
CHARACTERIZATION IN
'I PROMESSI SPaSI'

POT SUSANA FUNC K IU FSC )

I n s p i t e of a c lea r l y neocl a s si cal d id acti c i ntent , Man ­

Zoni ' s I P r om e s s i~ doe s ne ve r t hel e s s c o n t ~ i n both r oma nti c and

r eal i s t i c t r a i t s whi ch re nder it doub ly r epr e s e nt a t i ve of nine ­

t e e nth - c e nt ur y European l iter a t ur e . Be cau se I t a l y , un l ike Eng la nd

and Fr ance, did not have an a l r e a dy e s t a bli s he d pro s e f ic t i o n tr!

di tion , Nan zon i had not only to br eak new grou nd and make t he novel

fo r m accept ab l e, but he must al so r el y e nt i re ly on fore ig n e!

perien ce and pe r so na l invent io n for t he co nc ep t i o n of! Prn liless i

Bes i de s the va ri ety o f i nf l ue nce s he r e c e i ve d, fro m the

Engl is h , Fr e nch, and Ge r man a l i ke , Man zon i h i ms e lf wa s a mo s t

fa sc i na t i ng pers on . Poli t i ca ll y co nc e r ne d a n.: ph i losoph ica Lly oricn

ted , he s ough t in l it e r a t u r e t he ve hi c l e fo r dev el opment a nd ex

pressio n o f t he e th i c a l - r e l ig io us pri nc ip l e s he t o i l ed wi th

th ro ughou t h i s l ong a nd qui et bu t de epl y prob i ng e x i ste nce . The

nove l , wri t t e n a f t e r two ver se tr a ge d i e s C.!...!. Conte d i Car maS22~

~nJ Ade lc hi) and conc omi tan tly wi t h mor e t heoreti cal s t ud ies in

pr ose C L e t te r~ ~ Bomant i ci smo an d Di s co r s o su I roman zo s to r ico) ,
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embod ie s Man zon i's id e a s a bou t literature and life, and thus

a ppe a rs as an e xtremely co mpl ex and co mp r e he ns i ve work.

Man zoni's very choi ce o f subjec t a nd s e t t i ng ca n a l r e ady

i l l us tra t e a mul t i p l i ci ty of t endencie s. To the romanti c interest

i n t he hi stori ca l past , he ad ds a t ypi call y Italian concer n with

verissimilit udes whi ch, as Se rgio Pa c ifici points out in the i n­

trod uct ion t o hi s Modern Itali an Novel, con stitute s an integral

part o f the Ital ian literary tradition. 1 The past appear s , ther~

fore, not as a n ideal a l t e r na ti ve f or the prese nt , but as an al­

most me t aphori cal r epre se nt a tion of the crude cont e mpo rary real ­

i t y But perhaps t he a rea in wh i ch the i nte r mi ng l i ng of romantic

and r eal i st i c cha r ac t e r i s t i c s can be better ap r e c i a t ed a nd di scuss

ed is the rea l m of cha rac te riza t i on . Be cau s e of the wide and cog

tinuous ac cep t a nc e of l Prome s si Sposi by the Italian pub l ic , wh i ch

a s a matter of fa ct owes t o Man zoni th e be g i nn i ng of it s cultural

un i fic a t ion , mo st of the c harac te rs have be en populari zed to the

ex t e nt of hav i ng be come "type s" and, in t he c as e of Don Abbondio

and Perp e tua, e ve n virtual c a rica ure s . Bu t a s to whether, in the

lit erary cont e x t o f the 0001\, Liley repre sent fully motivated i nd i

viduals or highly generali zed human be ings, c r i t ic s have not been

a b l e to agree . Are Luci a and Ren zo fle sh- a nd-bone ch ar acte r s,duly

mo t i va te d and be l i e va ble in their attitude s ? Or do the y s ta nd for

the pure heroi ne an d the somewha t naive bu t nev erthele s s und aunt

ed hero of t he r oma nc e?

