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Dedicated
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INTRODUCTION

 

Forty-four women. Forty-four stories of incredible lives, each different from the other, but linked by the same leitmotif of excellence, perseverance and passion. This book aims at being a homage to all the women whose revolutionary discoveries and works have forever changed the history of humankind. It is for that reason, that they received the most prestigious prize of all - the Nobel Prize.

The award was established after the death of Swedish chemist Alfred Nobel, the inventor of dynamite, who wanted to allocate the assets he had received to another cause. In his will [1] he indicated that it would finance projects that "have conferred the greatest benefit to mankind" through the award of five prizes. Each year, three prizes were to be given to those who made the biggest discoveries in the field of: physics, chemistry and medicine. Another is destined for an author, and the last, to a person or organization that operates in a peculiar way for peace in the world and the fraternity between nations. In 1969, Economic Sciences was added to the list. Currently, there is still no prize for mathematics. 

The ceremony for the allocation of the prize takes place yearly, on December 10 (the anniversary of Nobel's death in 1896), with the awarding of 10 million SEK (around 1 million euros). The first awards were given in 1901. Two years later, for the first time, the honor went to a woman - the charismatic Marie Curie, an extraordinary person whose genius has few comparisons. Within a few years she received two Nobel Prizes, the first in Physics and the second in Chemistry. The most recent woman is Alice Munro, in 2013. Between the two, there is more than a century full of change and achievement.

By reading these biographies, you can feel to what extent society has changed from the beginning of the twentieth century to today. You will also understand how complicated it was for women born at the turn of the century to enter higher education and to be considered by their male colleagues. Unfortunately, in many fields, this attitude is still present and stronger than ever. Proportionally, only a small percentage of women have received the Swedish medal, a sign that the path to gender equality is still long. Many of them had to fight to establish themselves and make their talent known, often going against their families who saw them exclusively as wives and mothers. But they believed in themselves, had a dream, and with determination overcame every difficulty.

Some of them, such as Rosalyn Yalow (Nobel Prize in Physics) and Sigrid Undset (Nobel Prize in Literature) came from poor families, and despite this, with work and constant effort they succeed in standing out. Others had to defend themselves from the misogynist and chauvinist world of the university (like Nobel Prize in Medicine Laureate Gerty Cori and Nobel Prize in Physics Laureate Maria Göppert-Mayer), which excluded them from professional roles not considered suitable for women.

In other cases, the drive and the will to see change came from tragic personal events (Nobel Peace Prize winner Mairead Corrigan lost her sister and three nephews in a terrible accident caused by a fugitive belonging to the Irish Republican Army (IRA), a terrorist organization that abandoned armed battle in 2005). Notwithstanding their work, all of these women, scientists, writers, organizers and spokeswomen demonstrate that with perseverance and an openness towards others, you can get where you want. As the great Rita Levi-Montalcini (Nobel Prize in Medicine) said, "The key to human existence is not love, but curiosity".

 

 


[1] Oslo or Stockholm? Nobel decided that both the Prizes in Chemistry and Physics would be assigned by the Swedish Science Academy, the Nobel Prize in Medicine by the Karolinska Institute of Stockholm, the Nobel Prize in Literature by the Academy of Stockholm and the Nobel Peace Prize by a committee of five people elected by the Parliament of Oslo and assigned in the capital of Norway.




Marie Curie (Poland)
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Nobel Prize in Physics, 1903
   Nobel Prize in Chemistry, 1911


 

The Pioneer of Sciencea

Marie Curie was the first woman to receive the Nobel, the first one (and currently still the only one) to receive a second one, all before getting a PhD and teaching at a University. One record after another, hers is a surprising story that begins in the last 30 years of the nineteenth century.

 

Marie Skłodowska was born in Warsaw on November 7, 1867. Let's try and imagine the atmosphere. It was the end of the nineteenth century and women were not allowed to have an independent life with an active role in society. Their only prospect was to be wives, mothers and to take care of the house. In some countries, they were considered slightly more than a decorative object. The idea that they could study, compare themselves equal to men, and start a scientific career, was inconceivable. Naturally, there were exceptions. Marie, the youngest of five daughters, convinced from the start of her interests and goals, and despite everyone, began studying physics when she was very young. Her family was a fundamental element. Her mother, a singer and pianist, and her father, a math and physics teacher, gave her the love of study and research. Growing up in such an environment helped and Marie didn't waste the opportunity.

