
 
 
 
 
 



Giambattista Basile


Stories from the Pentamerone

Enriched edition. Exploring Italian Folklore in Classic Literary Masterpieces
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Dorian Ellsworth
Edited and published by Good Press, 2022


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4057664149732
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Stories from the Pentamerone

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    This collection presents a cohesive selection from Giambattista Basile’s celebrated cycle of wonder tales, widely known in English as Stories from the Pentamerone. Conceived in the early seventeenth century and rooted in the culture of Naples, the work gathers a constellation of short narratives within a unifying frame. Its purpose is to bring together, under a single authorial vision, foundational fairy-tale materials that have shaped European storytelling. Readers encounter a sustained showcase of Basile’s craft: a courtly yet earthy sensibility, a taste for marvels, and a keen eye for the rhythms and reversals of fortune that animate traditional narrative art.

The texts are short prose narratives—folk and fairy tales—arranged within a frame narrative that organizes the storytelling across five days. Each tale stands as a compact episode, complete in itself, while also contributing to the larger architecture that opens with a prologue and closes with a concluding address. The variety is striking: encounters with magical beings, comic misadventures, transformations, riddling tasks, and journeys through forests, courts, and kitchens. Although not essays, plays, or poems, these tales frequently incorporate proverbial wisdom, aphoristic turns of phrase, and theatrical scenes, revealing how oral idioms and literary artistry intermingle on the page.

A powerful sense of unity emerges from recurring themes: the caprices of fortune; the triumph of wit over brute force; the volatility of desire; and metamorphoses that test identity and resolve. Social hierarchies are probed as peasants, servants, princes, and princesses trade places, bargain with chance, and navigate enchanted obstacles. Basile’s versions of stories later known as Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, and Rapunzel demonstrate how universal motifs can be recast through local color and humor. The collection’s significance lies both in its preservation of tale-types and in its baroque, sardonic lens, which reveals the moral and practical intelligence embedded in popular narrative.

Basile writes in the Neapolitan dialect with exuberant, baroque flourish, fusing high rhetorical ornament with earthy comedy. Hyperbole, proverbi, and vivid similes abound, while elaborate metaphors and playful asides cultivate a lively rapport with the audience. This stylistic crosscurrent—courtly elegance meeting streetwise wit—produces a distinctive sound that is at once learned and colloquial. The tales revel in sensory detail, culinary and musical imagery, and sharp-edged satire. Far from offering sanitized wonders, they embrace the rough textures of everyday life, turning markets, kitchens, and courtyards into stages where marvels and mischief unfold under the pressure of need and desire.

The Pentamerone appeared posthumously in the 1630s and was issued under the pseudonym Gian Alesio Abbatutis. Its five-day design, evoked in the very title, situates the work within the broader tradition of framed storytelling while giving the collection a crystalline structure: a gathering of narrators, a sequence of tales, and a closing reflection on the act of telling. Basile thus bridges oral tradition and literary culture, transforming circulating stories into written art without sacrificing the vitality of performance. The result is a carefully patterned whole, in which the frame confers coherence, rhythm, and ceremonial weight upon the individual narratives.

This body of work is historically pivotal. It contains some of the earliest literary versions of tales that later gained wide currency through other collectors and adapters, including Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm. Scholars value it for its testimony to early modern southern Italian culture, its preservation of tale motifs, and its virtuoso language. General readers find in it a bracing mix of comedy, cruelty, ingenuity, and wonder. The collection illuminates how stories circulate across time and place, accruing local flavors while retaining recognizable cores, and shows how literary craftsmanship can stabilize—without taming—the unruly brilliance of oral tradition.

Readers approaching this edition can enjoy it as both an integrated cycle and a treasury of stand-alone pieces. The opening establishes the storytelling occasion; the conclusion returns to the frame, affirming the communal and performative dimensions of the enterprise. Within that span, each tale offers a fresh experiment in tone and texture: some are raucously comic, others darkly cautionary, all animated by narrative velocity and proverbial insight. Taken together, they model a world where luck and shrewdness contend, where language dazzles, and where imagination replenishes common experience. This introduction invites engagement with the collection’s artistry, context, and enduring narrative power.
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    Giambattista Basile (c. 1566–1632), a soldier-turned-courtier from Giugliano in Campania, worked across Naples, Venice, and Mantua before shaping his mature prose in the 1620s. His collection, Lo cunto de li cunti overo lo trattenemiento de peccerille, appeared posthumously in Naples in two volumes (1634 and 1636), bearing his playful pseudonym “Gian Alesio Abbatutis.” The publication was facilitated by his sister, the famed singer Adriana Basile, then celebrated at the Gonzaga court in Mantua. Structured as fifty tales told over five days, the work later acquired the sobriquet “Pentamerone.” Its vigorous Neapolitan dialect, pithy proverbs, and courtly frame knit together stories ranging from royal marriages to metamorphoses and feats of cunning.

