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Montebotolino’s Folkloric Tales:
Whimsy and Wisdom from a Tuscan Village

By Simonetta Milli Konewko*

This investigation analyzes the folkloric tradition of Montebotolino, a small village in
Tuscany and precisely in the Badia Tedalda’s territory. Converging on the village’s
humorous tales, the research examines how these stories transcend simple entertainment to
provide a reflective perception into universal human practices. The article centers on the
characters, themes, and narrative techniques used in these stories, locating them within the
worldwide “wise fool” tradition. Montebotolino, despite experiencing substantial migration,
has saved its oral traditions reflecting both local cultural identity and broader philosophical
worries. Through a close analysis of representative tales and comparative examination with
similar  folkloric ~expressions worldwide, this research highlights how apparently
unpretentious village stories may function as sophisticated means for cultural preservation,
social commentary, and philosophical inquiry, offering valuable views on contemporary
challenges in an increasingly complicated world.
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Overview

Folklore embodies the rich tapestry of human knowledge, communicated
through generations of storytelling, custom, and beliefs.! These oral traditions function
as sources, preserving the collective wisdom, values, and identity of communities
across time. Folklore, unlike formal historical records, captures the emotional and
spiritual essence of people, their fears, aspirations, understandings of the world,
and mechanisms for dealing with life’s uncertainties.? Through folklore material
circulating from one generation to the next, communities can maintain their
distinctive character and engage with universal human concerns. What makes
folklore especially fascinating is its dual nature: deeply rooted in specific geographical
and cultural contexts while, at the same time, addressing universal human experiences.?
These tales often use symbolic language, archetypal characters, and recurring
motifs to vibrate across cultural frontiers. Folklore provides entertainment and
instruction through its cautionary tales, celebratory myths, and humorous
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anecdotes helping communities find the way through life’s complexities through
shares narratives.

This article examines the exclusive folkloric tradition of Montebotolino, a small
Tuscan village in the area of Badia Tedalda and explores how its distinctive brand
of humorous tales rise above mere amusement to offer profound insights into
universal human experience. Specifically, this study asks: How do the tales of
Montebotolino function to preserve culture, provide social commentary, and
convey philosophical ideas within both local and broader contexts? This study
demonstrates that Montebotolino’s tales are, in fact, a sophisticated way for cultural
preservation, social commentary, and philosophical inquiry. An insight gained
through examinations of their characters, themes, narrative techniques and
comparisons to similar “wise fool” traditions from other cultures that clarifies this
material’s powerful significance.

Literature Review
Theoretical Framework in Folklore Studies

Folklore studies have employed various theoretical frameworks to evaluate
the meaning of oral practices. Structural approaches, as the ones developed by
Vladimir Propp’s “Morphology of the Folktale” (1968) examine the underlying
pattern that connect diverse narratives*. Propp identifies universal narratives
functions that appear across cultural contexts, offering instruments for examining
how Montebotolino’s tales modify these universal configurations to local matters.
On the other hand, scholars like Alan Dundes consider how folklore functions as a
mechanism for social unity and cultural identity development His study,
"Interpreting Folklore" (1980), underlines how communal narratives create a safe
environment for collective self-reflection and allows communities to recognize
difficulties by confirming shared principles. It is also worth mentioning the work on
folk humor, "Rabelais and His World" (1984) by Mikhail Bakhtin that offers
understanding of how folklore uses comedy to subvert conventional authority.®
Bakhtin's concept of “carnival” clarifies how humorous narrative constructs spaces
for questioning social hierarchies and searching for alternative point of views, a
context especially relevant to Montebotolino’s tradition of wise fools.
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Wise Fool Traditions in Global Context

Beatrice K. Otto’s comprehensive examination, "Fools Are Everywhere" (2001),
documents the widespread presence of wise fool characters across diverse cultures
and geographical locations.” In his study the figure of the fool has multiple functions,
such as serving as universal human needs for social critique, philosophical exploration,
and truth -telling inversion.

Similar studies have identified parallel global traditions such as the Wise Men of
Chelm in Jewish folklore, Mullah Nasreddin in Middle Eastern and Central Asian
traditions, and the Schildbiirger in German folklore. These narratives employ similar
plot strategy to Montebotolino’s tales and use evident foolishness to uncover deeper
truths about human nature. Works like Boccaccio's "Decameron” (circa 1353), Rabelais'
"Gargantua and Pantagruel” (1532-1564), and Chaucer's "Canterbury Tales" (late 14th
century) also display instances of the wise fool tradition demonstrating how folk
wisdom customs shaped formal literature and challenging norms about the
relationship between oral and written culture.

Tuscan Folkloric Studies

Italian folklore scholarship has documented regional variations within the Tuscan
oral traditions. "Indice delle fiabe toscane" (1978) by Francesco D'Arongo classifies the
remarkable diversity existing in geographically contiguous storytelling communities.®
The concept of "particularism” developed by Benedetto Croce in "Poesia Popolare e
Poesia d'Arte" (1933) clarifies how local identity manifests through distinct narrative
traditions that resist homogenization. Paolo Toschi's "Guida allo studio delle
tradizioni popolari" (1962) offers a methodological framework for collecting and
examining Italian folk narratives. Toschi’s work establishes significant approaches to
recognize structural patterns while preserving regional singularity. Montebotolino’s
specific context has been revealed also by local histories. Ercole Agnoletti's "A Vescovi
di Sansepolcro” (1985) and Antonio Potito's "Badia Tedalda nei secoli" (1987)
documented the socio-political dynamics that inspired the region's cultural
development.'® Il paese sul Paradiso" (1992) by Marta Bonaccini contributes to the
understanding of Montebotolino’s physical and cultural landscape and provides the
necessary background to interpret its tales.
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Methodology

This study implements a multimedia approach to examine Montebotolino’s
folkloric tradition. It combines textual analysis, historical contextualization, and
comparative scrutiny with regional and transnational traditions. The research is based
on primary sources documented through field collection, archival research, and
theoretical examination rooted in folklore studies, cultural anthropology and literary
criticism. Attention is given to transmission, and transformation of the tradition over
time, with particular focus on the connection of narrative, ritual, and identity.