 

For Marie, the process of growing up was marked by a few fundamental events. The most significant was her mother’s death from tuberculosis, which caused Marie to lose her faith. "Faith is not against reason, but above reason", said Saint Thomas Aquinas. The young Skłodowska, not understanding the reason for the pain, renounced it. She devoted all her energy to her passion - science. She wanted to understand the mechanisms that regulated the life of men, those that influenced their existence and that of the whole world. In this challenge, she found a precious alley in her older sister Bronia who wanted to study to become a doctor. The wishes of the two girls immediately hit a wall that seemed insurmountable.

 

At that time, the University of Warsaw was, without exception, interdicted to women. Both Marie and Bronia made the painful decision to leave Poland and move to Paris. The University of Paris was their new dream.

 

The eldest was the first to leave. Marie had a strategic role, and without that, they would have faced failure. From home, Marie helped Bronia as best as she could by working as a governess and tutor for the sons of the rich bourgeoisie of the capital of Poland, sending to France the money needed to pay the university tuition.

 

Finally, in 1892, Marie joined her sister. Their economic situation slowly started to improve. There was not much money, but the two of them survived in thanks to Bronia’s first earnings as a doctor. Marie enrolled at the University, choosing to study mathematics and physics. She had just entered her kingdom, and she would become the undisputed queen following the only method that the historical period offered: hard work (much harder than her male colleagues), beyond any limit. The result? She brilliantly passed every subject exam in her course.

 

There, she also found the love of her life. As a young woman she met Pierre Curie, a physics professor who immediately fascinated her because of his remarkable character. As a matter of fact, Pierre did not go to school, but was educated at home. He had an unusual education that was reflected in his unconventional way of speaking. As was Marie’s, his interest for science was absolute. When he was very young he had made some very important discoveries. He found that for every substance, there is a certain temperature above which every magnetic property is lost. This mathematics formula is still called "Curie's Law".

 

Marie and Pierre, a duo that characterized scientific research at the beginning of the twentieth century, immediately liked each other. After only a year of engagement, they married. They took their honeymoon on bicycle! Was this a sign of their eccentricity? No, it was a choice dictated, once again, by their economic situation. The salary of a university professor and a young graduate did not allow for anything else.

 

Let’s return to their daily routine. Together, they started to work hard. They were two open and very flexible minds. They set up a rudimentary lab, basically a wood shed of only a few square meters, where they focused on the study of radiation. At that time, little was known about it, and for that reason it was a scientific field very stimulating for the couple.

 

In 1885, Röntgen discovered X-rays. The following year, Antoine-Henri Becquerel hypothesized the existence of invisible radiation similar to X-rays produced by uranium. The Curie’s adopted the latter discovery as the basis for their research. The birth of their first daughter Irène did not stop them at all. Marie dedicated herself to the analysis of uranium. She discovered that two minerals (torbernite and pitchblende, containing uranium) were even more radioactive then uranium, and that they had to contain another chemical element that was, until that moment, unknown. After long and hard work, Marie and Pierre isolated it, calling it “polonium” in honor of the country from which Marie hailed. In 1889, in the bulletin of the Academy of Science, Pierre wrote: "We believe that the substance that we recovered from pitchblende contains a heretofore unknown metal, similar to bismuth in its analytical properties. If the existence of this new metal is confirmed, we propose that it be named polonium in honor of the native land of one of us". 

 

Soon they discovered the presence of another unknown and even more radioactive element. In 1902 they finally identified it, and called it ‘radium’ for the intensity of its radiation (nowadays it is used in medicine to produce radon gas, useful in treating some types of tumors). A few months later, in December 1903, Marie and Pierre Curie were awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics. That achievement did not stop their thirst for knowledge. After receiving the prize they resumed their work. Research continued until the formulation of the revolutionary hypothesis on the existence of other elements with characteristics similar to those of polonium and radium. Marie called them 'radioactive’ because they were unstable, and because their nucleus died with the emission of radiation. She understood that this activity was a sub-atomic phenomenon - despite the current scientific beliefs that considered the atom the smallest existing particle. Atomic physics was born.