Basile wrote under Spanish Habsburg rule, when Naples—one of Europe’s largest cities, approaching 300,000 inhabitants by 1600—was the capital of a bustling viceroyalty. The culture mixed ostentatious court ceremony with sharp social contrasts: urban poverty, fiscal exactions, and banditry coexisted with festivals, theatrical display, and literary salons. Viceroys such as Pedro Téllez-Girón, Duke of Osuna (1616–1620), presided over a court that cultivated spectacle and poetry even as imperial wars shaped the Mediterranean. That ambivalent atmosphere—gilt ceremony shading into streetwise survival—permeates Basile’s gallery of sovereigns, servants, rogues, and wise women, projecting a Naples in which power and wit continually test each other.

The Pentamerone stands at the juncture of two traditions: the novella frames of Boccaccio’s Decameron (1353) and the printed fairy-tale experiments of Giovan Francesco Straparola’s Le piacevoli notti (1550–1555). Basile absorbed this heritage through the Baroque aesthetics of meraviglia, or wonder, associated with Giovan Battista Marino (1569–1625): hyperbole, conceit, and sensory abundance. Naples’s Accademia degli Oziosi, founded by Giovan Battista Manso in 1611, exemplified the elite literary networks Basile navigated while also cultivating dialect writing. The result is a hybrid art that refines oral plots with courtly wit, turning stock motifs—enchanted animals, perilous quests, miraculous births—into ornate miniatures of Seicento style.

Performance culture shaped Basile’s narrative voice. Naples and the Italian courts trafficked in song, masquerade, and commedia dell’arte. The Neapolitan mask Pulcinella, the zanni’s slapstick repartee, and carnival’s licensed inversions echo in Basile’s fools, braggarts, and schemers. Adriana Basile’s celebrity as a singer at Mantua signals the family’s immersion in elite performance circuits, while the author’s idiom bristles with stage-ready proverbs, riddling tirades, and bawdy asides. His frame’s company of female storytellers recalls the living practice of “cunti” told by and for women in kitchens, courtyards, and nurseries, where household labor, song, and narrative intertwined to pass on social knowledge and survival strategies.

Early modern Naples was a Mediterranean crossroads linking Iberia, Italy, and the Levant; its port teemed with sailors, merchants, and pilgrims whose voices fed oral repertoires. Basile’s plots draw on widely traveled tale-types—bride-quests, helpful animals, enchanted births—while embedding distinctly southern flora (myrtle, parsley, citrons) and local customs. His collection preserves some of the earliest literary forms of stories later famous as Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, and Rapunzel, alongside southern variants of transformation and ordeal. The Kingdom of Naples’s ties to Spanish and Sicilian storytelling, as well as Greek communities and itinerant performers, helped shape a cosmopolitan archive that Basile stylized without severing from its folk roots.

Seicento Naples prized marvels at the intersection of natural philosophy and folklore. Giambattista della Porta (1535–1615), Neapolitan polymath of Magia naturalis and theatrical experiment, epitomized a culture of wonder cabinets, occult correspondences, and stage illusions. Basile’s narratives teem with magical stones, prophetic dreams, and metamorphoses consonant with contemporary beliefs, while their sly moral ironies acknowledge confessional oversight by crown and Church. The pseudonym and dialect register offered playful cover for licentious jokes and social satire. In this milieu, dragons, talismanic birds, and talking doves feel less like escapism than baroque thought experiments about fortune, prudence, and the precarious economies of favor at court and in the street.

The collection’s textual life maps wider European currents. The 1634–1636 Neapolitan printings secured Basile’s authorship, but the label “Pentamerone” entered circulation with Pompeo Sarnelli’s influential 1674 edition in Naples, which also mediated the work to later readers. Charles Perrault’s Histoires ou contes du temps passé (Paris, 1697) and the Brothers Grimm’s Kinder- und Hausmärchen (Berlin, 1812–1815) helped canonize related tale-types, with the Grimms hailing Basile as a foundational source. Nineteenth-century translations—John Edward Taylor’s English version (1848) and Sir Richard F. Burton’s annotated edition (1893)—broadened access, while Benedetto Croce’s 1925 study and edition anchored modern Italian reception and scholarly appraisal.

