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ALESSANDRO MANZONI 

(1785-1873) 

 

This month’s essay deals with one of the most important Italian writers in Italian 

history. His oeuvre covers many literary genres, but he is most famous for an 

important novel that he wrote during the 19th century, I Promessi Sposi (The 

Betrothed). This novel is generally ranked among the masterpieces of world 

literature. In this work, he influenced the development and acceptance of a single 

Italian language from the many dialects that existed at his time. His contribution 

was as important as that of Dante to the development of the Italian language. In 

addition to the unification of the language of Italy, 

he was also instrumental in generating and 

developing the ideas that helped contribute to the 

rising Risorgimento movement that successfully 

created a politically unified Italian nation.  

 

Alessandro Francesco Tommaso Antonio 

Manzoni was born in Milan on March 7, 1785 to 

Count Pietro Manzoni and Donna Giulia 

Beccaria Manzoni. His father, Pietro, was a rich 

50-year-old landowner with an estate located 

near Lecco, on the shores of Lake Como in the 

region of Lombardy. He belonged to an old noble 

family that had originally been feudal lords of Barzio, a commune located in 

the Valsassina Valley. His mother, Giulia, was the 26-year-old daughter of the 

famous Italian author, jurist, and legal philosopher, Cesare Beccaria, and had 

literary talents of her own. With the separation of his parents in 1792, young 

Alessandro lived with his father and grew up in Milan.  

Alessandro was a slow developer, and at the various religious schools he 

attended early in his life, he was considered a dunce. He attended the University 

of Pavia for a short time, but withdrew since he did not really enjoy the learning 

experience. However, when he was 15, he developed a passion for poetry and 

subsequently wrote two poems of considerable merit. One of these, an 

anticlerical poem— Il Trionfo della Libertà (The Triumph of Liberty, 1801) — 

demonstrates a developing independence of thought that was further developed 

by friendships he made following his father’s death in 1805. The poem consisted 
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of four songs and was inspired by the Peace of Lunéville. It reveals Manzoni’s 

pro-revolutionary sympathies by expressing hostility to tyranny through a 

review of a long series of ancient and contemporary heroes who were 

champions of freedom and of love of country, and thereby attacks the secular 

sovereigns and the Pope. 

In 1805 (at left), after his father’s death, Manzoni 

went to Paris where he joined the freethinking 

household of his mother at Auteuil. He spent two 

years mixing with literary idealists of the so-called 

“ideologues” movement, who were philosophers and 

authors of the 18th-century Enlightenment school. 

He befriended Claude Charles Fauriel, a French 

philologist, writer, and critic, whose interest in 

foreign literatures and cultures contributed to the  

development of the study of comparative 

literature.  Manzoni also became acquainted with, 

and  

an adherent of, the anti-Catholic philosophy of  

Voltairian skepticism. 

 

In 1806–1807, while at Auteuil, Manzoni first appeared publicly as a poet with 

two poems. Urania (1809) was written in the classical style (of which he later 

became the most conspicuous adversary). The title alludes to one of the Muses, 

the protector of astronomy who had already inspired the Greek poet, Pindar. 

The poem developed a typical theme of the neoclassical world, namely the 

passage of men from barbarism to civilization through the work of the Muses. 

The other poem was an elegy in blank verse, In Morte di Carlo Imbonati. Versi 

di Alessandro Manzoni a Giulia Beccaria sua Madre (On the Death of Carlo 

Imbonati. Verses by Alessandro Manzoni to Giulia Beccaria, his Mother). The 

poem was written late in 1805 after Manzoni’s arrival in Paris in July. It 

honored his mother’s lover, Count Carlo Imbonati, with whom she had lived in 

England and then in France, after her divorce from Manzoni’s father. Although 

Manzoni had never met Imbonati, he inherited considerable property from 

him, through his mother, including the villa of Brusuglio outside Milan. (This 

became his principal residence for a number of years; he also had a smaller 

residence in Milan). 

In 1808 Manzoni married Henrietta-Louise Blondel, the daughter of a Swiss 

banker, in a Protestant ceremony in Geneva. She came from a Calvinist family, 
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but in 1810 she became a Roman Catholic and the marriage was re-consecrated 

in the Catholic Church. Her conversion profoundly influenced her husband. 

