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Alessandro Manzoni


1785 - 1873


 


Italian poet and novelist Alessandro Manzoni was born in Milan on March 7, 1785, into an old family of feudal lords. Raised in Milan, he moved to Paris in 1805 to join his mother, where he became acquainted with the ideas and principles of Voltaire, significantly influencing his early works and imbuing them with anti-clerical and Jacobin tendencies.


In 1808, Manzoni married Henriette-Louise Blondel, the daughter of a Swiss Protestant banker. Her conversion to Catholicism in 1810 prompted Manzoni to reconcile with the Church. From this point, his life was marked by a profound commitment to religion, patriotism—he was a fervent supporter of the Italian unification movement—and literature.


Manzoni's most prolific period of creative writing occurred between 1812 and 1827. During this time, he wrote his masterpiece, "The Betrothed" ("I Promessi Sposi"), published in 1827. This novel is considered one of the greatest works of Italian literature and played a crucial role in developing a unified Italian language.


After 1827, Manzoni shifted his focus to linguistic studies, contributing significantly to the standardization of the Italian language. He was a proponent of using the Florentine dialect as the basis for modern Italian, which influenced subsequent generations of writers and scholars. He maintained close friendships with prominent figures such as Tommaso Grossi, Massimo d'Azeglio, and the philosopher Antonio Rosmini.


Manzoni's later years were marked by personal tragedies, including the death of his wife in 1833 and the loss of several of his children. Despite these hardships, he continued to be a central figure in Milanese and Italian cultural life. In 1860, he was appointed senator of the Kingdom of Italy by King Victor Emmanuel II, recognizing his contributions to Italian culture and national identity.


Manzoni spent the majority of his life in Milan, where he passed away on May 22, 1873, after a fall that led to cerebral meningitis. His death was widely mourned, and his funeral was a significant event, attended by numerous notable figures, including Giuseppe Verdi, who composed the "Requiem Mass" in his honor. Manzoni's legacy endures as a towering figure in Italian literature and a pivotal influence on the cultural and linguistic unification of Italy.


 


The Betrothed


 


In The Betrothed, Manzoni gives voice and space to two young peasants who wish to marry but are "hindered" by a local lord, Don Rodrigo, who has a network of agents at his disposal, from thugs to the priest, Don Abbondio, a figure of bitter self-degradation, and the lawyer Azzecagarbugli, representative of cynical and cruel violence and legislation serving power.


Abbondio, the counterpoint to Fra Cristoforo, does not perform the marriage of the young peasants because he has been threatened by Don Rodrigo, and the given justification is a legal impediment (a fabrication) communicated in Latin. Clearly, the betrothed do not understand anything but respect the authority of the church and its knowledge. Here lies one of the many issues of the novel.


Renzo Tramaglino and Lucia Mondella, as well as Fra Cristoforo, are the positive heroes who face adventures and misadventures in their quest to marry. The plot, which could be reduced to the prohibition of marriage, is, in fact, interwoven with intrigues, historical documentation (it is the great Italian historical novel), typified character portraits, and romances within the romance.


By setting aside the lyrical elements of the epistolary and confessional novel, Manzoni turns to the realistic instances of European narrative from Don Quixote onwards, a behavior that produces a fruitful alternation of registers, ranging from the comic to the satirical and the tragic, thus profiling the Italian bourgeois novel.


The plot takes place between 1628 and 1630, covering a troubled period in Italian history: an obviously non-unified Italy, with Spanish domination in part of the north. A return to the past to speak of the present? Yes, certainly. This operation was also practiced more recently by the Sicilian writer Vincenzo Consolo in his historical novels, such as Retablo.


The Betrothed is undoubtedly a novel that cannot be ignored. Francesco De Sanctis exalted it and made it a symbol of the perfect balance between the real and the ideal, an example and symptom for the critic of a modernization of Italian literature. Since De Sanctis, there have been many interpretations, as precisely presented by Professor Aurora Fornoni Bernardini in the preface to this new translation, creating an elucidative mosaic to better understand Manzoni's work by placing side by side the views of Antonio Gramsci, Italo Calvino, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Carlo Emilio Gadda, and Umberto Eco. Aurora Bernardini also takes care to bring to the Brazilian reader the "picturesque" history of the translations of this work in Brazil, an important path to also think about the cultural relations between the two countries, just remember that D. Pedro corresponded with and translated Manzoni (the poem Il cinque maggio).





AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION{1}



“Historie may be truelie defyned as a glorious Warre against Tyme, inasmuch as it rescueth ye Yeres he had taken captiue, and, quickening euen their dede Corses, passeth them againe in reuiewe and deployeth them in battaille Arraye. But ye illustrious Champiouns who garner up all the Palmes and Laurels in this Arena seize onelie ye most showie and brilliant Spoyles, embawming in inke the mightie Achieuements of Princes and Potentates and high Nobilitie and intertwining with ye shaurp Nedle of their Minde the thredes of Golde and Silke wich forme an endless Embroyderie of Splendide Dedes.


To wich great Arguments and perylous Hightes my feblesse durst not aspire, or to moue about amid ye Labyrinthes of polytical Intrigue and ye brazen Clangours of Warre. Onelie, hauing lerned of certaine memorable euents, albeit they happened to mechanical folk and Personnes of lowe degree, I haue undertaken to preserue ye memorie of them to Posteritie by composing an authentick and playne Accoumpte, or Relacion, of the whole. In wich wil be seen, for all that ye stage is narrow, tragick and most horrible Calamities and scenes of stupendous Atrocitie, with Interludes of vertuous Emprise and angelick Godenesse set ouer againste truelie diabolick Machinacions. And uerilie, forasmuch as this Realme is under the mightie proteccion of His Catholick Majestie, Our Souereigne Lord, that Sonne wich neuer setteth, and aboue it shines with borrowed light that Moone with neuer waneth, ye Kinges owne Vicegerent pro tempore of heroick lineage, and those Starres fixed in ye Firmamaunte, wich are ye ryght noble Senators, and those other worshipful Magistrautes wich represente ye wandering Planets scattering their light in every direccion, — thus forminge a whole glorious Spheare, — other cause can there be none for this our seeinge such a Heauen transformed into a Hei of dark Dedes, Wickednesse and Crueltie, wich rash men cease not to perpetrate, than diabolick Arts and Agencies, seeing that human Malice of itself should not auail to wythstande so many Heroes, who cease not, with Argus’ eyes and Briarius’ armes, to travail for the publick Weale.


For wich cause, in inditing this Narrative of euents that befel no farther back then the springtyde of my owne lyfe, albeit the most part of ye Characters who plays a role therein be now uanished from the Stage of this Worlde, hauing passed under the dominioun of ye Parcae, still weighty consideracions haue moued me to wythholde their Names, to wit their Patronymicks, and to do in likewise with localities, mentioning only the Regions generaliter. And let this be not accoumpted an imperfection in the Narratiue, thus deformynge ye offsprynge of my rude Pen, unlesse such Critick be a uery straunger to all Philosophie. As for its Discyples, they wil easilie perceiue that ye substance of ye Relacion suffereth no lack therebye. Wherefore, inasmuch as nothing is more euidente or undisputed than this, that Names be onelie Accidents puri purissimi....”


“But after I have had the heroic patience to transcribe the story contained in this manuscript, with its scratchings and its half effaced text, and brought it, as we say, to light, will any be found with patience enough to read it?”


This misgiving, having arisen in the throes of deciphering a blot that occurred immediately after this puri purissimi, caused me to suspend my copying and give serious thought to what had best be done. “It is true,” I said to myself, as I idly skimmed over the pages, “that this fusillade of metaphors and petty conceits does not go on so continuously through the whole work. The good secentista wished to exhibit his virtuosity at the start; but then, in the course of the narrative and sometimes for long stretches, the style keeps a much evener and more natural gait. Very true. Still how commonplace, how stiff, how ungrammatical it is! Lombard idioms without end, orthodox expressions used mistakenly, arbitrary syntax, disjointed sentences! Then the way he sprinkles his text with elegant phrases from the Spanish, and, worst of all, his inexorable perversity in lugging in that awful rhetoric of the Introduction in the most sublime and the most pathetic passages of the story, whenever an opportunity offers to excite wonder or induce reflection — those passages, in a word, which call for a little rhetoric, to be sure, but used temperately, with nicety and good taste. 


Again, uniting the most contrary qualities with an ability that is marvelous, he succeeds in being at once uncouth and affected within the limits of the same page, the same sentence, the same word. In short, he is infected with the characteristic vice of the writers of his age and country — declamatory bombast, composed of vulgar solecisms and pervaded with outlandish pedantry. On sober reflection, it is, indeed, not a thing to place before readers of today — they are too sophisticated, too surfeited already with this sort of extravagance in composition. It was well, after all, that the happy thought carne to me at the very outset. And so I wash my hands of the ill-omened task.”


But in the very act of shutting up the rubbish in its covers again I was smitten with regret that so beautiful a story should remain forever unknown; because, as a story, it may strike the reader differently, but to me it appeared, as I say, beautiful — very beautiful. “Why,” I thought, “could not I take the series of events as they are given in the manuscript and make the language over?” No reasonable objection occurring to me, this course was forthwith adopted. There you have the origin of the present book, stated with a frankness equal to the importance of the book itself.


But some of those events, as well as certain customs described by our author, to us seemed so extraordinary and odd, to call them by no worse name, that, before crediting them, we thought it well to consult other witnesses. So we set to rummaging through the records of the period, to see if things really went after such a fashion. The investigation dissipated all our doubts. At every step we came across similar happenings, and worse; and, what appeared more conclusive still, we even discovered certain characters, of whom, never having heard of them outside of this manuscript, we were in doubt if they really existed. We shall cite some of these witnesses at need to vouch for certain matters, which, on account of their strangeness, the reader might be disposed to doubt.


But having rejected the language of our author as intolerable, what have we substituted for it? There is the point.


Whoever intrudes to improve upon another’s work without being asked, exposes himself to the liability of rendering a strict account of his own, and in a certain measure contracts the obligation of doing so; and this is a rule, grounded alike in precedent and justice, from which we do not pretend to be dispensed. Nay, to conform to it whole-heartedly, we had proposed enumerating minutely the reasons for our own style of writing; and with this end in view, we never ceased, all the time we were at work, casting about in our minds for the possible and problematic objections that might be brought against our method, with the intention of refuting them all in advance. Nor would our difficulty have arisen here; because (we must avow it in the interest of truth) not one objection presented itself without suggesting a triumphant reply — one of those replies that, I do not say solve the question at issue, but change it into something else. Often even, pitting one objection against another, we left the controversy between them; or else, comparing them attentively and sounding them to the very bottom, we succeeded in discovering and proving that, though apparently contradictory, they belonged to the same class of criticisms and arose from disregarding the data and principles on which judgment should have been predicated; and, yoking them thus in pairs to their own great amazement, we would send off the two of them about their business. Never would author have proved himself right so conclusively.


But (so it is) when we had come to the point of piecing together all these objections and replies so as to bring them into some order, Heaven help us! they made a book of themselves. Seeing which, we set our good intention aside for two reasons, which must certainly commend themselves to the reader: first, that a book gotten up to justify another book — nay, the style of another book — might appear ridiculous; second, that one book at a time is enough, maybe too much.





THE BETROTHED



Chapter I


That particular arm of Lake Como, which, reaching towards the south between two uninterrupted mountain chains, finds its shore-line broken by projecting spurs into a constant succession of bays and creeks, contracts at length quite abruptly and assumes the form and flow of a river between a headland on the right and a goodly expanse of shore-land on the other side. This transition is rendered more sensible to the eye by a bridge, which at that point joins the two banks and marks the spot at which the lake ceases to be and the Adda begins — only to resume, later on, the character of a lake, when the banks recede, permitting its waters to expand and seek the tranquil depths of still other creeks and bays.


The shore, formed by the deposits of three large torrents, slopes away from the feet of two neighboring mountains, one called St. Martin’s, the other, in the Lombardese dialect, the Resegone, from its serrated profile; which does, in fact, give it the appearance of a saw, so that no one, seeing it from in front, as, for instance, from the north wall of Milan, can fail to pick it out by such a mark in that long, far-flung mountain range from the other peaks of more obscure name and less striking aspect. For a good stretch the shore ascends by a gentle, steady slope, then it breaks into hillocks and glens, into level land and acclivities, according to the stratification of the two mountains and the erosion of the water. The border itself, cut into segments by the branching of the torrents, is all gravel and stones; the background is made up of fields and vineyards, studded with communes, with villas and hamlets, and interspersed here and there with groves stretching up into the mountain. Lecco, the most important of these communes and the one from which the region derives its name, lies only a short distance from the bridge on the edge of the lake, — indeed, when this becomes swollen, partly in the lake, — a large town in our own day and in a fair way to become a city. 


At the period of the events we are undertaking to narrate this town, even then deserving of consideration, was, in addition, a military post and, in consequence, could boast the honor of entertaining a commandant and the advantage of possessing a permanent garrison of Spanish soldiery, who used to set an example of modest reserve to its damsels and matrons and, on occasion, lay the tokens of their affection on the smarting shoulders of some husband or father; never failing, however, as the summer approached its end, to scatter through the vineyards in order to thin out the grapes and save the peasants some of their vintage toil.


From one to another of these hamlets, and stretching from river-bottom to upland and from hill to hill, ran, and rim still, roads and lanes of varying degrees of roughness and smoothness; now sunken between walls on either side, so that, upon lifting the eyes, one’s regard was met only by a patch of sky and a mountain crag; now raised upon open terraces, whence the vision ranges over prospects always rich and abounding in variety, but more or less expansive as the different views borrow more or less from the vastness of the surrounding scene, and accordingly as this or that detail looms up and dominates the spectacle or fades away and disappears from sight. First one glimpse, then another, and then a long vista of the shimmering expanse of ever-changing water; on one side the lake, closed in at the farther end, or rather, lost in a labyrinthine group of mountains, then gradually broadening between other mountains that unfurl themselves one by one to the view with their image and that of the villages on the shore inverted in the wave; on the other side a short span of river, then lake, then river again, winding its sparkling way likewise among the never-failing mountains until they dwindle in the distance and lose themselves in turn on the horizon. The place from which you contemplate these varied scenes is itself a scene on which to feast the eye. The mountain you are skirting spreads out above and around you, its peaks and crags standing out clear-cut and vivid and showing some change at almost every step, that which at first seemed a single ridge breaking up and unfolding a panorama of ridges, and what appeared recently on the slope proving to crown some eminence; the wildness of the rest of the landscape being softened and its sublimity proportionately heightened by the mild, cultivated beauty of these foothills themselves.


