



[image: cover]











Nicholas Jubber has travelled in the Middle East, Africa, Asia and Europe. He is the author of four previous books including The Prester Quest (winner of the Dolman Travel Book Award) and Epic Continent (shortlisted for the Stanford-Dolman Travel Book Award). He has written for numerous publications, including the Guardian, Observer, Globe and Mail, Irish Times and BBC History.










Also by Nicholas Jubber


 


The Prester Quest


Drinking Arak Off an Ayatollah’s Beard


The Timbuktu School for Nomads


Epic Continent










The Fairy-Tellers


 


 


A Journey into the Secret History of Fairy Tales


 


 


Nicholas Jubber


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: JM_logo]


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2022 by John Murray (Publishers)


First published in the United States of America in 2022 by Nicholas Brealey Publishing


Imprints of John Murray Press


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Nicholas Jubber 2022


 


The right of Nicholas Jubber to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover image:  Russian Folk Tale, 1961, Evgenia Endrikson (1907–94)/Gamborg Collection/Bridgeman Images


 


Internal artwork by Rosie Collins


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN 978-1-529-32771-7


 


John Murray (Publishers)


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










For Anne-Marie and Christopher










[image: clip0001]










Prologue


 


[image: clip0002]


 


When I was seven years old I discovered the excitement of nightlife.


All it needed was a book and a micro-torch. An uncle had given me the torch and the book was a present from my grandma: three and a half pounds of storytelling, bound in a barky brown cover. It was called A Treasury of Children’s Literature, and it included a few extracts from novels. But the stories I remember are the fairy tales.


I close my eyes, my heart beats that little bit faster, the blood thrilling through my veins like it did when I was younger, crouching under the cavern roof of my duvet long after lights out. The torch turned the pages to palimpsests of silver, magic portals to other worlds. I followed Hansel and Gretel into the forest, rode with the Arabian prince on the ebony horse, clung to the furry neck of Gerda’s reindeer, imagining the sheets beneath me as the snowy pastures of Lapland.


I was one of those children in thrall to fairyland, and I stayed there longer than I probably should have done. The stories strapped me in with their comforting preambles, then held me bound as they cantered off at breakneck speed. I enjoyed the swerves in the storylines, the finger-snap transformations, the grisly moments leaping out when you didn’t expect them (and, just as excitingly, when you absolutely did), the verses and sayings like ‘Open Sesame’ or the many different names for Rumpelstiltskin, which I repeated at dinner time to rolled eyes from family members and expressions of kindly confusion from visitors.


Events in fairy tales tend toward multiples of three, and that’s been the case for me. As I grew older, I turned my back on the Treasury. I shunned the red-spined Ladybird books. The tapes from Story Teller magazine, which used to mesmerise me on car rides down the M3 – away they went, lost under a heap of abandoned teddy bears, the broken pieces of a Penguin Slide and the Big Yellow Teapot. But the instinct for adventure had taken root. Grow up in suburbia, and either you tend to stick it out or you spend your life looking for ways to flee those privet hedges and cul-de-sacs and wounded postmen nursing their ankles after run-ins with the local terriers. With siblings and friends, I tumbled into the woods at the corner of the road, running below window height in case the old lady at the corner (or ‘witch’, in our fevered imaginations) tried to turn us into toffee, discovering monster trails in fox pugs and alien surveillance in the prickly fruit of chestnut trees. As I grew older, I continued to feed on magical stories, but packaged for the ages I’d reached: fantasy fiction with wizards and dragons, time-travelling sci-fi, horror novels teeming with monsters . . . But a strange thing happened on the threshold of adulthood: I found myself sliding back into the enchantments of earlier days.


While savvier undergrads were wowing our peers with scripts about the impending millennium or the dangers of digital media, I was scribbling stories about tea parties for talking animals or goblin kingdoms reached by secret passageways in medieval castles. It may not have won me a lot of street cred in the student bars, and yes, it might have pushed me behind the sturdier masculine specimens on the dating scene (although I did get a few questions about what I’d been smoking, and whether there was any left), but a few of my fellow students were on board.


One summer term, we took over the college lawn, built a ten-foot-high tower with scaffolding wrapped in painted fabric, enlisted an orchestra and a cast of thirty-two. Our characters included an American private dick hired to find out who pushed Humpty Dumpty off the wall (the latter encased in an egg made out of papier mâché), Rumpelstiltskin as a state informer, and a doddery king who’s failed to notice that his daughter’s half goblin. The weather was kind and so were our audiences. On the final performance, they greeted us with a tremendous applause (or, to put it another way: the college bar was really cheap), some of them standing on the bleachers, clapping us into the night.


With parenthood, fairy tales spilled back into my life for the third time. There’s only so many Zogs and Lonely Donkeys, Not-so-Scary Snorklums and multiple Paw Patrols you can read aloud before you’re hankering for the classics. My children’s responses fascinated me. My animal-loving youngest identified with the wolf more than with Little Red Riding Hood, and there was a vulpine relish in his delivery of the line ‘All the better to eat you with!’ My Star Wars-eager eldest suggested Hansel and Gretel missed a trick by failing to go into the woods armed with lightsabers.


In the games that followed I found myself huffing and puffing over the bunk bed, which had turned into the brick house of the Three Little Pigs, crouching troll-like underneath it, snarling at the ‘trip-trapping’ of the Billy Goats Gruff, and fee-fi-fo-fumming down the stairs to recover my golden harp from Jack. Occasionally, I was pinned by the kind of crafty questions at which children are so preternaturally skilled. ‘Why are they called fairy tales,’ I was asked one afternoon, a pair of button-shaped eyes gleaming over a stack of books, ‘when fairies don’t even have tails?’ Another time, a nose wrinkled over the kitchen table as the words floated over a tub of peanut butter: ‘Why are there so many witches in fairy tales, but never any wizards?’


Gradually, other imaginative vistas lured the children away, and the traditional stories were left behind for dinosaurs and spaceships. But my old fascination had been re-lit, and I wasn’t ready to give them up all over again. It was as if I’d been going back to the same party, all through my life, but I’d never found out who had cooked all the delicious food, who’d made the decorations, who’d chosen the song list. It was time to find out who they were, and give them thanks.


 


The Trail Begins


Fairy tales stretch back at least five thousand years – so scientists have declared. According to phylogenetic research, a biological process investigating the roots of language,FN1 the origins of stories like ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ can be traced back to the Bronze Age. It’s a thrilling thought – linking us to listeners and storytellers across the millennia. But it overlooks something crucial: the stuff that brings the tales to life. It treats the tales as if they came fully formed, prioritising structural roots over the atmosphere and imagery embedded by individual storytellers.