Modern folkloristics—shaped by Antti Aarne (1910), Stith Thompson (1928–1961), and Hans-Jörg Uther (2004)—has underscored how Basile’s corpus preserves early literary witnesses to tale-types spread across Europe and the Mediterranean. Read against Neapolitan social history, the stories illuminate gendered labor, patronage politics, and the ethics of cunning in a hierarchical world. Their dialect artistry has become a touchstone for studies of language, performance, and regional identity in early modern Italy. From opera and ballet adaptations of fairy plots to comparative ethnography, the Pentamerone’s enduring afterlife reflects the same baroque economy of wonder it once staged for courts, marketplaces, and nurseries alike.
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    HOW THE TALES CAME TO BE TOLD
A wronged princess engineers a five-day storytelling circle to shape her destiny at a usurper’s court. The frame introduces the narrators and sets the stakes for the tales that follow.
THE MYRTLE
A maiden born from a myrtle is discovered and secretly wed by a prince. Jealous rivals and enchantment separate them, prompting a struggle to be reunited.
PERUONTO
A sluggard gains wish-granting power by an act of kindness. His blunt desires entangle a princess and a kingdom until he learns to wield his fortune wisely.
VARDIELLO
A literal-minded youth bungles every instruction with comic results. Chance and simplicity, however, lead him to unexpected prosperity.
THE FLEA
A king’s bizarre contest over a giant flea’s hide delivers his daughter into monstrous hands. A daring rescuer must outwit brute force to free her.
CENERENTOLA
A mistreated girl receives secret aid to attend royal festivities. A lost slipper draws a prince to her, challenging envy and concealment.
THE MERCHANT
A desperate bargain binds a merchant’s family to a hidden claimant. Years later, a promised child must outwit a supernatural creditor to win freedom.
GOAT-FACE
A fairy’s gifts turn on courtesy: one girl is cursed with a goat’s face, another rewarded for kindness. The ensuing reversals test pride, patience, and generosity.
THE ENCHANTED DOE
Sorcery transforms a royal youth into a doe. Loyalty drives a sibling through trials to break the spell and restore kinship.
PARSLEY
A girl reared by an ogress meets a clandestine lover. Pursuit by the enchantress sparks a flight aided by quick wits and transforming charms.
THE THREE SISTERS
Three sisters make extravagant marital vows to a king, rousing jealousy and intrigue. The youngest endures slander and separation from her wondrous children before truth can surface.
VIOLET
A maiden named for a flower is bound by a perilous taboo. Broken promises set her on a journey of penance and perseverance toward love.
PIPPO
A clever lad rises by tricking ogres and turning mishaps to advantage. His resourcefulness earns royal favor and a bride.
THE SERPENT
A serpent-born prince seeks a bride willing to face his fearful nature. Trust and trials reveal the man within the monster.
THE SHE-BEAR
A princess dons an enchanted bearskin to escape an illicit demand. Concealed in bestial guise, she carves out a place until her worth is recognized.
THE DOVE
A bewitched lover appears as a dove and vanishes under a broken taboo. The heroine undertakes a tireless quest to find and free him.
CANNETELLA
A princess is lured into wedlock with a dazzling, dangerous suitor. Imprisonment, escape, and relentless pursuit follow until sanctuary is won.
CORVETTO
A nimble courtier curries royal favor by stealing an ogre’s treasures through audacious feats. Envy at court dogs him as he completes ever-riskier thefts.
THE BOOBY
A guileless simpleton stumbles into fortune and peril in equal measure. His naïveté repeatedly undoes schemes meant to cheat him.
THE STONE IN THE COCK'S HEAD
A youth quests for a rare gem said to lie in a rooster’s head. Treachery by companions and cunning trials stand between him and the prize.
THE THREE ENCHANTED PRINCES
A traveler encounters princes bound by spells. To win a bride, he must free them by resisting temptation and completing hazardous tasks.
THE DRAGON
A ravenous dragon claims tribute from a king, even his daughter. An unknown champion confronts the beast, only to face rivalry for the reward.
THE TWO CAKES
Two travelers choose between cakes that carry fortune or misfortune. Their choices shape encounters with strangers, revealing the costs of greed and the rewards of humility.
THE SEVEN DOVES
Brothers are turned into doves by a rash curse. Their sister vows silence and service to lift the spell, enduring suspicion and danger.
THE RAVEN
A prince, struck by a vision of beauty, vows to find its living match. Enchantment, deathlike sleep, and rivalry test his resolve before he can claim her.
THE MONTHS
A humble youth shows respect to the personified Months and is blessed with gifts. A grasping counterpart seeks the same and meets fitting hardship.
PINTOSMALTO
A girl fashions her ideal husband from sugar and spices, and he comes to life. Losing him to a rival queen, she braves impossible labors to win him back.
THE GOLDEN ROOT
A poor youth discovers a golden root that opens the way to marvels and favor. Jealous enemies force him into feats that prove his ingenuity.
SUN, MOON, AND TALIA
A sleeping maiden, felled by a splinter of flax, bears miraculous twins named Sun and Moon. A queen’s jealousy endangers them until fate awakens their mother and sets matters right.
NENNILLO AND NENNELLA
Abandoned siblings lose each other in the woods and are taken in by different households. Tokens and chance bring their paths together again.
THE THREE CITRONS
A prince must seek three enchanted citrons that conceal brides-to-be. Missteps and a usurper threaten his happiness until vigilance and proof restore it.
CONCLUSION
The frame story closes with revelations and judgments flowing from the five days of storytelling. Accounts are balanced, and the tellers take their leave.
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It is an old saying, that he who seeks what he should not, finds what he would not.[1q] Every one has heard of the ape who, in trying to pull on his boots, was caught by the foot. And it happened in like manner to a wretched slave, who, although she never had shoes to her feet, wanted to wear a crown on her head. But the straight road is the best; and, sooner or later, a day comes which settles all accounts. At last, having by evil means usurped what belonged to another, she fell to the ground; and the higher she had mounted, the greater was her fall—[2q]as you shall see.