Along one of these lanes, leisurely trudging his way homeward from his daily walk, towards evening of November 7, 1628, carne Don Abbondio, parish priest of one of the abovementioned villages, the name of which, however, any more than the surname of the individual, does not appear in our manuscript either here or elsewhere. He was placidly reciting his office, and from time to time, between psalms, he would close his breviary, marking the place by inserting his right forefinger, then, clasping his right hand in the left behind his back, he would continue on his way with his eyes bent on the ground, his foot spurning against the wall the pebbles which littered his path. Then he would raise his eyes, and, glancing idly around, he would rest them upon that part of a mountain where the rays of the sunken sun, escaping through the opposite cliffs, painted its precipitous sides with large splotches of purple. After reopening his breviary and reading another snatch, he arrived at a bend in the lane where he was wont to raise his eyes from the book and gaze ahead; and thus did he on this day. The road ran on straight for about sixty paces beyond the turn and then forked, like the letter Y, into two byways; that on the right rising towards the mountain and leading to the church, the other going down the valley as far as a brook. 


The wall on this side rose no higher than the middle of the pedestrian. The inner walls of the two byways, instead of coming to an apex, were truncated by a shrine, upon which were painted long, wriggly objects which, in the intention of the artist and the eyes of the inhabitants, stood for flames; alternating with which were other objects, defying description, which stood for souls in purgatory — both souls and flames being of the color of brick upon a background which was slate-colored except for occasional scars in the plaster. The priest, upon turning the bend and directing his gaze, as usual, towards the shrine, saw something which he was not expecting and which he would have wished not to see.


Two men were stationed facing each other at the confluence, so to speak, of the two byways, the one sitting astride of the coping-wall with one leg dangling outwards and the other foot planted upon the road, his companion leaning against the high wall opposite with arms folded on his breast. Their garb, their bearing, and what could be distinguished, from the point which the priest had reached, of their features, left no room for doubt as to their character. They wore about their heads a green netting falling in a tassel upon their left shoulder, from under which escaped over the forehead a prodigious tuft of hair. Their mustaches were pointed. A shiny leather belt, from which de-pended a brace of pistols, girdled their waists, and a powder-horn hung like a necklace upon their breast. The hilt of a knife protruded from a pocket of their capacious, loose-hanging breeches, and a great sword hung at their side, its huge guard set with brightly furbished plates of brass arranged in some cabalistic pattern. The first glance sufficed to identify them as members of the class of bravos.


This class, now entirely extinct, was at that time very flourishing in Lombardy, and was even then of long standing. The following excerpts will give to the uninitiated reader some idea of the main characteristics of the institution, of the efforts made to stamp it out and of its stubborn and luxuriant vitality.


As far back as April 8, 1583, His Most Illustrious Excellency, Don Cario of Aragon, Prince of Castelvetrano, Duke of Terra-nova, Marquis of Avola, Count of Burgeto, Grand Admirai and Grand Constable of Sicily, Governor of Milan and Captain General of His Catholic Majesty in Italy, having taken full cognizance of the intolerable misery in which the City of Milan lives and has lived by reason of bravos and vagrants, places them under the ban of the law. He declares and defines that all those shall be comprehended under this ban and shall be reputed as-bravos and vagrants, who, whether aliens or citizens, have no regular trade, or, having one, do not ply the same, but are retained, with or without allowance, by some noble or knight, officer or merchant, to espouse his side or second his quarrel, or even, as there is cause to presume, to work scathe to others. He serves an injunction on all such that they quit the country within the term of six days, threatens recusants with the galley and confers upon all agents of justice the most grotesquely large and unrestricted powers to execute the ordinance. But, on April 15 of the following year, the same noble gentleman, noting that the city is as full as ever of the said bravos, who have resumed their former ways without any amendment of code or diminution of numbers, promulgates another edict still more drastic and striking, in which, among other provisions, he specifies:


That any person, no matter whether he be a Citizen of this town or an alien, who shall appear, upon the testimony of two witnesses, to bear the reputation or notorieties character of bravo and pass currently as such, even in the absence of any proof of criminal complicity, solely on the ground of his being so reputed, without further proofs may by the said judges, and by each severally, be put to the rack and tortured to try his guilt, and that, even though no confession of crime be extracted, he may, nevertheless, be committed to the galleys for the aforesaid term of three years on the sole charge of being commonly reputed and notoriously held as a bravo, as hereinbefore recited. All this, and much more which we omit, because his excellency is deter-mined upon his wish being obeyed by all.


When one hears such brave words, spoken with such assurance and coupled with such commands, from so noble a lord, one would fain believe that all the bravos vanished forever solely at their detonation. But the testimony of another noble, the weight of whose authority and whose titles is no less, obliges us to believe exactly the opposite. This is His Most Illustrious Excellency, Juan Fernandez de Valasco, Constable of Castille, High Chamberlain of His Majesty, Duke of the City of Frias, Count of Haro and Castelnovo, Noble of the House of Velasco and that of the Seven Children of Lara, Governor of the State of Milan, etc. On June 5, 1593, he also having taken full cognizance of the harm wrought and the damage inflicted by bravos and vagrants, and of the evil influence of such persons on the public weal and the administration of justice, enjoins them anew, within the term of six days, to quit the country, repeating almost the same prescriptions and threats used by his predecessor. Then, on May 23, 1598, learning with no small degree of displeasure that the number of that certain class (bravos and vagrants) is daily on the increase, and that nothing but murders, robberies and premeditated bloodshed is heard of them day or night, together with misdemeanors of every other sort, to the which they lend themselves the more readily that they have the aid of their chiefs and abettors to rely upon, prescribes anew the same remedies, but in larger doses, as is wont to be done in obstinate diseases. Let everyone, then, he concludes, scrupulously beware of contravening the present edict, or any part thereof, because, instead of experiencing his excellency’s leniency, he will experience his severity and anger, his excellency being resolved and determined that this warning shall be final and peremptory.


Of a different way of thinking, however, was His Most Illustrious Excellency, Don Pietro Enriquez de Acevado, Count of Fuentes, Captain and Governor of the State of Milan; he was of a different way of thinking, and for good reasons. Being fully cognizant of the misery in which this city and State lives by reason of the great number of bravos who abound in it, and being resolved to extirpate entirely spawn so pernicious, he promulgates, December 5, 1600, a new edict, full, as usual, of dire penalties, with the firm purpose that they shall be carried scrupulously into execution with full rigor and without any hope of mitigation.


We must believe, however, that he did not bring to the task all that hearty good-will which he could muster in engineering intrigues and in raising up enemies against his own arch-enemy, Henry IV; because, on this latter score, history is witness to his success in turning against that king the arms of the Duke of Savoy, whom he caused to forfeit more cities than one, and to his success in drawing the Duke of Biron into a conspiracy and making him pay the forfeit with his head. But as regards that “spawn so pernicious” of bravos, certain it is that on September 22, 1612, it was still germinating. On this date His Most Illustrious Excellency, Don Giovanni de Mendozza, Marquis of La Hynojosa, Gentleman, etc., Governor, etc., thought seriously about their extermination. To this end he sent to Pandolfo and Marco Tullio Malatesti, printers to the royal household, the usual edict, revised and enlarged, to be printed to the undoing of the bravos. They lived, however, to have the same blows, and worse, dealt them on December 24, 1618, by His Most Illustrious Excellency, the noble Don Gomez Suarez de Figueroa, Duke of Feria, etc. These not proving fatal either, His Most Illustrious Excellency, the noble Gonzalo Fernandez de Cordova, under whose administration took place the afternoon walk of Don Abbondio, found himself obliged to re-revise and republish the customary edict against bravos on October 5, 1627, that is, one year, one month and two days before that memorable event.


Nor was this last of publishing; but we feel dispensed from mentioning the succeeding ones as falling outside the period of our story. We shall make only passing mention of one of February 13, 1632, in which His Most Illustrious Excellency, the Duke of Feria, Governor for the second time, informs us that the most disgraceful crimes are traceable to those who go by the name of bravos. This much suffices to assure us that, at the time with which we are dealing, bravos really existed.


That the two already described were on the wait for someone was entirely obvious; what pleased Don Abbondio still less was the conviction forced on him by their actions that that someone was he. For at his appearance they had exchanged glances, lifting their heads with a movement which told him that both had said in unison, “Tis he.” The one in the straddling posture had arisen, drawing his leg up on the road, the other had detached himself from the wall, and both started in his direction. Keeping his breviary open before him all the while, he looked out from under his eyebrows to keep a watch on their movements; and, seeing them coming up to him, he was assailed by a thousand thoughts at once. He inquired hurriedly of himself whether between him and the bravos the road opened anywhere to the right or left; and he remembered promptly that it did not.


He examined himself rapidly to see if he had any score with lord lings or avengers; but even in his agitation of mind the consoling testimony of conscience offered him its modicum of reassurance. The bravos, however, continued to approach, their eyes fastened on him. He inserted the first and second fingers of his left hand under his collar, as if to readjust it, and sliding his fingers along his neck, he at the same time craned his head around, screwing back the corner of his mouth and looking out of the tail of his eye as far as possible to see if anyone was approaching; but he saw no one. He shot one glance across the low wall into the fields — no one was there; another, rather more timid, down the road ahead of him — still no one except the bravos. What was he to do? It was too late to turn back, and to take to his heels was the same as saying “Follow me” or worse. Being unable to dodge the danger, he went to meet it; because these moments of uncertainty were by this time so painful that he desired nothing more than to shorten them. Hastening his pace, he recited a verse in a more audible tone, assumed what composure and cheerfulness of countenance he could and made every effort to work up a smile. When he found the two worthies confronting him he breathed a “Now for it,” and halted.


“Your reverence”, quote one of them, fixing him with his eye.


“What is your pleasure?” replied Don Abbondio, raising his own from the book, which remained spread open in his hands as if upon a lectern.


“Your reverence contemplates,” pursued the other, with the boding, angry mien of one who catches an inferior on the point of doing something to be ashamed of — “your reverence contemplates marrying Renzo Tramaglino and Lucia Mondella tomorrow.”


“That is to say,” responded Don Abbondio, with a quaver in his voice — “that is to say — Your worships are men of the world and know just how such matters go. The poor priest counts for nothing. They make the muddle themselves, and then — and then they come to us as one would go to demand money of his banker, and we — we are the public’s servants.”


“Well, then,” said the bravo in his ear, but with a tone of solemn command, “this marriage must not take place, neither tomorrow nor ever.”


“But, my good sirs,” replied Don Abbondio, with the bland, insinuating voice one takes to persuade a hothead — “but, my dear sirs, be pleased to put yourselves in my place. If the matter depended on me — you see plainly that it puts nothing in my pocket.”


“Zounds!” interrupted the bravo. “If the point were to be decided by prating, you would have us on the hip. We know, and wish to know, nothing more about it. Forewarned is fore — You understand.”


“But your worships are too fair, too reasonable.”


“Stuff!” this time broke in the other ruffian, who had not spoken thus far. “The marriage must not take place, or” (here a round oath) “he who performs it will not repent, because he will not have the time; and” (here another oath).


“Softly, softly,” resumed the first speaker. “His reverence is a man who knoweth the rules of the world, and we are honest folk who mean him no harm, provided he is discreet. Your reverence, the noble Don Rodrigo, our master, pays thee his sincerest respects.”


This name, to the mind of Don Abbondio, was like the lightning flash that in the highest fury of the night tempest lights up one’s surroundings indistinctly for an instant, while it adds terror to terror. Instinctively he made a low bow, and said: “If your worships could suggest to me ...”


“What! make suggestions to your reverence, who can read Latin!” again interrupted the bravo, with a laugh that came somewhere between uncouthness and ferocity. “It is thy concern. And, above all, let no hint transpire of this warning we have given for thy own good; otherwise, ahem! it would be the same as to perform that little marriage ceremony. Come, what answer dost thou wish us to convey to the noble Don Rodrigo?”


“My respects ...”


“Be more definite.”


“Proceeding — proceeding always from obedience.” And, in pronouncing the words, even he did not know whether he was making a promise or a polite phrase. The bravos took them, or gave evidence of taking them, in their more serious sense.


“Excellent; and good night, reverend sir,” said one of them in the act of departing with his companion. Don Abbondio, who but a few moments before would have given one of his eyes to avoid meeting them, now would have liked to prolong the conversation and the parleying. “Your worships —” he began, slamming shut the book. But they, without giving further ear to him, took the road by which he had come and. went away singing a coarse song which I am loath to transcribe. Poor Don Abbondio remained a moment gaping, like one under a spell. Then he took that one of the two roads which led home, painfully dragging one leg after the other, as if they had been of lead. What the State of the inner man was will be better understood after a word of explanation about his character and the times in which it was his fate to live.


Don Abbondio (as the reader has already perceived) was not of a lion-hearted nature. But from his earliest years it had been borne in upon him that the saddest of plights in those times was to be sans fangs and sans claws and yet not fired with the ambition to be eaten alive. The power of the law offered no manner of protection to the peaceable, unoffending man devoid of other means of making himself feared. Not at all that there was any dearth of laws and of penalties against individual violence. There was, on the contrary, a surfeit of laws. The crimes were enumerated and specified with prolix minuteness; the penalties, wildly extravagant and augmentable, if need be, in almost every instance at the discretion of the lawmaker himself and of a hundred executives; the procedures, framed only with a view to removing from the judge’s way everything which might serve as an obstacle to pronouncing sentence of guilty; as the excerpts we have exhibited from edicts against bravos briefly but faith-fully illustrate. Notwithstanding all this, and in great measure because of it all, these edicts, republished and reinforced from one administration to another, served only to attest exuberantly the impotence of their authors; or, if they produced any immediate result, it was to add greatly to the vexations which the law-abiding and weak already suffered from the turbulent, and to increase unruliness and cunning in the latter.