However vague their opening words may be, fairy tales are rarely located in the timeless zone of everywhere and everywhen. ‘Once upon a time’ (or in French and German ‘There was once’; ‘There was, there wasn’t’ in Arabic; ‘There is’ in Sanskrit) is the deceptively noncommittal doorway to a world that’s often surprisingly particular. Spinning-wheels and castles with jigsaw parapets, dark forests haunted by wolves and bears, heroes on horseback and princesses in veiled hennins leaning out of pointed towers: the classic Western fairy tale is time-locked inside a bubble of medieval Europe. Which is why, when postmodernists construct their fairy tale pastiches – from Stephen Sondheim’s Into the Woods to Shrek to TV series like Once Upon a Time and Disenchanted – they paint their scenes from the same palette. But, as we’ll see, there are fairy tales all over the world, and they root themselves in their own settings.


What they don’t necessarily call themselves is ‘fairy tales’. We use the term in English and French (contes de fées – coined in the late seventeenth century by a brilliant teller of tales called the Baroness d’Aulnoy, and the circle that formed around her), but other languages define the genre differently. The Danes, who produced the most famous individual fairy teller in Hans Christian Andersen, go with eventyr, which is cognate with the English word ‘adventure’. Germans have Märchen, which means ‘little tale’, allowing for the breadth of material in the best-selling of all fairy tale collections, the Children’s and Household Tales of the Brothers Grimm. Amongst the terms used in Arabic is hikayah al-khayaliyeh, or ‘tales of imagination’, emphasising their magical expectations.


But pinning down the taxonomy is like the endless chores handed to the heroines in so many of our tales, and if the birds and mice aren’t going to help, we could be stuck trying to work it all out until we’re living in giant zeppelins over an uninhabitable earth using the last copy of the Grimms’ Kinder und Hausmärchen to keep ourselves warm. The more important question – at least, the question I’m posing in this book – is who.


Who told them? Who wrote them? Who collected the stories that nourish our childhood imaginations? And what drove them to refine the tales in the particular ways they did?


It’s a tribute to their success that we don’t automatically ask this question. The chances are, if you’ve picked up this book, that you know the tale of ‘Beauty and the Beast’. But can you name its author? I certainly couldn’t before I started looking into it. But, however ancient its roots, the story as we know it today wasn’t summoned in shamanic reverie by some primordial folk-teller. It was written by a prolific author, who lived in Paris and printed the story in 1740. ‘Aladdin’ is the most famous tale of The Thousand and One Nights, but who can name the storyteller who recited it in 1709? Most of us know about the Brothers Grimm, but who gave them the tale ‘Hansel and Gretel’, which first appeared in print in 1812? Even when I started asking these questions, it didn’t occur to me that the answers could be so specific.


The enduring anonymity around fairy tales is understandable. We can find elements of their plots in classical mythology – and if their histories stretch back through millennia, then it stands to reason that we wouldn’t know who gave us the earliest versions. It took a rare genius like Hans Christian Andersen to mint fresh fairy tales (although, as we’ll discover, many of his tales were influenced by oral stories and adapted from earlier versions). But this anonymity not only conceals the people who did so much to shape the tales; it also spreads a mist of obscurity over the historical periods in which the stories were standardised. Step through the fog, wait for it to clear, and we start to discover why they became fixed in the forms we know today. Why Aladdin’s genie lives in a lamp, and must be found in a cave. Why the Beast’s palace is surrounded by statues and orange trees. Why the Little Mermaid has to lose her voice. The bodies of the stories may be ancient – structures that scholars have identified across centuries and cultures – but, important as structure is for any storyteller’s toolkit, it isn’t what sparks our childhood imaginations. A child reading ‘Hansel and Gretel’ is more likely to remember the gingerbread house or the moment when Gretel pushes the witch into the oven, rather than the tale’s elegant multi-part structure.FN2 After all, isn’t structure what the grown-ups are for?


Fairy tales had been tugging at my attention – and now it was time to do something about them. I wanted to dig into the tellers’ lives and find out all about them. To read their correspondence, the other tales they left behind, what their friends and relatives (and in some cases their enemies) wrote about them. The deeper I looked, the more I realised there was to find: letters, diaries, even tales that had never been published, nor translated into English. But I also realised the archives weren’t enough. In order to understand the tellers, I needed to track them down to the places where they lived and loved and moulded their tales.


Researching their lives, I found myself wandering around the most famous palace in France, interviewing ballet dancers in Denmark and dining with members of an Italian academy founded in the seventeenth century. I was camping in the Black Forest in springtime, smelling the rising garlic, watching witches dancing around a village square; and in the winter I was riding on the back of a reindeer herder’s snowmobile, shimmying against cannonballs of snow sprung from the hoary branches of spruces and pines.


But travel, during this period, became a dream increasingly hard to envisage; and the image of the fairy tale heroine, locked in solitude in a tower, grew into an everyday reality. I wanted to explore fairy tales beyond the geographical parameters in which we’ve tended to corral them in the West, to include Arabic and Indian stories as well as the remarkable but often neglected skazki of Russia. So I found myself riffling through old travel journals, stepping among some of the fairy tellers through my own nearly forgotten trails. I wanted to balance an exploration of the stories I had grown up with – the big hitters like ‘Hansel and Gretel’, ‘The Snow Queen’ and ‘Beauty and the Beast’ – with an exploration of the wider world across which fairy tales have travelled. Which is why this book includes stories about treasure caves in the desert, mythical birds landing on banyan trees and a hero carried across the sea in the skin of a dead elephant. The history of the fairy tale is like the intestines of a cow – roll it all the way and it stretches so much further than we could ever have expected. Märchen or ‘little stories’ they might be (to use the German term), but the story of the fairy tale is as big as it gets.


In choosing how to tell this story, I felt like I was standing in a forest with so many trees, of so many varieties, that it was difficult to pick a manageable path. An exhaustive encyclopaedic approach would have prevented the kind of close-up personal attention I wanted to give the tellers, so I settled on a core selection. Individually, these figures made crucial contributions to fairy telling, inventing or significantly shaping most of the Western fairy tale canon, including ‘Cinderella’, ‘Rapunzel’, ‘Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Rumpelstiltskin’ and ‘The Little Mermaid’. They also gave us hundreds of other tales, many of which are stranger, and more interesting, than the ones that clog up the traditional anthologies. Their collective life stories trace the development of the fairy tale from oral community tales to the mass production lines of the modern children’s literature industry. This is why The Fairy Tellers follows a roughly chronological path, from the first literary collection of fairy tales in Europe, in the early seventeenth century, to the mid nineteenth century, although some digressions will slide back in time (and one will lead us all the way back to the Middle Ages). This is only one version of the fairy tale story, for there are many paths through this forest.