Once upon a time the King of Woody Valley had a daughter named Zoza, who was never seen to laugh. The unhappy father, who had no other comfort in life but this only daughter, left nothing untried to drive away her melancholy. So he sent for folks who walk on stilts, fellows who jump through hoops, for boxers, for conjurers, for jugglers who perform sleight-of-hand tricks, for strong men, for dancing dogs, for leaping clowns, for the donkey that drinks out of a tumbler—in short, he tried first one thing and then another to make her laugh. But all was time lost, for nothing could bring a smile to her lips.

So at length the poor father, at wit's end, and to make a last trial, ordered a large fountain of oil to be set in front of the palace gates, thinking to himself that when the oil ran down the street, along which the people passed like a troop of ants, they would be obliged, in order not to soil their clothes, to skip like grasshoppers, leap like goats, and run like hares; while one would go picking and choosing his way, and another go creeping along the wall. In short, he hoped that something might come to pass to make his daughter laugh.

So the fountain was made; and as Zoza was one day standing at the window, grave and demure, and looking as sour as vinegar, there came by chance an old woman, who, soaking up the oil with a sponge, began to fill a little pitcher[2] which she had brought with her. And as she was labouring hard at this ingenious device, a young page of the court passing by threw a stone so exactly to a hair that he hit the pitcher and broke it to pieces. Whereupon the old woman, who had no hair on her tongue, turned to the page, full of wrath, and exclaimed, "Ah, you impertinent young dog, you mule, you gallows-rope, you spindle-legs! Ill luck to you! May you be pierced by a Catalan lance[3]! May a thousand ills befall you and something more to boot, you thief, you knave!"

The lad, who had little beard and less discretion, hearing this string of abuse, repaid the old woman in her own coin, saying, "Have you done, you grandmother of witches, you old hag, you child-strangler!"

When the old woman heard these compliments she flew into such a rage that, losing hold of the bridle and escaping from the stable of patience, she acted as if she were mad, cutting capers in the air and grinning like an ape. At this strange spectacle Zoza burst into such a fit of laughter that she well-nigh fainted away. But when the old woman saw herself played this trick, she flew into a passion, and turning a fierce look on Zoza she exclaimed: "May you never have the least little bit of a husband, unless you take the Prince of Round-Field[1]."

Upon hearing this, Zoza ordered the old woman to be called; and desired to know whether, in her words, she had laid on her a curse, or had only meant to insult her. And the old woman answered, "Know then, that the Prince of whom I spoke is a most handsome creature, and is named Taddeo, who, by the wicked spell of a fairy[6], having given the last touch to the picture of life, has been placed in a tomb outside the walls of the city; and there is an inscription upon a stone, saying that whatever woman shall in three days fill with tears a pitcher that hangs there upon a hook will bring the Prince to life and shall take him for a husband. But as it is impossible for two human eyes to weep so much as to fill a pitcher that would hold half a barrel, I have wished you this wish in return for your scoffing and jeering at me. And I pray that it may come to pass, to avenge the wrong you have done me." So saying, she scuttled down the stairs, for fear of a beating.

Zoza pondered over the words of the old woman, and after turning over a hundred thoughts in her mind, until her head was like a mill full of doubts, she was at last struck by a dart of the passion that blinds the judgment and puts a spell on the reasoning of man. She took a handful of dollars from her father's coffers and left the palace, walking on and on, until she arrived at the castle of a fairy, to whom she unburdened her heart. The fairy, out of pity for such a fair young girl, who had two spurs to make her fall—little help and much love for an unknown object—gave her a letter of recommendation to a sister of hers, who was also a fairy. And this second fairy received her likewise with great kindness; and on the following morning, when Night commands the birds to proclaim that whoever has seen a flock of black shadows gone astray shall be well rewarded, she gave her a beautiful walnut, saying, "Take this, my dear daughter, and keep it carefully; but never open it, but in time of the greatest need." And then she gave her also a letter, commending her to another sister.

After journeying a long way, Zoza arrived at this fairy's castle, and was received with the same affection. And the next morning this fairy likewise gave her a letter to another sister, together with a chestnut, cautioning her in the same manner. Then Zoza travelled on to the next castle, where she was received with a thousand caresses and given a filbert, which she was never to open, unless the greatest necessity obliged her. So she set out upon her journey, and passed so many forests and rivers, that at the end of seven years[4], just at the time of day when the Sun, awakened by the coming of the cocks, has saddled his steed to run his accustomed stages, she arrived almost lame at Round-Field.

There, at the entrance to the city, she saw a marble tomb, at the foot of a fountain, which was weeping tears of crystal at seeing itself shut up in a porphyry prison. And, lifting up the pitcher, she placed it in her lap and began to weep into it, imitating the fountain to make two little fountains of her eyes. And thus she continued without ever raising her head from the mouth of the pitcher—until, at the end of two days, it was full within two inches of the top. But, being wearied with so much weeping, she was unawares overtaken by sleep, and was obliged to rest for an hour or so under the canopy of her eyes.