That same year he experienced a religious crisis which led him from 

agnosticism to an austere form of Catholicism. Manzoni’s marriage proved to 

be a happy one; they eventually had nine children, all but one living to 

adulthood. He and his wife retired to a quiet life in Milan and at his villa in 

Brusuglio (below), spending the rest of his life divided between literature and 

the picturesque husbandry of Lombardy. (He made only one visit outside of 

Milan to Tuscany in 1827 to study Tuscan Italian, which greatly influenced his 

writing.) 

 

During this period, his intellectual energy was devoted to the composition of the 

Inni Sacri (Sacred Hymns), a series of sacred hymns celebrating some of the 

major feasts of the Church. Although he had planned 12 hymns, only five were 

completed: The Resurrection  (1812), The Name of Mary (1812-1813), Christmas 

(1813), The Passion (1814-1815), and The Pentecost  (1817), of which the last is 

considered artistically the most successful. In these pieces, Manzoni’s 

Enlightenment views on human equality and the brotherhood of nations are 

fused with the belief that religion and the Catholic Church have benefited 

mankind. 
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He also wrote a treatise on Catholic morality, Osservazioni sulla Morale 

Cattolica (Observations on Catholic Morality, 1819) in which he refuted the 

arguments of Sismonde de Sismondi that Catholic morality had caused Italy’s 

political decline. Manzoni responded by demonstrating, on the basis of 

evangelical teaching, that Christian morality was the origin of every positive 

choice in the political and social field. (He undertook this project under 

religious guidance in reparation for his earlier lapse from the Catholic faith.) 

In 1818 Manzoni had to sell his paternal inheritance near Lecco because much 

of his money had been lost to a dishonest agent. Manzoni, who is considered 

characteristically generous, cancelled on the spot all of his peasants’ heavy 

debts that were owed to him and even told them to keep all the income from the 

coming harvest of corn. 

Manzoni’s study of theater history, especially the works of Shakespeare in 

French translation, moved in him the possibility of pursuing truth through 

dramatic works based on psychological realism. He decided to write plausible 

tragedies with protagonists whose sufferings would cause the viewer to meditate 

on life and the transcendent forces that are at work on human beings. He 

insisted that these works had to stem from reality 

and history, not from far-fetched plots or actions. 

Based on these basic ideas, Manzoni wrote two 

important verse plays. His first effort at a play was 

Il Conte di Carmagnola (The Count of Carmagnola, 

composed January 1816-December 1819; 

published in January 1820; and first performed in 

Florence in October 1828). It deals with the 

Renaissance Italian warrior, Carmagnola, who 

historically was executed because he had been 

unfairly accused of betrayal. In the plot, Manzoni 

harshly criticizes the discord between Italian cities 

that prevented the unification of Italy. In this case, 

he deals with a conflict between Milan and Venice, 

two cities that Carmagnola had served as 

condottiere (captain of mercenary soldiers in 

Medieval and Renaissance Italy). However, in presenting this instance of 

extreme injustice that would emotionally move the viewer to consider the moral 

wrong involved, Manzoni was criticized for boldly violating all classical 

conventions, especially for neglecting the character development of the Count. 

His preface to the play did offer historical background and it did distinguish 
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between invented and real characters; however, Manzoni’s moral theme was 

based on his belief that the essence of poetry lay in the reconstruction of the 

moral truths of history, not in the invention of detail or character. The play, 

when finally presented on stage, did not win favorable response from the 

audiences that saw it; people were not moved by the moral injustice that 

Manzoni wanted them to consider.  
 

His second verse play, Adelchi (composed November 1820-September 1821; 

published in October 1822; and first performed in Turin in May 1843) was a 

richly poetic drama about Charlemagne’s overthrow of the Lombard kingdom 

and conquest of Italy. Once again, Manzoni shows the inability of Italy to unite 

to protect itself from an invading conquering army. Adelchi is torn by the inner 

conflict between his father’s wishes and his own desire for peace. The action 

takes place between 772 and 774, the latter being the year in which 

Charlemagne (below right), also a protagonist in the tragedy, brought about the 

end of the Lombard Kingdom. Adelchi, who had previously tried in vain to 

oppose the war against Charlemagne and the Franks, fights to his death. 

Wounded and dying, in the presence of 

Charlemagne and his imprisoned father, he invokes 

clemency for his father and consoles him for having 

lost the throne. Since he has no more power, he 

insists, means that he is no longer obliged “to do 

wrong or suffer it.”  This tragedy, lamenting 

political factionalism, stirred 19th-century Italians 

who were beset by similar civil strife. 