Source Collection

A significant contribution to preserving Montebotolino’s oral tradition came
from Marta Bonaccini who collected tales directly from oral sources in her work, Il
paese sul paradiso. The publication of the work was made possible thanks to the
support of the Pro Loco Association and the Comune di Badia Tedalda, and other
institutions, such as Banca Popolare dell’Etruria e del Lazio (Badia Tedalda branch)
and the Amministrazione Provinciale di Arezzo. Bonaccini’s inclusive collection
also comprised a valuable archival resource, a set of stories from Montebotolino
researched and transcribed in 1972 by first-year students (Section A) at the Badia
Tedalda Middle School, under the guidance of Professor Enzo Papi. This collection
is preserved in the archives of the Municipal Library of Badia Tedalda and represents
a significant grassroots effort to document cultural accounts before they vanished
along the decline of the village’s population. The students’ project captured stories
from elderly residents whose memories came back to late 19 century, providing a
significant link to earlier narrative traditions that risked being lost.

Other narrative texts collected through systematic documentation efforts that
began in the late 19th century and intensified during the mid-20th century are
equally crucial for understanding the stories of Montebotolino. Such collection
initiatives were associated with academic institutions and followed methodological
guidelines established by scholars like Paolo Toschi. This material included not just
recorded performances and different versions of Tuscan tales, but also transcripts,
field notes, and thoughtful historical and cultural commentary, all of it contributing
to shed light on the deeper context and meaning behind folkloric material. These
collections highlighted also specialized storytellers who employed characteristic
performance techniques such as vocal patterns, ritualized gestures, and strategic
audience engagement, all of which enhanced the tale’s memorability and influence.
Italo Calvino’s influential work in collecting and retelling Italian folktales, particularly
through his Fiabe italiane (1956), played a crucial role in reserving the folklore
narrative of regions like Tuscany and giving literary form to narratives that might
otherwise have been vanished; his efforts underscore the cultural value of
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documenting popular customs and functions as a model and a point of comparison
for this study.

By bringing scholarly rigor to the study of popular culture ethnographers and
folklorists like Toschi helped establish folklore as worthy serious academic attention.
This legitimization encouraged further research into Tuscan folk traditions, generating
institutional support for further documentation efforts.!!

Additional main source included archival records from the Curia Vescovile di
Sansepolcro and the Comune di Badia Tedalda, which provide historical context for
understanding the social and political circumstances that shaped the development
of local narratives and customs.

Investigative Approaches

A textual analysis was employed to examine the folkloric material, considering
structural and thematic considerations. Structurally, the tales were examined for
recurring patterns, character types, and plot developments that associate them with
broader folkloric traditions. Thematically, examinations centered on identifying central
concerns, emblematic components, and philosophical implications that emerge across
multiple narratives. Historical contextualization situates the material within specific
temporal and geographic circumstances, based on regional accounts, demographic
records, and economic data to understand how external factors influence narrative
content and transmission patterns.!? This contextualization examines how specific
events, such as wars or seasonal migrations, appear as references or structural influences
in the narratives. Comparative examinations place Montebotolino’s tales alongside
similar traditions from diverse cultural contexts. This method identifies the universal
patterns as well as the distinctive local features, revealing how these tales participate
in global narrative traditions and retain their specific cultural identity.

Theoretical Foundation

The multidisciplinary theoretical foundation applied for this research draws on
several fields of studies such as folklore studies, anthropology, literary criticism, and
philosophy. From folkloric studies, it employs structural methods derived from
Propp’s morphological examination, inspecting how universal narrative functions
appear in culturally specific forms. Anthropological perspectives help to analyze
how these tales operate within their community context, following Geerts’s concept
of "thick description" to comprehend the dense web of implications embedded in

11. Toschi, P.. Il Folklore: Tradizioni, vita e arti popolari. Conosci I'Italia, Vol. XI. Milano:
Touring Club Italiano. Calvino I. (1956), Fiabe italiane, Torino, Einaudi.

12. Agnoletti, M. (2010). Paesaggi Rurali Storici: Per un Catalogo Nazionale, Bari, Laterza,
p- 234.
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cultural practices.”® Literary approaches, informed by Bakhtin’s theories of carnival and
folk humor, analyze the complex narrative techniques employed in these ostensibly
simple tales. Philosophical foundations, especially from pragmatist traditions, facilitate
clarifying the ways these tales engage with fundamental questions about knowledge,
wisdom, and human limitations.

Cultural and Narrative Contexts
The Village and Its Stories

In Tuscany’s cultural landscape, Montebotolino occupies a singular place for
many reasons. First, its strategic location near historical routes has enhanced its
cultural custom with differentiated influences and therefore creating a unique
narrative tradition. Second, the rugged Apennine mountains and verdant landscapes
provide picturesque scenery for the tales shaping their thematic concerns and reflecting
the intimate connection between the inhabitants and the natural surroundings.
Furthermore, this tiny settlement, nestled in the comune di Badia Tedalda, is hidden
among wild and windswept mountains. As Tonino Guerra, prominent Italian
screenwrites, poet, and artist, evocatively illustrates in Il libro delle chiese abbandonate:
«Certe sere i casoni di Montebotolino volano via e sembrano delle macchie rosa sopra
una tela trasparente. D'inverno, se piove, restano coi piedi dentro le pozzanghere e
l'acqua gli scivola addosso come se fossero delle rocce.»'* ["Some evenings the large
houses of Montebotolino fly away and appear as pink spots on a transparent canvas.
In winter, when it rains, they stand with their feet in puddles and water slides off
them as if they were rocks."] This expressive portrayal captures the ethereal quality
of the village that has preserved such remarkable folklore traditions. Montebotolino,
however, like several other Apennine communities, has experienced significant
depopulation during the last century. Today, the village is permanently occupied by
only a single resident, though in the summer months, many return to their ancestral
homes for vacation, momentarily restoring the community and its oral traditions.
Despite this demographic change, Montebotolino retains its exceptionality in the area
for maintaining and passing down its ancient oral traditions, a cultural heritage with
roots stretching back to distant times. The village’s geographical position at the
crossroads of several pathways such as the ancient Via Maggio that connected the
Adriatic coast to the internal areas of Tuscany, generated a natural junction of
cultures and ideas. In fact, archival records from Curia Vescovile di Sansepolcro
indicate that by the mid-16™ century, Montebotolino had become a minor but
prominent stopping point for merchants, pilgrims, and travelers moving between

13. Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures, New York, Basic Books, p. 89.
14. Guerra, T. (1988). 11 libro delle chiese abbandonate, Santarcangelo di Romagna, Maggioli
Editore, p. 73.
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larger centers.'> Even if modest, this constant flow of outsiders brought new stories,
perspectives, and cultural elements that were gradually incorporated into local
narrative traditions. While during the summer the village facilitated cultural exchanges,
its relative isolation during the winter season, a pattern that continues today with its
primary seasonal habitation, created ideal circumstances for storytelling as a communal
activity during long evenings.

From a physical perspective, Montebotolino exemplifies the characteristic
medieval town structure, with dwellings clustered around a central piazza. Clinging
to the highest point of the summit, the 17th-century church, dedicated to San
Tommaso stands overlooking, among others, plateau, valleys, and the Apennine
chain. This architectural arrangement created natural gathering spaces where oral
traditions flourished. According to Bonaccini’s Il paese sul paradiso, the layout of the
village, with its spreading pathways, and compact center facilitated the rapid
transmission of stories and shared experiences that form the foundation of its
folkloric tradition. The surrounding agricultural landscape has retained its traditional
role characterized by enduring practices such as crop cultivation and the raising of
pigs, goats, chicken, and cows. This setting features prominently in the stories
depicting seasonal agricultural activities as central role in the plot. Another element
worth of notice is that the historical context of these tales is deeply intertwined with
the sociopolitical dynamics of the late 18" and early 19* centuries. The study by
Ercole Agnoletti titled, I Vescovi di Sansepolcro, highlights how this period brought
important changes to the region and influenced the structure and themes of local
folklore.’* The Napoleonic occupation of 1796-1814 initiated new executive arrangement,
taxation systems, and desacralizing influences that interrupted traditional social
hierarchies. Potito’s Badia Tedalda nei secoli, clarifies about the cultural effects triggered
by these impositions noting that local resistance often took cultural rather than military
forms. In this case, folklore served as vehicle for expressing frustration with outside
authorities through stories of cleverly disguised rebellion. Demographic records from
Comune di Badia Tedalda’s archive reveal that Montebotolino experienced significant
population fluctuations over the years, with young men conscripted into armies and
economic hardship causing patterns of seasonal migration. These experiences of
absence, homecoming, and adaptation are reflected in tales where characters journey
away from the village only return with eccentric ideas or misapplied knowledge, a
narrative pattern that mirrors the later experiences of villagers who worked seasonally
in neighboring regions or served the army.

Characters and Their Peculiar Reasoning

The folklore of Montebotolino features recurring character types who have
become beloved fixtures in the local imagination. These archetypal figures personify

15. Briganti, P. A. (1984). La viabilita in Val Marecchia, Bologna, Edizioni B. Ghigi, p. 156.
16. Agnoletti, E. (1985). I Vescovi di Sansepolcro, Sansepolcro, Edizioni Locali, p. 234.
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a typical form of logic that transforms everyday misinterpretations into theatrical
performances, reflecting broader themes found in folk traditions where wisdom
and folly intertwine.!”

The Overly Literal Interpreter takes symbolic language at face value, leading to
comical misunderstandings that reveal the complexity of human communication.'® It
is commonly known that this character archetype serves as comic relief and plot
device, creating misunderstandings through their inability to read between the
lines or grasp metaphorical language. In one tale, a villager instructed to "keep an
eye on the horizon for approaching storms" removes his glass eye and places it on
a fence post facing the distant hills. This variety of literalism appears throughout the
folk traditions, where language itself becomes a source of confusion rather than
clarity. This character highlights how rigid understanding of symbolic language can
lead to absurd and oddly logic conclusions, embodying a kind of reasoning very
common in oral traditions that folklorists identify as the "logic of misunderstanding."

The Impractical Innovator devises elaborate solutions to simple problems
while functioning as an explanation on the relationship between ingenuity and
practicality.? In this regard, a famous tale tells of a man who constructs an intricate
system of mirrors and prisms throughout the village to redirect moonlight into his
barn for night farming, rather than simply using lantern. This character type
embodies the tension between traditional methods and innovative approaches,
highlighting how complex solutions aren’t always superior to simple ones. The
innovator’s dedication to his complicated arrangements often reveals a profounder
truth about human creativity and determination, reflecting what Lévi-Strauss
identifies as the "bricoleur" mindset in folk culture which is the tendency to create
elaborate solutions from available materials.?!

The Philosophical Peasant pauses in his agricultural work to engage in remarkably
profound, though often misguided, metaphorical discussions. He is a modest and
uneducated character who possesses unexpected wisdom and outsmarts nobles or
scholars through practical common sense.?? One popular tale recounts a farmer who
spent an entire growing season arguing with his donkey about the nature of existence,
convinced that the animal’s stillness indicated intense contemplation rather than
regular animal conduct. This archetype represents the universal human tendency to
search for meaning and engage in philosophical thinking, regardless of education or
social status. The peasant’s earnest philosophical inquiries, while misguided, reflect

17. Thompson, S. (1977). The Folktale. Berkeley, University of California Press, p. 234.

18. Bascom, W. (1954). Four Functions of Folklore. Journal of American Folklore, 67(266), 336.
19. Bascom, W. (1954). Four Functions of Folklore. Journal of American Folklore, 67(266), 25.
20. Lévi-Strauss, C. (1966). The Savage Mind, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, p. 17.
21. Lévi-Strauss, C. (1966). The Savage Mind, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, p. 17.
22.Freud, S. (1960). Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, New York, W. W. Norton, p. 78.
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a genuine hunger for understanding that Bakhtin refers to as the “folk wisdom’
tradition where profound questions develop from humble conditions.?