Becau s e of Manzoni' s unreserved admi r a t i on for Shakes-

peare and hi s art of ch ar act e ri zation, most cr i t i cs tend t o de­

scr ibe Manzon i' s cha r ac te rs as fo l l owi ng the Sha kes peare a n pa r a­

digm . Gia n Pie ro Barri c ell i, fo r e xampl e, af t e r s t r es s i ng the

nov el i s t 's prai s e of the Engli sh dramat i st fo r not slipping " into

t he eas y predi cta bilities of t ypification," ob serves that "it was

feeli ngs th at elic i t e d Man zoni' s interest-feel ings and their co ­

rollary, th e motivations f o r human a c t i ons. ,,2 Inde ed, if th er e i s

a ny t hi ng th at woul d make Don Abbo nd i o be l ieva ble in hi s r e fu s al

t o perform t he mar r i age of Ren zo and Luc ia, it would ha ve to be a

ve ry strong se nt i ment ; on l y f e a r a nd an acu t e la ck of sel f-re spect

could po s sib l y exp lai n s uch be hav i or in a member of the clergy

Like wis e , th e to ta l ly irr at i onal a nd app ar ently unmotivat ed con ­

ver sion o f th e Innom inato, h i s re~entance whi ch a ris es a s s udde n ly
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as Don Rodrigo's passion for Lucia, can onl y have be en brought

about from with in . In thi s se nse , Man zoni' s chara cter s ar e indeed

no a l l e gor ica l abstra ction s; but to consider them t ype s only in

so fa r a s the y are repre sentative of a s oc ia l c lass a nd of human­

i t y i n general, 3 seems somewhat questionable and des erve s, there ­

fore, a closer examination.

Ba r r i ce l l i cont ends th at Renzo and Lucia , a s we l l as the

most prominent ch aract er s of I Prome ssi §Eosi, c ontai n su ff i cie n t

mixed trait s to r emai n with in the fra mework of re ali sm. 4 Thoug h

he sees Renzo as a symbol of the in stinttive endur a nce of the hu­

man race, the critic al so r ecognizes in him "a fundamental good­

nature dne ss and a c ompass ion for the suffering" whi ch, coup l e d

with his basi c optimi sm and naivete , render him fu ll y ind ividual i z

ed . Luc i a , for her pa r t , appea rs to Ba r ri cel li as pos se ssin g a

certain degr ee of ideality without however "losing [an y] of her

f eminine realit y."S Even Agne se, becau s e ot her t ypical ges t ur es

and reliance on per son al and popul ar sayi ngs a l i ke, s e ems t o t he

critic to have be en cast "in a n unmist ak ably human mol d . ,,6

However desirable a nd e ven admi r ab l e it ma y sound , Barri

celli's interpretation is ne ve rtheles s difficult to accept whol e­

heartedly due to the lack of balan ce be twe e n the indi vidualiz ing

c ha ra c t e r i s tics and th e t ra it s whi c h e nha nc e r ep r e sentativen e s s .

Luc i o i s primaril y an ideal , a c r ea t u r e o f l i gh t as th e name i nd i

cate s , and a parad i gm of f a i t h and tr ue l ove ; onl y in ciden t al y

doe s s he st and out as a full y individualized human being, a nd

e ven then so few are her negative trait s, if a ny , that the reader

quic kly f o r ge ts them. Her lo ve for Renzo i s s o ideall y s e l fless

that it doe s not convi nc e . Agnese , likewi se , app ea r s s o mu ch as

the t ypi cal mother and pea sant woman that s he becomes above all

a type. Even her frequent e xc l ama t i ons and motherl y worries do

not ri se above the commonplace. Furth ermore, th e argument of mix

cd trait s can hardly be ap plied t o Don Rodrigo who , i n spi t e of

h is si mi la r i ty wi t h Bal zac' s Vautr in , doe s not ev en sub sc ribe to

any ba sic philosophy of life t o make him believabl e as a human

being and who rema ins, therefore, a mere personification of gr a -

t uitou s e vi l . The onl y one of the major c ha r ac te rs who get s

appr oac hes a nywhe r e near the reali stic par adigm of r oundne ss i n

charac t e r i za t io n i s Renzo, who c l e a r ly r e ve al s hi s wea kne s s es an d
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men J s hi s way s by hav i ng t o pl un ge de epl y in to ex pe r ie nc e . And it

i s i ndeed int ere st in g t o r ea li ze that, whe r e a s he wor r i e s fo r Ren

zo , th e r en der ne ve r wa ve r s in h i s fa i t h t ha t Lucia will remain

unta i nt e d .

