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Praise for The Manzoni Family

“[Ginzburg] re-creates the family life of Italy’s great 19th-­century writer with an immediacy that grips even one who has read little or none of the work of Alessandro Manzoni.”

—The New York Times

“The difference between this family saga and the ordinary family saga is the difference, say, between War and Peace and Dallas.”

—Boston Globe

“Original, engrossing, appalling.”

—Mary McCarthy, bestselling author and literary critic

“A glowing light of modern Italian literature.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“As social history, with something of the flavor and immediacy of fiction, this story of a famous family stretching from 1762 to 1907 is interesting and well done. The book skillfully stitches together biographical facts and numerous family letters.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Although Tolstoy maintained that ‘happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way,’ contemporary readers of this work will identify with the illnesses of children, deaths of relatives, and all-too-frequent filial requests for money that confronted Italian literary giant Alessandro Manzoni, author of I Promessi sposi. Based on the family’s voluminous correspondence, Ginzburg’s portrayal is personal rather than literary, focusing on Manzoni family members; but a vivid picture of 18th- and 19th-century Italy and the literary scene in 19th-­century Paris also emerges.”

—Library Journal

“Italian novelist Ginzburg uses the epistolary technique to craft a brilliant biography of four generations of a complex, frequently tortured family … an extraordinarily moving and evocative book.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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Foreword

Family Manzoni

This book is a meeting between two authors who at first glance could hardly seem more different. Alessandro Manzoni (1785–1873) is simply the most celebrated figure in modern Italian literature. His great novel The Betrothed, published in quite different editions in 1827 and 1840, is the first modern novel in Italian, the later edition marking a milestone in the consolidation of Tuscan Italian as the language for a potentially united Italy. Profoundly Catholic in inspiration, the book was placed at the core of the Italian school syllabus after the country achieved unification in 1861 and still offers a linguistic and moral example to generation after generation of Italian children.

Natalia Ginzburg née Levi (1916–1991), on the other hand, was a Jewish novelist and a Communist, whose husband Leone Ginzburg died in a Fascist prison during the Second World War. While Manzoni’s prose now seems elaborate, sometimes magniloquent, Ginzburg’s was as spare, droll and laconic as Italian writing ever gets. While he narrated grandiose drama in one eight-hundred-page tome, she chronicled the intimacy of the humdrum in eight rather slender novels and novellas. He was a life-long phobic who suffered frequent panic attacks and found it impossible to leave the house without company and protection. She showed great courage and initiative during the War, saving her children and herself from the Nazi round-ups of the Jews in Rome after her husband’s death. But perhaps most of all, Manzoni was a profoundly religious man whose faith is very much at the centre of his writing. Ginzburg was not religious at all and had nothing to say on the matter.

Why then this book? Perhaps the answer lies in the word “family”. All of Ginzburg’s novels are very much about families, and all her characters take on their charm and identity insofar as they are seen in relation to others. Her most famous book, Family Sayings, is a lively study of her own family and circle of friends, in which everyone from the most illustrious to the most humble is given the same space, while she, the author, is barely present. It is rather as if she were telling us: if you want to know about me, you need to read about my family. All her work, she often observed, was in one way or other autobiographical, and many of her stubbornly awkward characters stand in relation to their families as she did to hers.

In the late 1970s, Ginzburg was commissioned to produce an anthology of Italian literature for use in schools. This inevitably brought her back to Manzoni. A friend persuaded her to read the many volumes of letters connected with the author and his extended family. Suddenly “I understood how autobiographical The Betrothed was,” Ginzburg remarked, “how much he was like his many characters.” At this point, both the great novel and the writer behind it became more interesting to her, made more sense; in short, Ginzburg was fascinated by this choral aspect of life, the way no one, and no work of art, stands alone.