In 1903, Marie was the first woman to obtain a PhD. In the meantime, Pierre became professor emeritus at the University of Paris, and they had their second daughter, Ève. It was a happy time for the family, at least until 1906, which was a tragic year for the couple. Crushed by a carriage after slipping on a wet road, Pierre died suddenly.

 

It was a terrible blow for Marie. In situations that appear insurmountable, the intrinsic qualities of people emerge, and so it was for the scientist. She did not surrender to the fates that had taken her husband. After recovering from depression, she got back to work. She decided to return to her first love - scientific research. She took the place of her husband at the university, becoming the first female professor. Even in this case, however, she had to face the inane conventions that regulated the academic life of the 'liberal' - or at least considered so by the people of the time - Sorbonne. As a matter of fact, the top members of the university did not give her any of the honorary roles given a few months before to Pierre. Not only that, but the Academy of Science(of which her husband had been a member) did not want to elect her. The reason? In a document, they dared to say that all the discoveries were to be attributed exclusively to "the work of Mr. Curie".

 

As always, Marie did not lose hope. In 1910 she published the Treatise on Radioactivity in which she explained the mechanisms she utilized to isolate radium and pure polonium. Radium (from Latin radius) had been obtained in its metallic form, thanks to an electrolytic process that included a pure solution of radium chloride, a mercury cathode, and the distillation in an atmosphere of hydrogen gas. In 1911 she was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. At that point, no one could deny her merits.

 

After winning two important prizes, she could have stayed in her beautiful house in Paris at the beginning of the World War One, far from the horror of such a widespread conflict. Instead, she surprised friends and conformists by deciding to leave for war with her daughter Irène. Together they worked to soothe the pains of the wounded. Even on this occasion, the intrinsic genius in their family emerged. Mother and daughter set up the famous ‘Petit Curie’: cars with X-ray equipment, the pioneers of the modern ambulances.

 

What is striking in the history of Marie Curie, is not only her exceptional talent, but also the modern conception she had of science. She did not get rich with her discoveries. She never speculated on something that she believed to be a patrimony available to all. She was a free and democratic spirit, a generous soul who did not back away even during the war years. "A large number of my friends”, she used to say “affirm, not without valid reasons, that if Pierre Curie and I had guaranteed our rights, we should have acquired the financial means necessary to the creation of a satisfactory radium institute, without encountering the obstacles which were a handicap to both of us, and which are still a handicap for me. Nevertheless, I am still convinced that we were right. Humanity certainly needs practical men, who get the most out of their work, and without forgetting the general good, safeguard their own interests. But humanity also needs dreamers, for whom the disinterested development of an enterprise is so captivating that it becomes impossible for them to devote their care to their own material profit". 

 

Thanks to her, the doors of an unexplored field of science were opened. Radioactivity is used in many fields, from medicine to geology to military technology. Some real examples? Before her research, it was believed – as indicated by the Bible - that Earth was thousands of years old. It was discovered that it was much older (billions of years).

 

Another actual example, as we already mentioned, is the use of radioactivity in the research of cancer. At the end of the World War One, Marie founded the Institut du Radium, currently known as Institut Curie, dedicated to the study of the effects caused by radiation. She was the director until 1932, when her daughter took her place. The institute still represents an important institution in cancer research.

 

The scientist died on July 4, 1934 of aplastic anemia, a consequence of the long exposure to radioactive substances. As if she’d had a normal life, she wanted a simple and quiet funeral in a country cemetery. Now, her remains are alongside her husband in the Panthéon of Paris, among the greats of France.



Bertha von Suttner  (Austria)
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Nobel Peace Prize, 1905


 

The Baroness of Peace

She was the first woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. Her battles against war became epic. Thanks to her enthusiasm, curiosity, and altruism, she succeeded in leaving an indelible mark on the story of mankind.

 

Countess Bertha Felicita Sophie Kinsky von Chlinic und Tettau was born in Prague on June 9, 1843 into a family that represented the aristocratic society of military tradition, very common during that time in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Her grandfather was Captain of Cavalry, her father a Field Marshal, and her mother a poetess. Her destiny, according to the wishes of parents’, was to marry an aristocratic, hopefully one in the court of Vienna.