Bec au s e Ma nz on i dea lt ba s i c a l ly with the fu nd amental di­

cho t umy be t wee n goo d and evi l ( re li gi ous mor al i t y i s af ter all

the ce n t ra l conce r n o f t he no ve l ) o r, as Marxi st c r i t ics will have

i t , be twee n the nob l e s a nd t he pea sants as i l l u s t rat i on s of the con­

s r.mr di v i si on betwe en oppr e s so rs and oppres sed, it i s onl y logical

t ha t hi s cha r a c te rs s hou l d not ultimate l y strive f or i nd i vi dua l ­

i t ~ To j udge them a cc or ding t o th e r eali sti c c r i t e r i on l e ads in .­

ev i tabl y t o Barri celli' s " t ou r de force " or t o Kenna r d 's conc l us i on

th at Luc i a and Renz o a r e we ak c ha r a c t e r s . 7 In s p i t e of Man zon i' s

ou t sta nd i ng re ali sm i n t he de s cr iption of se t ti ng and the ab un

Jan ce of s pe c i f ic de t a i ls wit h whic h he r ende rs hi s na rr ative be­

l ievab le , th e e s s en t i a l f e a tu r e s o f 1. Pr omes si Spos i - - t he me ssage

a nd the cha rac te r s - - may pe r ha ps r ema in ba s ica l ly r omant i c. I f so,

i n t he sa me wa y t hat Hawt ho r ne ' s Dimmesd al e and Ch i l l i ngwor t h

woul d pro babl y not wi th st and a c l o s e e xamination by la t e nine­

te e nth -ce nt ur y standard s, neither s hou l d Manzoni ' s cha ra c t e rs be

a na ly ze d by t he tenet s of a Fl aub ert , f or exampl e.

One of the be st eva l ua ti ons o f I Prome s s i Spos i i n t erm s

o f c ha r a c t e r i za t i on i s th at of Be ne de t to Cr oce i n hi s European I.it­

~t~ i n t he Ni ne t ee nt h Ce nt ur y . Cr oce a knowledge s the sense

of n~ r r o wn e s s whi ch on e exper i e nces when reading the novel, a

fe eli ng wh i c h ha s g ive n ri s e t o much a dve rs e criti ci sm. "We are

no t made t o f e e l , " he wr i t e s ,

a ny o f wha t ar e ca l le d the human affecti on s and pas sions

in their full f or ce a nd in their full development in

th at r omance. The e ffor t t owards t he truth, t he obsess ion

of doub t , the des i re fo r happi nes s, the r avi shmen t o f

t he i nfi n i te , t he dr ea m of be au t y and domin ion, t he j oys

an d so r rows o f l ove, t he d r ama of pol i tic s and h i s t o r y ,

th e idea ls and me mo r i al s of peo pl e s and so f or t h , whi ch

supply mate r i a l f or o the r poet s, are not t o be f ound
he r e , 8
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Cro ce doe s not, howeve r , a t t r i bute thi s a bse nce t o a ny lack o f

e xper ie nce or kno wl edge on t he par t of Manzo n i . He s ees th e no vcl

is t a s an a rt i st who ha s ri s en above t he tumu l t of l if e dnd

who ha s ac h ie ved s uc h a co n t r o l ove r pas s io n th at t o j udge h i s

char ac t e rs by t he s ta nda r ds ap plied to a Wer th e r or a Han s Cas­

t o r p would be come h i gh l y un f a i r .

Manzoni' s i s th e wi sdom of the mor a l i st , who see s no ­

th in g but bl a c k and whi t e , on on e si de j us t i ce , on t he

othe r inju st i ce; on one s i de goo d ne s s . on t he ot he r evil ;

here i nnoc e nce , yo nder ma l ice; rea so n on t he one s i de ,

wi ck edn e s s and f a t uit y on the o the r ; app r o vi ng one a nd

bl ami ng t he ot her of te n wi t h th e su b t l e cons i de ra t i ons

of the cas u is t . The wo rld , s o various i n co lou r and

s ound, s o cl o s ~ l y r e lat ed in a l l it s pu r t s , so in e xh a u~

i b l e a nd so pro fo und , be comes simplif i ed , not t o s ay

i mpove ris he d i n hi s vis i on . 9

Eve n t hough Cro c e 's c r i ti c i sm mu st be tak e n wi th a cer t ai n

re s erve , es pec ia l ly i n wha t con cer ns th e co mp le xity and colo rfu l

ne s s of Man zoni ' s wor ld , i t ne ver t he l e s s p r o vi de s dn adeq ua t e

per spect i ve fro m wh i ch t o v i ew the ce n t r a l c ha r a c t e rs of I Pr o­

mes s i Spo si . Bec au se th e hu man fee l i ngs and affec tio ns whi ch mo ­

t i va t e t he m ha ve been subord i nated t o th e e t h ica l f eel i ng or , a s
Cro ce pu t s i t , co l o r ed by " the t o r ch of mor alit y, ,,1 D t he pe r s on­