Yet The Manzoni Family is not meant as an approach to Manzoni’s writing, nor do you need to know anything about The Betrothed to enjoy it. In 1973 Ginzburg had written an epistolary novel, Caro Michele, and would publish another, The City and the House in 1984, about which she said “I see the world … as if everyone were looking for a father they don’t have and at the same time trying to be a father without managing to.” This was exactly the story she found reading Alessandro Manzoni’s letters. Manzoni’s official father was nothing more than his mother’s husband, and that only briefly. The real father was a lover who took no interest in the boy. Manzoni would spend his life attaching himself to older and illustrious friends, or to priests and spiritual advisers, father figures. At the same time he had nine children himself, and proved quite inadequate as a parent.

Discovering this extraordinarily rich correspondence, the complex weave of alliances and enmities, of wives, lovers, friends and children, nannies and priests; the dense and fascinating world of early nineteenth-century Milan, Florence, and Paris; the difficult journeys and the endless illnesses; the wrenching bereavements, political turmoil, and unexpected literary celebrity; the intellectual discussions on the one hand and the domestic minutiae on the other, Ginzburg must have felt it was the perfect material for the writerly skills she had spent a lifetime honing.

“Writing novels, I always had the feeling I had a broken mirror in my hand,” she observed, “something I always hoped I could put back together whole.” These letters from scores of correspondents over almost a century are the shattered mirror of an entire society. Ginzburg has reassembled them as she does her novels: unobtrusively, seamlessly, generously. It’s hard to think of a story more complex, or more effortlessly readable. And if, as the author is occasionally obliged to admit, a piece of the mirror is missing here and there, that is simply because what we are talking about here is life as it was really lived; the fine, tumultuous life from which great literature miraculously sprung.

—Tim Parks,

August 2019





Author’s Note

The book is intended as an attempt at a detailed reconstruction and a reshaping of the story of the Manzoni family, through their letters and the things we know about them. It is a story that is scattered in various books, most of them unobtainable in bookshops. It is full of gaps, absences, obscurities, like any family history one might try to piece together. These gaps and absences cannot be filled.

I had never written a book like this, requiring other books and documents. I had written novels born of invention or of my memories, dependent on nothing and no one outside myself.

Therefore I must thank some people who have helped me.

I must thank Donata Chiomenti Vassalli. The first thing I read was her book, Giulia Beccaria, published some years ago by Ceschina and never republished, goodness knows why. I must thank her for her very fine book. And I must thank her for listening to me, lending me books, making suggestions.

I must thank Cesare Garboli for listening to me, making suggestions, and for his usual great, irascible, generous patience.

I also thank Signora Letizia Pecorella and Signorina Maria de Luca of the Braidense Library; Signora Jone Caterina Riva of the Centre for Manzoni Studies, in Milan; and in Rome, Signora Annamaria Giorgietti Vichi, Director of the Biblioteca Nazionale, and Alessandro Florio. They have helped me in many different ways, making books and letters available to me.

Finally I thank Enrica Melossi and Augusta Tosone, who provided the illustrations [not included in this edition].

I dedicate this book to my friend Dinda Gallo. She knew all about the Manzoni family, and I nothing. I just felt a simple curiosity about this family’s destiny. The desire to know it more intimately and thoroughly grew out of my conversations with her. And so, as I wrote, I would take the pages to her to read. She shared my perplexities and uncertainties. She shared my frustration at the gaps and absences. She was a generous guide and companion along the way. Without her I would not have written this book, which is why I dedicate it to her.

Some letters were in French in the original, and were translated into Italian by Natalia Ginzburg, though she ‘would have preferred to leave them in French’. All the letters between Manzoni and Fauriel were in French, except the first in Italian from Manzoni. All the letters addressed to Fauriel, from Giulia, Giulietta etc., were in French. Enrichetta’s letters were all in French, as were those following: Giulietta to Cristina (from Andeer), Giulietta to her father (from Gastello d’Azeglio), Giulia to her friend Euphrosine Planta, and Teresa to Aunt Notburga.