 

As far as self-determination was concerned, the period was not one of the best. On the throne of the Empire was Francis Joseph, who was not exactly a liberal person. The Austrian Empire in 1848 had 51 million inhabitants (Slavs, Bohemians, Hungarians, Rumanians, Vlachs, Armenians, Greeks, Gypsies, Muslims, people from Veneto, Lombardia, Piemonte, and Turks), and occupied a surface of about 700,000 square meters. Its public debt was up to 2 billion francs. With those resources, it supported 300,000 soldiers. The agitation creeping up among those populations was not considered for what it really was (social discomfort), but was considered the work of associations more or less secret, or pseudo-religious sects.

 

Women, even in families that were considered progressive, had a secondary, or even tertiary role. Bertha, according to ‘good society’ rules, studied with a tutor. Her education was in line with that of the period, rigid and mainly focused on the subjects, that according to her parents, were useful for her future life, potentially at court: languages, music, drawing and philosophy. But they did not take her into account. The young countess had different ideas.

 

A voracious reader, she had a secret dream: to become a lyrical singer. As was the custom for noble women of that time, she traveled throughout Europe, attending dinners and parties (both of the Hapsburg’ aristocracy and not), but she was not in a hurry to get married. At 30, she became aware that she could not maintain herself with the annuity she was given by her mother. So she made a decision that scandalized many of her acquaintances: she started looking for a job. She answered job advertisements until she was offered the chance to collaborate as a secretary for Alfred Nobel, an almost unknown Swedish chemist living in Paris. At that moment, the experience seemed insignificant. After completing her job, Bertha returned to the capital of Austria where she became a teacher and lady’s companion to the four young daughters of Baron von Suttner. That was the turning point in her life. At their house, she met young Arthur Gundaccar von Suttner, who she fell deeply in love with. They paid a very high price for that love. Both to their families, who were very much against their marriage, and to themselves, because they were forced to leave Vienna. As a matter of fact, after getting married, Bertha and Arthur found refuge in the Caucasus, where they stayed for nine years, hoping, and facing difficulties. There, life held no fancy lunches or dinners. Instead, there was constant, daily uncertainty. Bertha taught music and languages, while Arthur worked as an engineer and gave drawing lessons. They lived their story according to the most intense idea of romantic love, typical of that century, full of creative impulse and intense passion.

 

She started to take an interest in writing, finding it an effective expressive mean to spread her ideas. She did not use literary activity as a pleasant evasion, or an escape from reality, but rather as an in-depth analysis of her daily experience. The results did not take long to arrive. In the book Inventaruim einer Seele (Inventory of a Soul) she put down her thoughts (and those of her husband) about writers and philosophers. For the first time, she expressed the conception of a society where progress had to be based on the achievement of peace.

 

Once the relationship with the Suttner family improved, the couple returned to Austria. Bertha continued writing and devoted herself to ‘social’ literature. She also agreed with the ideology of the International Arbitration and Peace Association of London, founded by Hodgson Pratt (an organization that wanted the diplomatic solution of conflicts). From that moment on, the life of the Baroness and her husband changed. Because the organizations reflected their ideal society, both were fascinated. During that period in Europe, the first pacifist movements were born, fueled by the report of Henry Dunant on the bloody massacres of the Crimean War. As a historical analysis, her work gains even more value if we think that Bertha lived on the fringes of the court of a colonist empire that wanted to expand its territory to the Balkans. Back in Paris, the Baroness again met Alfred Nobel, and talked to him about her plans. The exchange of ideas was useful. For the first time, the Swedish chemist made public his wish to finance a prize to give to the excellence in the field of science (funded by the huge capital received for the invention of dynamite).

 

In 1889, Bertha published Das Maschinenzeitalter (The Age of the Machine), a text that openly and harshly criticized many aspects of society and warned against nationalisms and the arms race. Her next work, Die Waffen nieder (Down With the Arms), was a love story mixed with the horrors of war. It was a vibrant condemnation of every conflict, and caused a sensation around the world. It was also successfully translated into many languages. Praise was unanimous. Lev Tolstoy wrote her, "The publication of your book represents a good omen for the future. Uncle Tom’s Cabin contributed to the abolition of Slavery. May God grant your book to contribute to the abolition of war…".