Despite the fame of their stories, most of these tellers are neglected figures, shrouded by centuries of official literary history. Some have only become approachable because of new sources that have surfaced in the last few years. Many have been obscured, until now, because so many of the sources remain untranslated, and are presented here in English for the first time.FN3 Ranging across backgrounds as well as birthplaces, they include a Neapolitan soldier of fortune, a Syrian youth running away from a career in the souk, an impoverished French aristocrat, a German apothecary’s daughter, a Russian dissident who found himself embroiled in a plot to kill the tsar, a Kashmiri courtier charged with cheering up his queen, and a lonely Dane with a habit of singing to plants. No selection can satisfy everybody, but I hope my choices have succeeded in reflecting the international dimensions of the fairy tale story while keeping a balance between beloved, iconic tales and lesser-known gems.


All of the storytellers in this book had enormous challenges to face, from poverty to political turmoil, from psychological afflictions to the horrors of war. Some succeeded in overcoming these challenges, but not all of them did. As we’ll discover, ‘happy ever after’ is a cliché often spurned by the tales themselves. Many of our most beloved stories end sadly, and so, unfortunately, did many of our fairy tellers. But all of them lived, and most of them loved; several of them travelled, experiencing many different shades of the world, and a couple of them succeeded beyond their wildest dreams.


By focusing on these tellers, by travelling among them, by reading what they told us about their lives, we remind ourselves that stories are cooked in specific places. However universal the ingredients, the recipe carries a local flavour. The reason these stories still speak to us is because they were set down by people who knew poverty and wealth, love and hate, fear and excitement, just as we do today; people who shared in the humus of human life. By unmasking these tellers, we strip away some of the costuming that’s disguised their stories. Like Aladdin’s lamp, many of them are very different when you’ve rubbed away several centuries’ worth of dust.


These are precious stories, beautiful stories, carved out of terrible suffering in some cases, and in others moulded from moments of ecstatic joy. To peel back the layers and expose what lies beneath them: what would that do? On the edge of my trail, I felt as if I was about to trespass on hallowed ground. As if I was Bluebeard’s wife when she turns the key in the door she’s been told must never be opened, and sets her eyes on the chopped-up limbs of her murdering husband’s previous wives. As if I was Psyche, goaded by her sisters to look on her night-time lover in Western literature’s oldest written fairy tale, ‘Cupid and Psyche’ (which was set down all the way back in the second century ad, by a writer from what is now Algeria), warned that her bed-mate is a monster, ‘an enormous snake with many twisting coils’. But when she sparks an oil lamp, she finds herself gazing on the most beautiful man she’s ever seen.


Terror or beauty, or something in between? One of the less palatable lessons of traditional fairy tales is that curiosity (especially in young women) is often answered with punishment rather than reward. But if you’ve got the itch, you’re going to find it awfully hard to stop scratching. The path will pull you in, like the bright lights pull in the Little Mermaid, like the cave door lures Ali Baba, like the flaming wings of the Firebird propel the Russian hero, Prince Ivan – and there isn’t very much anybody can do to stop it . . .










PART ONE


A Snail at the Foot of a Mountain


There is nothing in the world more delicious, my illustrious women, than to hear about the doings of others . . . since when you lend an ear to tasty items, cares evaporate, irksome thoughts are dispelled, and life is prolonged.


Prince Tadeo, The Tale of Tales (1634–6)
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The Tale of the Laughing Princess
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Princess Zoza is beautiful but melancholy. It doesn’t matter what her father puts before her – jugglers or a jumping monkey, an ass that drinks from a glass – nothing can so much as crack a smile on her face.


Until . . .


One day, a mischievous court page heckles an old woman and breaks her pitcher with a stone. In retaliation, she lifts her skirt and flashes a ‘woodsy scene’, prompting the watching Zoza to erupt in the very first laugh of her life. Indignant, the old woman hurls a terrible curse upon her: may she never find a husband except for ‘the prince of Round Field’, the sleeping Tadeo, who lies in a faraway tomb under a fairy’s enchantment, which can only be lifted by filling a pitcher with tears.


So Zoza sets out to cancel both her own curse and Tadeo’s. In the course of her journey, she meets three fairies, who give her a magic walnut, a chestnut and a hazelnut. Her natural melancholy is a great asset – on reaching the prince’s tomb, she pours two days’ worth of tears into the pitcher. But so exhausted is she that she falls asleep when only a few more drops are needed to fill the vessel. A passing slave-girl, seeing how little needs to be done, adds her own tears, and the awakened prince takes her as his wife.


What a desolation for Zoza! Discovering her feat has been completed by another, she trudges to the city. Cracking open the magic walnut, chestnut and hazelnut, she produces a singing manikin, a hen with golden chicks and a gold-spinning doll, which she imbues with a special property: ‘to instil in the slave’s heart the desire to hear tales’. Powerless against this enchantment, the pregnant slave-queen orders Prince Tadeo to surround her with story-spinners. Quickly they come, from all over the city: ‘big-nosed Tolla’, ‘hunchback Popa’, ‘snout-faced Ciulla’, and many others.


Ten storytellers are chosen to attend the slave-queen in the palace garden. And so begin five days of magical adventures, culminating in a tale about a devious slave-girl, which cuts a little close to the bone. Invited to narrate her own tale, Zoza reveals the slave-queen’s deception and Tadeo has his false wife – along with his unborn baby – buried alive. Not that he’s planning on remaining single for long. He takes Zoza as his new queen and sends word to her parents to ride quickly, for the wedding party is about to begin . . .










Chapter 1


Giambattista Basile


Back, back, back . . . seek out the roots of the fairy tale and we’re hacking one thorny hedge after another, all the way back to the Stone Age. We could climb out in North Africa in the second century ad, which is where the Latin-writing high priest and philosopher Lucius Apuleius scribbled down ‘Cupid and Psyche’, the oldest-known literary Western fairy tale, about a beautiful princess in an enchanted palace who scalds her mysterious lover with a drop of oil and sets out on a troubled journey to find him again, performing arduous chores to appease her vindictive mother-in-law, helped by an entire district’s population of ants, a kindly talking reed and an eagle.