PART ONE

1762–1836





Giulia Beccaria I

Giulia Beccaria had red hair and green eyes. She was born in Milan in 1762. Her father was Cesare Beccaria and her mother Teresa de Blasco; he belonged to the nobility, she was the daughter of a colonel. The marriage had met with bitter opposition. The couple had financial difficulties, but they always lived extravagantly. When he was very young Cesare Beccaria wrote a book which brought him a certain fame, Of Crimes and Punishments. Teresa was a graceful woman with black hair. She became the mistress of a rich man called Calderara. A frequent visitor to their house was Pietro Verri, economist, philosopher, lover of one of Cesare’s sisters. Relations between Verri and the two Beccarias were always somewhat stormy, they would quarrel and make it up again.

Giulia was four when her sister Marietta was born. The same year her mother contracted venereal disease, but she continued to travel and lead a worldly life. Then she gave birth to a boy who died immediately. The father longed for a son. Giulia and her sister were brought up by servants, because their mother, although ill, was always travelling. In 1774 she died of her illness in appalling suffering. The father was in despair. The day she died he demanded an inventory of her many clothes and jewels. He called the two little girls to him and said ‘It’s all yours’. He clasped them in his arms, weeping. But the girls never saw the clothes and jewels again. He went off to weep in the opulent house of his wife’s lover, Calderara. The girls stayed home with the servants. A few days later Calderara was astonished to see him having his hair curled by the barber. He told Calderara: ‘I want to keep up appearances.’ Forty days after his wife’s funeral he became engaged to a beautiful rich woman, one Anna Barbo. Three months later he married her. In the end he had by her the son he wanted. Meanwhile Giulia had been put into a convent. Marietta stayed at home because she was frail, rickety and hunch-backed. She was put in an iron corset and consigned to a life of domestic slavery. In the convent Giulia was utterly forgotten. Her paternal grandparents were dead, and a maternal uncle who was fond of her was abroad at the time living in Brazil. The only person who remembered Giulia was Pietro Verri. He used to come and see her occasionally in the convent parlour. When she was eighteen, he persuaded her father to take her back into his house.

Giulia was a very beautiful, healthy, intelligent girl with a strong character. From the first she had violent quarrels with her father. Then she fell in love with Giovanni Verri, a younger brother of Pietro, Knight of the Cross of Malta, an idle, elegant man with girlish features. But there could be no question of marriage. Neither the Verris nor her father would consider it. Giulia was not rich. So Pietro Verri and Cesare Beccaria looked round and hit on a certain country nobleman called Don Pietro Manzoni, a childless widower of forty-six, not rich but with a modest affluence. He had a property near Lecco called Il Caleotto where he used to spend the summer. In the winter he lived in Milan in a house on the Navigli in via San Damiano. He proved reasonable about the dowry. Thus the marriage was swiftly arranged. Giulia simply wanted to get out of her father’s house.

Don Pietro Manzoni lived with seven unmarried sisters, one an ex-nun, and had a brother, a Monsignore, who was a canon at the Cathedral. Giulia was very unhappy from the start. She quarrelled with her husband and her sisters-in-law were hostile. The house on the Navigli was ugly, small, damp and dark. Her husband seemed to her a wretched creature, without intelligence, without great wealth and without prestige. He was conservative and clerical, while she had breathed in new liberal ideas, both in her father’s house and in the Verri family. She was desperately bored. She continued to see Giovanni Verri and to frequent the fine Verri house, always full of guests and gaiety. She led a brilliant life and aroused in her in-laws increasingly manifest hostility, and in her husband the urge to spy on her.

Three years after her marriage, on 7 March 1785, she gave birth to her first and only son, Alessandro. He was named after the father of the Manzonis, and baptised at the church of San Babila. His birth pleased nobody. Quarrels between Giulia and her husband became more bitter. People were talking.