 

In 1891, she started the Austrian Society for Peace, and became president and coordinator of the first international congress. Usually, in these meetings, the presence of a woman raised curiosity and surprised. She was a woman, who alone and among many men, had extraordinary passion and braveness in expressing ideas so far away from the current mindset. Everywhere she went she raised mixed feelings. Bertha said, "…peace should be the only effort of women. If each of them devoted herself to this, the world would soon turn another direction".

 

Obviously, those of the military were against her inept and ‘cheating’ pacifism. They called her ‘the witch of peace’, while the chauvinistic press made satirical drawings in bad taste. She did not feel intimidated, and put even more effort into her work. "Women will not stay silent; we will write, make speeches, work, act. Women will change society and themselves"; this was the leitmotiv of her life.

 

She organized a fund to create the Office of Peace in Bearn, and with journalist Alfred Fried (Nobel Peace Prize, 1911), found the newspaper Die Waffen Nieder, where she commented on current issues. In the meantime, she kept Alfred Nobel constantly informed on the development of her work. In 1899, along with her husband (who had always been one of her biggest supporters), she took part in organizing the Peace Congress in Aja, where European governments worked to create the basis for a permanent Court of Justice - the early idea of a hypothetical European Court of Justice. Despite the pain caused by the death of her husband in 1902, she decided to continue her work (as he had asked her to do). She travelled often to spread her message, making speeches in both Europe and America. In 1904 she took part in the World Peace Congress in Boston and was received by Theodore Roosevelt. She played a key role in the English-German Friendship Committee, denounced the risks of the militarization of China, and of the development of aeronautics as a military instrument. "Europe is one", she claimed. For Bertha, unity was the only way to avoid a conflict that would tear apart (as would happen) the ‘old continent’. She harshly criticized Italy for the conquest of Libya. She worried about the danger of a war that would infect the world. In 1912 she published Die Barbarisierung der Luft (The Barbarization of the Air), where she supported the need of a European Union as the remedy to her worries. 

 

In his will, Nobel remembered Suttner with kindness, nominating her as “Friedensfreitstragerin”, the person whom the Nobel Peace Prize was to be given to for her efforts. Bertha would receive it in 1905, becoming the first woman to be awarded the Peace Prize and an inspiration. She was already very sick with cancer when she received the highest title from the pacifist movement.

 

She died in 1914, two weeks before the start of World War One, a catastrophe she had fought to avoid. Her last words were: “Down with the arms! Down with the arms! Tell it to everyone". Her ideas are a source of inspiration for many world institutions for the cooperation and the maintaining of peace. She was a woman with a modern ideology, extraordinarily humble and smart, who understood that peace was the only real way for progress in the world. In 2001, Austria decided to place her image on the ‘2 euro’ coin.

 

“Peace is the largest benefit, or better, the absence of the greatest catastrophe, is […] the only condition that allows the interest of a nation to grow.” (Bertha von Suttner)




Selma Lagerlöf (Sweden)
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Nobel Prize in Literature, 1909


 

The Great Author of the North

In the last century, she was the most famous Nordic personality in the world. First Swedish woman and author to receive a Nobel, she continues fascinating with her clear and evocative writing.

 

Selma was born in the small southern Swedish village of Östra Emterwik (in the province of Värmland) on November 20, 1858. Selma spent her childhood on the family’s country estate of Marbacka, where she lived in perfect isolation until she was 23 and decided to change her life. She felt she was missing something; the world was not the same as the one in which her parents raised her. There were horizons that were worth exploring, and to do so, she needed an education that Marbacka did not offer.

 

In 1881, against her family’s wishes, she moved to Stockholm to study and obtain a cultural education. Until that moment, her favorite pastime was sitting in front of the fireplace, listening to her grandmother sing popular songs, telling Nordic stories full of elves and sylphs, and of Nibelung myths, with their gods of the forest and sea. She lived a mostly carefree and happy childhood, despite the controversial figure of her father, and an illness that left her with a cripple leg. Her father, Erik Gustav, was an attractive and sensitive person, with a refined taste in the arts. However, he had a huge flaw: he was a drunkard with a weak character. He was a person of chiaroscuro; he would go from absolute elation to the deepest of depressions. He was a retired lieutenant and an important figure for Selma (years later, during the Nobel ceremony, Selma would have moving words for him).