Or we could leap out in medieval India, where we find hundreds of tales of magical doings, lovers separated by twists of fate, people and gods transformed into animals, in the wonderfully titled The Ocean of the Streams of Story (written circa 1070 ad), a collection to which we’ll be turning our attention before this trail is done.


Or how about a trip to sixteenth-century Venice? There we’d encounter Giovanni Francesco Straparola, whose Facetious Nights (published 1551–5) contained around fifteen fairy tales (in a collection of seventy-five), including the earliest written version of ‘Puss in Boots’ as well as forerunners to ‘The Golden Goose’ and ‘Donkey-Skin’.


But this trail starts with a collection penned in southern Italy in the seventeenth century, notable for its direct connection to many of our most popular tales. It was entitled Lo cunto de li cunti – The Tale of Tales – and its author went by the pen name ‘Gian Alesio Abbattutis’ – the surname translating as ‘the dejected one’.


Which turned out to be a misdirection. Giambattista Basile was known, to quote a contemporary, for ‘his perpetual cheerfulness of spirit, for which he was deemed the life of conversations’. Like Princess Zoza, the melancholy heroine whose tale frames his story collection, he lit up the people around him; and like his heroine, he roamed far and wide in search of his dream. But he returned to his home shores around Naples and lived out his life at the Italian courts. Giambattista was a prolific author, although only a moderately successful one. Nothing published in his lifetime would be remembered. His legacy rests, instead, on the posthumous collection of tales, published shortly after his death, in 1634–6.


Venture into this four-hundred-year-old cavern of narrative and you’ll meet storytelling at its most sumptuous and strange: where a childless queen is impregnated by the cooked heart of a sea dragon, a man prevails on a kingdom of mice to help him reclaim his lost fortune (as long as he pays them enough cheese) and a cockroach burrows inside the rectum of its master’s lordly rival, turning itself into a suppository to make him shit all over his bride. But you will also encounter some of our most familiar childhood tales.


The young woman forced to labour for her horrible stepsisters, whisked by magic to the ball, who simply can’t hold on to her shoe – for European readers, Giambattista got there first. The princess in the tower, whose hair becomes a ladder so her handsome lover can climb up to meet her – that’s one of Giambattista’s. He provided one of the earliest known versions of the comatose princess in the forgotten castle; and of the brother and sister, abandoned in the woods by their woodcutter father, who can’t make their way home because their trail’s been eaten.


Although fairy tales can be found in the aforementioned collections, Giambattista’s was the first to be devoted entirely to fairy tales, ‘the sort that old women usually entertain the little ones with’, as he defines them near the beginning of his book. It’s in The Tale of Tales that we find recognisable versions of our classic fairy tales for the first time; where the stories are driven not by the machinations of gods but by the antics of ogres and witches; where fingers are pricked on spinning-wheels and princesses are locked in towers; stepmothers are routinely cast as villains and forests as amphitheatres for magical goings-on. It is from Giambattista’s collection, in some cases very specifically, that we can trace a path to the beloved tales we know today.


Asylum in Crete


So who was the man who put these tales together? He was born around 1575, a contemporary of Shakespeare and Cervantes: a figure of the Renaissance, living through the Counter-Reformation and Age of Discovery when Europe wrestled with new ideas in science and religion, its cities enriched by precious goods and people pulled out of faraway lands. All of these elements would find their way into his tales.


Growing up in the pleasant resort of Posillipo, on the fringe of the court of Naples, Giambattista passed a comfortable youth, but an unfruitful one. Without a noble patron, a life of letters was unthinkable. So he travelled across Italy and charmed his way into the graces of a Venetian nobleman called Andrea Cornaro.


The Venetian Republic had interests in Crete, and Giambattista made his way to the embattled island as part of Cornaro’s entourage. Squint hard and we can visualise him: manning the Lazaretto battery, setting out in pursuit of corsairs, in a galleon loaded with powder and the contraband arquebuses captured from unlicensed ships, even taking part in a battle against the galleys of the Ottoman Turks. But soldiering, as Giambattista wrote in his Tales, is a hazardous enterprise: you’re liable to be ‘completely destroyed, or crippled’ with nothing to show but ‘the subsidy of a pair of crutches, or a treatment for scabies, or – and it’s the lesser evil – a pension plan in the hospital’.


A surviving portrait shows the gentle expression of a man more likely to pour witticisms in your ear than bellow across the plaza. Smooth waves of hair flow above dark gleaming eyes, which peer at the viewer with humorous scepticism. His curling whisk collar and his beaded doublet hold him to the age, along with the sword pommel peeking out from a curled hand; but something in that wry expression speaks across the centuries, inviting us to share the joke with him.


Described by a contemporary as ‘the true epitome of an exquisitely refined gentleman’, Giambattista was better suited to swapping tales in noblemen’s salons than holding off mortar-pieces from hastily erected siege towers. In Crete he found himself in Cornaro’s Academia degli Stravaganti, ‘Academy of the Eccentrics’. The heyday of the literary gentlemen’s club had begun: members sat around delicately carved tables, fooling around with satires or dazzling each other with the latest scientific formulae. Every member had a code name: Giambattista’s was Il Pigro (‘The Lazy One’). Whether or not this was a comment on his disinclination for fighting, we have firmer proof that he wasn’t cut out for a soldier’s life: within a year he’d resigned his commission and decided to return to Naples. The ‘ungrateful shores’ he called them. They may have spurned him in his youth, but now he was older and better connected, a talented scribbler with a knack for making friends. All he needed was a bit of fairy dust. Or, to use its more workaday name: luck.


Megalopolis


One of the most exhilarating views in Naples is from the belvedere outside Saint Martin’s Charterhouse on the Vomero Hill. Wandering around the old city, trying not to get squashed by the motorcycles or flattened against walls of crumbling plaster, you pop out of the labyrinth like a cork out of a bottle of Prosecco, flying up wide stone steps crackling with broken glass, and lean into the classic Neapolitan panorama.


Above, the hexagonal ramparts of Saint Elmo’s Castle claw the crest of the Vomero, forming a giant star of volcanic tufa. Behind, the charterhouse facade is dazzling white, a sun-kissed screen for the mosaic-work, handcrafted nativity scenes and Baroque paintings inside. If it weren’t for Mount Vesuvius, bristling across the valley, this formidable assembly would preen triumphant over the Bay of Naples. As it is, wedged between the volcano and the smoking craters of the Phlegraean Fields, Naples exists in a state of dramatic tension: commanding the sea but cowering under the deadliest lava spewer on mainland Europe.