The baby was immediately put out to nurse at Malgrate, near Lecco. Giulia took up her old life again. But she was tired of Giovanni Verri and he of her. She had a relationship with a certain Taglioretti. Meanwhile Alessandro was growing up with the nurse in a peasant home, loved by the nurse and her many relatives. His mother rarely came to see him. Then he was taken back to Milan, but always returned to the nurse for long periods. Andrea Appiani painted a portrait of Giulia with the little boy, in which she is dressed in a riding habit. Her face is hard, bony and weary. She is gazing into space, and shows no sign of maternal affection for the little four-year-old boy leaning against her knee. Giulia gave the portrait to Giovanni Verri.

It was at that time that she got to know Carlo Imbonati. She met him in the salon of his sister, who had been a schoolfriend of hers at the convent. There is a second portrait of Giulia painted by a woman called Cosway not many years after the Appiani with the child. It was painted in Paris where Giulia was living with Imbonati and where she was happy. In this one she is wearing a little white cap and veil. Her nose is delicate and there is a certain humorous shrewdness in the faint smile on her lips. She looks very young. The years and the bitterness have fallen from her face.

Carlo Imbonati came from a rich, aristocratic family. As a boy, Parini had been his tutor. As an adult he lived abroad for a long time. He had only just returned to Italy when he and Giulia met. They became lovers. Giulia promptly decided to leave her husband. Love gave her strength and she resolved to bring things to a head. During her relationship with Giovanni Verri she had not thought of asking for a separation, feeling she lacked moral and material support, and also feeling infected by his idleness. Now it was all different. She wrote to Pietro Verri. He was the only person who had come to see her in the convent; and he had given her some support, even if it had proved to be very dubious since he had combined with her father to lead her into that unhappy marriage. She wrote to him:

It is absolutely impossible for me to live with a family who are all hostile to me. My husband, fired by sacred zeal, wishes at all costs to procure me a place in Paradise through suffering here below; Monsignore [the canon of the Cathedral] sits in his villa refining ideas to impose upon his brother, who comes home, scours all the rooms and even searches behind the pictures, I suspect. The ex-nun takes it upon herself to keep creeping downstairs to hear what is being said, and then goes to report it all to the worthy Prelate, who, poor fellow, is troubled by a fairly obvious beam in his own eye. This is the picture of my family life. I have opened my heart to you by word and by letter, for I felt I must invoke your humanity on my behalf. Unfortunately I fear I may be deceiving myself, since I see you still maintain that friendship to which I was once innocently sacrificed. But at the time my father alone was responsible for my unhappiness; he knew me and the man he intended me to marry. You knew none of the circumstances, so your concern for my establishment arose from your affection for me and my father. Now things are quite different. Now that you are aware of my desperate circumstances, can you wish for a reconciliation which would make me a wretched, unhappy slave, simply because you are reluctant to oppose the effects of my father’s despotism? He does not feel the horror of my situation, but is merely annoyed to see me shake off a yoke he imposed upon me. Forgive, Count Verri, the liberty I take in writing like this, but I am using the one thing no one can give or take from me, that is a strength of character that makes me speak the truth in the same voice whoever I am speaking to. A separation is essential; I can bear my present situation no longer.’

Don Pietro Manzoni then made a bid to keep his wife. She despised him because he did not belong to the high nobility, so he persuaded his brothers to put forward a petition for them to be admitted to the golden book of patricians. The petition was rejected. In any case, the rejection reached him when Giulia had already left.

The separation was legally granted in February 1792; Don Pietro Manzoni pledged himself to make a quarterly allowance of 2,000 lire to his wife; Giulia was supposed to move to the house of her maternal uncle, Michele de Blasco, who had meanwhile returned from South America; nothing was said about the boy, and it was therefore understood that he was to remain in the care of his legitimate father, Don Pietro Manzoni. Giulia took the boy to Merate, to the College of the Somaschi Fathers, and left him there. Before setting off for Merate, she took him to see his grandfather, Cesare Beccaria, who with the years had become enormously fat; Alessandro, who was seeing him for the first time and would never see him again, later recalled him rising heavily from an armchair to get him a chocolate from a drawer. He did not seem too pleased at their visit. Alessandro was then seven.