agps ha ve had to in co rpor ate t ha t mor a l d imen si on a nd s t a nd fo r

ei t he r good o r evil wi th in t he compl e x ne twor k of re l a t i ons h i p of

the no ve l . They a r e not, howev er , mere l y t ype s in th e s e ns e o f

l a c ki ng dept h a nd motivati on . The y are t ypi c a l onl y in so f ar as

t he y r e pre s ent a s pe c i f i c stan c e o f a mo r al co nf l i c t . The gre a t

me r it o f Croc e 's cri ti c i sm con s i st s t hu s i n p r ov id ing a s pec i f i c

Man zon i an co nte xt fo r ev aluat i ng th e c ha ra c te r s o f Pr ome s s i

Spos i .

In s uc h a con t ex t , fo r e xampl e , th e l ove betwe en Luci a

Ren zo does not r ea ch t he e xt re me de gree of Werther' s devo t i on for

Lott e . ~or c an t he pa s s ion of the Nun o f Mon za possi bl y re cei ve

t he tr ea tment Fl auber t gav e t o t he f eel in gs o f Madame Bovary . T~

get her , howe ver, Gertrude and Luci a i l l u s tra t e fo r Man zon i th e
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ba s i c d i cho tomy be t wee n l ov e a s a na t ur a l fee l ing and lov e as a

v i o l e nt pa ss i on . Without e i t he r to o much sentimentality or excess

lve s e ns ua l i ty , t ney embod y t he ex t r eme s of what Cr oc e s o poet!

ca lly exp r e sse s a s

the i r r at ion al r at ional, the mo st direct s ymbo l of li f e,

a mi ngl ing of se l f - love and of s elf- s acrifi ce, of voluE

tuou s del ir ium and of f ru itful t oil, of weakn ess and of

s t r e ng t h , a f ou nt of pu r i fi cati on, or a vort e x of i mpu-

r i ty : in l ove, man i s dominat ed by nature, ye t he

af f irms h ims e l f t o be man as he li f ts hi s ga ze t o
he:' ve n , 11

On th e othe r hand, t hough Man zoni downplay s f eelings in

f avo r o f a mor al qua l i ty, h i s c har ac te rs do not appear a s tot al­

ly un motiva t ed i ndi v i dual s . Eve n th e I nnomi na t o , whose conve r ­

sio n eas il y i nv i t e s the c l a s sifica t io n of an une xp l a inabl e mir ­

ac le , may possib ly be seen a s t he produ ct of deepl y pr ob i ng exi s ­

t ential doubt s . 12 In th e Nun of Mo nz a in c ident, though Ge r t rude

a ppe ars prima ril y to illustrate an ex tre me case of se l f - love

e no u gh fam i l y backg rou nd is prov i ded r o r end e r her a t t i tude be ­

l i e va bl e, i f not accep ta ble , in t he conte xt o f he r ps ycho l og i ca l

and soc ia l ba gga ge . In thi s se nse , Man zon i app r oac hes t he r e a li!

t i c co nce r n f or man as a p r odu c t of h i s en vi ro nmen t . By s e l ect

i ng , however , a peas an t gi r l f o r his s ymbo l of selfi shne s s , Man

zon i may be r e vea l i ng not on l y hi s polit i cal sympat hy f or the

common pe opl e but , t ogether with an emphas is on environment, a

deeply r om an t i c be l i e f in the i ncor r up ti bi li t y of man i n hi s na t
ur 31 s ta te. Once ag ain we can see how t he novel does not l end

it s el f to an ea sy and c le ar- cu t cl a s sif i cati on into the r oman t i c

or th e r ea l i s ti c mo l d .

Be c au s e of hi s pr i mar y mo r a l co ncern, Ma nzo n i te nd s t o

c a s t hi s cha r ac te r s int o e a s il y re cog nizab le pa i r s embod y i ng op ­

po sit e t e nde nc ie s . Suc h i s t he ca s e , for examp le , of Car d ina l

Borr om eo a nd Don Abbond io who illus t ra te two ex t re me degree s o f

r e l i g i os it y : the pa r ad i g m of Chr i s t ian pe rfe c t io n , se l f l ess and