 

After arriving in Stockholm, Selma Lagerlöf had to fight hard to get an education. Since she did not have the basis on which to create a cultural profile, she had to start at the beginning. In thanks to her determination, and of course, intelligence, she managed to become a teacher in only four years. She resumed her old passion: writing poems and stories. In 1890, she won first place in a Swedish magazine that had published some excerpts from her first novel: Gösta Berlings saga. As it often happens to authors, the publication went unnoticed by critics and Swedish publishers. The author continued teaching in a girl’s secondary school in Landskrona until 1985.

 

She got lucky when Gösta Berlings was translated into Danish. This time, the book was successful and acclaimed by both critics and the public. In return, it became even more successful in Sweden. The diffusion of the book, and a donation of financial support from the royal family and the Swedish Academy, allowed Lagerlöf to leave teaching and devote herself to writing. She moved to Falun, far from Stockholm, and even farther from Marbacka.

 

That choice was hard for her father. Selma was his favorite daughter and only consolation of a drunken life. After their parting, Erick Gustav died. The cause was unmerciful: cirrhosis of the liver. Despite this, the author convinced herself that the death of her beloved parent was because she had moved away. But the passion that sustained her was too strong to be set aside.

 

In the meantime, her first novel quickly became a publishing phenomenon. It belonged to the romantic revival movement and received enthusiastic reviews. The novel was appreciated and read by a vast public. The Gösta Berlings saga, divided into two volumes, tells the story of a drunken priest (clearly, a literary transposition of her father) and the twelve chevaliers of Ekeby keen on the good life. Inspired by real trips full of pathos, it was a romantic story that was followed by others; Antikrist mirakler (The Miracles of the Antichrist), written after a trip to Sicily, and Jerusalem, two volumes written after she spent time in the Middle East and Egypt. This last novel tells about the waylaid hopes of Swedish peasants who try to establish the foundation of a new Holy Land in Jerusalem. Once again, the success of these works made Selma one of the most prolific and known European writers. Her contributions to literature are both vast and important. Her masterpiece is undoubtedly Nils Holgersson underbara resa genom Sverige (The Wonderful Adventures of Nils), a geographical text for school children that was successful worldwide. It is one of those rare cases in which a text for children, thanks to its evocative and wonderful writing, becomes a book for adults. It is still one of the most translated books in the world.

 

Applauded by public and critic alike, the awards followed: in 1904 she was given the gold medal from the Swedish Academy, and in 1907 she received an honorary degree from the University of Uppsala. And, in 1909, she was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. The reason: "…in appreciation of the lofty idealism, vivid imagination and the spiritual perception that characterized her writings".

 

With the money received in Stockholm, she restored the family house (she bought back the sold estate of Marbacka) that she was so fond of. During World War One she was against war and violence. She became a convinced pacifist and lived the period writing antimilitaristic novels. In her final years, when Europe’s Second World War was about to start, she aided many intellectuals persecuted by the Nazis to escape, and worked to find the funds to help the Finnish population that was invaded by the USSR during the Winter War. She died in 1940 after a thrombosis. Currently, the house of Marbacka is a museum.

 

An example for all, Selma Lagerlöf was a free, nonconformist and deeply human woman. Intelligent and humble (thanks to her rich inner world), she could move a vast public: children and adults. She had relationships with authors: Sophie Elkan and Valborg Olander, of which we have beautiful correspondences. In her novels and stories, you can feel her love of the whole creation, most especially the scenarios of her land: a country rich in natural beauty, told through wonderful sagas and the soul of a long popular tradition. Selma Lagerlöf has a lyrical and romantic style, full of evocative images, highlighting all the poetic elements both inside and out of the human soul. Hers is a world that comes from dream and fantasy. And perhaps for this reason, it is still very modern.