In 1788 Marietta, Giulia’s sister, had died at twenty-two without ever having left her father’s house, leading the obscure life of an invalid in the servants’ quarters. At her death Giulia had brought an action against her father to obtain the right of inheritance to a portion of her mother’s goods; separated from her husband, she devoted herself more passionately to this legal procedure. She presented a long memorandum of accusations against her father in which she recalled how he had forced her into a marriage which filled her with ‘agitation and repugnance’ and had cheated her of all her maternal inheritance, allotting her a wretched dowry, although after the death of his own father, the Marquis Saverio, he found himself in quite a flourishing situation financially, with lands and houses. But in November 1794, Cesare Beccaria died suddenly, in his room, of an apoplectic fit; Anna Barbo, his widow, decided to come to terms with her step-daughter, and Giulia received much of what she was demanding. She left for Paris with Carlo Imbonati in the autumn of 1796. In May of that year, the French under Napoleon had entered Milan.

Sad and solitary, Don Pietro Manzoni contemplated both the end of his marriage and the end of an era; disorder and confusion reigned in his city; it was thronged with soldiers he hated; he belonged to the past, and all around him he saw the civil and religious stability in which he had lived swept away by a hurricane; he left his home on the Navigli which held too many memories, and moved to a house in Santa Prassede Street; but he spent much of his time in the quiet of Il Caleotto; he rarely sent for the boy. One day he received a complaint from the Head of the College of the Somaschi Fathers. Alessandro had cut off his pigtail in an attempt to express his sympathy for the new ideas which were blowing throughout Europe.

In 1797 Pietro Verri too died of an apoplectic fit. As for his brother, Giovanni Verri, he had gone to live at Belvedere on Lake Como with his mistress, one Signora Curoni, and her husband.

Giulia was happy in Paris. At last she had everything she had lacked hitherto. She was free. She lived with a man she loved who loved her, in a great city where the fact that they were not married created no problems, a man with a noble mind and generous nature, a handsome man, who was rich, admired and esteemed by all. They had a fine house in a fine district, in Place Vendome. They had lots of friends. Suddenly she was pleased with her maiden name of Beccaria, which was known to everyone in cultured and worldly circles. She met with a cordial and lavish reception whereever she went. Everyone remembered her father and his famous book Of Crimes and Punishments. Her long legal battle and bitter, humiliating clashes with her father, and the rancour and resentment that had built up inside her against him, poisoning her life so long, now seemed quite remote and in any case soothed and almost effaced by his death. She rarely thought of her little boy at Merate at the College of the Somaschi Fathers. He was part of a dark former life she despised, and over the boy’s head hung shadows and a sense of guilt that she did not wish to recall. She never wrote to him.

The dearest friends she and Imbonati had in France were a couple who like them lived together unmarried, Claude Fauriel and Sophie de Condorcet. They lived at Meulan near Paris in a house called La Maisonnette that had once been a monastery. Giulia too dreamed of having a house in the country, that she would call La Chaumiere.

Sophie de Condorcet was then about thirty. She was darkhaired and olive-skinned. She had led a very eventful life. Her husband, the Marquis de Condorcet, philosopher and mathematician, was a Girondin; when the Girondins fell in 1792, he was pursued and threatened with arrest; he hid in a peasant house; his wife would come to see him dressed as a peasant, and meanwhile she had sued for divorce in order to save their confiscated goods. Then Condorcet tried to escape, was captured, and poisoned himself with stramonium, which he got from a doctor friend, Pierre Cabanis. To support her daughter, her sister and an old governess, the widowed Sophie went to the prisons every day to paint portraits of people condemned to the guillotine. She retrieved part of the confiscated property. One day she met Claude Fauriel walking in the Jar din des Plantes; they shared a love of botany. She took him from Madame de Stael, with whom he had a relationship at that time. But Madame de Stael and Fauriel remained friends.

