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INTRODUCTION


I would like to share some beautiful stories written by Italian authors of the early twentieth century with the English-speaking public.


I confess that I started with Grazia Deledda because she won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1926.


The Prize motivation was: “for her idealistically inspired writings which with plastic clarity picture the life on her native island and with depth and sympathy deal with human problems in general”


(For more information, you can see


Grazia Deledda - Facts (nobelprize.org) and


https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1926/deledda/facts/)


For me, and for my English teacher, it was a very pleasant surprise.


We will probably continue to translate more works done by Grazia Deledda, who wrote many beautiful tales.


Despite being famous for some of her novels,


such as Canne al vento (Canes in the Wind), 1913, Elias Portolú, 1903, Anime oneste (Honest Souls), 1895, Marianna Sirca, 1915, her genius also emerges from these delightful short stories. It's amazing how in a few pages she managed to create situations and characters that are always different and characteristic (in only about six pages of The Feast in the Convent she created the magnificent character of nun Victorina. In my opinion, the Feast in the Convent is the most beautiful of these tales. One could maybe draw a brief cinematographic episode from it.)


It is often said that she blended her stories poetically with the description of the nature of her beloved island, Sardinia. It is true, but even more beautiful is the description of the characters, in small stories that often end up with small beautiful surprises, as in the Christmas gift (of which at least one translation already exists), or in moral dilemmas, as in The Narrow Door.


A great imagination, in fact, allowed her to invent stories that were always different. After all, it is known that her training was largely self-taught and that she enjoyed listening to old stories told by the elders and shepherds about the island.


I hope that some of you will be happy to have been able to read these small but enthralling stories.


Piergino Pedrocco


Each of these tales has been taken from a collection of short stories.


The Madonna of the Mouse


from Sole d’Estate (Summer Sun) 1933;


The Feast in the Convent


from La vigna sul mare (The Vineyard on the Sea) 1932;


The Narrow Door


from Il fanciullo nascosto (The Hidden Boy) 1915;


The First Confession


from Il sigillo d’amore (The Seal of Love) 1926;


The Gift of Christmas


from Il dono di Natale (The Gift of Christmas) 1930.




The Feast in the Convent


Winter had been long and hard, and the nuns of Montalto were coming out of it white and cold as if preserved in ice; this is because their Convent is still as it had been in the times of its millennial foundation. It overlooks two spurs of mountains and is attached to the rest of the world by only a narrow path. The convent is surrounded by sad-looking courtyards, the kitchens inside look like caves and its ever-freezing long corridors resemble mountain gorges, without any heating or light. The dining hall, which is similar to a church choir1, with long dark tables and benches polished by time, looks onto a courtyard, and it is still lit up by oil lamps in the evenings; the guest lounge is more cheerful, with the dining table always set and standing under a window that overlooks a grassy patch: this room, however, is only open a few times a year, besides the days of the two annual feasts of the Convent. Two, only two! They are like the opening and closing of the joy of the sun over this bare and rugged solitude: once at Easter, once in September.


The Prioress wakes up one morning, earlier than the usual hour, and anxiously thinks it is time to begin the preparations for the feast. She is so faithful to her methodical life, each day exactly like the other, made of sacrifice, supervision, parsimony, and silence, that the mere thought of the confusion of the feast gives her a sense of nightmare. However, she immediately recomposes herself, making an effort to rejoice and, above all, thanking God for reopening the clouds and reoffering the treasure of the sun to the earth and its creatures.


She got up and dressed in the dark: the darkness was already lighter and less cold than the previous nights. One could hear the calm flow of the stream coming from the valley below and even the Mother Superior felt her blood regain heat and strength, especially strength.


When she was dressed, she lit the old three-beaked lamp, which looked like a silver griffon, and opened the window.


A palpitation of setting stars at dusk, a smell of damp stones, and the crowing of the rooster responded to her bowing down to greet the new day. She then went downstairs and, at the tolling of the bell, which seemed to come from underground, surrounded by the nuns, said in a cold tone:


“Sisters, Sunday is our first feast. Today we will begin the preparations, it is necessary to make the sweets, hosts, bread, and biscuits; to get the white wine and the yeanling for the priests and authorities who will come to lunch. However, I must tell you that, with the help of our Lady, we will have to manage as best we can, for we do not have a penny left in our cash box.”
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