Meanwhile a certain Slave, with the legs of a grasshopper, came, as she was wont, to the fountain, to fill her water-cask. Now she knew the meaning of the fountain which was talked of everywhere; and when she saw Zoza weeping so incessantly, and making two little streams from her eyes, she was always watching and spying until the pitcher should be full enough for her to add the last drops to it; and thus to leave Zoza cheated of her hopes. Now, therefore, seeing Zoza asleep, she seized her opportunity; and dexterously removing the pitcher from under Zoza, and placing her own eyes over it, she filled it in four seconds. But hardly was it full, when the Prince arose from the white marble shrine, as if awakened from a deep sleep, and embraced that mass of dark flesh, and carried her straightways to his palace; feasts and marvellous illuminations were made, and he took her for his wife.

When Zoza awoke and saw the pitcher gone, and her hopes with it, and the shrine open, her heart grew so heavy that she was on the point of unpacking the bales of her soul at the custom-house of Death. But, at last, seeing that there was no help for her misfortune, and that she could only blame her own eyes, which had served her so ill, she went her way, step by step, into the city. And when she heard of the feasts which the Prince had made, and the dainty creature he had married, she instantly knew how all this mischief had come to pass; and said to herself, sighing, "Alas, two dark things have brought me to the ground,—sleep and a black slave!" Then she took a fine house facing the palace of the Prince; from whence, though she could not see the idol of her heart, she could at least look upon the walls wherein what she sighed for was enclosed.

But Taddeo, who was constantly flying like a bat round that black night of a Slave, chanced to perceive Zoza and was entranced with her beauty. When the Slave saw this she was beside herself with rage, and vowed that if Taddeo did not leave the window, she would kill her baby when it was born.

Taddeo, who was anxiously desiring an heir, was afraid to offend his wife and tore himself away from the sight of Zoza; who seeing this little balm for the sickness of her hopes taken away from her, knew not, at first, what to do. But, recollecting the fairies' gifts, she opened the walnut, and out of it hopped a little dwarf like a doll, the most graceful toy that was ever seen in the world. Then, seating himself upon the window, the dwarf began to sing with such a trill and gurgling, that he seemed a veritable king of the birds.

The Slave, when she saw and heard this, was so enraptured that, calling Taddeo, she said, "Bring me the little fellow who is singing yonder, or I will kill the child when it is born." So the Prince, who allowed this ugly woman to put the saddle on his back, sent instantly to Zoza, to ask if she would not sell the dwarf. Zoza answered she was not a merchant, but that he was welcome to it as a gift. So Taddeo accepted the offer, for he was anxious to keep his wife in good humour.

Four days after this, Zoza opened the chestnut, when out came a hen with twelve little chickens, all of pure gold, and, being placed on the window, the Slave saw them and took a vast fancy to them; and calling Taddeo, she showed him the beautiful sight, and again ordered him to procure the hen and chickens for her. So Taddeo, who let himself be caught in the web, and become the sport of the ugly creature, sent again to Zoza, offering her any price she might ask for the beautiful hen. But Zoza gave the same answer as before, that he might have it as a gift. Taddeo, therefore, who could not do otherwise, made necessity kick at discretion, and accepted the beautiful present.

But after four days more, Zoza opened the hazel-nut, and forth came a doll which spun gold—an amazing sight. As soon as it was placed at the same window, the Slave saw it and, calling to Taddeo, said, "I must have that doll, or I will kill the child." Taddeo, who let his proud wife toss him about like a shuttle, had nevertheless not the heart to send to Zoza for the doll, but resolved to go himself, recollecting the sayings: "No messenger is better than yourself," and "Let him who would eat a fish take it by the tail." So he went and besought Zoza to pardon his impertinence, on account of the caprices of his wife; and Zoza, who was in ecstasies at beholding the cause of her sorrow, put a constraint on herself; and so let him entreat her the longer to keep in sight the object of her love, who was stolen from her by an ugly slave. At length she gave him the doll, as she had done the other things, but before placing it in his hands, she prayed the little doll to put a desire into the heart of the Slave to hear stories told by her. And when Taddeo saw the doll in his hand, without his paying a single coin, he was so filled with amazement at such courtesy that he offered his kingdom and his life in exchange for the gift. Then, returning to his palace, he placed it in his wife's hands; and instantly such a longing seized her to hear stories told, that she called her husband and said, "Bid some story-tellers come and tell me stories, or I promise you, I will kill the child."