Immunity from punishment was on an organized basis, and its roots were too deep for edicts to reach, or to be able to remove. Of such a character were asylums, such the privileges of certain classes, in part recognized legally, in part tolerated in sullen silence or assailed with vain remonstrances, but maintained in fact and defended by those classes with the industry of self-interest and the jealousy of punctilio. Now this immunity, to which edicts, while not fatal, were a threat and an affront, would naturally be driven by each threat and each affront to fresh lengths of activity and inventiveness for its self-preservation. This is, in fact, just what happened. The lawless element cast about, upon the appearance of legislation aiming at the suppression of violence, for new expedients out of their stock of very real resources to continue doing what the laws had just prohibited. Their enactment might, on the other hand, prove a continual source of inconvenience and annoyance to the man who went on minding his own business but lacked both the means of self-protection and influence; for, in their effort to have all men under control and to prevent or punish all offences, they simply subjected the private individuals every move to the arbitrary will of magistrates of all possible descriptions. But, did a man take measures before committing his crime to get under cover promptly in some monastery or palace, where police durst not set foot, or did he take no further precaution than to wear a livery which enlisted in his defense the vanity and interested assistance of a powerful family or of a whole clan, he could follow his practices in safety and laugh at the bluster of edicts.


Of those on whom it devolved to enforce their provisions, some belonged by birth to the privileged side and others were the creatures of its power; both had adopted its maxims and clung to them by force of education and community of interest, of habit and imitation, and would have thought a long time before violating them for the sake of a scrap of paper posted in the market-place. As for those entrusted with the immediate task of physically executing the laws, even though they had been enterprising as heroes, obedient as monks and self-sacrificing as martyrs, they would never have been able to compass it, inferior as they were numerically to those whom there was question of subduing and extremely liable to be left in the lurch by those whose behests, in the abstract, or, as we say, in theory, they were carrying out. But, in addition, they were generally the most worthless and degenerate creatures of their age, and their office was held in contempt even by those who had reason to dread it, while their legal title was a byword. It was, therefore, very natural that, instead of risking, nay, of throwing away, their lives in a hopeless undertaking, they should put up their inaction, and even their connivance, for sale to the powerful, and should reserve the exercise of their execrated authority and of the power they might really be said to possess for those occasions in which there was no danger — that is, in oppressing and annoying the law-abiding and defenseless.


The man who contemplates aggression or who is momentarily apprehensive of it, naturally seeks allies and fellowship. Hence the tendency of individuals to align themselves in classes, to create additional classes and to seek each the aggrandizement of that to which he belongs, was in that day carried to its fullest development. The clergy were alert to maintain and extend their immunities, the nobility their privileges and the military their exemptions. Merchants and artisans were banded together in guilds and confraternities, the legal profession constituted a union, and even leeches an incorporated society. Each of these petty oligarchies wielded a certain power that was all its own. In each the individual discovered the advantage of employing in his own interest the strength that comes from unity and in exploiting it according to the weight of his influence and the measure of his adroitness. The more upright availed themselves of this advantage solely in self-defense; schemers and knaves seized on it to carry through some low intrigue to which their own resources would have been unequal and to come off with impunity. The strength of these various associations was, how-ever, very unevenly balanced, and especially in the country the turbulent noble in affluent circumstances, surrounded as he was by his cohort of bravos and a population of peasants habituated by family tradition, or led by considerations of interest or necessity, to regard themselves as the subjects and soldiers of the landlord, exercised a power which any local unit would scarcely have been able to dispute.


Our friend Abbondio, being without birth, without wealth, and more hopeless still without courage, had become sensible almost before reaching the age of discretion that, in such a State of society, he was like an earthen vessel compelled to travel cheek by jowl with vessels of iron. Hence he had most dutifully obeyed his relatives when they wished him to become a priest. Not, in truth, that he worried himself much about the duties and lofty ends of the ministry to which he was consecrating himself. Gaining an easy livelihood and getting into an influential and honored body of men had seemed to him a pair of reasons more than sufficient for such a choice. But no order whatsoever will protect an individual or assume responsibility for him beyond a certain point. None of them will exempt him from committing himself to some course of his own. 


Don Abbondio, being perpetually engrossed with the thought of living unmolested, bothered not his head about such advantages as entailed much exertion or some risk on the aspirant. His policy was, mainly, to steer clear of all disputes and to yield in those from which there was no escape. In all the wars which broke out around him, from the contentions then rife between the clergy and the civil authorities, between the military and civilians, between noble and noble, down to altercations between peasants with words as their starting point and blows or dagger-thrusts for their arbitrament, he maintained an attitude of unarmed neutrality. If he found himself absolutely compelled to choose sides between antagonist and antagonist, he sided with the stronger, in a paltering way, however, and contriving to show the other that he was not inimical of his own volition. “Why,” he appeared to say to him, “could not you have prevailed, that I might now be standing on your side of the fence?” Thus, by giving a wide berth to power-ful malefactors, by shutting his eyes to their unpremeditated and passing deeds of lawlessness, by acquiescing obsequiously in those that were more grievous and deliberate. by cajoling the surliest into giving him a smile when he met them in the Street, the poor man had succeeded in passing his three score of years without serious squalls.


It must not be imagined, however, that he lacked his own little share of spleen; and this continued restraint upon his temper, this practice of acceding, right or wrong, to others, these many bitter draughts he had to swallow in silence, would have increased its virulence to the point of impairing his health, had he not been able to vent it occasionally. But in such a big world there were persons, and those not far away, whom he knew perfectly well to be harmless beings, and on these he would now and then pour out the vials of his long-repressed wrath and thus indulge his own inclination to play at tantrums and scold unjustly. He was also a severe critic of those whose rules of conduct differed from his own, when, however, the criticism might be ventilated without any danger, be it never so remote. The vanquished was, at the very least, an imprudent fellow; the slain man had always been a brawler. With the man who had pitted himself against some powerful opponent and come off with a cracked pate Don Abbondio could always pick on some fault to find — which, moreover, is not a difficult thing to do, seeing that right and wrong are not separated so cleanly that one side has with it all the right or all the wrong. But above all, he declaimed against those of his confrères who at their own risk took up the cudgels for some poor victim of persecution against his powerful oppressor. This he used to call a wanton quest of trouble and a wishing to take the humps off camels’ backs, and he would add with severity that it was entangling one’s self in secular things to the prejudice of the dignity of the sacred ministry. Against such he inveighed, always, however, in the absence of a third party or in a very small group, with so much the more vehemence as they were known to be less given to resentment in matters affecting themselves personally. He had a favorite saying, which was always for him the last word in discoursing on such matters, that an honest Citizen who minds his own business and keeps his place gets into no scrapes.


Let my five-and-twenty readers now try to imagine how the poor man must have been affected by the incidents we have related. What with the fright he had taken of those hideous faces and ominous words, the threats he had received from a noble who was known not to threaten in vain, the sudden ruin of his quiet plan of life, built up at the price of so many years of study and patience, the predicament out of which no door seemed to open, the bowed head of Don Abbondio was in a whirl indeed. “If Renzo,” he mused, “could be made to go his way in peace by a simple ‘No,’ what harm? But he will want some reason. And what reason have I to give, in the name of Heaven? Hm-m-m-m. There is another Tartar for you; mild as a lamb as long as he is left alone, but attempt to cross him, and — Ugh! And with his head turned, besides, about that Lucia — as lovelorn as — Silly young fools! For the lack of something better to do, they must fall in love and go a-marrying, and never a thought beyond. Little do they care how much anguish a respectable poor man suffers on their account. Alack! alack! I’d like to know what right that twain of horrors had to plant themselves right in my path and take me to task. How do I come into it? Is it I who would be married? Why did they not go instead to speak with? Hah! Just see, now! What an unlucky mortal I am, that the right thing to do always occurs to me five minutes after the occasion has gone by. Now, if I had only thought of suggesting that they betake their embassy to!”


But, at this stage, he became aware that these regrets for not having instigated and abetted wrongdoing were too unconscionably wicked in him, and he directed the full content of his angry thoughts against the one who was coming thus to rob him of his peace. He did not know Don Rodrigo except by sight and by reputation, nor had he ever dealt with him further than to cringe, hat in hand, to the ground on the few occasions when he had met him on the road. He had, more times than one, to defend that noble’s reputation against those who, between sighs, raised their eyes to heaven and, with bated breath, cursed some of his doings. He had said a hundred times that he was an estimable nobleman. But in that moment he called him in his own heart all the names which he had never heard others apply without cutting them short with a “Fie-on-you! ”With his mind in a tumult of such thoughts he reached the door of his house in the lower end of the hamlet, and, hurriedly thrusting the key, which he was holding in his hand, into the lock, he opened and went in, drawing the bolt carefully afterwards. Immediately, in his impatience for trustworthy companionship, he called out: “Perpetua! Perpetua!” advancing at the same time towards the chamber where she was certain to be, laying the cloth for the evening meal. Perpetua, as everyone perceives, was Don Abbondio’s housekeeper; a devoted and faithful servant, who knew how to obey or to make herself obeyed, as occasion required, and could, at the proper time, bear with her master’s grumblings and crotchets or make him in turn bear with her own; which latter were daily becoming more frequent, seeing that she had already passed the canonical age of forty without marrying — in consequence, as she herself told it, of having re-fused all the suitors who had sought her hand, or, as her friends said, of her never having found an old shoe to pair up with.


“I am coming,” she replied, setting down in its accustomed place on the desk the measure of Don Abbondio’s favorite wine and starting slowly in his direction. But she had not reached the threshold of the door when he carne in, with such a heavy step, with his brow so beclouded and his countenance so perturbed, that it would not have needed eyes so keen as Perpetua’s to discover that something altogether unusual had happened.


“Mercy on us! What is wrong, master?”


“Nothing, nothing,” replied Don Abbondio, sinking breathless into his armchair.


“How? Nothing? And is it I you would have think so? Upset as your reverence is? Something most untoward hath happened.”


“Peace! in Heaven’s name! When I say it is nothing, either it is nothing, or it is something I may not tell.”


“That you may not tell even to me? And who will look after your reverence’s health, then? Who will lend you advice? ...”


“Alack! Will you hold your tongue? And leave off setting the table. Give me a glass of wine.”


“And your reverence would hold that nothing is wrong!” said Perpetua, filling the glass and keeping hold of it as if she would relinquish it only in reward for the confidences that were so slow in coming.


“Give here! Give here!” said Don Abbondio, taking the glass away, from her with a hand none too steady and emptying it at one gulp, as if it had been so much medicine.


“Then your reverence would see me going around perforce inquiring what hath happened to my master?” insisted Perpetua, standing confronting him with arms akimbo and her glance fastened on him, as if she would draw the secret out through his eyes.


“In Heaven’s name, don’t go gossiping and noise the thing abroad. My — my life’s at stake.”


“Your life?”


“My life.”


“Your reverence well knoweth that, whenever you have told me aught frankly, in confidence, I have never ...”


“Bravo! As, for instance, when ...”


Perpetua perceived that she had struck the wrong chord; hence, quickly changing her tone, “My good master,” she said in melting accents, “I have always been devoted to you; and if now I wish to know more, it is through solicitude, because I would fain be of assistance to you, give you good advice, cheer you ...”


The fact is that Don Abbondio was probably as anxious to be unbosomed of his painful secret as Perpetua was to learn it. Hence, after making an ever-weakening resistance to the increasing violence of her fresh offensives, after making her swear over and over that she would not breathe a word of it, he at length, with much hemming and hawing and condoling with himself, told her his miserable plight. When he carne to the name of the sender of the message, Perpetua had to make another and more solemn oath of secrecy, and when the name had been pronounced, Don Abbondio fell back with a great sigh into the depths of his armchair, raising his hands in an attitude of both command and entreaty. “Now, in Heaven’s name ...”


“His old tricks!” exclaimed Perpetua. “Oh, the scoundrel! the tyrant! the enemy of God and man!”


“Will you hold your tongue! Or would you be my utter ruination?”


“Oh! no one will hear us talking alone here. But whatever will you do, my poor master?”


“See that, now,” said Don Abbondio in an angry tone; “see what fine advice she gives me. She comes and asks me what I shall do. What shall I do? As if she were in straits and it was for me to help her out.”


“Well, I have my poor bit of advice to give; and yet ...”


“And yet, and yet, and yet; let us hear what it is.”


“My advice is that, since everyone sayeth what a holy man our archbishop is, with no end of courage, and that it warms the cockles of his heart when, to uphold one of his priests, he can bring one of those ruffianly nobles to time, I should think, and I do think, that your reverence should write him a good plain letter, telling him the why and wherefore- 


“Hold your tongue! hold your tongue! What kind of advice is that to give a poor man? If a bullet were sent through my head (God forbid!), would the archbishop give me a sound headpiece again?”


“Poh! Bullets are not passed about like comfits at a christening. And God help us if these dogs were to bite whenever they barked. And I have always observed that those who have wit enough to show their teeth and hold up their heads command respect; and just because your reverence never asserts himself, we are brought to a pass where everyone cometh (saving your presence) and ...”


“Will you hold your tongue?”


“I´ll hold my tongue directly; and yet there is no doubt that, when people are aware that a man is always ready, at every juncture, to draw in his ...”


“A truce to your shrewishness! Is this the time to preach absurdities?”


“I have said my say now. Your reverence can think it over tonight. In the meantime, do not make yourself ill and ruin your health. Eat a mouthful of something.”


“Yes, I shall think it over,” replied Don Abbondio, muttering to himself. “To be sure, ’tis I shall think it over. I have food for thought.” And rising up, he continued muttering: “No, I´ll take nothing, nothing at all; that’s not what worries me. It’s well I know that I must think it over. But why did it have to befall me of all others?”


“At least swallow this thimbleful,” said Perpetua, pouring it out. “Your reverence knows that it always braceth you up.” “Bah! ’Twill not serve, ’twill not serve, ’twill not serve.”