Collective Confusion emerges in stories where the entire village becomes caught
up in mass misunderstandings that escalate to absurd proportions. These tales are
used as a cautionary alert about the dangers of leaving individual judgement in favor
of crowd outlook.?* The tale of the “Flying Cow Panic” describes how a single
misidentified shadow led to an elaborated village-wide defense system against
supposedly airborne livestock. These collective incidents illustrate how communities
can become invested in shared fantasies, transforming individual errors into
communal plans. The stories reveal how group dynamics can amplify simple
mistakes into elaborated social phenomena, representing what folklorists label
“collective belief maintenance” in traditional communities.?

These character portrayals are particularly attractive because of their theatrical
component. Characters do not simply make errors, on the contrary, they pledge to
their mistaken ideas with ardent passion. Their grand gestures and intense dedication
transform potential derision into affectionate appreciation. When the moonlight-
harvesting villagers realize their error, they do not despair but instead host a
celebratory festival under the very moon they failed to capture. This response shows
the community’s ability to find joy and meaning even in disappointment and failure,
suggesting a deeper wisdom about human resilience and the value of ambitious
dreams, regardless of their feasible results. Similarly, Propp notices in his analysis of
folk narrative structures that these characters serve not merely as sources of humor
but as vehicle for exploring fundamental human experiences.?

Global Parallels: The Wise Fools

The tales of Montebotolino belong to an ancient and widespread cultural tradition
of “wise fool” characters whose seemingly absurd logic and behaviors actually contain
profound insights about human nature and society.”” Beatrice K. Otto in her study
“Fools are Everywhere,” observes this apparently paradoxical figure surfaces across
vastly different cultures, suggesting a universal human recognition of wisdom’s
contradictory nature.”® It is important to notice that communities have created

23. Bakhtin, M. M. (1984). Rabelais and His World (H. Iswolsky, Trans.). Bloomington,
Indiana University Press, p. 159.

24. Dundes, A. (1980). Interpreting Folklore, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, p. 78.

25. Dundes, A. (1980). Interpreting Folklore, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, p. 78.

26. Propp, V. (1968). Morphology of the Folktale, Austin, University of Texas Press, p. 112.

27. Welsford, E. (1935). The Fool: His Social and Literary History, London, Faber & Faber, p.
156.

28. Otto, B. K. (2001). Fools Are Everywhere: The Court Jester Around the World, Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, p. 45.
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narratives about individuals or communities whose apparent foolishness operates
as an echo reflecting societal contradictions and human imperfections throughout
histories. The Montebotolino tales exemplify these customs perfectly, and "La
Strada piu Corta" (The Shortest Road) is an example of it. In this story, villagers
attempt to shorten their journey to Pieve by walking part of the route the previous
day, failing to realize they would need to retrace those steps.?” This absurd logic
reflects the paradoxical nature of wisdom illustrated by Mikhail Bakhtin in
"Rabelais and His World," where fool narratives create space for subverting established
authority thought the mechanism of carnival and humor.*

These tales usually achieve multiple functions such as social critique through
humor, philosophical exploration, community cohesion, and truth-telling through
inversion. By disguising criticism as comedy, wise fool tales allowed communities
to implicitly question authority and convention avoiding direct confrontation. The
fool's skewed logic often exposed flaws in conventional thinking, creating
opportunities to survey deeper truths through ostensibly absurd assumptions. The
Montebotolino tale "Il Prete Incinto" (The Pregnant Priest), brilliantly illustrates this
point. A priest believes he is pregnant after a woman substitutes her urine for his
medical sample, causing his comical attempt to induce a miscarriage by falling
from a tree.®!

In a similar way, the medieval court jester exemplifies this tradition as he can
speak truths that others dare not voice specifically because they were considered
either simple or foolish. William Willeford’s “The Fool and His Scepter,” examines
how the jester’s marginalized position unexpectedly conferred special privilege to
critique power structures in ways that would be dangerous for other individuals.*

Montebotolino’s moonlight-harvesting structures and other misfortunes continue
this ancient custom, retaining obvious nonsense to uncover genuine insights about
human nature. Their well-intentioned but erroneous attempts to solve problems
reproduce individuals’ collective propensity toward overthinking, misusing knowledge,
and pursuing unworkable solutions which are considered timeless human traits that
transcend specific cultures. Another example is exemplified in the Montebotolino
tale, "La Luna di Montebotolino," where villagers, not wanting to share the moon
with everyone else, create their own moon from polenta and hang it on a beech
tree. When neighboring Frescianesi steal pieces each night, the Montebotolinesi
naively observe, "It works well! It's made its quarter!" The response can be

29. Zijderveld, A. C. (1985). Reality in a Looking-Glass: Rationality through an Analysis of
Traditional Folly, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, p. 98.

30. Bakhtin, M. M. (1984). Rabelais and His World (H. Iswolsky, Trans.). Austin, Indiana
University Press, p. 159.

31. Willeford, W. (1969). The Fool and His Scepter: A Study in Clowns and Jesters and Their
Audience, Chicago, Northwestern University Press, p. 78.

32. Welsford, E. (1935). The Fool: His Social and Literary History, London, Faber & Faber,
p- 156.
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interpreted as a delightful commentary on human territoriality and misplaced
pride.®

It is regularly recognized that the element that makes the wise fool tradition
enduring is its embrace of paradox. The tales acknowledge that wisdom and
foolishness are not always opposites, rather they are often two sides of the same coin.
The innovative study, "The Fool: His Social and Literary History" by Enid Welsford
traces how this enigmatic figure has remained relevant across centuries precisely
because it embodies fundamental pressures in human knowledge and society.> The
villagers of Montebotolino, like their counterparts in folklore worldwide, show that
conventional wisdom may fail in the face of life’s complexities. Their misadventures
reveal that education without common sense—intelligence without practical
application, and knowledge without wisdom —can result in a kind of dazzling but
ultimately misguided foolishness.