Giambattista would have climbed these steps if he joined his literary friends on their regular visits to the prisoner Tommaso Campanella, who was chained in the castle dungeon throughout the first quarter of the seventeenth century. Languishing in his dank confinement, Campanella was composing a groundbreaking utopian philosophy, The City of the Sun, in which he challenged prevailing wisdom with a radical reimagining of social structures – a society where ‘all things are common’ and ‘both sexes are instructed in all the arts together’.


Although Campanella was derided by the authorities and most of his contemporaries, he was admired by many, including the aristocrat Giovanni Battista Manso, Marquis of Villa, and founder of a literary academy (the Academy of Idlers) in which Giambattista became an early member. Campanella’s radical philosophy reflected the questing anxieties of the age. While Giambattista was re-establishing himself in Naples, another acquaintance of the Marquis of Villa was making his first telescopic observations in Padua. Galileo Galilei’s study of the phases of Venus, proving that the planets orbit the Sun, would underpin a radical shift in European science and philosophy, changing not only the way the universe was seen but also our place within it. The Inquisition would condemn the scientist a year before The Tale of Tales was published.


Wrestling cosmology free of theology was fractious and at times violent, and it engaged the minds of many of Giambattista’s acquaintances, like the natural philosopher Giambattista della Porta (who, amongst many achievements, perfected the camera obscura, developed the power of steam and printed a crucial proof – smashing a widespread belief of the time – that magnets couldn’t be disempowered by garlic). Despite the menace of papal inquisitions, scientists were illuminating the universe. If the cosmos was vaster than had previously been appreciated, and humanity’s place less central, what other certainties were starting to wobble? A feeling of displacement rippled through intellectual society. We find it expressed not only in the work of Giambattista’s scientific contemporaries but also in that of his fellow artists.


Among the painters he knew was Massimo Stanzione, whose work he praised in a couple of poems – an ode and a madrigal. To peer at Stanzione’s Preparations for the Last Supper, hanging darkly behind the altar in the Saint Martin Charterhouse, with its bare-chested, dirt-stained servants scrubbing metal dishes and carrying wine pitchers under Baroque archways and pillars, is to witness the local overlapping with the mythical, which is an animating principle in Giambattista’s tales as well. They were both breathing new life into ancient forms and narratives, filling them with people from the streets around them.


From the belvedere of Saint Martin’s, terracotta roofs ripple down through the Spanish Quarter, sliding around the occasional stone steeple and lead dome. The quarter took its name in the sixteenth century, when troops from the occupying Spanish power were billeted here. They had ruled since the mid fifteenth century and would remain in power until 1707, keeping Naples separate from the rest of the Italian peninsula, but connecting it to their wider empire, stretching right across the Atlantic.


With steel breastplates battened over their doublets, Spanish officers distributed their sentinels all over the Old Town, under the blood-red saltire of the Spanish flag. Their presence, as with so many military occupations, had a complicated impact on society. Life at court forced anybody with ambitions to mix with them, and Giambattista was even commissioned by the viceroy to write masquerades and fill bureaucratic posts. But he also shared the Neapolitan distaste for their overseers. And one of the advantages of writing fantasy is that it’s easy to cover your tracks.


In the frame tale of Giambattista’s collection, Princess Zoza’s rightful husband is stolen from under her sleeping eyes. For some readers, this is a parable for occupation, slyly chiding ‘sleepy Naples’ for letting go of its rights. But allusive narrative techniques were never going to satisfy a writer as bombastic as Giambattista. Throughout the book he takes aim at the Spanish, knocking them for their ‘sallow colour’, propensity for boasting and stealing gentlemen’s cloaks.


Was he flirting with danger? It may explain why the book remained unpublished in his lifetime. But he was emboldened by his language, for unlike many of his other works, The Tale of Tales was written in Neapolitan,FN1 in which few Spaniards were proficient.


Giambattista’s closest friend, the writer Giulio Cortese, was a fellow pioneer of works in Neapolitan. In his Voyage to Parnassus (1621), Cortese declared: ‘I write as I speak . . . and the words of Naples are cast . . . not from gold, but from sugar and honey.’ Giambattista had the same pride in their native tongue. ‘Ah zaccaro,’ declares the furious old woman, heckling the rude page-boy in the frame tale of The Tale of Tales, ‘frasca, merduso, piscialietto, sautariello de zimmaro, pettola a culo . . .’ (‘Ah, you worthless thing, you dope, shit-head, bed-pisser, leaping goat, diaper ass . . .’). With tirades like this, Giambattista was celebrating the spiciness of the local tongue. And when a rich Neapolitan character rids himself of a parasite, declaring, ‘you act like an occupying soldier who wants to scare us out of our possessions’, he’s sticking it to the Spaniards. As we’ll see, Giambattista wasn’t the only fairy teller for whom the writing of magical tales had a sharp political edge.


And yet it’s the complicated nature of political occupation that it can be hard to push the invader aside. It was the Spanish presence, after all, that made Naples the grand city it had become. Its street plan dated back to the sixth century bc, the rectilinear grid of market streets and squares laid out under an earlier foreign occupier – the Greek masters who named it Neapolis (‘New City’) and turned it into their Tyrrhenian getaway. But it was the Spanish, in the sixteenth century, who transformed the city’s layout to the one we know today, fortifying the hills, building marina embankments around the half-moon harbour, and laying down the central thoroughfare of Via Toledo – named after the sixteenth-century viceroy, Pedro de Toledo. In the process, they turned Naples into the busiest port in the Mediterranean.


‘I see in every street,’ wrote the seventeenth-century court secretary, Giulio Capaccio, ‘every alley, at every corner so many people who jostle me and tread on me, and I have difficulty in getting away from them.’ With buildings rising up to six storeys and a population of more than three hundred thousand (three times as large as Rome), Naples was the megalopolis of southern Europe, praised for its assets as much as it was vilified for its squalor, ‘a paradise peepled by devils’, in the words of the seventeenth-century English writer James Howell. ‘There is nobody who does not desire to see it,’ Capaccio insisted, ‘and who does not desire to die here.’ Or, as the tourist brochures put it: ‘see Naples and die’.


