, ingenuous, embarrassing. Disenamoured, he failed to turn up for an arranged date and they never spoke again. Now, on seeing her after so many years, he is fascinated. She is a mature, self-contained adult. She has achieved the transformation he can only long for. Arranging to meet her in the park, he is astonished when she brings a child, Dino. She is a mother. And Dino is a short form for Corrado (through Corradino). The child, she eventually confides, is his son. Corrado is appalled and concerned that she is trying to make claims on him. But he is also fascinated. This is the maturity, the fatherhood, that should have been his. It is staring him in the face but has eluded him. Things get worse when it becomes clear that Cate wants nothing from him, she has someone else, she is self-sufficient. When Corrado offers to marry her, she tells him it would be impossible: ‘I have changed since those days, but you are still the same.’

The 1941 story works well enough as an account of one man’s private angst, his fear of remaining forever excluded from life. What makes its recasting in The House on the Hill infinitely more powerful is the wartime context. This time Cate insists the child is not Corrado’s, though the timing of his birth suggests otherwise. She won’t tell him who the father is. She works as a nurse in Turin, a city under bombardment. She is part of a band of anti-Fascists preparing for a partisan war. How can she take seriously a forty-year-old man lodging with two doting landladies, a man working as a teacher and hence the holder of a Fascist Party card, a man who doesn’t even own the dog he always has beside him, a man uncommitted on any front? Corrado has no place, no position, in the play of forces that are shaping Italy’s destiny. He is irrelevant.

Here we are getting close indeed to autobiography. Pavese did not fight, either in Italy’s regular army, from which he was exempt for health reasons, or with the partisans. He had friends who were involved but he did not commit himself. Working for the publisher Giulio Einaudi through the 1930s, he had been friends with the editor and anti-Fascist Leone Ginzburg, who was arrested in 1934 and would die in prison during the war. In the same year Pavese started a relationship with Tina Pizzardo, an active anti-Fascist conspirator, and agreed that a fellow conspirator could send messages to her by writing to him at his address. Tina, like Cate, had a ‘hoarse voice’, indeed she was known among friends as ‘the woman with the hoarse voice’. In 1935, the police raided Pavese’s lodgings (in his sister’s house) and arrested him. Pavese could hardly tell the truth without betraying a woman he hoped to marry. Tried and condemned, he was sent to the remote Calabrian village of Brancaleone Calabro, nearly 1,500 km away. But when, after many months, Tina had not written to him or commiserated in any way, Pavese eventually got in touch with the Fascist authorities, explaining the situation and asking for clemency. No sooner was it granted and he had returned to Turin than he found Tina was engaged to be married to an old boyfriend. Pavese was devastated and ashamed of himself.

Perhaps the most difficult moment for Italian men in the war came in September 1943, three months into the story of The House on the Hill. In July, in response to the Allied invasion of Sicily, Mussolini had been deposed and imprisoned. People hoped the fighting would soon be over and there was much rejoicing when, on 8 September, an armistice was signed with the Allies. But Hitler responded rapidly; German forces poured into northern and central Italy, Mussolini was freed by German paratroopers, and a puppet state, the Italian Social Republic, was set up under the Fascist dictator. It was at this point that many men took to the hills to fight a partisan war. Pavese was not among them. When the Einaudi publishing house was placed under Fascist control he escaped to the country, eventually taking refuge in a monastery (which was also a private school) until the end of the war. After which he expressed enormous regret that he had not fought.

Pavese was never easy on himself and it may often seem that he invents his alter egos, their failings and tribulations, as a form of self-punishment. But that is not the whole story, and The House on the Hill is not a lament that Pavese did not fight. Things are more complicated.

Corrado becomes a regular visitor at Le Fontane. He gets to know the anti-Fascist group. He renews his friendship with Cate and takes an interest in Dino, who is now a young teenager. He is an acute observer of the air raids, the situation in Turin, people’s reactions to the increasingly chaotic and dangerous situation. Unlike others he has no illusions as to a rapid end to the war, and no confidence at all that the partisan struggle will lead to anything but more violence and hatred between Italians. The war, if it ever does end, will do so when the Allies break German resistance. Nor does he join in an easy condemnation of the Fascists. The Fascists took power because people let them, he points out; everyone was complicit, himself included.