 

Manzoni also produced other literary works at this 

time all leading him to push for the unification of 

Italy in order to overcome foreign domination and 

control. Marzo 1821 (March 1821) was an ode on the 

Piedmontese revolution of 1821 against Austria that 

seemed hopeful to bring about freedom, but instead 

produced violent suppression of the liberal forces. 

Manzoni’s ideas about the way to achieve freedom 

by unifying and fighting against a common enemy 

were further reinforced. Manzoni wrote another 

important ode Il Cinque Maggio (The Fifth of May) 

in 1821, upon hearing about the death of Napoleon. 

In the ode, he highlights the battles and exploits of 
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the former emperor, as well as human frailty and the mercy of God. (Goethe, 

who was one of the first to translate it into German, considered it the greatest 

of the many tributes written to commemorate the event.) 

I PROMESSI SPOSI 

All of these literary pieces, and many more 

too numerous to mention here, gave 

Manzoni the opportunity to reflect on 

Italian problems and how to resolve them. 

These reflections led to the creation of his 

masterpiece I Promessi Sposi (The 

Betrothed), one of the most popular and 

important literary pieces of 19th-and 20th-

century Italian literature (frontispiece at 

right). It was written under the influence of 

Sir Walter Scott, whom Manzoni had read 

and admired. Scott later stated that he 

regarded the novel as the greatest romance 

of modern times. 

Manzoni came up with the idea for his 

novel in 1821 when he read a 1627 Italian 

edict that specified penalties for any priest who refused to perform a marriage 

when requested to do so. More material for his story came from Giuseppe 

Ripamonti’s De Peste Mediolani quae fuit anno 1630 (On the Plague of the Year 

1630 in Milan), a history of the terrible plague that struck Milan in 1630 and 

that had significant ramifications for Milanese history.  

The first version of the novel, entitled Fermo e Lucia, was written between April 

1821 and September 1823. Manzoni then heavily revised it and finished it in 

August 1825. After two years of further corrections and proof-checking, it was 

finally published on June 15, 1827. Manzoni’s chosen title for the final product, 

Gli Sposi Promessi (The Promised Spouses), was changed, for the sake of 

euphony, to I Promessi Sposi (The Betrothed) shortly before its final 

commitment to printing.  

In the early 19th century, there was still controversy as to what form the 

standard literary language of Italy should take. Manzoni was firmly in favor of 

the dialect of Florence and, as he himself put it, after “washing his clothes in 

the Arno,” he revised the novel’s language for its re-publication in 1842, 
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cleansing it of many Lombard regionalisms. In so doing, he changed the course 

of Italian language at a time when the unification movement was beginning to 

develop. Since the novel became so popular and was read throughout Italy, the 

Florentine dialect became the standard unifying language of the country. 

The novel is set in northern Italy in 1628, 

during the oppressive years of direct Spanish 

rule. The novel’s main characters, Renzo and 

Lucia, are two peasants in love who are to be 

married. However, achieving this happy and 

unexceptional outcome turns out to be far 

from easy in the Lombardy of the 1600s. As the 

novel  

begins, Don Abbondio (at left, by F. Gonin), 

Lucia and Renzo’s parish priest, has promised 

to marry them. The action starts one evening 

as Don Abbondio is walking home along a 

country lane. Two henchmen of the arrogant 

and dissolute Don Rodrigo, the local ruler,  

accost the priest. Don Rodrigo has plotted to seduce Lucia and will stop at 

nothing to have her as his own. The henchmen make clear to Don Abbondio 

that he will be murdered if he should marry the couple. 

Manzoni presents us not only with Don Abbondio’s words and actions, but his 

inner life and story (as Manzoni does for many of his characters). Don 

Abbondio, as the narrator makes very clear, is a coward. To escape his dilemma 

(and the retribution that threatens him), Don Abbondio pretends to be ill and 

locks himself in his house. Lucia and Renzo try to entrap him into marrying 

them, but this is unsuccessful and results in disaster.  

With the help of the saintly Franciscan monk, Fra Cristoforo, they flee their 

village to escape Don Rodrigo. Lucia, accompanied by her mother, flees in one 

direction, and Renzo goes in another. When they might see each other again or 

return to their homes, they do not know.  