It was in this period that Naples offered many of her greatest gifts to the world: developments in the camera obscura and the telescope;FN2 ideas about cosmic pluralism and the infinity of the universe; the foregrounding of communism (in Campanella’s City of the Sun); the establishment of scientific societies; artistic masterpieces by Caravaggio, the gore-obsessed Jusepe de Ribera or the master sculptor Cosimo Fanzago; the development of pasta and pizza as popular dishes. Golden ages tend to have their dark sides, and the same era gave birth to some of Naples’ more shameful legacies, such as the Camorra gangsters, who can be traced back to the petty hoodlums and Spanish soldiers of the time. But amongst the city’s many achievements, one of the most overlooked is the first integral fairy tale collection.


Cosmopolis


Down at the port, as noisy as anywhere else in Naples: the rustling of sails unfolding under the whistling spars, the squeal of windlasses as crates are winched down to the log ramps, the yelling of the sailors in the rigging and the merchants on the docks who’ve been waiting impatiently for their goods to arrive. Here at the mouth of the city you see how it communicates with others. In Giambattista’s Naples, the connections with the trading networks of the Mediterranean were as pungent as the smells of nutmeg and musk in the customs depots. ‘Africa furnisheth them with skinnes,’ wrote the English traveller George Sandys, who passed through in the 1610s, ‘Spain with cloth and gold; Elba with steele and iron; and we with our countries commodities: so that nothing is wanting.’ In an age of seafarers, when power was invested in the nations that could best marshal their fleets across the seas, the busy docks of Naples were the key to the city’s international standing. And just as she drew in wares from across the world, so she drew in a cosmopolitan range of people.


Not that all the Neapolitans were pleased about this: ‘Nowhere in the world,’ wrote Capaccio scathingly, ‘is there anything so obtrusive and undisciplined, the result of the mixture and confusion of so many races . . . miserable, beggarly and mercenary folk of a kind such as to undermine the wisest constitution of the best of republics, the dregs of humanity . . .’


Similar prejudices, reflecting the values of lettered men of the time, trickle into Giambattista’s writing. Stories may be set as far apart as Egypt and Scotland, but the qualities of other nations aren’t always admired. In the tale ‘The She-Bear’, for example, a wife-hunting king spurns an international smorgasbord of potential queens, like an online dater swiping through Tinder: ‘the Spanish woman displeased him because of her sallow colour . . . the German seemed to him cold and icy, the French-woman too feather-brained, and the Venetian looked like a distaff of flax with her bleached hair’. When it comes to the spoils, homespun heroes and heroines win the day. The frame tale sets the tone, for Giambattista chose to build his entire collection around the duplicitous actions of an African slave, the wily Lucia, who steals Princess Zoza’s reward while the heroine is sleeping.


There were ten thousand slaves in Giambattista’s Naples (around three per cent of the population – so many they had their own Neapolitan-Moorish patois). As in other parts of Europe, they were prisoners of war, captives from raids, sold by their families to pay off debts, exchanged in the slave markets that flourished on either side of the Mediterranean, presented as gifts between nobles and enlisted to decorate the courts. Slavery was embedded in the economic fabric of Giambattista’s world. So it’s little surprise that it features in his tales.


In the final story before the climax, a black slave-girl looks into the water, and instead of a ‘black crow’ sees a ‘white dove’, in the form of a beautiful fairy, sitting in a tree above her. ‘Me no thick-lipped slave,’ she declares, mistaking the reflection for her own, ‘me so beautiful’. To Giambattista’s readership, she was a figure of ridicule, lampooned for her pretensions to beauty – a troubling example of the racial dimension underpinning European beauty myths. When she tricks the prince into marrying her, on the false basis that she’ll turn into a white-faced fairy every other year, the lusty royal reflects the attitudes of Giambattista and his peers: ‘Who draped with black mourning the freshly whitewashed house where I thought I would take all my pleasures?’ Between the many delights of the Tales, these moments are hard to swallow, reminding us of how distant we are from Giambattista’s world (and, in some disturbing ways, how close).


Still, there are layers to Giambattista’s racial stereotyping. In the tale of ‘Rosella’, a Christian prince is captured by a Turkish sultan, who fattens up the prince so he can use his blood to cure his leprosy. While in captivity, the prince falls in love with the sultan’s daughter, Rosella. She helps the prince escape, but her sorceress mother casts a hex upon him so that he forgets Rosella as soon as he reaches home. Finding herself forgotten by her beloved, a stranger in Christian territory, Rosella takes a house near the royal palace, and quickly attracts interest. ‘Sonnets arrived in a frenzy, messages in floods, musical compositions in stupefying quantities, and there was enough hand kissing to make your asshole itch.’ She uses and outwits her suitors – a door that can never be closed bamboozles one prospective lover, a candle that can never be snuffed outfoxes another. Rubbing their bruised egos, the befuddled suitors petition the king, and Rosella is summoned. At last: the opportunity she’s been awaiting! She’s been mistreated, she explains, forced into a demeaning existence ‘hardly appropriate for her status’. The prince recovers his memory, Rosella is converted to Christianity, ‘and they were more satisfied than anyone who has ever borne the yoke of matrimony’.


So, despite being born a ‘Turk’, Rosella is allowed to fashion her own happy ending. She has the appropriate high-born status, and the ‘stain’ of her Turkish ancestry can be ‘undone’ by the magical transformation of baptism. Here we see the colourism behind seventeenth-century racism, whereby ‘Turchi’ and ‘Mori’ were granted better treatment than ‘Negri’ (for example, when Turkish ship captains were captured, they could expect to be ransomed and treated with deference, whereas African princes enjoyed no such privilege). Lucia and Rosella both reflect the cosmopolitanism of Giambattista’s world as well as its limitations.


Academy of Idlers


‘Here I go, my beautiful Naples,’ declares one of Giambattista’s heroes, ‘I’m leaving you! Who knows if I’ll ever be able to see you again, bricks of sugar and walls of sweet pastry, where the stones are manna in your stomach, the rafters are sugarcane, the doors and windows puff pastry?’


For slaves and street-dwellers – the lower class known as lazzaroni – indigence and misery might have been the most likely fate. But if you were lucky enough to belong to the right social echelon, Naples was Pleasure Island. To walk around it, even today, is to glimpse Giambattista’s world: where your shoes scrape against slabs of yellow tufo or hardened block lava, as you’re swept forward by the momentum of the crowd, burning on wide-open, sun-fried piazzas, hurling yourself into the welcome shade of dark, narrow alleys.