The book becomes a plea, or apology, for pacifism. But with an understanding that there is simply no place for a pacifist in Italy in the winter of 1943–44. The young conspirators at Le Fontane look up to the science teacher, they respect his intelligence, his evident moral concerns, his clear-sighted analysis of the situation. Cate admires him immensely. But they naturally want to be involved in life and in history, they want to fight for their rights and their freedom, while he seems to be looking for a place of neutrality, or hibernation, a sort of safe waiting room, which simply doesn’t exist. Even his work as a teacher, under the Fascist republic, could be seen as a form of collaboration. Corrado recognizes this. He doesn’t condemn his friends for their military projects – quite the contrary. He envies them. Yet he argues strenuously against them. When the Nazis come to round up the partisan group, of whom they believe Corrado is one, his theorizing will be put to the severest of tests. Life, the maturity to which he aspires, demands that he dirty his hands, and this is something he simply cannot do. What, in his relationship with Cate, seemed merely a problem of private sentiments now becomes a great moral dilemma that involves us all.

Pavese’s style is very much the product of the preoccupations that haunt all his protagonists. If life was of its nature ugly and violent, art, he believed, was pure. And if he personally could not commit to relationships, or to conflict, as others did, he could at least produce art. The position of the artist, detached from events, became the only possible position for him, but it was important that he make no compromises, never sink to opportunism or crowd-pleasing. So his writing is terse, thorny, elliptical, rapid, full of apparent non sequiturs, unexpected plot developments and oddly heterogeneous lists. Just as Corrado never seeks to please his friends at Le Fontane, and never tells anyone what they want to hear, so Pavese never offers the reader lush descriptions, easy entertainment or straightforward pathos. We are kept constantly on our toes, often fumbling after a sense that is only hinted at. The narrative voice is colloquial but brings together both a dialect earthiness, typical of country folk, and a city man’s cool reasoning. This does not make things easy for the translator. Very often one looks up unusual words and usages only to discover that Pavese was the only person ever to have committed them to print. Sometimes it is only on a second or third reading that one sees the deeper sense of what has been said, which then has to be rendered in English with the same caution. It is as if our writer were hiding, or avoiding our company somehow, as Corrado is so often escaping other people’s company.

Yet precisely because of all this, The House on the Hill, as one proceeds, is immensely seductive, full of pinpoint description, wry humour, a generous acceptance of human weakness and a genuine striving to come to terms with life, all of which eventually produces a far more powerful pathos than any ingenious novelistic contrivance. What we have is a man contemplating, in extreme and intensely evoked circumstances, the impossibility of his finding any way forward. Many readers will begin to feel, as Elvira and Cate do with Corrado, or as friends did with Pavese, that they want to get close to the author, to understand him, perhaps in some way to help; in fact the brilliance of the novel is to construct in our regard the same kind of relationship that Corrado constructs with those around him.

Sadly, in the end, there was no getting close to Pavese. In August 1950, two years after completing the novel, he booked a room near Turin’s central station and took a fatal overdose of barbiturates. A note left on the bedside table read:


I forgive everyone and ask forgiveness of everyone.

OK?

Keep the chit-chat brief.



If all this seems depressing, it is worth bearing in mind the words of another great Italian writer, and pessimist, Giacomo Leopardi:


Works of [literary] genius have this intrinsic quality, that even when they capture exactly the nothingness of things, or vividly reveal and make us feel life’s inevitable unhappiness, or express the most acute hopelessness … they are always a source of consolation and renewed enthusiasm.
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I

Even before then people were saying the hill, the same way we’d say the sea or the woods. I went back there in the evenings, leaving the town as the lights were going out, and it wasn’t just any old place I felt, but an aspect of things, a way of life. I didn’t see any difference, for example, between that hill and these old hills here where I played as a child and am living now: it’s the same rough, rolling land, farmed and unfarmed, everywhere roads, ravines and farmsteads. I’d climb up there in the evening as if like the others I was escaping the nightly panic of the sirens, and the roads were swarming with people, poor folk who’d left their houses to sleep in the fields maybe, carrying mattresses on their bikes or their backs, shouting and arguing, wayward, gullible, having fun.

You set off up the slope and everyone was saying how the city was done for, talking about the night and the terrors to come. I’d been living up there a while and gradually I’d see the others turn off and spread out, till the moment came when I was on my own, climbing up between the hedges and the low wall. Then I’d listen hard, glancing up at the familiar trees, smelling the earth and everything around. I didn’t feel bad, I knew the city could go up in flames and people die
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