As their adventures unfold, Manzoni weaves history, social commentary, 

theology and philosophy into the narrative. Lucia and Renzo struggle to come 

back together through civil unrest, invasions, exile and an outbreak of the 

plague. Only at the end, when Manzoni has demonstrated one of his strong 

ideals that a firm faith in God can alleviate man’s sufferings, does he eliminate 

the evil Rodrigo, who dies from the plague, and permits Renzo and Lucia to 
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marry in their native village, where they resume their interrupted lives two 

years later. 

The novel is noted for the extraordinary description of the plague that struck 

Milan in 1630. It deals with a variety of themes, from the illusory nature of 

political power to the inherent injustice of any legal system; from the cowardly, 

hypocritical nature of one prelate (Don Abbondio) and the heroic goodness of 

other priests (Fra Cristoforo, and the saintly Cardinal Federico Borromeo of 

Milan), and to the unwavering strength of love (shown by the relationship of 

Renzo and Lucia, and their struggle to finally meet again and be married). The 

short summary presented here cannot pay adequate tribute to Manzoni’s subtle 

irony, satirical wit, historical knowledge, and extraordinary ability to create 

both major and minor characters to populate the universe of 17th-century Italy 

that he so credibly brings to life in the novel. 

 

LAST YEARS AND DEATH 

In 1833, Manzoni’s wife, Henrietta-Louise, died followed by many of their 

children and Manzoni’s mother. He married again in 1837, but his second wife, 

Teresa Borii, died in 1861. After 1842, he devoted his time almost exclusively to 

essays on literary theory. He was a warm sympathizer of the Risorgimento 

(1848-70), but he did not take a very active part in public agitation.  

In 1860 King Victor Emmanuel II named him a senator of the new Kingdom of 

Italy, which gave him a stipend. He was also assigned the presidency of the 

commission for the unification of the Italian language in recognition of his work 

in this area with his important novel. With the final occupation of Rome in 1870 

at the end of the Risorgimento, he was made a Roman citizen in recognition of 

his work for Italian unification, but for some unknown reason, he never went 

to take his seat as a senator.  

Of his nine children, only two lived longer than their father. The death of his 

eldest son, Pier Luigi, on April 28, 1873 was the final blow which hastened his 

own end. He was already weakened from a fall on January 6 while exiting the 

San Fedele church, hitting his head on the steps.  

Alessandro Manzoni died on May 22, 1873 after five months of cerebral 

meningitis, a complication of the trauma from his fall. All of the calamities that 

had occurred during his final years of life deepened rather than destroyed his 

Catholic faith. His funeral was celebrated in the Church of San Marco in Milan 
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with almost royal pomp. His remains, after lying in state for several days, were 

followed to the Cimitero Monumentale (Monumental Cemetery) in Milan by a 

vast cortege, including the royal princes and all the great officers of state. But 

perhaps his noblest monument was Giuseppe Verdi’s Requiem, written to honor 

his memory on the first anniversary of his death. 

 

 
 

Tomb of Alessandro Manzoni (Photo: Paolobon140) 
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IMPORTANT LEGACY 

Manzoni’s important role in Italian letters 

stems from his discovery of a national prose 

language, his creation of the first modern 

Italian novel, and his giving literary expression 

to nascent nationalistic ideals. I Promessi Sposi 

(The Betrothed) became a symbol of the Italian 

Risorgimento, both for its patriotic message 

and because it was a fundamental milestone in 

the development of the modern, unified Italian 

language. In this regard, Manzoni also 

contributed to the stabilization of the modern 

Italian language and helped to ensure linguistic 

unity throughout Italy. These triumphs 

overshadow the polemics surrounding the 

interpretations of religion and society in this work, in which he truly succeeded 

in capturing the spiritual essence of Italy as a proponent of Catholicism.  

Most Italians have read and are familiar with the novel since it has become an 

important standard part of the high school curriculum throughout Italy for 

many decades. (In May 2015, at a weekly general audience in St. Peter’s 

Square, Pope Francis asked engaged couples to read or re-read the novel for 

edification before their marriages).  

 

Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from:  Curtotti, Michael. “Alessandro Manzoni 

and the Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi).”  Beyond Foreignness Website, January 20, 

2020;  Encyclopedia Britannica Website;  Encyclopedia.com Website; Istrianet 

Website;  Life in Italy Website;  Poemhunter.com Website; and Wikipedia Website 

(both the Italian and English versions). 

 

EXTRA: 

I Promessi Sposi in 10 Minuti – Fantateatro 

(Italian, 10 minutes) 
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