Grazia Deledda (Italy)
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Nobel Prize in Literature, 1926


 

The Tenacity of the South

She was the first, and currently still is, the only Italian woman to receive the Nobel Prize in Literature. With her Sardinian roots, her artistic world was born from a strong desire to write.

 

The writer was born on September 27, 1871 in Nuoro, Sardinia. Her family was very large (as was the custom at the time), belonged to the island’s middle class and was profoundly Catholic. Her father was a wealthy landowner and entrepreneur in the coal business.

 

From the time she was young, she showed an interest in poetry. She could not have cultivated that interested had she not of been self-taught. The opportunities for women to study in the Kingdom of Italy, even governed by representatives of the historical left wing (such as Agostino De Pretis, Benedetto Cairoli or Francesco Crispi), were limited. She left her studies at the end of the fourth grade. Without her independent choices, the future Nobel Prize laureate would have been lost, just like thousands girls of that time. Only her own efforts allowed her a literary education that developed over time.

 

After attending elementary school, she took private lessons in Italian and French, escaping the fate of women during that period who were usually excluded from culture. The future writer was an avid reader. She found authors: Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, D’Annunzio, Sue, Hugo, and Dumas fascinating. They were not just her youthful readings; she learned the art of writing from them. She was inspired by the stories in books (especially Russian novelists), and from the stories of travelers that often stopped at her house. It just so happened that they told their stories in front of the fireplace, greatly fascinating Grazia’s fantasy. Her world was that of shepherds and landlords in the Sardinian society, closed off from any external influence. The only element that could crack that wall, was the overwhelming force of passion that animated the characters of those stories. They became a model that Grazia Deledda adopted in almost all of her novels, enriched by an atmosphere in which guilt, and the fatal sense of crime must face morality. The merit of her ‘discovery’ goes to her governess, who encouraged Grazia to send her stories to a local magazine. When she was only 17, the first one was published in the magazine Ultima Moda. It was titled Sangue sardo (Sardinian Blood) and talked about the ups and downs of the protagonist who kills the men she loves because they don’t love her. In the closed and narrow-minded circle of her province, the publication of the story caused a terrible scandal. A teenage girl who talked about such issues was inconceivable for the conformists and prigs of Sardinian society.

 

This first production of Deledda recalls late romanticism. Maybe it had some trivial aspects of the genre, such as the expression of feelings that turns romantic text into a teary and sentimental story. Her life was full of youthful crushes and sentimental dreams - like those of the books she read. With the death of her father in 1892, she lost an important reference and one of her biggest supporters. Without losing hope, despite the literary world’s suspicious view on women in the cultural environment, she continued to write, slightly changing her basis.

 

Collaborations with magazines in Sardinia, Rome and Milan increased, and she had a very successful relationship with the magazine Tradizioni Popolari Italiane. For them, she created the Undici puntate delle tradizioni di Nuoro in Sardegna (Eleven Pieces on Nuoro's Sardinian Traditions). 1892 was a year for loss and for her first novel, Fior di Sardegna (Sardinian Flower) that received good reviews. The turning point arrived when Ruggero Bonghi, a trusted critic in the early nineteenth century, wrote the introduction to the novel Anime oneste (Honest Souls). Soon her fame spread throughout the continent, both in Italy and abroad.

 

Grazia Deledda began to correspond with the major intellectuals and literary personalities of the nineteenth century, such as D'Annunzio, whom she considered a cultural model, and Pirandello and Fogazzaro. Her activities became more prolific, with almost two novels per year.

 

Despite the fact that she almost disappeared from scholastic books and seems to have been forgotten by critics, Deledda's catalog includes 30 novels and around 400 short stories. She wrote for the theatre and translated Eugénie Grandet (Honoré de Balzac). From her novel Cenere (Ash), there wasa movie starring Eleonora Duse. Considered her masterpiece, Canne al vento (Canes in the Wind - published in 1913)is about three Sardinian sisters who belong to a decaying noble family and the economic disaster that led them to sell the family estate. It is a blind and cruel destiny that collides with the fragility of the characters. The work is permeated by guilt and a sense of sin and punishment, themes probably coming from the education that her religious and rigid mother gave her. It should be noted that all of writer’s novels were first published in magazines and only later as books.
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