One story that gracefully illustrate this idea is titled, "A Scuola di Lingua" (Language
School), where three villagers travel to Siena to learn proper Italian but memorize only
three phrases: "We did it," "For the money," and "Your duty." Late, when questioned by
police about a recent stealing, they innocently implicate themselves with these limited
responses, show how incomplete knowledge without context can lead to disastrous
results.®

This custom of portraying “wise fool” replicates other folkloric traditions
worldwide that use noticeable foolishness to expose profound truths. The Wise Men
of Chelm in Jewish folklore, dating back to the 16% century, approach difficulties with
equally biased reasoning. Mirroring Montebotolino’s moonlight harvesting, the town
council decided to collect all the snow and store it in a barn until summer, time it
would need for cooling, when snow blocked Chelm’s street.3

Mullah Nasreddin from Middle Eastern and Central Asian traditions, which
includes stories first recorded in the 13t century but likely originated much earlier,
deliberately plays the fool to uncover social hypocrisies. His famous story of
searching for lost keys under a streetlamp because the light is better there, rather
than where he actually lost them, parallels Montebotolino’s “Lantern Logic”
stories.” The Schildbtirger in German folklore, promoted in a 1958 collection, built
a town hall without windows, then attempted to carry sunlight inside using sacks,
which is similar to Montebotolino’s moonlight-harvesting schemes. These stories

33. Rosenfeld, A. H. (1979). The World of Sholem Aleiche, New York, Schocken Books, p. 156.

34. Shah, 1. (1972). The Exploits of the Incomparable Mulla Nasrudin, New York, Simon &
Schuster, p. 45.

35. Zimmermann, W. (1978). Die Schildbiirger: ihre Geschichte, Streiche und Abenteuer, Stuttgart,
Reclam, p. 123.

36. Tenenbaum S (1965) The Wise Men of Chelm, New York, Thomas Yoseloff.

37. Olivelle, P. (1997). The Panchatantra: The Book of India’s Folk Wisdom, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, p. 178.
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of well-intentioned collective madness correspond to Montebotolino’s tales of
village-wide calamities.*

Boccaccio's Decameron, written between 1348-1353, although more sophisticated
and urban, uses similar humor to expose social pretensions. The tale of Calandrino, who
believes himself to be invisible after finding a magical stone, mirrors Montebotolino’s
“Invisible Hat” story.®

The Panchatantra from Indian traditional stories, compiled around 300 CE but
derived from much older oral traditions, showcases animals whose apparently
silly conduct holds astonishing insights. The monkey who nearly drowns trying to
capture the moon’s reflection conceptually parallels Montebotolino’s "Il Somaro
che bevve la Luna" (The Donkey Who Drank the Moon), in which a villager beats
his donkey to make it regurgitate the moon after its reflection disappears from a
water trough.#° This contradictory approach to understand human nature associates
Montebotolino to a rich tapestry of similar traditions that use foolishness as a lens
to investigate deeper truths. By placing Montebotolino within this broader context,
we underline that these tales participate in a universal conversation about wisdom,
folly and the sometimes-blurry line between them. In his sociological examination
of humor, Anton Zijderveld argues, in fact, that these narratives create significant
“Safe spaces” for societies to reflect upon themselves through the distorting but
educational mirror of foolishness. What unites these diverse traditions is their
recognition that conventional wisdom may not always work, especially when
individuals face complex circumstances. Through characters who navigate the
world with distorted but internally coherent judgment, these traditions create an
environment for discussing and questioning social patterns and celebrating
individuals” strength.

Universal Themes in Local Context

Montebotolino tales frequently portray scenario where villagers unite to address
peculiar challenges, embodying what anthropologists recognize as a fundamental
aspect of folklore narrative: the collective response to adversity.*' This accent on
mutual connection proves how shared identity forms the foundation of collective
strength, reflecting broader models found in European regional folklore where

38. Wunderlich W (ed.) (1982) Das Lalebuch, Rabelais, F. (2006). Gargantua and Pantagruel
(ML.A. Screech, Trans.). London, Penguin Classics, p. 156.

39. Boccaccio, G. (2013). The Decameron (W. A. Rebhorn, Trans.). New York, W.W. Norton &
Company, p. 234. Chaucer, G. (2003). The Canterbury Tales (N. Coghill, Trans.), London, Penguin
Classics, p. 178.

40. Zijderveld, A. C. (1985). Reality in a Looking-Glass: Rationality through an Analysis of
Traditional Folly, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, p. 98.

41. Bonaccini, M. (1998). Il paese nel paradiso, Firenze, Edizioni Toscana, p. 45.
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community solidarity emerges as a recurring pattern.*? Characters face insurmountable
challenges yet find imaginative solutions, reflecting the historical challenges experienced
in the regions itself. This model echoes the adaptive strategies documented in rural
communities throughout Europe during periods of social and economic transformation.

The tale of "La Chiesa Ingrandita” (The Enlarged Church) perfectly describes
this shared problem-solving methodology, as villagers collectively decide to expand
their church by placing their jackets outside the walls and pushing them together
from within. When they emerge to find their jackets missing (taken by a passing
friar), they conclude that the walls have expanded over their clothing and begin
pushing inward to recover them, a comical yet poignant demonstration of how
collective misinterpretation can lead to combined action, however mistaken.

The communal nature of these tales serves multiple narrative functions beyond
mere entertainment. They reinforce social cohesion by presenting united problem-
solving as both natural and necessary, while simultaneously providing a structure
for recognizing how communities can maintain their identity even in the presence of
external pressures.* This dynamic becomes particularly significant when viewed
against the historical backdrop of Montebotolino’s geographical position, where
communities needed to develop strong internal bonds to navigate political and social
uncertainties. This collective response to challenges is vividly portrayed in “Gli
Gnocchi” (The Gnocchi), in which three men attempt to cook gnocchi in a natural
whirlpool of a river. When the small dumplings do not rise to the surface as expected,
they dive in one after another, each suspecting the others of secretly eating the food,
ultimately drowning together. This tragicomic example indicates how communal
efforts can go wrong when based on flawed understanding.