So saying, he took the light, and, mumbling incessantly: “A fine to-do! for a peaceable man like me! and tomorrow what?” and other similar lamentations, he started up to his room. On reaching the threshold, he turned around towards Perpetua, placed the tip of his finger on his lips, and, saying: “In the name of Heaven!” in slow and solemn tones, withdrew.



Chapter II


We are told that the Prince of Condé slept soundly the night before the battle of Rocroi; but, in the first place, he was tired out, and, in the second place, he had given all the necessary commands and had settled upon his plan of action for the morning. Don Abbondio, on the contrary, only knew as yet that the morrow would be his day of battle; and hence a great part of the night was spent in painful deliberations. To ignore injunction and threats and perform the marriage was a course he would not even consider; and to confide the circumstance to Renzo and determine with him upon some expedient — God forbid! “Let no hint transpire — otherwise — ahem!” had said one of the bravos; and at the sound of that “Ahem!” reverberating through his mind, far from meditating any disobedience to his instructions, he even repented of having prattled to Perpetua. As for flight, there was no place to fly to. And again, there would be awkward situations to meet and questions to answer! At every plan that he rejected the poor man turned over again in his bed. What appeared to him to be by all means the best course, or the least evil, was to gain time and shillyshally with Renzo. 


The recollection that the marriage season would close within a few days came pat to his purpose. “If,” he reflected, “I can stave off the stripling for these few days, I shall have a breathing space of two months, and a deal can come to pass in two months.” He pondered the pretexts to bring forward, and although they looked somewhat flimsy, he proceeded, nevertheless, to reassure himself, thinking that his authority would make up for what they lacked in weight, and that his seasoned experience would give him a big advantage against a callow youth. “We shall see,” he said to himself. “He hath a mistress to take thought for, and I have to take thought for a whole skin; I have more at stake, to say nothing of a riper wit. I know not what you are to do for your love-pains, my lad, but I am not going to pay the piper.” His mind being thus brought somewhat to rest by a decision, he was able at length to close his eyes; but such sleep and such dreams as ensued! It was one long procession of bravos, Don Rodrigos and Renzos; a panorama of lanes and cliffs; an unceasing alternation of flying heels and footsteps in pursuit, punctuated by screams and musket-shots.


The first awakening after a disaster or in some perplexity is a very bitter moment. With the first gleam of consciousness the mind falls back upon the customary ideas of the old, tranquil life; but instantly the new State of things bursts rudely upon us and our pain is made more keen by the momentary contrast. After having tasted the anguish of such a moment, Don Abbondio rehearsed his program of the night before, arose and remained fearfully, yet impatiently, awaiting Renzo.


Lorenzo, or, as he was known by all, Renzo, did not keep him waiting long. At the very first instant at which he deemed he might, without indiscretion, present himself, he set off for his pastor’s with the impetuous joy of a man of twenty years who is that day to marry her whom he loves. Ever since the beginning of his youth he had been both fatherless and motherless and had plied the trade of silk-spinning, which was hereditary, so to speak, in his family. It had been a very lucrative trade in the years gone by, but was now already on the decline, though it had not reached a point where a skillful workman might not eke out a fair livelihood. Work was becoming slacker and slacker from day to day, but the continual exodus of operatives into the neighboring territory, whither they were attracted by promises, privileges and fat wages, enabled those who still remained at home to get along. Besides this, Renzo owned a small plot of ground, which he hired a man to work for him and on which he worked himself when the silk-mill was idle; so that, for one in his State of life, he might be called well-off. And, although it was a leaner year than those which had gone before and a real famine was beginning to make itself felt, our young friend, who had turned thrifty once he had set his eye on Lucia, was well enough provided and would have no difficulty in keeping the wolf from the door. He appeared before Don Abbondio in his best holiday attire, his hat garnished with different-colored feathers, his brave-hilted dagger in his breeches pocket, and with an air of gaiety and at the same time of bravado about him such as was then common even with the quietest of men. Don Abbondio’s hesitating, mysterious way of receiving him served as a singular contrast to the open-hearted, straightforward manner of the younger man.


“He must have some bee in his bonnet,” reasoned Renzo. Then he said: “I have come, your reverence, to learn at what time it will be convenient for you to have us in the church.” “On what day?”


“On what day? Do you not remember that we had fixed on today?”


“Today?” replied Don Abbondio, as if it was the first time he had heard of it. “Today, today — do not lose thy temper, but I cannot today.”


“You cannot today! What hath happened?”


“First of all, I am not well, d’ye see?”


“I am sorry, but what you have to do is a question of so little time and trouble ...”


“And then, besides ...”


“Then besides, what?”


“Besides, there are certain difficulties.”


“Difficulties? What difficulties can there be?”


“There were need to be in my shoes to know how snarly these matters are — how many accounts we have to render. I am too kind-hearted by half. I think only of smoothing the way, of making things easy, of falling in with good pleasure of others, and I let my duty suffer. Then I am censured, and worse.” “Now, in Heaven´s name, keep me not thus on the rack, but tell me fairly and squarely what is the matter?”


“Do you know all the formalities to be gone through before a marriage can be regularly performed?”


“I must needs know something of them,” said Renzo, beginning to get angry; “you have served me such a bellyful of them these past days. But is that business not all settled now? Hath not everything been done that there was to do?”


“Everything, yes, as it seemeth to you; because, with your forbearance, I have been ass enough to slight my duty, that other people might not be put about. And now — but no, I say no more. We poor priests are between the upper and nether mill-stones. You lose patience. I am sorry for you, my poor lad, but our superiors — There, everything must not be told. But it is we who bear the brunt of it.”


“But tell me without more ado what other formality is to be complied with, as you say must be done, and it shall be attended to straightway.”


“Do you know how many diriment impediments there are?” “What should I know of impediments?”


“Error, conditio, votum, cognatio, crimen,


“Cultus disparitas, vis, ordo, ligamen, honestas,


“Si sis affinis” — Don Abbondio was beginning, telling them off on his fingers.


“Are you making sport of me?” interrupted the youth. “What should I make out of your latinorums?”


“And therefore, if you understand not such things, leave them to one who does, and have patience.”


“Hah! ...” 


“Come, my dear Renzo, do not fly into a rage. I am ready to do — whatever is in my power to do. I — I would fain see thee satisfied. I like thee, in truth I do. Pshaw! — when I think how well off you were, what more did you want? You’re bitten with the maggot to marry ...”


“What kind of talk is this, my good sir?” Renzo broke forth, stupefaction and rage contending on his countenance.


“Mere talk, forbear; mere talk. I would fain see thee satisfied.”


“In short ...”


“In short, my lad, the fault is not mine; the law is none of my making. Before performing a marriage there are many, many investigations we are bound to make to satisfy ourselves that no impediment exists.”


“But a pox of it! Will you tell me once for all what impediment has come up?”


“Have patience! These are not questions to be resolved off-hand. No impediment at all, I hope. Still the investigation must be made all the same. The text is clear as daylight:


antequam matrimonium denunciei ...” 


‘I´ve told you that I`ll have no Latin.”


“But you would have me explain ...” 


“Have you not made these investigations?”


“Not all that I should, I tell you.”


“And why did you not make them at the proper time? Why tell me that all was attended to? Why did you wait ...” 


“Look now! You tax me with my over-kindness. I have made everything easy, so that you would not have to wait; but — but now, I have received — enough; I know what I say.” “And what am I to do?”


“Keep your patience a few days. A few days are not forever, my lad. Be resigned.”


“How long?”


“Clear sailing,” thought Don Abbondio; and with more graciousness than ever, “Come,” quote he, “in a fortnight I shall try — do my best ...” 


“A fortnight! Hah! listen to what he tells me! All you required hath been done, the day was set, the day comes along, and now you tell me I must wait a fortnight,” he resumed in a still louder and angrier voice, raising his arm and brandishing his fist in the air. Heaven only knows what terrible adjunct he would have coupled with the word, had not Don Abbondio interrupted him, taking him by the other arm with an amiability born of fear and cautiousness: “Come, come, don’t exasperate yourself, in the name of Heaven. I shall see — I shall try in a week ...”


“And what am I to say to Lucia?”


“That it’s my blunder.”


“And what will people say?”


“Tell everybody that I have made the blunder — out of over haste, d’ye see — out of excessive kindness. Put all the blame on me. Could I do more? Come, in a week.”


“And there will not be some other impediment then?”


“When I say ...”


“All right. I shall be patient for a week; but remember that, when that is passed, I shall not be satisfied any longer with child´s talk. In the meanwhile, my respects.” Saying this, he went off, making Don Abbondio a scantier bow than usual, and putting more meaning than reverence into his glance.


Upon coming out and wending his way, reluctantly for the first time, towards the house of his betrothed, a prey to angry feelings, he turned back in his mind upon the interview, and found it odder than ever. Don Abbondio’s cold, embarrassed reception, his constrained but peevish utterance, the shifting of those grey eyes of his as he talked, as if they were afraid of encountering his words, his pretended surprise about the marriage that had been so expressly planned, and, above all, his insistence upon some tremendously important matter on which he would say nothing with clearness — all these circumstances taken together made Renzo think that there was some mystery underneath other than what Don Abbondio would have had him believe. The youth remained in two minds for an instant about returning and forcing the other to speak plainly, but, lifting his eyes, he saw Perpetua ahead of him turn into a garden some few paces off from the house. He called to her as she was opening the wicket and quickened his pace to overtake her, detaining her afterwards in the gateway. Thinking to extract something more definite from her, he paused to gossip.


“Good morning, Perpetua. I had hoped that we should be making merry together today.”


“God’s will be done, my poor Renzo.”


“Do me a kindness. That precious wag of a priest hath been imposing on my simplicity with certain reasonings which I could not follow. Do you resolve me more clearly why he cannot, or will not, marry me today?”


“Oh! do you imagine that I know my master’s secrets?”


“Just as I thought — some mystery,” thought Renzo. Then, to uncover it, he continued: “Come, Perpetua, we are friends; tell me what you know. Help a poor fellow.”


“This being born poor is a bad thing, Renzo.”


“True enough,” he rejoined, his suspicions growing always stronger. And, trying to get around to the main question, “True enough,” he added; “but is it for priests to deal hardly with the poor?”


“Listen, Renzo, I can tell you naught, because — I know naught to tell; but this I can assure you: my master doth not wish to wrong you or anyone else, and he is not to blame.”


“Who is to blame, then?” asked Renzo with a certain effort at indifference, but with his heart standing still and straining ears.


“When I tell you I know naught — yet in defense of my master I can speak, because it goeth against me to have him put down as wishing to bring grief on anyone. The poor man! if he makes mistakes, it is out of his goodness of heart. But in this world there is no lack of scoundrels, piratical nobles, men lost to the fear of God Himself ...”


“Scoundrels! piratical nobles!” thought Renzo. “These be no superiors.” “Come,” said he, laboring to hide his increasing agitation — “come, tell me who it is.”


“Ho! you would fain make me talk, and I cannot talk, because — I know naught to tell. When I know naught to tell, it´s the same as if I had been sworn to secrecy. You could put me to the torture and not wring one word more from me. Good-by; it’s lost time for both of us.” Saying this, she hurried into the garden, closing the wicket after her. Renzo returned her fare-well and retraced his way quietly so as not to make her suspect the direction he was taking; but, when he was out of earshot, he hastened his pace and in an instant was at Don Abbondio’s door. He entered, and, going straight to the room where he had left him, he found him still there and rushed towards him, defiance in his manner and his eyes rolling wildly about.


“How! how? What strange departure is this?” said Don Abbondio.


“Who is this high-handed noble,” said Renzo in the tone of voice of a man who is bent upon obtaining preciseness of answer — “who is this high-handed noble who is not willing that I should marry Lucia?”


“What’s that? what’s that?” stammered the poor surprised victim, his face becoming as white and flaccid in an instant as linen plucked from the boiling. And, still muttering, he gave a spring from the armchair and darted for the door. Renzo, who must have been expecting such a move, stood on the alert and, rushing to the door ahead of him, turned the key and put ‘it into his pocket.


“Hah! now you shall speak, my reverend sir. Everyone knoweth my business but myself, and, by’r Lady, I want to know it too. What is his name?”


“Renzo! Renzo! Consider what you are doing, I beseech you; think of your soul.”


“I think that I am going to find out his name at once — this very instant,” and, so saying, he placed his hand, perhaps without adverting to it, upon the hilt of the dagger that projected from his pocket.


“God have mercy!” exclaimed Don Abbondio feebly.


“I wish to know his name.”


“Who told you ...”


“No, no; no more quibbling. Plain speaking and dispatch.”


“Do you want my life forfeited?”


“I want to know what I am entitled to know.”


“But, if I speak, I am a dead man. Is my life no consideration?”


“Therefore speak out.”


“Therefore” was pronounced with so much emphasis, and Renzo’s aspect became so menacing, that Don Abbondio could not even imagine the possibility of disobeying him.


“Do you promise — do you swear,” he said, “to speak of it to no one; never to say a...”


“I promise that I shall do something rash unless you tell me that man’s name out of hand.”


At this new adjuration Don Abbondio, his face and eyes wearing the expression of a person with the dentist’s tweezers in his mouth, gasped forth, “Don ...”


“Don?” repeated Renzo, as if to assist his patient in getting out the rest, at the same time bending over him, with his ear turned downwards, arms rigid and clenched fists.


“Don Rodrigo!” hurriedly articulated the helpless thrall, blurting out these few syllables and gliding over the consonants, partly as a result of his agitation, partly because, directing what little power of attention remained at his command towards effecting a compromise between his two fears, he apparently wished to obliterate the word at the same time that he was compelled to pronounce it.


“Hah! the ban dog!” roared Renzo. “And how did he proceed? What did he tell you to ...”?”


“How? Yes; how? how?” replied Don Abbondio in tones of indignation, feeling that, after so great a sacrifice, he had some-how become the creditor.