courage ous , on t he ot he r hand ; a nd t he c a r ic a t ur e of a bad cLergy

man ,cowar d ly mot i vat ed by se lf- love , on th e other .The meas ure

F~agme~o ~ ; ~ . DLLEIUFSC, F to .~»opo~ , NQ 2, 86-9 4 , Jui. IOez. 1986

9 1



0; of their oppos i t i on : f a i t h . Likewi s e, Fr a Cris tofaro and

Don Rodr igo , bo th memb er s of a proud ar i st ocr ac y, op po s e each

o t he r in terms of j us tice and injusti ce. hher ea s Fra Cr is tofa ro

through " the r an kl in g of r emorse and a v i s i on of so met hi ng whi ch

di s c ard s va inglory in favor of altruism,,, 13 tr ansfo r ms hi s pride

and hi s impulsivene s s into weapons against e v i l a nd inequality,

Don Rodri go r emains impervious to any desire t o reform ; even Lu­

cia 's right eou sn e s s se r ves merely to arou s e hi s lu st a nd his ar­

r o gan ce.

Les s import ant fo r the development of the nov el, but no

l es s s t r i ki ng a s i l l u s t ra ti ons of contrasting so ci al a nd intel­

le ctual a t ti t udes , the t wo fam ili e s whi ch ho st Luc i a during her

lo ng es t rangeme nt fr om Agn e s e and Ren zo sta nd c le a r ly oppos ed

The a r tif icial i ty a nd "l earnedness" o f Don Fer ra n te an d Dona Pras

s ed e stifle true reli giosity and humanit y, wher e a s the a f f ec t i on ­

atc and humble a tmos phe re o f the tail or' s house fo ster s,thr ough

love, the dev el o pment an d cu l t iva t i on of nat ural v irtues.

All in a ll, Man zoni depi ct s in h i s nov el a ba la nc e d

though deeply comp l ex network of human qu aliti e s. Hi s world re­

veals, in spit e of a l l s t r uggl e and pain a nd suffering, a pro­

found s e ns e o f harm ony, a universe which div ine Providen ce care­

full y wat ch e s a nd ult imat el y r edeems. The fa te o r cha nce wh i c h

th e Greeks a tt ribu ted t o the s e lf is h de si gns of the gods and

whic h the r ea l i s t s r e l oca ted t o the envi ro nment a nd to he r edit y

is di sp en s ed i n Ma nz o n i by the omnipot ent but ne verthel e s s fair

and j us t hand of God. As Se r g io Pacifi ci r e cogni zes,

Ther e i s fa r t oo mu ch serenity in Man zoni' s cos mos or

i n hi s manne r o f recoun t i ng hi s ta l e, and we l i ve in a

h i sto ri cal moment which ha s taught us to ex pec t , not to

s ay fe ar, the improbable, errati c ge s t ur e th at ma y well

doom mankind. There are, in The Betrothed, far too man y

happ y re solutions : the good peopl e ar e invar i abl y rehari
ed , in this li fe or beyond it, a nd th e bad peopl e are

. h e d 14alwa ys punls eu .

It i s the s e r eni ty , perhap s, an d not the abse nc e of mo-

tiv a t ion or mi xed t r ait s, whic h acc oun ts fo r t he l ac k of force

FM gme.'ltoo; It . VLLE/UFSC, F£.otUa.'l opoLw, Nq 2, 86-94 , Jtd . /Oe z. 1986

92



fu l nc ss r hr- r e ade r e nc oun te rs i.n Ma n zon i' s c ha racte r s . For my

. pa r t , J S a n i nd i v i dua l of a po st - Darwin i an and po st - Fr eu d i an e r a ,

I ex perie nce a ve r y s t ro ng r e l uct a nc e t o acc e pt e i t her Ren zo or

Luc i a , o r fo r t ha t matte r any ot he r c har ac ter i n the nov e l , a s a

be lievabl e a nd mo tiv a ted ind iv idua l . Bu t I t e nd t o a cc ep t Cro ­

ce ' s pe r s pLctive and r e cogni ze th a t , judge d by t he t en e t s se t by

Manzon i a nd h i s gr and mo ral vi si on , the nov el pre vail s a ~ d the

peo p le who in ha b i t th e wor ld o f 1 Pro me s s i Spos i cou l d not hav e

bee n ot he r wi s e pr e sent ed.
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NOT E S

1 Se rg io Pa ci fi ci , Th e Modern I t a l ia n Nove l ( Carbo nda l e,

Ill . : So . Illino i s Uni v. Press , 19 67), p . 21. For a ,g ener :t l ex a m­

i nation o f t he ba ck grou nd of It ali a n fi cti o n see als o J . S . Kv n ­
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