Throughout these tales, sense of humor emerges as a central tool for directing
life’s difficulties, functioning as what scholars of folk culture identify as a "survival
mechanism" embedded within oral tradition.* This process is commonly defined as
various practices that communities develop to cope with dangers, hardship, or
complications. Characters use wit and laughter to deflect tension and foster resilience,
demonstrating that humor’s capacity to transform potentially divisive situations into
opportunities for progression and development. This approach not only entertains
but provides a cathartic release, demonstrating how humor can reinforce collective
identity. Anthropologists have documented that this phenomenon across cultures
create, promoting social cohesion, creating shared belonging, common purpose, and
a mutual trust that motivate people to support each other and work together for the
group’s benefit rather than purely for individual interests.*>

42. Burke, K. (1984). Attitudes Toward History, Berkeley, University of California Press,
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The therapeutic function of humor in these tales extends beyond individual
psychological relief to encompass broader social healing. When villagers laugh
together at their own follies, they create a shared space where individuals’ mistakes
become communal judgment, transforming potential sources of shame into openings
for widespread solidarity.* This process is a perfect example of “communal catharsis”
defined by folklorists as the phenomenon through which shared laughter serves to
reinforce group uniqueness while simultaneously acknowledging human fallibility.

"La Fratta di Aghi" (The Needle Hedge) exemplifies this cathartic function, as
villagers attempt to block out the sound of neighboring Fresciano’s church bells by
planting needles to grow into an iron fence. When they walk barefoot over the
planted needles and feet pain, they briefly celebrate that the needles are sprouting,
only to later blame their rivals for poisoning the nascent hedge. The tale is another
example that shared senselessness reinforces community bonds through collective
rationalization.

"The Moonlit Harvest" illustrates the narrative complexity and the thematic
richness of Montebotolino’s folklore, operating as a paradigmatic example of how
local tales encode universal human anxieties within specific cultural contexts. This
tale follows villagers struggling to capture moonlight for nocturnal farming, a
whimsical activity that ultimately leads to self-discovery and communal perception.
The story employs several archetypal figures that recur throughout world folklore:
the wise elder who cautions against overreaching ambition, embodying the voice of
experience and traditional wisdom; the youthful dreamer whose curiosity drives the
plot forward representing innovation and possibility; and the trickster who
challenges conventional thinking, functioning as a catalyst for transformation and
new understanding.*’

This moonlight harvesting theme appears in several Montebotolino variations,
including "Il somaro che bevve la luna" (The Donkey Who Drank the Moon), where a
villager sees the moon’s reflection disappear from a watering trough when clouds pass
overhead and beats his donkey to make it regurgitate what it seemingly swallowed.
This tale beautifully portrays the human tendency to mistake appearance for reality.

These character types exhibit what Carl Jung identified as universal archetypes
that appear across cultures, suggesting that Montebotolino’s tale tap into fundamental
aspects of personal encounter and social organization.** The wise elder’s alerts
against hubris resonate ancient literary traditions from Icarus to Faust, while the
youthful dreamer embodies humanity’s perpetual drive toward progress and
discovery. The trickster figure, in the meantime, serves the vital function of questioning
established norms and opening new possibilities for understanding.

46. Freud, S. (1960). Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, New York, W. W. Norton, p. 78.
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Drawing on historical contexts from "La viabilita in Val Marecchia ai tempi di
Napoleone," the moon work as a central sign signifying both unattainable dreams
and illuminating knowledge. This duality expresses the complex relationship between
aspiration and reality that characterizes much of human experience.* The cyclical
nature of the moon corresponds to the returning themes of hope and disillusionment
found throughout folklore, creating a temporal framework that links individual
episodes to larger patterns of human experiences. This symbolic use of lunar imagery
links Montebotolino’s tales to a broader literary tradition where celestial bodies
represent the eternal and inaccessible, from Dante’s heavenly spheres to Romantic
poetry’s moon as symbol of mysterious knowledge.

The moon’s symbolic significance extends beyond its role as an unattainable goal
to encompass themes of transformation and renewal. Just as the moon waxed and
wanes in predictable cycles, the villagers’ fortune rises and falls according to patterns
that become apparent only through multiple retellings of their tales. This cyclical
structure suggests that failure and success are not permanent states but part of an
ongoing process of learning and adaptation, linking folklore to universal human
practices of growth, setback, and renewal.°

Discussion
Regional Uniqueness and Scholarly Significance

Montebotolino’s tales occupy a distinctive position within the broader landscape
of Tuscan Folklore, representing a unique regional tapestry within the rich tapestry
of Italian oral tradition. While other regional narratives often emphasize historical
events, romantic entanglements, or explicit moral instructions, Montebotolino’s stories
stand apart through their unique combination of absurdist humor and implicit wisdom.
In “Indice delle fiabe toscane” (Index of Tuscan Fairy Tales), this contrast highlights the
extraordinary diversity that exists within even geographically proximate storytelling
traditions.” This regional specificity reflects what Benedetto Croce identified as the
"particularism" of Italian folklore, where local identity manifests through distinct
narrative traditions that resist homogenization even within combined cultural
frameworks.>