Giambattista’s Naples worm-holes through the centuries when you stop at a pastry shop for a shell-shaped, ricotta-filled sfogliatella (which first appeared in the fairy teller’s lifetime), or pick up a bottle of Strega liquor, named after the ‘witches’ who were said to haunt the countryside around Naples. There may be no litter-bearers yelling each other out of the way – instead, it’s all moped riders with thumbs welded to their horn switches, achieving levels of ear torture that Giambattista’s age would have matched with street-criers’ trumpets. Cornicelli, ‘little horns’ the shape and colour of red peppers (symbolic red phalluses derived from the Graeco-Roman god Priapus) hang over doorways and windows as lucky charms; and people in search of a blessing kiss the bronze bust of Pulcinella, a long-nosed, pot-bellied buffoon invented by seventeenth-century entertainers as a comic stock character (if you wander around Naples’ Old City today, you may even bump into a walking Pulcinella, offering lottery tickets and sprinkling customers with rock salt for luck; the character was exported to Britain, where it evolved into the puppet-show anti-hero Punch).


Under the saint-encrusted guglia, decorative obelisks raised in honour of plague victims, there are holy figures gleaming over candles in street-corner shrines and the low doors of the bassi, the cheap ground-floor dwellings described in the Tales, which remind us that for all the magical transformations and fantastical creatures, these stories were assembled out of the world that Giambattista and his readers recognised. Artists of the time didn’t need cameras to show the filth and splendour in which they trod. And one of them produced a painting that enables us to step back four centuries, as if Giambattista’s city is still pouring its madness around us.


Step down the Via dei Tribunali, which cuts through the Old City, under cracked stone and chipped cornices, the worn scowls of stucco gods and glistening cornicelli. Behind a five-arched portico and the sombre gaze of marble saints, enter the small chapel of the Pio Monte della Misericordia. ‘Zitto non pipitare!’ as Giambattista would say (‘Shut up, not a peep!’). Cocooned in a sepulchral silence, you gaze across the octagonal room and your eyes settle on a brooding rectangle of canvas, an all-too-rare example of a masterpiece hanging in the very spot for which it was painted.


This is Caravaggio’s Seven Acts of Mercy.


Hovering like the spectators in a theatre box, winged angels bear the Virgin and Child, witnesses to the sordid realities of Neapolitan street life. Beneath them, a man in a loincloth slides across the ground while a nobleman in a feathered hat snips a strip off his cloak to clothe him. Behind the nobleman, a shadowy figure slakes his thirst with the drops of liquid inside an ass’s jawbone, receding into a darkness matched on the other side of the canvas, where a tavern-keeper holds a torch for a pall-bearer whose thigh is grazed by the feet of a corpse. Tucked under the inn is the grate of a jail, where a woman in a white bonnet bares her breast to a thirsty prisoner, whose beard is flecked with her milk, delineated with white lead.


Under the mobile, flickering light this crowded tableau has the jostling energy of contemporary accounts of Naples, the pressure-cooker atmosphere of a place that drives people over the barriers of conventional decency – whether a pauper grovelling naked on the floor, a man drinking from an animal fossil, or a woman giving her breast to a thirsty prisoner. It’s a painting of manifold layers, folding everyday scenes into biblical examples of mercy; a painting that reminds us that art worthy of the name is rarely separate from real life, however distant it may at first appear.


The Pio Monte della Misericordia was named for a foundation, set up in 1601 by seven noblemen for the purpose of charitable deeds. Every Friday they would bring food and comfort to the poor and needy, developing an institution that supplied forty hospital beds for the poor and paid for Masses for the dead. Like the wealthy philanthropists of today, the noblemen expected their endeavours to be commemorated; and for Baroque philanthropists, commemoration didn’t come much better than having your chapel painted by a genius.


It was Giovanni Battista Manso, the marquis of Villa, Giambattista’s very useful aristocratic contact, who commissioned Caravaggio’s painting. Manso was a one-man Arts Council, cultivating friendships with poets such as Torquato Tasso, philosophers such as the proto-communist prisoner Tommaso Campanella, as well as scientists such as Galileo. He also sponsored a wandering poet called Giambattista Marino, who sat alongside Giambattista Basile in early meetings of Manso’s club for literary gentlemen. With the tongue-in-cheek humour typical of these set-ups, it was called the Academia degli Oziosi – the Academy of Idlers.


Marino’s densely allusive poetry may not be flying off the shelves of Mondadori today, but he was one of the most celebrated wordsmiths of the time, admired by John Milton, among others, and his distinctive style spawned its own adjective – marinismo. With his madcap irregularity, he had a knack for shocking through surreal imagery, such as his ‘Woman Combing Her Hair’, in which a miniaturised lover flounders in ‘that golden sea, which, as it curled, opened its stormy blond treasure’ – the golden hair of his beloved.


Marino’s surreal images would have appealed to Giambattista. In one of his letters he described encountering, on his travels, bugs ‘so beastly elephantine that whoever would strip them of their hide would make a great profit by making boots from it’ – which is mirrored by the image of a giant insect hide displayed in Giambattista’s tale ‘The Flea’. This relish for dizzying swings in scale is a feature of both their work, echoed in the seal chosen by Giambattista for his membership of the Academy of Idlers. Recycled from the Academy of Eccentrics in Crete, it was a snail at the foot of a mountain. It suggests a man who recognised the individual’s impotence against fortune’s merciless gradients, ‘raising people you wouldn’t deign to kick out of a bean field to great heights’, as Giambattista puts it in one of his tales, ‘and beating to the ground people who are the flower of mankind’.


Between them, artists like Marino, Caravaggio and Giambattista depicted their world with granular intensity. Although, on the surface, magic tales and morbid tableaux don’t appear to have much in common, a painter like Caravaggio, who visualised biblical scenes through the people he observed around him, was singing from the same song sheet as a storyteller like Giambattista, setting tales of ogres and witches in the streets of contemporary Naples. But there’s one matter on which Caravaggio and Giambattista would have certainly disagreed – the best place for a good night out.


Down the narrowest alley in Naples, so tight it feels like you’re groping through a crack in a cave. Light glows at the throat of this corridor, and you pass under dangling corncobs into a barrel-vaulted hall where diners are dipping their heads over octopus meatballs and mussel soup. Giambattista described the Locanda del Cerriglio as ‘the funhouse . . . where laughter abounds’. Not so much for Caravaggio. There, in October 1609, he was ambushed by four armed men and struck across the face with a sword. Violence was his element, as much as paint – he only snuck out to Naples because he’d fatally wounded a fellow ruffian in the groin. Although the disfigured artist managed to flee the tavern with his life, his luck was running out. A few months later fever took him on his way back to Rome.