Taddeo, to get rid of this madness, ordered a proclamation instantly to be made, that all the women of the land should come on the appointed day. And on that day, at the hour when the star of Venus appears, who awakes the Dawn, to strew the road along which the Sun has to pass, the ladies were all assembled at the palace. But Taddeo, not wishing to detain such a rabble for the mere amusement of his wife, chose ten only of the best of the city who appeared to him most capable and eloquent. These were Bushy-haired Zeza, Bandy-legged Cecca, Wen-necked Meneca, Long-nosed Tolla, Humph-backed Popa, Bearded Antonella, Dumpy Ciulla, Blear-eyed Paola, Bald-headed Civonmetella, and Square-shouldered Jacova. Their names he wrote down on a sheet of paper; and then, dismissing the others, he arose with the Slave from under the canopy, and they went gently to the garden of the palace, where the leafy branches were so closely interlaced, that the Sun could not separate them with all the industry of his rays. And seating themselves under a pavilion, formed by a trellis of vines, in the middle of which ran a great fountain—the schoolmaster of the courtiers, whom he taught everyday to murmur—Taddeo thus began:

"There is nothing in the world more glorious, my gentle dames, than to listen to the deeds of others; nor was it without reason that the great philosopher placed the highest happiness of man in listening to pretty stories. In hearing pleasing things told, griefs vanish, troublesome thoughts are put to flight and life is lengthened. And, for this reason, you see the artisans leave their workshops, the merchants their country-houses, the lawyers their cases, the shopkeepers their business, and all repair with open mouths to the barbers' shops and to the groups of chatterers, to listen to stories, fictions, and news in the open air. I cannot, therefore, but pardon my wife, who has taken this strange fancy into her head of hearing the telling of tales. So, if you will be pleased to satisfy the whim of the Princess and comply with my wishes, you will, during the next four or five days, each of you relate daily one of those tales which old women are wont to tell for the amusement of the little ones. And you will come regularly to this spot; where, after a good repast, you shall begin to tell stories, so as to pass life pleasantly—and sorrow to him that dies!"

At these words, all bowed assent to the commands of Taddeo; and the tables being meanwhile set out and feast spread, they sat down to eat. And when they had done eating, the Prince took the paper and calling on each in turn, by name, the stories that follow were told, in due order.


II

THE MYRTLE
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There lived in the village of Miano a man and his wife, who had no children whatever, and they longed with the greatest eagerness to have an heir. The woman, above all, was for ever saying, "O heavens! if I might but have a little baby—I should not care, were it even a sprig of a myrtle." And she repeated this song so often, and so wearied Heaven with these words, that at last her wish was granted; and at the end of nine months, instead of a little boy or girl, she placed in the hands of the nurse a fine sprig of myrtle. This she planted with great delight in a pot, ornamented with ever so many beautiful figures, and set it in the window, tending it morning and evening with more diligence than the gardener does a bed of cabbages from which he reckons to pay the rent of his garden.

Now the King's son happening to pass by, as he was going to hunt, took a prodigious fancy to this beautiful plant, and sent to ask the mistress of the house if she would sell it, for he would give even one of his eyes for it. The woman at last, after a thousand difficulties and refusals, allured by his offers, dazzled by his promises, frightened by his threats, overcome by his prayers, gave him the pot, beseeching him to hold it dear, for she loved it more than a daughter, and valued it as much as if it were her own offspring. Then the Prince had the flower-pot carried with the greatest care in the world into his own chamber, and placed it in a balcony, and tended and watered it with his own hand.

It happened one evening, when the Prince had gone to bed, and put out the candles, and all were at rest and in their first sleep, that he heard the sound of some one stealing through the house, and coming cautiously towards his bed; whereat he thought it must be some chamber-boy coming to lighten his purse for him, or some mischievous imp to pull the bed-clothes off him. But as he was a bold fellow, whom none could frighten, he acted the dead cat, waiting to see the upshot of the affair. When he perceived the object approach nearer, and stretching out his hand felt something smooth, and instead of laying hold, as he expected, on the prickles of a hedgehog, he touched a little creature more soft and fine than Barbary wool, more pliant and tender than a marten's tail, more delicate than thistle-down, he flew from one thought to another, and taking her to be a fairy (as indeed she was), he conceived at once a great affection for her. The next morning, before the Sun, like a chief physician, went out to visit the flowers that are sick and languid, the unknown fair one rose and disappeared, leaving the Prince filled with curiosity and wonder.

But when this had gone on for seven days, he was burning and melting with desire to know what good fortune this was that the stars had showered down on him, and what ship freighted with the graces of Love it was that had come to its moorings in his chamber. So one night, when the fair maiden was fast asleep, he tied one of her tresses to his arm, that she might not escape; then he called a chamberlain, and bidding him light the candles, he saw the flower of beauty, the miracle of women, the looking-glass and painted egg of Venus, the fair bait of Love—he saw a little doll, a beautiful dove, a Fata Morgana, a banner—he saw a golden trinket, a hunter, a falcon's eye, a moon in her fifteenth day, a pigeon's bill, a morsel for a king, a jewel—he saw, in short, a sight to amaze one.