The tale “La Lacciaia” exemplifies this distinctive regional character, wherein
young men working in the fields mistake a low-flying airplane for a catchable
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target and attempt to snare it with ropes used for hay bales. This narrative marries
traditional rural practices with modern technological encounters in a way unique
to Montebotolino’s geographical and historical context. The geographical isolation
of the village may have contributed to the preservation of these unique narrative
characteristics. In contrast to more accessible Tuscan communities that experienced
greater cultural exchange and outside influence, Montebotolino's relative remoteness
allowed its storytelling traditions to develop along independent lines. This phenomenon
aligns with observations made by folklorists studying isolated communities, where
geographic barriers often function as cultural preservatives, maintaining archaic forms
and unique local variations that might otherwise be lost to cultural standardization.
The preservation efforts led by Marta Bonaccini in "Il paese nel paradiso"
deserve special recognition for her contribution to safeguarding this cultural
heritage. Her meticulous documentation of the tales, incorporating the earlier work
done by Badia Tedalda Middle School students under Professor Enzo Papi’s
guidance in 1972, established a vital bridge between oral tradition and scholarly
record. Bonaccini’s approach combined the methodological rigor of academic
folklore studies with a deep personal connection to the community, resulting in a
collection that maintains both authenticity and scholarly value. Without these
preservation efforts, many of Montebotolino’s distinctive tales might have been lost
as a consequence of the significant demographic decline experienced by the village.
The distinctive characteristics of these tales invite multiple interpretative
structures, each revealing different layers of meaning and cultural significance.>
From a structuralist viewpoint, as outlined in Toschi's "Guida allo studio delle
tradizioni popolari" (Guide to the Study of Folk Traditions), the repeated themes
and character types in Montebotolino's narratives reveal underlying patterns that
connect them to wider folkloric traditions while maintaining their regional uniqueness.>>
The steady prominence of community problem-solving, even in ridiculous context,
suggests a cultural preoccupation with collective action that may reflect the historical
realities of rural Tuscan life, where cooperation was essential for survival in
challenging locations. “Gli Gnocci,” where three men struggle to cook dumplings in
anatural whirlpool and sequentially drown while checking why the gnocchi aren't
rising to the surface, exemplifies this structural pattern of collective problem-
solving gone wrong. This is to be considered a recurrent motif throughout the
Montebotolino tales that signals the practical realities of rural independence. This
structural analysis uncovers how Montebotolino's tales conform to what Vladimir
Propp identified as universal narrative functions while expressing them through
markedly local matter.> For instance, the “departure” function appears not as a hero
leaving for distant lands but as villagers embarking on impossible local projects like
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moonlight harvesting. This adaptation of universal structures to local contexts
demonstrates how folklore simultaneously preserves ancient narrative patterns while
reflecting immediate cultural concerns. Anthropological interpretations, meanwhile,
might ponder how these stories functioned as mechanisms for social unity and
cultural identity formation within the specific context of a small Tuscan community.
The humorous portrayal of human imperfections generate a harmless background for
communal self-reflection, allowing villagers to acknowledge collective weaknesses
while encouraging common morals, a process defined by anthropologists as essential
to preserve harmony in the community.>” Potito in "Badia Tedalda nei secoli " (Badia
Tedalda Through the Centuries), argues that such narratives served as informal
educational tools, transmitting cultural knowledge through entertainment rather than
didacticism, ensuring that essential community values were internalized through
gratifying rather than intimidating manners.

"Le campane di Rofelle" flawlessly explains this anthropological aspect, as the
Montebotolinesi plant a tall hedge to block the sound of rival Rofelle's church bells,
a tale that uses humor to admit inter-village rivalries while subtly reinforcing
community identity through contrast with neighboring settlements.

The anthropological significance extends beyond simple function to encompass
what Clifford Geertz termed "thick description,” that is to say, the complex web of
meanings embedded within cultural procedures.® Therefore, Montebotolino’s tales
function as repository of local knowledge, encoding information about everything
from concrete solutions strategies to philosophical approaches to life’s uncertainties.
This multifaced nature makes them valuable sources for understanding how small
communities create and maintain meaning systems that help them unravel both
practical challenges and existential questions.

Narrative Sophistications

Literary scholars have noted the sophisticated narrative techniques employed in
apparently elementary folk tales, challenging assumptions about the relationship
between formal education and literary sophistication.®® For instance, the use of irony,
metaphor, and symbolic settings in stories like "The Moonlit Harvest" reveals a
complex literary sensibility that belies their rustic origins. This complexity challenges
conventional hierarchies that privilege urban, written literature over rural oral
traditions, which is a reassessment increasingly embraced by contemporary folklore
studies. Scholars like Roberto Leydi have claimed that oral traditions often display
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greater narrative sophistication than written literature, freed of the constraints of
formal literary conventions to explore innovative methods to storytelling.¢!

“Annina e Geremia,” with its layered comedic structure wherein a husband
teaches his wife not to say “Come in!” to strangers but she repeatedly forgets until
finally saying “Who is it?” before immediately reverting to “Come in!” when she
recognizes him, demonstrates sophisticated narrative timing and the subtle art of
building comedic tension, these methods rival those found in written literature.

The literary sophistication of these tales emerges as particularly evident when
examined through the lens of modern literary theory. Their use of unreliable narrators,
embedded narratives, and self-referential humor anticipates techniques later employed
by postmodern authors. This observation suggests that what we consider "advanced"
literary techniques may represent a return to strategies long employed in oral tradition,
challenging linear narratives of literary evolution that position folk culture as
primitive precursor to sophisticated written literature.

Philosophical Dimensions

From a philosophical standpoint, these tales engage with fundamental
questions about human knowledge and its limitations, offering a folk epistemology
that predates but parallels formal philosophical inquiry.® The characters’ misguided
yet internally consistent logic offers a gentle critique of rationalism divorced from
practical wisdom, suggesting that theoretical knowledge must always be tempered
by lived experiences. This position is noticeably similar to pragmatist philosophy’s
emphasis on experiential validation of truth claims.®® This philosophical dimension
aligns Montebotolino’s folklore with broader intellectual currents in Italian thought
sustained by for instance Umberto Eco, Roberto Esposito and Giorgio Agamben.*

"I Violino" embodies this philosophical dimension perfectly. The villagers hear
a violin and decide to make one themselves, they start with a pine trunk and, after
excessive cutting, end up with a toothpick. This tale classily condenses the philosophical
problem of reductionism; wherein excessive analysis can demolish the very thing
been examined.

The philosophical implications spread to questions of wisdom versus intelligence,
practical knowledge versus theoretical understanding, and collective versus individual
approaches to conflict resolution. These tales imply that true wisdom arises not from
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individual brilliance but from community dialogue and shared reflection on
experience. This communal approach to knowledge creation resonates with
contemporary discussions of distributed cognition and collective intelligence,
positioning Montebotolino's folklore as unexpectedly relevant to modern
philosophical and cognitive science debates.