“How, eh? I would it had come to your door as it hath to mine, who am an outsider in the matter, and some of your notions would be knocked out of your head.” Here he set him-self to painting in fearful colors his ugly encounter; and, becoming more and more conscious as he proceeded of angry emotions which, up to that, had been hidden confusedly beneath his fear, and, seeing at the same time that Renzo stood motionless, half in rage and half in bewilderment, his head bowed upon his breast, he continued with a will: “A fine piece of work you have done! A fine way you have served me! To put upon a respectable man after this fashion, and your pastor at that! in his own house! on holy ground! You have done something to boast of, to force me to speak words that will be your scathe and mine, too, when I was withholding them for prudence sake and your own best interests. And now that you know all, I´d like to see what you are going to do about! But, in Heaven’s name, remember that he is not joking. It is not a question of right or wrong with him, but of might. And this morning, when I was advising you aright, hoity-toity! what a dudgeon you must get into directly. My judgment would have served the two of us, but there you are! Open the door, at least, and give me my key.”


“It may have been wrong in me”, replied Renzo, his tone relenting towards Don Abbondio, but with a note of hatred in it against his newly discovered enemy.


“It may have been wrong, but place your hand on your breast and think whether in my place ...” 


He had taken the key from his pocket while saying these words and was going to open the door. Don Abbondio followed him, and drawing near while he was turning the key in the lock, he raised his right hand aloft with a look of anxious solemnity on his face, as if to reciprocate the assistance Renzo had just rendered him, saying: “Swear at least”


“It may have been wrong, and I ask your par don,” replied Renzo, opening the door and making ready to go out.


“Swear” rejoined Don Abbondio, grasping hold of his arm with a trembling hand.


“It may have been wrong,” repeated Renzo, releasing himself and rushing away, thus cutting short a debate which, like debates in literature, philosophy and other matters, might else have lasted for centuries, since each side only reiterated its own arguments.


“Perpetua! Perpetua!” cried Don Abbondio, after calling in vain after the fugitive. Perpetua did not answer. Don Abbondio did not know whether he was standing on his head or his heels.


It has happened more than once to persons in higher stations than Don Abbondio’s to find themselves so hemmed in with difficulties and so much at a loss which way to decide that it seemed an excellent device to take to bed of a fever. Don Abbondio did not have to go in search of such a device, because it thrust itself upon him. His terror of the preceding day and his excruciating vigil that night, his fear for the present and his anxiety for the future, produced their effect. In his distress and consternation of mind he disposed himself in his armchair, and, already feeling an aching in his bones, he sat looking at his fingernails, sighing and calling from time to time in trembling, petulant accents: “Perpetua!” At length she carne, putting a good face on it, as if nothing had happened, carrying a large cabbage under her arm. I shall spare my reader the details of their interview: Don Abbondio’s piteous tale of woe and Perpetua´s efforts to solace him; the alternate accusations and denials; the “Who else could have told?” on the one side and the “I told nothing” on the other; the hopeless entanglement, in brief, into which that conversation developed. Suffice it to say that Don Abbondio ordered Perpetua to bolt the door and not to open it under any circumstances, and to answer from the window, in the event of anyone’s knocking, that the pastor had gone to bed with a fever. He then slowly climbed the stairs, saying at every third step, “It’s all up with me now,” and went to bed, where we shall leave him.


Renzo in the meanwhile was walking homewards at a furious pace, undetermined what to do, but in the mood for terrible, unheard-of things. Those who are given to unjust provocation or aggression, or who wrong the neighbor in whatever way it may be, are guilty not only of the evil they themselves do, but of the demoralization they effect in the souls of their victims. There was nothing lawless or bloodthirsty about Renzo. He was an open, guileless sort of youth; but at that moment murder was in his heart, and his mind could do nothing but conjure up visions of ambuscades. He would fain have run to the house of Don Rodrigo, seize him by the throat and — but it flashed across his mind that it was practically a fortress, with its garrison of bravos within and its pickets without; that only recognized friends and servants could pass without being inspected from head to foot; that an unknown artisan like himself could not get by without examination, and that he above all — it was probably only too well known he would be. He then fancied himself taking his musket and ensconcing himself behind some hedge, waiting, waiting, waiting, for the time when his enemy should pass by alone. Then, giving himself up with savage delight to this contemplation, in imagination he heard a footfall — “It is he!” Noiselessly raising his head, he recognizes the caitiff, and, bringing the piece to his shoulder, he takes aim and fires. He sees him fall to the earth and his body convulsed in death. 


He calls down a curse upon him and runs for the frontier and safety — And Lucia? — No sooner did this name come athwart his sinister broodings than the best impulses of his nature followed trooping after. It brought up before him his last recollection of his parents, the thought of God, of the Madonna and the saints. He reflected upon the consoling consciousness of being free from crime that had so often filled him with gladness and upon the horror he had so often felt on hearing someone tell about a murder; and he awoke from his dream of blood, terror-stricken and remorseful, and at the same time with a kind of joy at having sinned only in imagination. But what a flood of thoughts that of Lucia let loose upon him! How many hopes and plighted vows, how many dreams of the future on which he had built so confidently, and of this day for which he had so longed! And now how was he to break this news to her, and what should be his course afterward? How was he to make her his in spite of that wicked tyrant’s strength? Together with all these thoughts there flitted across his mind, not a well-defined suspicion, but a shadow that tormented him. This outrage of Don Rodrigo’s could have been instigated only by a brutal passion for Lucia. That she had given him the slightest occasion or the smallest encouragement was a thought which could not find a moment’s lodging in Renzo’s mind. But had she been acquainted with it? Could he have conceived such an infamous passion without her perceiving it? Would he have pushed matters so far before sounding her in some way? And Lucia had never said a word about it to him! — to her betrothed!


Swayed by thoughts such as these, he passed by his own house, which was in the middle of the village, and pursued his way to Lucia´s, who lived at the extreme end, or even a little outside. The cottage had a little front yard separating it from the Street, from which it was fenced in. Renzo entered the yard, and a confused hum of voices flowing without intermission from an upper room met his ears. They would be, he supposed, friends and gossips come to form Lucia’s nuptial train, and he was loath to show himself before a crowd with such news as he carried in his breast and written on his face. A little damsel who happened in the yard ran up to him, crying: “The bride-groom! the bridegroom!”


“Hush, Bettina! hush!” said Renzo. “Come hither. Go up-stairs, draw Lucia aside and whisper in her ear — but so that no one will hear or suspect anything, now — that I am waiting to speak to her in the room below, and tell her to hurry.” The child ran up the stairs, delighted, proud of the secret commission she had been given.


Lucia was just leaving her mother’s hand after receiving the last touches to her toilet. The women-folk had taken possession of the bride and were at war with her to show herself. She was parrying their advances with the saucy coyness of a peasant maiden, shielding her face with her elbow and looking out from under it, her long black eyebrows contracted into a frown, but with her lips parted in a smile. Her youthful tresses, their raven blackness cleft in the middle by the ivory seam of her skin, were coiled behind in a wealth of plaits secured by silver bodkins arranged like the spokes of a wheel and suggestive of an aureola — a style affected by the women of Lombardy to this day. Around her neck hung a string of garnets and gold beads in filigree. Her bodice was of flowered brocade, and its slashed sleeves were laced down by gay-colored ribbons.


A short petticoat of spun silk, closely plaited, crimson-colored stockings and slippers of embroidered silk completed her apparel. In addition to these charms, proper to her wedding-day, Lucia possessed the perennial charm of reasonably good looks, heightened now by the various emotions depicted on her countenance — joy, mingled with excitement, and that melancholy which is seen at times on the face of a bride, and which, without marring her loveliness, lends it a distinctive character. Little Bettina thrust herself into the group and found her way to Lucia, to whom she adroitly intimated that she had something to communicate, whispering it thereupon in her ear.


“I shall be gone but a moment,” said Lucia to the women, and went below. Seeing Renzo’s altered countenance and uneasy bearing, “What is the matter?” she said, not without awful presentiments.


“Lucia,” replied Renzo, “our plans for today are all upset, and God knoweth when we shall be husband and wife.”


“What?” said Lucia in dismay. Renzo told her briefly the story of the morning. She listened distraught, and, hearing the name of Don Rodrigo, “Ah!” she exclaimed, blushing and trembling, “has it come to this?”


“Then you knew?” quote Renzo.


“Only too well,” replied Lucia. “But that it should have come to this!”


“What knowledge had you?”


“Do not make me speak now; do not force me to weep. I shall run and call my mother and dismiss the women. We must be alone.”


As she was leaving Renzo muttered: “And you told nothing to me.”


“Ah, Renzo!” replied Lucia, turning for a moment without stopping. Renzo well understood that his name, pronounced in such a tone by Lucia at that moment, meant: Can you doubt that I kept silence only for sound and virtuous reasons?


In the meantime, honest Agnese (such was the name of Lucia’s mother), her suspicions and curiosity having been aroused by the whispered conference and her daughter’s disappearance, had come down to see what news there was. Her daughter left her with Renzo, and, returning to the company, she controlled her voice and countenance as best she might and said: “The pastor is ill, and nothing will be done today.” With this she bade them a hurried good-bye and went downstairs again.


The women followed one another out and scattered into groups to discuss the event. Two or three went as far as the priests to ascertain if he were really ill.


“A raging fever,” returned Perpetua from the window; and these words, reported to the rest, nipped the conjectures which were already beginning to bud in their minds and to be hinted at darkly in their talk.



Chapter III


Lucia entered the room while Renzo was still distractedly engaged with his story and Agnese was listening, equally distraught. They both turned expectantly to her, as the one who held the key to the situation, for an explanation that could not but be painful. One detected in the midst of their grief a pique against Lucia, after the fashion of the love which each bore her, for her reticence on such a matter above all. Agnese, although breathless to hear what her daughter had to say, could not refrain from chiding her: “Never to have told such a thing to your own mother!”


“I shall tell all now,” replied Lucia, drying her eyes with her apron.


“Begin, begin!” cried her mother and lover with one voice.


“Holy Mother of God!” exclaimed Lucia; “who could have thought things would have come to this!” Then, in a voice broken by sobs, she related how, in returning from the silk-mill a few days before, she had lagged behind her companions and had come face to face with Don Rodrigo in company with another nobleman; how the former had tried to gain her ear with remarks which were, as she said, not exactly proper; but that she, without heeding him, had quickened her pace and rejoined her companions, having meanwhile heard the other noble burst into a loud laugh and Don Rodrigo say: “Let us lay a wager.” On the following day they had crossed her path again; but Lucia was in the midst of her companions and had her eyes cast down. The strange nobleman guffawed and Don Rodrigo said: “We shall see, we shall see.” “Heaven be praised,” continued Lucia, “that was the last day the mill ran. At once I related ...”


“To whom?” asked Agnese, anticipating her disclosure of the favored confidant, not without some little indignation.


“To Father Cristoforo in confession, mamma,” replied Lucia in a mild, apologetic tone. £ÍI related the case fully to him the last time we went to the monastery together to church; and, if you recall, I kept fussing with one thing after another on that morning to kill time and tarry for some company bound in the same direction, because, after such an encounter, I was afraid of the highway ...”


At the revered name of Father Cristoforo, Agnese’s indignation melted. “You did well,” said she. “But why not have related the case fully to your mother, too?”


Lucia had two good reasons: one, not to worry nor scare the good woman about things which she could not mend; the other, not to expose a story, which she wished to hide jealously, to the danger of being bandied from mouth to mouth — the more, since Lucia hoped that her wedding would put an end to this abominable persecution at its inception. Of the two reasons, however, she alleged only the former.


“And was I,” she then said, turning to Renzo, in the tone of voice one uses in remonstrating with a friend — “and was I to speak of this to thee? It is bad enough that thou knowest it now.”


“And what did the father tell you?” inquired Agnese.


“He told me to try and speed our wedding as much as might be, and in the meantime to remain within doors, praying earnestly to the Lord and hoping that, not seeing me, the man would cease thinking of me. It was then I forced myself,” she said, turning again towards Renzo, but without raising her. eyes to his face; and blushing all over — “it was then that I laid aside a maid’s reserve and begged thee to try and hasten matters and not wait for the day we had set. God knows what thou though test of me! But I acted for the best and in obedience to advice, and I thought surely — And this morning how little I imagined.......” Here her words were drowned in a flood of tears.


“Hah! the scoundrel, the reprobate, the cutthroat!” cried out Renzo, striding up and down the room and clutching now and then the hilt of his dagger.


“Heavens above, what a pass to come to!” exclaimed Agnese.


The youth halted suddenly before Lucia, watching her tears with a tenderness tempered both with pity and with rage, and said: “This is that cutthroats last piece of work!”


“Ah, no, Renzo, in Heaven’s name!” cried Lucia. “No, no, in Heaven’s name! The Lord will be mindful of us, though poor; but if we do wrong, how can we expect His help?”


“No, no, in Heaven’s name!” echoed Agnese.


“Renzo,” said Lucia, with a quieter air of hopefulness and determination, “you have your craft and I am able to work; let us go afar off where that man will never hear of us.”


“Ah, Lucia! and what would we do then? We are not yet husband and wife, and could we get a testimonial from the pastor that we are free to marry, seeing the kind of man he is?


If we were wed, oh, then...”


Lucia began again to weep, and all three remained silent, their festal attire making a sad contrast to the dejection of their manner.


“Hark ye, children; listen to me,” said Agnese after a moment. “I carne into the world before you, and I know a little something about it. There is no need to be so downhearted; the devil is never so black as he is painted. The skein seemeth more tangled to our innocent wits than it really is, because we know not where to start unravelling it; but betimes a word of advice, a little hint from a man with the learning — I know very well what I would say. Be said by me, Renzo. Hie thee to Lecco. Seek the house of Doctor Azzecca-Garbugli and tell him ... But, for Heaven’s sake, don’t address him by that name; it is a nickname. You must call him ‘Worshipful Doctor ... Whatever is his name? La, la, la! His right name I do not know, but this is what everybody calleth him. No matter. Hunt for a doctor of the law who is a tall, gaunt man with hairy hands, a red nose, and a raspberry-colored birthmark on his cheek.”


“I know him by sight,” said Renzo.