The Locanda del Cerriglio is a fitting final stop for a tour of Giambattista’s Naples. All stripes of society gathered there, summed up by a contemporary poet: ‘at one table you saw a hangman, another a lady of the night, now you saw Basile, and now Cortese . . .’ You’d have been likely to see them all at the same time, for Giulio Cortese was Giambattista’s great friend and mutual devotee of the Neapolitan vernacular (and he celebrated the Locanda in a seven-canto poem from 1628, ‘The Enchanted Cerriglio’).


What they came for is what we find in all their work – in Giambattista’s fairy tales and Caravaggio’s paintings as well as Cortese’s verses: life, high and low. Fantasy and mythology costumed their scenes, but the men and women were drawn from the streets. Between them, they conjured a vision of seventeenth-century Naples – frantic and crime-sodden, where nobody’s fortune is safe and anything goes – that allows us to step up to the brink of their world and peer inside.


But spend too long with Caravaggio, Cortese et al., and claustrophobia consumes you. Fortunately, one of these artists can offer relief. For Giambattista’s tales drag us through the city gates, away from the urban stench and the filth of the docks, out into the wonders of the countryside . . .










The Tale of the Flea


[image: clip0004]


The king of high mountain has been bitten by a flea, and he is enraptured. What a beautiful creature it is! He feeds himself to his hematophagic guest until it grows to the size of a sheep and dies. So gargantuan is its hide that nobody can guess the creature’s identity, and the king issues a proclamation: whoever can answer this riddle will marry his daughter.


Noblemen flock to this bridal contest – one says it’s the skin of a lynx, another suggests a crocodile. But none can hit the mark until an ogre appears, a creature so hideous he would make the bravest young man shit his pants. With a single sniff, the ogre identifies it: ‘the ringleader of all fleas’.


Discovering she will have to marry the ogre, Princess Porziella is furious: ‘What sort of bad manners have I used with you,’ she asks her father, ‘to be delivered into the hands of this bogeyman?’ But the king insists his pledge must be kept, and sends her off with her revolting groom.


Dragged to a hut in the heart of a forest, Porziella pines for her former life ‘in the midst of plenty’, until an old woman passes by. Pouring out her sob story, she wins the old woman’s pity and the aid of her seven sons. Each of them has a special gift – one can make a sea of soap out of his spit, another can turn a piece of iron into a field of razors, another can raise a tower from a stone. Porziella escapes with these remarkable brothers, but the ogre sets off in pursuit. They keep him back with their soapy sea, razor-field and other tricks, but the ogre is relentless. Finally, they conjure a tower. When the ogre climbs up to reach them, they shoot him down with a crossbow and slit his throat like a lump of ricotta. So Porziella is freed from the husband she never wanted, and the seven sons are loaded with gifts by the king, who has been repenting of his folly ever since he sent his daughter away.










Chapter 2


The Siren of Posillipo


While Giambattista was still in Crete, fending off the mortar-pieces of the Ottoman navy, or more likely swapping crazy tales with his fellow savants in the Academy of Eccentrics, a real-life fairy tale was happening in his own family.


‘The Siren of Posillipo’, they called her, ‘la bella Adriana’. By the time of Giambattista’s homecoming, his sister was being feted by some of the biggest spenders in Italy. So determined was the Duke of Mantua to win her services that he wrote her seven letters in a single day. ‘Signora Adriana,’ declared the duke’s chief composer, the great Claudio Monteverdi, ‘lends the music such power and so special a grace, bringing such delight to the senses that the place becomes almost like a new theatre.’ In the same letter Monteverdi noted that guards were posted at the venue where she was singing, because there were so many ‘ladies and knights from the entire court, but also more than a hundred other gentlemen from the city too’.


If only we could listen to Adriana’s voice today. She did more than just snap up a few good notices for a couple of seasons. For twenty years she was the most celebrated virtuosa in Italy. Giambattista’s fellow academician, Giambattista Marino, praised the ‘beautiful Adriana’ in his bestselling epic poem Adonis (1623), ‘who seeks with her sweet song to bring forth sweet sentiments and with her life and her voice she goes along launching Cupid’s arrows’. Her fame even spread outside of Italy: the king of Poland offered substantial expenses if she would attend his court.


Adriana knew her worth. Before arriving in Mantua she insisted on a letter of invitation from the duchess and a formal request to the viceroy and vicereine in Naples. In his letters, Monteverdi recorded his efforts to retain her at the Mantuan court, ‘compelled to assure her how much the Most Illustrious Lords . . . honoured and esteemed her’, as he put it to the cardinal, ‘and even more so how much your Eminence did’.


Special as she was, Adriana was no outlier. Seventeenth-century Naples struck a rich vein of powerful women in the arts – at least, compared with the rest of Europe at the time. These included creators like the painter Giovanna Garzoni as well as curators like the print shop manager Caterina di Silvestro (who took on her late husband’s lucrative business after his death, joining the ranks of working widows allowed to operate commercially without being sullied by scandal).


Each had her own complicated trajectory, but if anyone reflects the challenges faced by artistic women of the time, it’s the painter Artemisia Gentileschi. She was known to the Basiles: she painted Adriana, a portrait so lifelike it was said by a contemporary poet that you could hear the singer’s voice when you looked at it; and she probably knew Giambattista, who composed a masquerade she attended, in honour of the viceroy’s wife. Her art also offers, like Caravaggio’s, a side glimpse into Giambattista’s world. In her case, it points us towards the storyteller’s treatment of women.


Artemisia grew up in Rome, a painter’s daughter, instructed on the techniques of perspective by a well-known expert in illusionistic architecture called Agostino Tassi, who was a friend of her father’s. Not much of a friend, it turned out. He pursued Artemisia sexually, and when she turned him down, he raped her. A year later her father sued Tassi for ‘defloration’, but in keeping with a torrid practice of the time, Artemisia was compelled to ‘prove’ the truth of her testimony by having her fingers tortured with thumbscrews. Discretely married off, soon afterwards, to the brother of a family friend, she gave birth to five children, only one of whom survived infancy. A life full of pain, yet from these brutal experiences she produced some of the most radical paintings of the century, as ravishing in their colours as they are arresting in their depictions of complex, adversarial women. Her most famous canvas shows the biblical Judith slaying the giant Holofernes, alongside a maidservant. The women’s sleeves are rolled up, their faces tight in concentration as they skewer the giant’s neck with a dagger, like a couple of kitchen servants plucking a chicken.
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