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MINUTES

of the meeting of

the Novel Club of Cleveland

March 7, 2006


The Novel Club was called to order at the usual time and took the usual additional time to find seats and get settled.  There were about 19 members in attendance and no guests.


In the business portion of the meeting, Larry Siegler read the minutes he’d prepared from the preceding meeting and raised the question of the proper scope of the minutes.  After some discussion we agreed to revisit the topic at the Annual Meeting in April, although there seemed to be a consensus that perhaps the minutes do not need to rehash the papers; the papers are now available on the internet.  (Assuming, of course, that the authors submit them.)


George Weimer reported that, although the Treasurer was not present, Mrs. Douthit assured him that the Club’s finances were in order and no dues increase would be necessary.  Catherine LaCroix, for the Council on Administration, reminded the Club of our need to find suitable new members, because our numbers are a little short.


George thanked our hosts, Leon Gabinet and June Salm, who prepared an inviting buffet and did a great job of making sure that there were enough comfortable, convenient chairs.  Ham Emmons tentatively volunteered to host the Annual Meeting, subject to approval from home.


Ham Emmons presented a wonderful biography of this month’s author, Cesare Pavese.  Catherine LaCroix presented a critical paper on the book, The Moon and the Bonfires.  In keeping with our tentative new policy, those who missed the meeting are advised to read the papers on the web site if they are curious.


There was lively discussion of the questions, producing a range of insights.  
Question one:  “The Moon and the Bonfires – discuss the meaning of the title.”  A surprising range of ideas surfaced.  Perhaps the moon represents cyclical continuity, while bonfires represent destruction and change.  Perhaps both the moon and the bonfires suggest the traditional agrarian cycles in which they are important, so the title emphasizes the author’s return to his agrarian roots.  More innovative suggestions included that the bonfire evokes the concept of the phoenix (destruction by fire and rebirth) and the moon concerns female cycles.  (The recorder of these minutes offers no editorial reaction to any of these.)


Question two: “Why doesn’t the narrator have a name? What’s the significant of his nickname, Eel?”  There seemed to be a consensus that he has no name because he is a bastard and has, or feels he has, no identity in the traditional culture.  The Eel label prompted all sorts of reactions:  he’s slithery; he wriggles through life, getting out of places where others (e.g. Nuto) were stuck.  Perhaps Eel is a youthful nickname suggesting that he was skinny.  Perhaps his lack of a name was a common literary affectation of the time:  Imre Kertes’ hero also had no name.  Further suggestions strayed into the details of the eel life cycle (“Aren’t’ eel larvae different from the adult fish?  Doesn’t that suggest how Eel has changed during his life?”  “Aren’t eels able to regenerate parts of their bodies after injury?”)  And inevitably, someone pointed out the male implications of the label “eel.”  Perhaps this was to counterbalance the earlier suggestion about the feminine implications of the moon.

Question three: “Why does the author have Cinto’s father kill his family and himself, and set fire to the house?”  An initial reaction:  why are we bothering to ask?  Doesn’t it seem like a natural outcome that we can just accept?  
But of course the question had been asked, so others tried to answer it.  The violence is a sign of Cinto’s fathers’s boredom and frustration.  This impoverished family was displaced by war:  although they still live in their home area, the sharecropping system makes it almost impossible for them to survive.  Perhaps it shows us that poverty produces results just as bad, or perhaps even worse, than the organized mayhem of war.  Various club members made comparisons to other books we’d read, such as Bone By Bone, which has the same theme that the misery of the rural underclass breeds violence.  Various schools of European authors were mentioned.  The word “nihilism” was uttered more than once, as was “alienation.”  Richard Manuel observed, somewhat wistfully (or so it seemed) that although the past was burning up there seemed to be nothing new of promise to replace it.

Perhaps the author just felt he needed some dramatic events to close his book, so he chose the violent end of Cinto’s family as a lead-in to the narrator’s learning of the violent end of Santina.

Club members also noted that Cinto represented a form of promise for the future to the narrator.  The narrator tried to redeem his own lost childhood by finding a home for the child.  The suggestion was offered that Cinto’s clubfoot had mythological resonance, perhaps suggesting that he is a cursed individual, through no fault of his own.


Question four: “To what American author would you compare Pavese?”  This produced a range of names: Steinbeck, Faulkner, Melville in The Confidence Man, Beckett.  And inevitably there was some quibbling:  Steinbeck has a political vision, but there’s no political vision in the Pavese work.  Louise Mooney didn’t think he seemed like any American author; the book is thoroughly European.

Question five concerned the use of time in the novel.  It evoked mainly the reaction that this was a “lovely book” and that many postwar books ask a lot of the reader.  There was a consensus that, as a literary accomplishment, the book was a success.


Question six, “What happens next, or doesn’t it matter?” was asked as the meeting drew to a close.  There was disagreement over whether this was a coming of age novel.  There was a question:  what’s more important in this book, the who or the where?  Different members offered different views.  It was observed that the book is about a person who cannot relate to either the places or the people around him.  Perhaps this is related to Pavese’s own experience as a middle-class youth who spent time on a farm but wasn’t part of the rural culture; later did not join the partisans, did not fully commit himself to any of strong political currents in Italy of his time.  Ultimately, the consensus was that it really doesn’t matter what happens next; this isn’t that type of book.

Respectfully submitted,

Catherine LaCroix