In astonishment he cried, "O sleep, sweet sleep! heap poppies on the eyes of this lovely jewel; interrupt not my delight in viewing as long as I desire this triumph of beauty. O lovely tress that binds me! O lovely eyes that inflame me! O lovely lips that refresh me! O lovely bosom that consoles me! Oh where, at what shop of the wonders of Nature, was this living statue made? What India gave the gold for these hairs? What Ethiopia the ivory to form these brows? What seashore the carbuncles that compose these eyes? What Tyre the purple to dye this face? What East the pearls to string these teeth? And from what mountains was the snow taken to sprinkle over this bosom—snow contrary to nature, that nurtures the flowers and burns hearts?"

So saying he made a vine of his arms, and clasping her neck, she awoke from her sleep and replied, with a gentle smile, to the sigh of the enamoured Prince; who, seeing her open her eyes, said, "O my treasure, if viewing without candles this temple of love I was in transports, what will become of my life now that you have lighted two lamps? O beauteous eyes, that with a trump-card of light make the stars bankrupt, you alone have pierced this heart, you alone can make a poultice for it like fresh eggs! O my lovely physician, take pity, take pity on one who is sick of love; who, having changed the air from the darkness of night to the light of this beauty, is seized by a fever; lay your hand on this heart, feel my pulse, give me a prescription. But, my soul, why do I ask for a prescription? I desire no other comfort than a touch of that little hand; for I am certain that with the cordial of that fair grace, and with the healing root of that tongue of thine, I shall be sound and well again."

At these words the lovely fairy grew as red as fire, and replied, "Not so much praise, my lord Prince! I am your servant, and would do anything in the world to serve that kingly face; and I esteem it great good fortune that from a bunch of myrtle, set in a pot of earth, I have become a branch of laurel hung over the inn-door of a heart in which there is so much greatness and virtue."

The Prince, melting at these words like a tallow-candle, began again to embrace her; and sealing the latter with a kiss, he gave her his hand, saying, "Take my faith, you shall be my wife, you shall be mistress of my sceptre, you shall have the key of this heart, as you hold the helm of this life." After these and a hundred other ceremonies and discourses they arose. And so it went on for several days.

But as spoil-sport, marriage-parting Fate is always a hindrance to the steps of Love, it fell out that the Prince was summoned to hunt a great wild boar which was ravaging the country. So he was forced to leave his wife. But as he loved her more than his life, and saw that she was beautiful beyond all beautiful things, from this love and beauty there sprang up the feeling of jealousy, which is a tempest in the sea of love, a piece of soot that falls into the pottage of the bliss of lovers—which is a serpent that bites, a worm that gnaws, a gall that poisons, a frost that kills, making life always restless, the mind unstable, the heart ever suspicious. So, calling the fairy, he said to her, "I am obliged, my heart, to be away from home for two or three days; Heaven knows with how much grief I tear myself from you, who are my soul; and Heaven knows too whether, ere I set out, my life may not end; but as I cannot help going, to please my father, I must leave you. I, therefore, pray you, by all the love you bear me, to go back into the flower-pot, and not to come out of it till I return, which will be as soon as possible."

"I will do so," said the fairy, "for I cannot and will not refuse what pleases you. Go, therefore, and may the mother of good luck go with you, for I will serve you to the best of my power. But do me one favour; leave a thread of silk with a bell tied to the top of the myrtle, and when you come back pull the thread and ring, and immediately I will come out and say, Here I am.'"

The Prince did so, and then calling a chamberlain, said to him, "Come hither, come hither, you! Open your ears and mind what I say. Make this bed every evening, as if I were myself to sleep in it. Water this flower-pot regularly, and mind, I have counted the leaves, and if I find one missing I will take from you the means of earning your bread." So saying he mounted his horse, and went, like a sheep that is led to the slaughter, to follow a boar. In the meanwhile seven wicked women, with whom the Prince had been acquainted, began to grow jealous; and being curious to pry into the secret, they sent for a mason, and for a good sum of money got him to make an underground passage from their house into the Prince's chamber. Then these cunning jades went through the passage in order to explore. But finding nothing, they opened the window; and when they saw the beautiful myrtle standing there, each of them plucked a leaf from it; but the youngest took off the entire top, to which the little bell was hung; and the moment it was touched the bell tinkled and the fairy, thinking it was the Prince, immediately came out.

As soon as the wicked women saw this lovely creature they fastened their talons on her, crying, "You are she who turns to your own mill the stream of our hopes! You it is who have stolen the favour of the Prince! But you are come to an end of your tricks, my fine lady! You are nimble enough in running off, but you are caught in your tricks this time, and if you escape, you were never born."

So saying, they flew upon her, and instantly tore her in pieces, and each of them took her part. But the youngest would not join in this cruel act; and when she was invited by her sisters to do as they did, she would take nothing but a lock of those golden hairs. So when they had done they went quickly away by the passage through which they had come.

Meanwhile the chamberlain came to make the bed and water the flower-pot, according to his master's orders, and seeing this pretty piece of work, he had like to have died of terror. Then, biting his nails with vexation, he set to work, gathered up the remains of the flesh and bones that were left, and scraping the blood from the floor, he piled them all up in a heap in the pot; and having watered it, he made the bed, locked the door, put the key under the door, and taking to his heels ran away out of the town.