“Good,” continued Agnese. “Now there is a man in a million for you. I have seen more than one at their wits’ end — tangled up like a chick in hemp — who after having their heads together for a quarter of an hour with Doctor Azzecca-Garbugli (beware of addressing him so, though) came away, I tell you, laughing. Take those four capons there (the innocent creatures! I was going to wring their necks for Sunday’s feast) and bring them to him; because lawyers like not empty-handed visitors. Tell him the whole hap, and see if he will not give you such an answer in the twinkling of an eye as we would cudgel our brain for in vain for a twelve month.”


Renzo cheerfully fell in with the plan; Lucia approved, and Agnese, proud of being its author, drew out the unlucky fowls one by one from their coop, and, bunching their legs together like the stems of a bouquet, she bound them and handed them over to Renzo. Renzo, after exchanging a few words of encouragement, went off through the garden so as to avoid the children, who would be sure to run after him, crying: “The bridegroom, the bridegroom.” Thus, cutting across the fields, or “places,” as they are locally designated, he fared forth along the less-traveled roads, ruminating frenziedly over his misfortune and pondering his speech for Doctor Azzecca-Garbugli. I leave the reader to imagine what kind of a journey it must have been for the poor animals who found themselves, with their feet tied together and their heads towards the ground, in the hands of a man agitated by so many strong emotions and gesticulating furiously to keep pace with the torrent of his thoughts. Now he strikes out from him in anger, now he throws up his hands in despair, and again he brandishes his clenched fist in defiance, while their dangling heads knock one against another and they are shaken to within an inch of their lives. Meanwhile they contrive to peck at each other, as often befalls among companions in misfortune.


Once he had reached the village, he inquired about the lawyer’s dwelling place. He was directed where to go, and made for it at once. At the threshold he was seized with that timidity which the illiterate poor experience in presence of the gentle and the learned, and the speech he had prepared left him; but he glanced at the capons and took heart of grace. Entering the kitchen, he asked the wench if he might speak with his worship, the lawyer. She clapped her eye on the fowls, and, as if such gifts were usual, she took hold of them, though Renzo kept drawing back, desirous that the lawyer should see them and know there was a fee in the case. The latter arrived on the scene himself just as the woman was saying: “Give them here to me and go in.” Renzo made a low bow. 


The lawyer received him graciously, saying: “Come along, my son,” and ushered him into his study. It was a large room, with three of its sides taken up by portraits of the twelve Caesars. The remaining wall was hidden by shelves bearing rows of old, dust-laden books. In the center was a table cluttered up with briefs, averments, appeals, edicts and such gear, and ranged about the room were three or four small chairs and one large leather-covered armchair with a square high back surmounted by two ornamental scrolls carved out of wood. In several places the bosses which secured the leather had fallen out long ago, thus leaving the corners free to curl up here and there. The lawyer was in house costume, enveloped in a worn-out gown that many years before had lent dignity to him in the rostrum on the red-letter days when he went to Milan on some important case. He closed the door and raised the youth´s heart with the words: “Tell me your trouble, my son.”


“I would fain tell thee somewhat in confidence.”


“I am at your Service,” replied the man of the law, seating himself in the armchair. “Proceed.” Renzo, standing in front of the table and twirling his hat round his finger, started anew: “I would fain learn from your worship, who is learned ...”


“Tell me the facts of the case as they are,” interrupted the lawyer.


“You must excuse me. We poor peasants are clumsy of speech. I would, therefore, fain learn ...” 


“Bless your hearts, you are all alike. Instead of telling the facts, you want to ask questions, because you have your minds already made up.”


“I crave your worship’s pardon. I would fain learn if the law can be had on a man who by threats deterreth a priest from performing a marriage.”


“I see,” said the lawyer to himself, though in truth he had not seen at all. He pulled a serious face, but a seriousness that was qualified by sympathy and solicitude. He puckered his lips, at the same time emitting an inarticulate sound indicative of a sentiment which he proceeded to express more clearly in his opening words: “A serious matter, my son; an actionable matter. You have done well to come to me. The law is clear on the point — provides for it in a hundred edicts and — yes, in one of last year’s from the present lord governor. You can see it and handle it yourself this minute.”


So saying, he arose from his chair and started delving among the chaos of papers as if he were mixing meal.


“Where has it got to? Come out of there, come out of there. So many things that a man must have ready at hand! But it must surely be here, ’tis a proclamation of such importance. Ah! see, here it is.” He took it up and unrolled it, then he glanced at the date, and, looking still more serious, exclaimed: “The fifteenth of October, 1627. To be sure; last year’s. A brand-new enactment! They are the kind that strike terror. Can you read, my son?”


“A little, your worship.”


“Good; follow me with your eye, and you will see for yourself.” Holding the parchment spread out before him, he began to read, hurrying rapidly over some passages and emphasizing others impressively according to the needs of the case:


“Whereas a decree published by order of His Lordship, the Duke of Feria, on the fourteenth day of December of the year 1620 and confirmed by His illustrious Excellency, the noble Gonzalo Fernandez de Cordova, etc., provided extraordinary and rigorous penalties against acts of oppression, extortion and tyranny which certain persons have the audacity to commit against his majesty’s devoted vassals, notwithstanding the which the frequency and malignity, etc., of these crimes have increased to such a point that his excellency feels compelled, etc. It has therefore been resolved by him, the senate and committee concurring, etc., to publish these presents.


“And, proceeding first to acts of tyranny, whereas it is shown by experience that many in the country places no less than in the cities — d’ye see? — of this state do tyrannize over the defenseless by various forms of duress and extortion, to the end that contracts of lease and sale are made by force — etc. That’s not us. Ah! here we are; listen: that marriages are obstructed or compulsorily performed. Eh?”


“It’s my own case,” quote Renzo.


“Hear, hear; that is not all. And then for the penalty: That a man should be compelled to act as witness or prevented from doing so; that a man be forced to leave his home, etc.; that this man should pay a certain debt; that another should not molest his debtor; that a miller be compelled to go to his mill. That is all beside the point. Ah! here you are: That priests refuse to fulfil their office or turn it to improper uses. What?


“The edict might have been made just for me.”


“Might it not, eh? But listen, listen: And similar acts of violence, whether the transgressor be a seignior, noble, yeoman, villain or churl. Not a loophole; they are all down. A regular valley of Jehosaphat! Listen now to the penalties:


For all these and similar crimes, although statutory offences, yet, more severe sanctions being called for, his excellency by these presents, without derogating, etc., directs and commands that all the judiciaries of this state proceed against culprits obnoxious under any of the above counts or guilty of similar crimes, by fines and imprisonment, with further power to deport, condemn to the galleys, and even to death (a merry trifle that) at the discretion of his excellency or of the senate, according to the quality of the crimes, per sons and circumstances, all this being subject neither to revocation nor mitigation, etc. A whole arsenal, eh? And see the signatures here: Gonzalo Fernandez de Cordova; and lower down, Platonus, and again, Vidit Ferrer. Not a link missing.”


While the lawyer was reading, Renzo followed with his eye, seeking to extract the meaning and to get a good look at the magic words that were to be his salvation. The lawyer wondered at seeing his new client more in thought than fear. “Can he be of the profession?” he thought to himself. “Ah, ha!” he then said. “You have had your tuft cut off. Twas only prudence; still, with me handling your interests, there was no need of it. The case is serious, but you do not know what I am equal to in a pinch.”


To understand this sally of the lawyer’s, one should know, or bear in mind, that professional bravos and all such characters of the period were wont to wear a long lock of hair, which they let fall over their face like a visor in the act of committing an assault in those cases where disguise was necessary and where the undertaking called at once for strength and prudence. The laws were not silent in regard to such a fashion.


His Excellency (the Marquis of la Hynojosa) directs that a fine of three hundred scud be imposed on any and all found wearing their hair of such a length as to reach to their eyebrows, exclusively, or a lock of the same, whether it hangs forward or behind the ear; and, in case of inability to pay, that they be sent to the galleys for three years for the first offence, and, for the second, in addition to the above, that the pecuniary and corporal punishment be augmented at the discretion of his excellency.


It is permitted, however, for reasons of baldness or other reasonable causes of scars or wounds and in the interests of health and personal appearance, to wear the hair of sufficient length to cover such defects, and no more, on pain of incurring the penalties provided for other cases of false pretense.


Barbers are also hereby directed, under penalty of one hundred scud or three applications of the rack publicly administered and further corporal inflictions, to beware, when cutting hair, of leaving locks, tufts or tresses of any kind, or a longer growth of hair than is customary, either over the forehead or temples or behind the ears, but to shear off a uniform length as above set forth, except in cases of baldness, or other defects, as herein-before described.


The tuft was therefore a defensive asset and distinguishing mark of ruffians and blacklegs, who were for this reason commonly called tuft-boys. The term, in a milder sense, survives as a vestige in our dialect, and there is, perhaps, not one of my Milanese readers but will remember to have heard either parents or teacher, household friend or servant, say of him in his child-hood that he was a little tuft-boy.


“In sooth, on the word of a poor young fellow,” replied Renzo, “I have never worn a tuft my whole life long.”


‘I´ll never move a hand,” replied the lawyer, shaking his head and smiling skeptically, but somewhat impatient. “If you put not trust in me, I will ne’er move a hand. He who keepeth the truth from his counsel shall tell it to the judge. You are to deal plainly with your advocate; Tis for him to confuse matters. If you want my help, you must tell me all from A to Z, as open-heartedly, candidly, as you would to the priest in confession.


I must have the name of your principal. Naturally he will be a person of consequence. In that case I go to pay him my respects. I do not say to him, mind, that you have told me about his employing you; trust me for that. I say that I come to recommend a poor misspoken youth to his protection. Then, together, we shall concert a way to terminate the affair commendably. In getting himself out, you see, he will get you out of it, too. But if the escapade be all your own doing, go to, Eli not draw back; I´ve saved others in worse case. I engage here-with to clear you — if so be the fault is not against a person of consequence, of course — with a little outlay, of course. I must know who the plaintiff is, as he is called. Then it will appear, according to the station, quality and temper of our man, whether it consisteth best with our interests to disarm him by seeking a patron or to turn the tables on him and get him in the toils himself; because with laws, so one knoweth how to manipulate them, no one is guilty and no one is innocent. As to the priest, if he has discretion, he will hold his place; if he proves balky, that can be cured, too. There is a way out of every broil; but it craves brains. Your case is serious — serious, I tell you — serious. The decree is clearly worded, and, if the matter were to be decided on its merits before the law, I tell you here between us two, that you would pay dearly for it. I am speaking to you as a friend. Getting into trouble is expensive. If you would get off with whole skin, stint not your purse or your confidence — Trust in one who would befriend you — Be obedient — Follow out every suggestion.”


While the lawyer was spinning out phrases at such length, Renzo remained watching him with a rapt expression like some yokel at a fair looking at a mountebank cram his mouth full of raw flax and then draw forth yard after yard of ribbon, as if there were to be no end. When at length he perceived the learned man’s drift and the misapprehension he was under, he broke off the ribbon, leaving the rest unspun, with: “Oh, your worship, that’s not my meaning; it’s the other way round. I have made no threats to anyone; it’s not my way. Ask any man of my parish, and he´ll tell you that I have never seen the inside of a court-room. It’s I that have been put upon, and I came to find out how I am to get redress. And mightily pleased I am to have seen the decree.”


“The devil takes you!” exclaimed the lawyer, his eyes starting from their sockets. “What kind of a mare’s nest is this? Assuredly you are all alike. Can’t you learn to talk plainly?”


“Under your favor, you did not give me time. Now I´ll tell you the story just as it is. You should know, then, that I was to have this day married” (here Renzo’s voice broke) — “I was to have married a lass that I have been wooing since the summer. We had fixed on today with the parish priest, and all arrangements had been made, when lo! he begins to allege this, that and the other — But, not to bore you, I brought him to book, as I should, and he hath confessed that he was forbidden under pain of his life to perform the marriage. That piratical Don Rodrigo ...”


“Away with you!” suddenly broke in the lawyer, making a wry face. “Away with you! Would you have me bother my head about such old wives’ tales? Keep such talk for your likes, who don’t weigh their words, and spare a self-respecting man who knows their value. Be off! be off! you don’t know what you are talking about. I´ll not meddle with boys’ affairs. TH not listen to such vaporings.”


“Upon my oath ...”


“Be off, I say. What do your oaths mean to me? It’s no affair of mine; I wash my hands of it.” And he went on washing them, as it were, in reality. “Mend your speech and learn not to intrude on gentlemen after this fashion.”


“But hear me out,” continued Renzo meanwhile.


The lawyer, scolding incessantly, pushed Renzo towards the door, and, opening it when he had him at the threshold, he called to the kitchen-wench, saying: “Give back to this man that which he brought. I´ll have nothing from him — nothing at all.”


The good woman had never in all her time in that house executed a like order, but it was issued with such authority that she obeyed unhesitatingly. Taking the fowls, she gave them to Renzo with a glance of contemptuous pity as who should say: A fine mess you must have made of it. Renzo wished to remonstrate, but the lawyer remained obdurate, and the luckless wight, more dumbfounded and angry than ever, had to take back the rejected victims and return to tell the women-folk about the famous success of his mission.


The women in his absence, after sadly exchanging their gala attire for work-a-day clothes, started again discussing plans amid the sobbing of Lucia and Agnese’s sighs. After the latter had spoken of the great results to be expected from the lawyer’s advice, Lucia said that help should be sought in every quarter; that Father Cristoforo was a man not only to give advice but to put his shoulder to the wheel when it was a question of relieving poor creatures; and that it would be a happy thought to let him know this hap. “To be sure,” quote Agnese; and together they cast about for some means to do so, because they felt their courage unequal that day to making the trip to the monastery, about two miles away. And certainly no man with judgment would have counselled such a course. But whilst they were weighing alternatives, a rap came at the door, accompanied by a subdued but distinct “Deo Gratias.” Lucia, divining who it might be, went to draw the latch. A lay brother-questor, with a scrip flung across his left shoulder and grasped in both hands before his breast, carne forward bowing familiarly.


“Oh, Fra Galdino!” said the two women.


“The Lord be with you,” quote the brother. “I am come a-begging for walnuts.”


“Go fetch the fathers walnuts said Agnese. Lucia arose and started for the other room, but before entering she slipped behind Fra Galdino, who remained standing in the same place, and placing the tip of her finger on her lips, she gave her mother a look that sued for secrecy in the language of loving entreaty, but, at the same time, of authority.


