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Alessandro Manzoni, Translated by Bruce Penman

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE BETROTHED

This manual provides an overview and guidance for engaging with Alessandro Manzoni's historical novel, The
Betrothed (I Promessi Sposi), in the Penguin Classics edition. Set in 17th-century Lombardy during the Spanish
occupation, the novel follows the story of two young lovers, Renzo and Lucia, whose marriage is obstructed by local
tyranny. Their journey unfolds amidst historical events such as plague, famine, and political unrest, offering a
detailed portrayal of Italian life during that period.
The work is recognized as a foundational text in Italian literature and a significant example of the historical novel
genre.

2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR AND TRANSLATOR

Alessandro Manzoni (Author)

Alessandro Manzoni (1785-1873) was a prominent Italian poet, novelist, and playwright. Born near Lake Como, Italy,
Manzoni's literary career was deeply influenced by the Milanese Enlightenment and his personal journey of faith. His
most celebrated work, The Betrothed, underwent extensive revisions to refine its language, contributing significantly
to the development of modern Italian prose. Manzoni is revered in Italy for his contributions to national literature and
his exploration of moral and historical themes.

Bruce Penman (Translator)

Bruce Penman was a versatile linguist known for his proficiency in multiple languages. His 1972 translation of The
Betrothed for Penguin Classics is widely acclaimed for its fidelity and readability, earning him the John Florio Prize
for best translation from Italian in 1984 for another work. Penman's translation is instrumental in making Manzoni's
masterpiece accessible to English-speaking audiences.

3. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND SETTING

The Betrothed is meticulously set in Lombardy between 1628 and 1630, a period marked by significant historical
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turmoil. Key elements of the historical context include:

Spanish Occupation: Lombardy was under Spanish rule, characterized by widespread resentment among the
local populace due to the arrogance and exactions of foreign rulers.

Economic Hardship: The era experienced bad harvests and severe food shortages across northern Italy,
leading to widespread poverty and unrest.

Plague Epidemics: The novel vividly depicts the devastating bubonic plague of 1629-1631, which significantly
impacted Milan and surrounding areas, shaping the lives and fates of many characters.

Warfare: The region was affected by ongoing conflicts between Italian states and the spillover of the Thirty
Years' War, further destabilizing society.

Manzoni's narrative integrates these historical realities, providing a rich backdrop against which the personal
struggles of Renzo and Lucia unfold.

4. KEY THEMES AND LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE

The novel explores a range of profound themes:

Love and Perseverance: The central theme revolves around Renzo and Lucia's enduring love and their
struggle to be reunited against overwhelming odds.

Justice and Injustice: Manzoni examines the abuse of power by the aristocracy and the church, contrasting it
with the resilience and moral fortitude of ordinary people.

Faith and Providence: Religious faith plays a crucial role, with characters often finding solace and guidance
in their beliefs amidst adversity. The concept of divine providence is a recurring motif.

Social Commentary: The book offers sharp commentary on societal structures, class divisions, and the
impact of historical events on individual lives.

The Betrothed is considered one of the greatest European historical novels, influencing subsequent generations of
writers and solidifying its place as a classic.

5. READING GUIDE

To fully appreciate The Betrothed, consider the following:

Pacing: The novel is extensive and rich in detail. Allow ample time for reading and reflection.

Historical Context: Familiarity with 17th-century Italian history, particularly the Spanish rule in Lombardy and
the plague, will enhance understanding.

Character Development: Pay attention to the nuanced development of characters, from the protagonists to
the various figures they encounter.

Narrative Voice: Manzoni's narrative often includes authorial interventions and philosophical reflections, which
are integral to the novel's style and themes.

6. BOOK CARE AND PRESERVATION

To ensure the longevity of your paperback edition:

Storage: Store the book in a cool, dry place away from direct sunlight to prevent fading and warping.

Handling: Handle with clean hands to avoid transferring oils and dirt to the pages.

Page Turning: Turn pages gently to prevent tears or damage to the binding.

Protection: Consider using a bookmark instead of folding pages to mark your place.



7. UNDERSTANDING THE TEXT

Some aspects of the novel may require careful consideration:

Archaic Language: While translated, some expressions or sentence structures may reflect the original period.
Contextual reading is often sufficient for comprehension.

Historical References: Manzoni incorporates many specific historical details. If a reference is unclear,
external research can provide further insight.

Philosophical Digressions: The author occasionally pauses the narrative for philosophical or moral
reflections. These passages are intended to deepen the reader's understanding of the themes.

8. SPECIFICATIONS

Publication Details

Publisher: Penguin Classics

Publication Date: March 6, 1984

Edition: Reprint

Language: English

Print Length: 720 pages

Identification and Dimensions

ISBN-10: 014044274X

ISBN-13: 978-0140442748

Item Weight: 1.09 pounds

Dimensions: 7.6 x 5 x 1.4 inches

Image: Cover of the Penguin Classics edition of The Betrothed. The cover features a classical painting of a man and a woman, with
the title and author's name below.



9. FURTHER READING AND RESOURCES

For deeper engagement with Alessandro Manzoni's work and its context, consider exploring:

Academic essays and literary criticism on The Betrothed.

Biographies of Alessandro Manzoni.

Historical texts detailing 17th-century Italy and the plague.

Other works by Manzoni, such as his poems and tragedies.

Consult your local library or academic institutions for recommended resources.

© Penguin Classics. All rights reserved.
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