The preservation and documentation of these narratives represent a valuable
contribution to cultural heritage studies, showing how careful scholarly attention can
rescue evidently ephemeral cultural expressions from forgetfulness, consenting their
continued examination and appreciation by future generations.®® The student
collection of 1972 under Professor Papi's guidance was particularly significant, as it
captured narratives during a critical period when many traditional storytellers were
still living but the village was experiencing accelerating depopulation. This
conservation work highlights how peripheral cultural expressions can provide
valuable insights into regional history and collective psychology, serving as primary
sources for understanding how communities create meaning through narrative. This
preservation work has taken on increased urgency as traditional storytelling contexts
disappear in the face of modernization and urbanization. The documentation of
Montebotolino's tales expresses a clear effort by folklorists to capture oral traditions
before they are lost to cultural change. This work serves not merely archival purposes
but also provides materials for contemporary cultural revitalization efforts, allowing
communities to reconnect with their narrative heritage.

Comparative analysis, as we have seen, reveals how Montebotolino's tales both
reflect and refract universal themes through their special cultural lens, participating
in what scholars recognize as a global dialogue conducted through local voices. By
examining these stories alongside similar traditions from diverse cultural contexts,
we gain a deeper comprehension of how different societies use narrative to make
sense of individual practice, creating meaning through stories that acknowledge life's
inherent absurdities and, at the same time, affirming the possibility of wisdom
emerging from deceptive irrationality.®® This comparative dimension positions
Montebotolino's folklore within the extensive setting of world literature, revealing
the ways in which culturally grounded narratives provide unique yet universally
relevant insights into what it means to live, relate, and belong.

65. Bonaccini, M. (1998). Il paese nel paradiso, Firenze, Edizioni Toscana, p. 45;
66. Lévi-Strauss, C. (1963). Structural Anthropology, Chicago, University of Chicago Press,
p- 89.

257



Vol. 13, No. 3 Konewko: Montebotolino’s Folkloric Tales: Whimsy and Wisdom from a Tuscan Village
Conclusions

The folkloric tales of Montebotolino represent far more than quaint village
stories—they offer a window into both a unique cultural identity and our shared
human condition. Through their whimsical portrayals of eccentric villagers and
bizarre circumstances, these narratives engage with profound themes that transcend
their local origins. Through their whimsical portrayals of eccentric villagers and
seemingly absurd situations, these narratives engage with profound themes that
transcend their local origins.

Tales like "I Palazzi di Firenze," where a villager follows his donkey believing
he's headed to Florence, only to end up back at his own stable and remark on the
surprising resemblance between Florentine palaces and his barn, reflect universal
human tendencies toward self-deception while simultaneously celebrating the
diverse local standpoint that gives these stories their unique character.

As repositories of collective wisdom passed down through generations, they
demonstrate how folklore serves not merely as entertainment but as a vehicle for
preserving cultural values and addressing universal concerns. The methodological
approach employed in preserving these tales offers valuable lessons for similar
conservation efforts elsewhere. By recording narratives directly from recognized
storytellers while maintaining careful attention to performance contexts and regional
linguistic features, Bonaccini and Papi established a documentation standard that
respects both the content and form of oral traditions. Their emphasis on preserving
multiple variants of the same tale rather than seeking a single "definitive" version
acknowledges the inherently fluid nature of folkloric transmission, where variation
itself constitutes a crucial aspect of cultural expression.

The three distinct versions of "Il Lucchino" preserved in the collection—each
narrating how villagers attempt to breed a donkey by having an old woman incubate
a pumpkin, with variations in how the story unfolds —exemplify this methodological
appreciation for folkloric variation, demonstrating that the diversity of telling
represents a cultural richness rather than inconsistency.

Today, Montebotolino fascinates not only with its natural beauty, as described
by Guerra's poetic vision of pink houses that seem to float above the landscape, but
also because it is the only village in the area to preserve and transmit such an ancient
oral tradition—a unique heritage with roots stretching into the distant past. Despite
the mountain depopulation phenomenon that affected the Apennines during the last
century, leaving the hamlet with just a single permanent resident, the village comes
alive each summer when people return to inhabit their homes for vacations,
temporarily reviving the community and its cherished storytelling traditions.

In today's globally interconnected society, these parallel traditions of "wise fool"
narratives offer a unique framework for cross-cultural understanding. When a
reader from Japan encounters Montebotolino's moonlight harvesters and recognizes
similarities to their own folkloric traditions, or when a student from Nigeria finds
resonance between these Tuscan tales and the trickster figures in West African
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folklore, cultural bridges are formed. These connections are increasingly valuable in
a world where cross-cultural literacy has become not just intellectually enriching but
practically essential.

From a theoretical perspective, these tales invite us to reconsider conventional
hierarchies that privilege written over oral traditions, "high" over "folk" culture, and
urban over rural expressions. The sophisticated narrative techniques, philosophical
depth, and psychological insights found in Montebotolino's tales challenge simplistic
assumptions about the relationship between formal education and cultural sophistication.
By applying Propp’s structural analysis and Bakhtin’s concept of carnival, it becomes
clear that these tales are both formally complex and socially subversive, engaging
questions of knowledge, truth, community, and identity in ways that reflect broader
philosophical and literary concerns.

For contemporary communities facing rapid cultural change, Montebotolino's
experience offers both cautionary and hopeful lessons. While demographic shifts
and modernization can threaten traditional cultural expressions, dedicated preservation
efforts can ensure their survival even as their original contexts transform. The seasonal
revival of Montebotolino's storytelling tradition suggests that oral culture can adapt
to new rhythms of community life rather than simply disappearing in the face of
change.

The universality of these tales suggests that despite our technological advances and
cultural differences, humans across time and space share fundamental experiences and
challenges. The wise fool tradition —whether embodied by Montebotolino's villagers,
Chelm's residents, Nasreddin's antics, or the characters in countless other cultural
variations—provides a common language for acknowledging our shared human
tendency to err while celebrating our capacity for insight and growth. In a fractured
global discourse often dominated by emphasis on difference, these parallel traditions
remind us of our common humanity.

These stories, with their blend of local color and universal significance, continue
to captivate and instruct, inviting us to laugh at human foolishness while recognizing
wisdom often hiding behind apparent simplicity. In a world increasingly defined by
complexity and specialization, there remains profound value in these tales of
villagers who get everything charmingly wrong yet somehow stumble upon
essential truths about what it means to be human.
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