The brother-questor, peering at Agnese from the distance which he kept, said: “And the wedding that was to have been today? I noticed the village all agog, as if there was something in the wind. What hath occurred?”


“His reverence is ill, and it is put off.” Agnese quickly replied. Had it not been for Lucia’s warning gesture, the reply would probably have been different. “And how are the alms?” she added, to change the subject.


“Indifferent, my good woman — very indifferent. This is the sum of them.” So saying, he unslung the scrip and dangled it lightly before him. “This is the sum of them; and, to come by this great foison, I had to knock at ten doors.”


“But crops are poor, Fra Galdino; and, when we must make shift to keep the bread in our mouths, we cannot be open-handed abroad.”


“And what is the way to bring back plenty, my good woman? Almsgiving. Do you know the miracle of the walnuts that happened years ago in our monastery of Romagna?”


“No, in sooth. What´s the story?”


“Oh, well, the tale runneth thus. In that convent lived a monk who was a holy man by name of Father Macario. Passing along the road of a winter´s day by the field of one of our benefactors, likewise a God-fearing man, Father Macario saw the owner standing near a great walnut-tree, and four laborers with hoes aloft beginning to dig the earth away from the roots. ‘What are you doing to that poor old tree? asked Father Macario. ‘A plague of it, father; for years and years it hath borne no nuts, and now I am going to make firewood of it. ‘Let it stand,’ quote the monk, ‘and rest assured that this year it will bear more nuts than leaves.’ Our benefactor, knowing the kind of man the speaker was, at once ordered the workmen to cover up the roots again, and, calling to the father, who was continuing on his way: ‘Father Macario,’ he said, ‘the monastery shall have the half of the yield.’ The rumor of the prophecy went abroad and every one carne to look at the walnut-tree. For, in fact, the next spring there were blossoms by the bushels and, in due time, bushels of nuts. The good man had not the satisfaction to shake down his harvest, for by autumn he had gone to receive the guerdon of his charity. But here the wonder groweth, as you will see.


“The worthy man left behind him a son cast in a very different mold. Now, then, at harvest-time the brother-questor goes to claim the monastery’s share, but the young heir feigned surprise and had the hardihood to say that he had never heard it told of Capuchins that they could produce walnuts. Now what chanced, d’ye think? One day (mark this!) the rake had invited some friends of his own stripe to dinner, and, while the wine was flowing, he told them the story about the walnuts and had his laugh at the friars. The blades had a fancy to go and see the unconscionable windfall of walnuts, and he led them up to the granary loft. Now mark what ensues! He opened the door and went to the corner in which they were heaped, and with the word ‘Look!’ on his lips, he looked himself, and saw — what? A fine heap of walnut leaves. Was not this a lesson? And instead of suffering any loss, the monastery was the gainer by it; for, after this prodigy, there was such an epidemic of walnut-giving that a benefactor, out of pity for the poor brother-questor, made the monastery the present of an ass to help carry the walnuts home. And the oil was so plentiful that all the poor carne and received according to their needs, because we are like the sea, getting from all sides and feeding every stream again in return.”


At this point Lucia appeared with her apron held out at arms’ length and so loaded down with walnuts that she staggered under the weight of them. While Fra Galdino was lifting his scrip from his shoulders to the floor and untying its mouth to receive this charitable abundance, the mother gave Lucia an austere look of astonishment for her lavishness; but Lucia signified by a glance that she had good reasons. Fra Galdino broke forth into words of praise and blessing for herself and assurances of gratitude and unforgetfulness on the part of his brethren, and, taking up his scrip again, was starting away. Lucia called him back, saying: “I would a favor of you. I would you would tell Father Cristoforo that I have great need to speak with him and I beg him of his charity to pay a visit very, very soon to our humble cot, because we cannot go to the church.”


“Is that all? Father Cristoforo will know of your wish within the hour.”


“I depend on you.”


“Have no misgivings.” And, so saying, he went off somewhat more stooped and better contented than he had come.


Let no one think, at seeing a poor girl send with such confidence for Father Cristoforo, and the brother-questor undertake her commission without surprise and without demur, that Father Cristoforo was an inconsequential friar or a mere common hack. On the contrary, he was a man of great influence among his brethren and in the country round about; but, so it was, nothing was too abject for the Capuchin and nothing too exalted. Serving the lowly and waited on by the powerful, equally at home and equally humble of demeanor in a palace or in a hut, some-times a subject for joking and an adviser without whom nothing was decided upon within the limits of the same house-hold, begging alms everywhere and disbursing them with an open hand at the monastery — there was no situation to which a Capuchin was not accustomed. In his walks through town he was just as apt to fall in with a prince who would reverently kiss the end of his cord as he was to meet a crowd of urchins who, under pretense of quarreling among themselves, would de-file his beard with mud. The name of friar was in those days a term of the greatest respect and of the bitterest contempt; and Capuchins, perhaps more than any other order, elicited these extremes of sentiment and experienced the corresponding extremes of treatment, because, owning nothing, wearing a garb more than ever at variance with the fashion, and making more open profession of humility, they exposed themselves more directly to the veneration and disdain which such things excite in different natures and according to the principles of different men.


“All those walnuts!” exclaimed Agnese, when Fra Galdino had left; “in such a year as this!”


“Forgive me, mamma,” replied Lucia; “but had we given like the rest, there is no telling how long Fra Galdino would have had to tramp before his scrip was full, or when he would have got back to the monastery. And, what with gossiping and listening to gossip, the Lord knoweth how much remembrance he would have ...” 


“Twas well thought on. And besides, ’tis all charity and will breed blessings,” said Agnese, who was, with all her failings, as good as gold and would have been willing to go through fire and water, as they say, for this only child that was all her pride.


At this juncture Renzo arrived, resentment and mortification on his brow. Entering the room, he flung the capons on a table; and this was the end of that day’s vicissitudes for them.


“Precious advice you gave me!” said he to Agnese. “A fine gentleman and a great friend of the poor, you sent me to!” Then he recounted his interview with the doctor of the law. The good woman, dumbfounded at such ill success, would fain have proved that the advice was good and that Renzo could not have carried things off as he should; but Lucia cut short their diatribe with the announcement that she had found one who, she hoped, would be a better help. Renzo again welcomed the hope, as the way is with those in misfortune or difficulties. “But,” quote he, “if the father can think of no resort, fair or foul, I´ll think of one myself.”


The women urged peace, patience, prudence. “Tomorrow,” said Lucia, “Father Cristoforo will be sure to come, and you’ll see that he will find a remedy such as would never enter the heads of people like ourselves.”


“I hope he will,” said Renzo; “but in any case, our wrongs shall be righted, by my own hand or by some other´s. This is a just world after all.”


The whole day had now been spent in painful conferences and the comings and goings we have recorded, and darkness was falling apace.


“Good night, Renzo,” said Lucia sadly to her lover, who could not bring himself to depart.


“Good night,” replied Renzo, sadder still.


“Some saint will come to our help,” rejoined Lucia. “Be prudent and resigned.”


The mother added other admonitions of the same sort, and the bridegroom went away with his heart in a tumult, repeating over and over these curious words: “This is a just world after all.” So true is it that a man overwrought by grief no longer knows what he says.



Chapter IV


The sun was not yet fully risen above the horizon when Father Cristoforo left the monastery at Pescarenico on his way up to the cottage where he was expected. Pescarenico is a little village on the left bank of the Adda — or the lake, as I should say — a short distance away from the bridge. It consists of a small group of houses, tenanted mostly by fishermen and garnished at intervals by seines and nets stretched out to dry. The monastery (its walls still stand) was situated out-side, facing the entrance to the village, with the road from Lecco to Bergamo running between. The sky was cloudless; and, as the sun rose higher and higher behind the mountains, their shadows could be seen creeping down from the summits opposite, until all their slopes and the valleys beneath were in a flood of light. An autumn breeze was stripping the mulberries of their sere and yellow leaves and wafting them to the ground nearby. In the vineyards to the right and left the brilliant tints of the grapes’ foliage still gleamed in long festoons, and the new-made furrows stood out in vivid brown against the background of stubble glistening with dew. It was a gladdening scene, but sicklied o’er with the shadow of sadness cast by each human figure that appeared. Haggard, half-naked beggars, grown old in the profession or driven by recent necessity to the highway, passed along every now and then. They went by Father Cristoforo in silence, looking up at him piteously and (though they had nothing to expect from him, being a Capuchin who never touched money) making him a grateful reverence, in acknowledgment of the alms they had received or were going to solicit at the monastery.


The laborers scattered through the fields offered a more pathetic spectacle still. Some were occupied in sowing their seed, with a sparing hand and grudgingly, like a player venturing something too precious to lose. Others were painfully plying their spades, turning the clod without any of the wonted joy of toil. A little wizen girl, leading an emaciated cow by the tether-rope, looked ahead of the animal as it grazed and stooped to appropriate for the family’s needs a stray root, the use of which hunger had taught men to know. Such sights added at every step to the gloom of the friar, whose heart boded some tragic news as he walked along.


But why is he so concerned about Lucia? And why has he bestirred himself at her first summons as dutifully as it were a call from the father-provincial? And who is this Father Cristoforo? — All, questions that must be answered.


Father Cristoforo was a man closer to sixty than to fifty years. His head, close shaven except for the fringe of hair that encircled it like a crown, after the Capuchin fashion, was thrown back from time to time with a movement which betrayed indefinably a haughty, restless spirit, and was humbly lowered the same instant with the first access of reflection. His long white beard, hiding as it did the chin and cheeks, brought out into bolder relief the strong lines of the upper part of his countenance, which had borrowed dignity, rather than lost in expressiveness, from long habits of abstinence. His deep-seated eyes were generally bent on the ground, but occasionally they flashed into a sudden blaze of animation; like a pair of mettlesome steeds led by the hand of a groom whose mastery they have learned by experience not to dispute, which does not prevent them from prancing and curveting now and then at the cost of a good twinge of the bit.


It had not been always thus with Father Cristoforo, nor had Cristoforo always been his name. He had been christened Lodovico. He was the son of a merchant of ...” (these blanks all come from my anonymous authority’s circumspection), who, finding himself in his later years with an only son and a great abundance of this world’s goods, had retired from business and given himself up to the life of a gentleman.


In his new-found leisure there began to creep over him a great shame of all the time he had spent in doing something useful in the world. Obsessed by this sentiment, he tried in every way to consign the fact of his having been a merchant to oblivion, and he would fain have become oblivious of it him-self. But the mercer-shop and its bales of cloth, the ledger and yard-stick, haunted his memory, as Banquo’s ghost haunted Macbeth, even amid the glamor of the banquet-hall and the smiles of his parasites. And who can describe the care which these poor souls had to exercise to eschew any word that might seem to allude to their host’s former pursuits? One day (to quote a single instance) towards the fag-end of the meal, when mirth was running highest and speech was most unconfined, and no one could have said which had the more joy of hospitality, the host in dispensing it or his guests in partaking of it, he was bantering, in his patronizing way, one of the company who was a prince of trenchermen. 


The latter, to fall in with the jest and without the least shadow of malice, rather with the naiveté of a child, replied: “Umph! I can be as deaf, on occasion, as any shopkeeper that ever chose between his purse and his pride.” The sound of his own words froze his blood. He looked up sheepishly into the face of the host — it had become over-clouded. Both of them would have wished to resume their gaiety, but it was impossible. The other guests sought to save the situation, each trying to think of some sally, but thinking, they remained silent, and with their silence the awkwardness increased. Each avoided the others’ eyes; each knew what was in the others mind and the efforts they were making at dissimulation. Joy fled for that day, and the tactless, or, to be just, the luckless, satellite was invited no more. Thus Lodovico’s father passed his last years, with his mind never at peace, in constant dread of humiliation and without ever reflecting that selling is no more deserving of ridicule than buying, and that for years he had publicly exercised that profession which now appeared so shameful without any sense of remorse. He educated his son like a nobleman, according to the circumstances of the times and in the measure which law and custom permitted, giving him instructors in polite letters and in the arts of chivalry, and then he died, leaving him wealthy and still young.


Lodovico had contracted the habits of a nobleman, and the sycophants among whom he had grown up had accustomed him to being treated with deference. But, when he wished to mingle with the aristocracy of the town, he found a very different attitude from that to which he was used, and he perceived that, to be of their number, as he would have wished, there was need to pass through a new kind of novitiate, that is, patience and sub-mission, always to take a back seat and to suffer snubs in silence. A life of this kind agreed neither with Lodovico’s education nor with his character, and he quit it in disgust. But he missed the society of men whom he felt to be his proper companions, if only they treated him less cavalierly. Beset by this twofold sentiment of attraction and antipathy, unable to meet them on familiar terms and yet wishing to be classed with them in some way, he set out to vie with them in style and splendor, thus openly inviting enmity, jealousy and ridicule. His disposition, which was at the same time honorable and impulsive, soon ex-posed him to clashes of a more serious order. He had a genuine and instinctive horror of violence and injustice, which was rendered more acute in him by the rank of those who daily practiced it, constituting as they did that same class against whom he entertained a grudge. 


To assuage, or to gratify, all these feelings at once, he gladly took the part of the weak and oppressed; he made it his glory to balk the licentious power of the great; he would interpose in one feud and thus precipitate another; so that, little by little, he set up for a Champion of the persecuted and an avenger of wrongs. His task was arduous, and there is no need to ask whether poor Lodovico had his full share of either enemies, employment or worry. Besides the war without, he was continually torn by conflict within; because, to Champion a cause successfully (not to speak of those in which he failed), he in his turn had to resort to strategy and force, which his conscience refused to approve. He was obliged to surround himself with a good number of bravos, and, as well for his own safety as for superior efficiency, he had to choose the greatest daredevils, which is to say, the worst scoundrels of their class, and to live among rogues for the sake of justice. So that more than once, out of discouragement after some failure or uneasiness for some impending danger, weary of being continually on guard, disgusted with his society, solicitous about the future and his means, which were being exhausted day by day in swagger and philanthropy, the thought had flitted through his mind of becoming a friar, that being the commonest way out of embarrassments at the time. But what might have remained a mere notion all his life became a resolution through an adventure which was more serious than any which had yet befallen him.


