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  Sardinian Folk Tales


  

Storytelling in
Sardinia

Up until this last century, storytelling had been very popular
in Sardinia.

It isn’t that it has completely disappeared, but because of
progress, such as the wide use of printing and writing, which have
undermined the very roots of this peculiar form of literary
communication, it has become more and more scarce.

For centuries oral narration has been much more than a secondary
and peripheral phenomenon. As a matter of fact, the telling and
listening of tales and legends was of main importance in the life
of both the narrators and the listeners.

Narrating was considered a quite serious art.

Whoever excelled in this art gained the respect of the
people and the attention of the listeners.

The way of telling a tale varied, among other things, depending
on the audience, and the geographical and cultural context.

The same story, while still remaining the same in essence and
content, could change from time to time to accommodate the tastes
of the public, with the idea of catching their attention.

In fact folk tales were therefore a living form of art,
and narrators would use it to pour out all their experience
regarding comprehension of life and human nature, giving also space
to their personal artistic expression and their own fantasy.



Stories by the fire-place

In the Sardinian language, legends and folk tales are indicated
with the expression Contos de foghile and Contus de
forredda (stories by the fire-place).

Presenting her collection Fiabe e leggende sarde, now
being a classic of popular literary narrative, Grazia Deledda
wrote, ‘Contos de fuchile, with this sweet name that
evokes all of the warm serenity of long family evenings spent by
the paternal fireplace, is how we call folktales, fables, legends
and all those fabulous and wonderful narrations lost in the fog of
ages different from ours’.

Cherished for centuries in the culture of the Sardinians and
transmitted exclusively by story-telling, Sardinian tales were
collected at the end of the Eighteen-hundreds by Sardinian
language, culture and traditions researchers: Pier Enea Guarniero,
who in 1883-1884 first published Essays of Sardinian folk
tales, and Francesco Mango, who in 1890 published
Sardinian folk tales.

The reading of these two anthologies may be quite difficult
today, even more so because (in the collection and the
transcription of the stories) it was chosen to give priority to the
language rather than the actual narration of the story.

In other words, there has been no work in Sardinia similar to
the one of the Grimm brothers, nor any kind of attempt to preserve
the Sardinian folk and fairy tales, to permit and promote their
circulation in written form and a general public knowledge of
them.

This book is born with this precise objective: get people, both
adults and children, in close contact to Sardinia’s most famous
folk and fairy tales, which come from its nature and scenarios, and
from the historical and social changes that have marked it,
including the linguistic and cultural contacts Sardinians have
engaged in with other populations in the Mediterranean, from
prehistory to the present.

These are, in other words, stories that have similarities with
European, Asian and African fables, but at the same time have
peculiarities so strong they would not exist in any other place, if
not for the Island, such as the Janas and the Nuraghes.



Janas and Nuraghes

The tale that opens this collection is titled The Queen of
the Fairies and the Launeddas Player (the launeddas
is an ancient Sardinian breathe instrument made from bamboo) and it
is one of my favorite stories, which was told to me in my
youth.

It is a wonderful story about love.

Among the main characters there are the Janas.

But, who are the Janas and where do they live?

Janas are Sardinian fairies.

While fairies exist throughout the whole world, Janas only exist
in Sardinia.

This word indicates, in the Sardinian language, a category of
fairies, usually described as female beings of short stature.

Even though their form and characteristics may vary from place
to place, according to popular tradition these creatures would live
in the vicinity of prehistoric tombs dug into rocky hills.

These were called, in Sardinian, Domus de Janas,
meaning house of the fairies.

The Janas are represented as enchanting creatures, often gifted
with a sublime voice.

According to some stories passed down through the centuries,
they were really beautiful creatures; so beautiful that even today
the Sardinian expression bella cumenti una Jana (as
beautiful as a Jana) defines a very beautiful woman.

In a remote age, the Janas were often in contact with human
beings, until human evilness veered them away from society and into
a refusal of any contact, hiding in their stone houses.

The Janas were also represented as evil creatures or as
dangerous witches and because of this, Sardinian tradition deems it
as dangerous entering or going in the proximity of the
Domus.

The same goes for the Nuraghi (Nuraghes or
Nuraxis in Sardinian), the ancient and mysterious
megalithic edifices.

It is said, through a widespread tradition, that these towers of
stone have been for many long centuries the houses of
monstrous-looking orcs and giants, as suggested by the last fable
presented here in this collection, under the title The orcs and
the Nuraghi.



Snow White and Cinderella in Sardinia

Sardinian oral tradition has preserved the local versions of
some of the most famous and widespread fables in the world, but
adding such substantial differences to render them absolutely
extraordinary.

Among these we also find Snow White and Cinderella.

There are some differences between the tales: Snow White is
called Granadina and instead of seven dwarves there are
thirteen outlaws; while our Cinderella is called
Chiginedda (or Cinixera), who doesn’t go to a
ball at the palace but to a mass in the church of a Sardinian
bidda (town).

Actually there is also a Sardinian version of [...]
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