When the Prince came back from the chase, he pulled the silken string and rung the little bell; but ring as he would it was all lost time; he might sound the tocsin, and ring till he was tired, for the fairy gave no heed. So he went straight to the chamber, and not having patience to call the chamberlain and ask for the key, he gave the lock a kick, burst open the door, went in, opened the window, and seeing the myrtle stript of its leaves, he fell to making a most doleful lamentation, crying, shouting, and bawling, "O wretched me! unhappy me! O miserable me! Who has played me this trick? and who has thus trumped my card? O ruined, banished, and undone prince! O my leafless myrtle! my lost fairy! O my wretched life! my joys vanished into smoke! my pleasures turned to vinegar! What will you do, unhappy man! Leap quickly over this ditch! You have fallen from all happiness, and will you not cut your throat? You are robbed of every treasure! You are expelled from life, and do you not go mad? Where are you? where are you, my myrtle? And what soul more hard than marble has destroyed this beautiful flower-pot? O cursed chase, that has chased me from all happiness! Alas! I am done for, I am overthrown, I am ruined, I have ended my days; it is not possible for me to get through life without my life; I must stretch my legs, since without my love sleep will be lamentation, food, poison, pleasure insipid, and life sour."

These and many other exclamations that would move the very stones in the streets, were uttered by the Prince; and after repeating them again and again, and wailing bitterly, full of sorrow and woe, never shutting an eye to sleep, nor opening his mouth to eat, he gave such way to grief, that his face, which was before of oriental vermilion, became of gold paint, and the ham of his lips became rusty bacon.

The fairy, who had sprouted up again from the remains that were put in the pot, seeing the misery and tribulation of her poor lover, and how he was turned in a second to the colour of a sick Spaniard, of a venomous lizard, of the sap of a leaf, of a jaundiced person, of a dried pear, was moved with compassion; and springing out of the pot, like the light of a candle shooting out of a dark lantern, she stood before Cola Marchione, and embracing him in her arms she said, "Take heart, take heart, my Prince! have done now with this lamenting, wipe your eyes, quiet your anger, smooth your face. Behold me alive and handsome, in spite of those wicked women, who split my head and so ill-treated me."

The Prince, seeing this when he least expected it, arose again from death to life, and the colour returned to his cheeks, warmth to his blood, breath to his breast. After giving her a thousand caresses and embraces, he desired to know the whole affair from head to foot; and when he found that the chamberlain was not to blame, he ordered him to be called, and giving a great banquet, he, with the full consent of his father, married the fairy. And he invited all the great people of the kingdom, but, above all others, he would have present those seven serpents who had committed the slaughter of that sweet suckling-calf.

And as soon as they had done eating, the Prince asked all the guests, one after another, what he deserved who had injured that beautiful maiden—pointing to the fairy, who looked so lovely that she shot hearts like a sprite and drew souls like a windlass.

Then all who sat at table, beginning with the King, said, one that he deserved the gallows, another that he merited the wheel, a third the pincers, a fourth to be thrown from a precipice; in short one proposed this punishment and another that. At last it came to the turn of the seven wicked women to speak, who, although they did not much relish this conversation, yet, as the truth comes out when the wine goes about, answered, that whoever had the heart basely to touch only this quintessence of the charms of love deserved to be buried alive in a dungeon.

"As you have pronounced this sentence with your own lips," said the Prince, "you have yourselves judged the cause, you have yourselves signed the decree. It remains for me to cause your order to be executed, since it is you who with the heart of a negro, with the cruelty of Medea, made a fritter of this beautiful head, and chopped up these lovely limbs like sausage-meat. So quick, make haste, lose not a moment! throw them this very instant into a large dungeon, where they shall end their days miserably."

So this order was instantly carried into execution. The Prince married the youngest sister of these wicked creatures to the chamberlain, and gave her a good portion. And giving also to the father and mother of the myrtle wherewithal to live comfortably, he himself spent his days happily with the fairy; while the wicked women ended their lives in bitter anguish, and thus verified the proverb of the wise men of old—

"The lame goat will hop

If he meets with no stop."
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A good deed is never lost.[3q] He who sows courtesy reaps benefit; and he who gathers kindness gathers love. Pleasure bestowed on a grateful mind was never barren, but always brings a good recompense; and that is the moral of the story I am going to tell you.

Once upon a time a woman who lived in a village, and was called Ceccarella, had a son named Peruonto, who was one of the most stupid lads that ever was born. This made his mother very unhappy, and all day long she would grieve because of this great misfortune. For whether she asked him kindly, or stormed at him till her throat was dry, the foolish fellow would not stir to do the slightest hand's turn for her. At last, after a thousand dinnings at his brain, and a thousand splittings of his head, and saying "I tell you" and "I told you" day after day, she got him to go to the wood for a faggot, saying, "Come now, it is time for us to get a morsel to eat, so run off for some sticks, and don't forget yourself on the way, but come back as quick as you can, and we
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