He was one-day passing along one of the streets of his own city, followed by two bravos and accompanied by a certain Cristoforo, who had formerly been a clerk in his father’s store, and, when this was closed, had been made steward of his house-hold. He was a man of about fifty years and from youth up had been devoted to Lodovico, whom he had known from the cradle and who, between salary and perquisites, afforded him the wherewithal not only to live but to maintain and raise a large family. Lodovico descried afar off a certain noble, notorious for his arrogance and brigandage, with whom he had never spoken in all his life, but who hated him cordially and who was hated just as cordially in return — it being one of our great advantages in this world that we can be enemies without knowing one another. The nobleman, with his retinue of four bravos, carne stalking proudly on, his head in the air and a studied look of haughtiness and disdain on his countenance. Both of them walked next to the wall; but Lodovico (note this well!) grazed it with his right side, and this, according to a received custom, gave him the privilege (blessed privileges! they are lugged into everything) of keeping to the inside against no matter whom — a point on which much stress was then laid. The other claimed, on the contrary, that this privilege belonged to him in view of his rank, and that it was for Lodovico to turn out — and this by virtue of another custom. Thus, as happens in many other matters, there were two conflicting customs without its having ever been decided which should prevail, and war was the upshot whenever one hard-headed claimant fell in with another whose head was equally hard. The two approached each other, crawling against the wall like two animated figures in bas-relief.


When they were come face to face, the noble, eyeing Lodovico with a supercilious frown, said in a haughty tone of voice, “Make way.”


“Make way, thou,” answered Lodovico. “I have the right of way.”


‘‘With thy likes it is always mine.”


“Ay, if the arrogance of thy likes were a law to mine.”


The bravos on the one side and on the other stood still, each behind his own patron, glowering at one another, with their hands on their swords ready for the fray. The spectators, who began to assemble, stood off at a distance to witness the proceeding, and their presence stimulated the punctiliousness of the contestants.


“Take the road, base pedlar, or I’ll teach thee once for all what is due to gentlemen.”


“Thou liest that I am base.”


“Thou liest in calling me liar.” (This was the prescribed re-joinder.) “And wert thou knight as I am, by my sword and my cape I would show thee thou liest.”


“An excellent pretext for those whose craven hearts belie their brave words.”


“Throw this churl into the gutter,” said the noble, turning to his followers.


“We shall see,” said Lodovico, stepping back and putting a hand to his sword.


“Insolent dog,” cried the other, unsheathing his own, “I shall break this into bits once it hath been stained with thy base blood.”


At this they set upon each other, the followers on either side rushing to the defense of their masters. It was an unequal con-test, both by reason of the disparity of numbers and also be-cause, while Lodovico was directing his efforts at parrying thrusts and disarming rather than killing his antagonist, the other was bent upon having nothing less than his enemy’s life. Lodovico had already received a dagger-wound on his left arm from one of the bravos and a slit across the cheek, and the noble was pressing him hard with a view to dispatching him. Cristoforo, seeing his master in imminent peril, fell upon their principal foe with his dagger. The latter, transferring his fury thereupon to his new assailant, ran him through with his sword. At the sight of this, Lodovico became frantic and buried his own weapon in the stomach of Cristoforo’s slaver, so that the two of them fell expiring to the ground at almost the same instant. The nobleman’s attendants, seeing that it was all over with him, took to flight, much the worse of the encounter, and those of Lodovico, who were likewise sadly battered and disfigured, left with the field to themselves, turned and ran in the opposite direction, so as not to be enveloped by the crowd that was already gathering. Lodovico found himself alone with the two woeful companions at his feet in the midst of a press of people.


“What is the outcome of it?” — “One dead.” — “No, two.” — “He hath let daylight through this fellow.” — “Who was killed?” — “That scoundrelly noble.” — “Oh, Mother of God, what a shambles!” — “Seek, and you shall find.” — “The last score counts everything.” — “He’s come to the end of his rope.” — “What a sword-thrust.” — “’Twill be a serious business.” — “Look at that poor fellow, too! Heavens! what a sight!” — “Save him, save him.” — “He’ll pay dearly, also.” — “See how he’s served! bleeding all over.” — “Fly, fly. Don’t let them take you.”


These last words, which, more than any others, were raised above the din of the mob, expressed the consensus of opinion, and on the heels of advice followed action. The occurrence had taken place hard by a Capuchin church, which, as everyone knows, was a sanctuary inaccessible to the police and to that whole array of persons and things which went by the name of the law. Thither was the wounded duelist led, or rather, carried by the crowd and received almost unconscious by the friars from the hands of the people, who recommended him to their hospitality with the words: “He is a worthy man that hath made a proud bully food for worms. Twas done in self-defense. He was forced into it willy-nilly.”


Lodovico had never up to that time shed human blood, and, though the taking of life was then so common that everyone was familiarized with it by hearsay or by sight, still the sensation of beholding one man lying dead by his hand and another slain on his account was a new and indescribable experience and awoke in him sentiments whose existence was a revelation. His enemy’s fall to the ground, the sudden transformation of those features from vindictiveness and hatred to the helplessness and passive solemnity of death, was a sight that changed the soul of the slayer on the instant. He had been dragged into the monastery hardly knowing where he was and what was going on, and on recovering consciousness he found himself in bed in the infirmary attended by the surgeon of the community (ordinarily the Capuchins had one such in each convent), who was stanching and swathing the two wounds which he had received in the engagement. One of the fathers, whose special charge was to assist the dying, and who frequently had to perform his ministrations on the Street, was hurriedly called to the scene of the conflict. He returned in a few minutes, and, entering the infirmary, he drew near the bed where Lodovico lay and said: “You can console yourself that, at least, he died a good death. He commissioned me to ask pardon of you and give you his.” These words brought poor Lodovico completely to his senses and made him feel more vividly and more poignantly the different emotions which had been surging confusedly through his brain — sorrow for his friend, consternation and remorse for the hasty stroke into which he had been betrayed and, at the same time, compassionate anguish for the man he had slain. “And the other?” he asked anxiously of the friar.


“He had expired when I arrived.”


Meanwhile the monastery’s environs and approaches were swarming with the curious, until the police, arriving on the scene, dispersed the mob and took up their post at a respectful distance from the doors, yet close enough that no one could pass out unobserved. A brother of the deceased, two of his cousins and an aged uncle, all armed from head to foot and accompanied by a great force of bravos, likewise carne and set themselves to patrolling the neighborhood with many menacing looks and hostile demonstrations directed against the idle spectators on whose faces was plainly written the “Served him right” which their lips dared not utter.


Scarcely had time to collect his thoughts elapsed when Ludovico called a confessor and begged him to seek out Cristoforo^ widow and ask forgiveness in his name for having been the occasion, though most involuntarily, of her bereavement, and, at the same time, to assure her that he assumed responsibility for her family. Turning his thoughts next to himself, he felt the old fitful inclination to become a monk springing up with more clearness and earnestness than ever. It seemed to him that God Himself had set his feet upon that path and given him a token of His will in guiding him to a monastery under such circumstances; and his choice was made. He summoned the father-guardian and made known his desire. For reply he was told to beware of sudden resolutions, but that, if he persevered, he would not be refused. Then, calling in a notary, he dictated a deed of gift of all that remained to him (which constituted, however, a very fair patrimony) to Cristoforo’s family, settling a certain sum on the widow, as if he were matching a bride’s dowry, and the rest to the eight children that Cristoforo had left behind him.


Lodovico’s determination carne opportunely for his hosts, who found themselves in a painful dilemma on his account. To turn him out and thus expose him to the law — that is, to the vengeance of his enemies — was a course which might not even be considered. It would have been equivalent to renouncing their own privileges, discrediting the monastery with the people, drawing down the censure of all the Capuchins in Christendom for having betrayed their common rights and pitting against them all the ecclesiastical authorities, who deemed themselves the guardian of these rights. On the other hand, the family of the deceased, who were extremely powerful themselves and formidably connected, were bent upon retaliation and were proclaiming as an enemy anyone who attempted to balk their efforts. History does not say that they grieved overmuch for their departed relative, nor even that a single tear was shed for him in the whole clan; it only says that they were all rabidly eager to have his slayer in their clutches, dead or alive.


Now, by taking the habit, he smoothed away all difficulties. He gave them ample satisfaction, in a way; he underwent self-imposed penance and, by implication, he admitted being in the wrong. In a word, he withdrew entirely from the argument — it was the case of an enemy who laid down his arms. They could also, if they liked, believe and brag that he had taken the cowl in desperation, terror-stricken by their resentment. In any event, Xo reduce a man to the extreme of resigning his possessions, of shaving his poll and going barefoot, of sleeping on straw and living on alms, was a punishment that might well seem adequate even to the most vainglorious of rivals.


The father-guardian presented himself with unaffected humility before the brother of the deceased, and, after a thousand protestations of respect for his illustrious house and of willingness to oblige it whenever it was feasible, he spoke of Lodovico´s repentance and resolution, politely intimating that his house might feel great satisfaction in it and, with still finer skill, suavely insinuating that, with their good-will or without it, the thing must be. The brother flew into a rage, which the Capuchin allowed to spend itself, saying from time to time: “Your grief is only too well founded.” The nobleman gave it to be under-stood that his family could have found a way to retaliate in any case; and the Capuchin, whatever he may have thought, did not say him nay. He at length requested — laid down as a condition — that the slayer of his brother should depart without delay from the city. The guardian, who had already determined upon the same thing, said that it should be done, leaving the other free to be believe, if he liked, that it was an act of obedience. So the matter was settled. It satisfied the family, who carne out of it with honor; it satisfied the monks, who saved a man´s life and the privileges of their order without making enemies; it satisfied the amateurs of chivalry, who saw an affair of honor terminated creditably; it satisfied the people, who saw a well-liked man escape from trouble and, at the same time, were edified by a conversion; and, finally, it satisfied more than all Lodovico, who was sorrowfully beginning a life of expiation and Service wherein he might, not indeed repair, but atone for the harm he had done and assuage the pangs of his remorse. The suspicion that his step might be attributed to fear worried him for a brief moment, but he comforted himself straightway with the reflection that even this unjust judgment would be a chastisement and a means of expiation. Thus, at the age of thirty, he clothed himself in sackcloth; and, being obliged by custom to lay aside his own name and assume another, he chose one that would remind him every minute of that which he was to atone for — he took the name of Cristoforo.


Immediately after the ceremony of reception the father-guardian announced to him that he was to go to ...”, sixty miles away, to make his novitiate, and that he would start on the morrow. The novice bowed low and asked for a favor. “Grant me permission, father,” he said, “before quitting this town, where I have shed the blood of a fellow-man and am leaving behind me a family cruelly wronged, to wipe out the affront and testify my regret, at least, at not being able to repair the damage, by asking pardon of the victim’s brother and plucking hatred, if so be that God bless my intention, from his heart.” Such a step seemed to the guardian both good in itself and calculated to conciliate still more the family towards the monastery, and he betook himself forthwith to the brother to present Fra Cristoforo’s request. At such an unexpected proposal the nobleman was seized with wonder and a fresh access of indignation, tempered somewhat, however, by gratification.


After a moment’s thought, “Let him come tomorrow,” he said specifying the hour. The father-guardian returned without delay to the novice with the coveted consent.


It occurred at once to the noble that the more noise and fuss there was made about the apology the more his prestige would grow with his family and with the people, and it would be a brilliant page, to use an elegant expression from the moderns, in the history of their house. He hurriedly notified all the relatives that their presence was sued for (as the phrase then ran) at high noon the following day to receive honorable amends for a common injury. At the stipulated hour the palace was thronged with lords and ladies of all ages. Knights and nobles were treading on one another’s heels, plumes waved, swords clanked, ruffs creaked starchily and richly orphreyed copes filled the air with their swishing and rustling. The antechambers, the court-yard and the Street swarmed with servants and pages, with bravos and onlookers. On seeing all this circumstance and guessing its meaning, Fra Cristoforo felt a slight trepidation, but the next instant he said to himself, “Tis well. I slew him in public with enemies all around him.”


Like scandal, like expiation.” Thus, with downcast eyes and his companion at his side, he passed the threshold and crossed the courtyard, making his way through a crowd who stared at him with impudent curiosity. He mounted the steps, and, hemmed in by another crowd, this time of nobles, who opened up a lane for him to pass, and followed by the eyes of all, he carne into the presence of the master of the house. Surrounded by the nearest of kin, the latter stood in the middle of the hall with his chin in the air and averted gaze, clasping in his left hand the hilt of his sword and his right hand on his breast, clutching the lapel of his cloak.


At certain times there is in men’s countenances and demeanors an expression of soul so transparent that every spectator in the crowd forms the same judgment about it. Fra Cristoforo’s countenance and demeanor told the bystanders plainly that he had not turned monk nor sought this humiliation out of human respect, and this was the first step in conciliating them all towards him. When he perceived the offended person, he hastened his step, and kneeling at his feet and folding his arms on his breast, he bowed his shaven head and spoke thus: “I am the slayer of thy brother. God knows that I would fain restore him to thee at the price of my own life. But, powerless as I am to render thee aught else than these tardy, sterile regrets, I beseech thee for God’s sake to accept them.” Every eye was riveted upon the novice and the personage whom he addressed; every eye was strained to its utmost. As Fra Cristoforo ceased speaking, a murmur of respect and awe ran through the hall. 


The nobleman, standing in his attitude of lofty condescension and repressed wrath, was disturbed by such words, and, bending towards the kneeling friar, “Arise,” he said with a softened voice; “the offence — the occurrence truly — but the habit you bear — not your habit merely, but for yourself — Arise, father — My brother — I cannot deny — was a noble — was a man — of some mettle — of some heat. But everything happens as God decrees. Let us say no more — But, father, you must not remain in that posture.” And taking hold of his arms, he raised him up. Fra Cristoforo, erect but with bowed head, replied: “I can, therefore, hope that thou hast granted me pardon? And if I obtain it from thee, who will withhold it? Oh! to hear that word from thy lips — pardon!”
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