Fauriel was a philologist. He was born in modest circumstances in a village in the Cevennes, Saint-Etienne. He studied at Tournon. In 1793 he was made lieutenant in an infantry battalion. During the Directorate he retired to Saint-Etienne and studied Greek, Latin and Turkish. He was a friend of Fouche and on his return to Paris he became his secretary and inspector of police. As a police official he was extremely attentive to the needs of those about him, sympathetic to their misfortunes and swift to help. He resigned when he was about to make a successful career, for he had no ambition and no wish to attain too high a rank. Sainte-Beuve called him a perpetual resigner. He loved botany, nature and especially the countryside on the banks of the Loire, and the places around his village. He loved to wander through the country in the early morning gathering plant specimens. Again in the words of Sainte-Beuve, he always loved to return to the origins of things: he liked ‘the sources of rivers, the birth of civilizations’, art and poetry in their primitive forms and, when he was botanizing, he concentrated on mosses in particular. He was very handsome and popular with the ladies: Stendhal said he was the handsomest man in Paris. He was tall and dark, with very full lips, strongly marked features, and sad, pensive eyes. He had a strong sense of friendship. He would become passionately interested in the topics his friends were studying and take them up in his turn. He was a good listener and everyone confided in him. He had many friends; Cabanis, Madame de Stael, Benjamin Constant, and later, Manzoni. He was an extraordinary translator. A vain man, he loved to hear his works praised, especially the translations. Sophie de Condorcet lived with him for twenty years, but she would not marry him, because he was not noble and belonged to a class inferior to her. It would have been a mesalliance. The Revolution had taken place, and Sophie de Condorcet was in many ways a person without prejudices, but the idea was deeply rooted in her mind that it would be humiliating to marry a man of humble origins. Many years later when Sophie died, Fauriel was rejected and scorned by her relatives, with whom he had lived for so long on the most intimate terms. They broke off all connection with him.

Sophie de Condorcet’s manners were polite and easy, and yet controlled and proud. Giulia admired her but went in awe of her, for the other woman’s manner was distant and protective. Giulia displayed her affection for Sophie impulsively, and received courteous but cold responses. She was hurt and confided in Fauriel: ‘It is a cruel thing for love to be unrequited, but it is no less a torment to feel loved against your wishes: this is precisely the situation between me and that unique and gracious lady for whom I have and always will have the liveliest affection, and friendship between us must be reciprocal, or I can not and will not sue for it.’

It has been thought that Sophie de Condorcet might have been very jealous of Giulia, and for this reason sometimes cold with her.

Nevertheless, at a moment of great distress Giulia received very real and strong support from Sophie de Condorcet. Carlo Imbonati died suddenly of bilious colic. He had suffered from liver trouble for some time, but nobody had realised the gravity of his illness. Sophie de Condorcet, Cabanis and Fauriel were the first to hasten to the house in Place Vendome. Giulia was sobbing upon the corpse which she refused to leave. Sophie suggested that Giulia should have the body embalmed and taken to Meulan to the garden of La Maisonnette. No priest was asked to bless the body. In the course of an afternoon Sophie found an embalmer. There was a chapel in the garden of La Maisonnette, but it had long remained unconsecrated. The embalmed body of Carlo Imbonati was placed there, violating all the ecclesiastical laws which forbade burial in unconsecrated ground. Giulia felt bound to Sophie by eternal gratitude.

Carlo Imbonati had made a will years before in Milan, when he and Giulia were about to leave for France. On his death the will was opened before a lawyer in Milan and communicated to Giulia who had remained in Paris. She already knew its contents, because Imbonati had told her, but she did not know how they were expressed. There were fourteen legacies to relatives and domestic servants; the rest was left to Giulia. ‘Of all my other goods, chattels and estates, investments, accounts and shares, and anything of which I die possessed, I have pronounced and do pronounce my sole heiress Giulia Beccaria Manzoni … and this my free and incontrovertible decision stands as a solemn public testimony to the pure and just feelings I owe to and feel for my aforesaid heiress for the constant and virtuous friendship I have professed for her, from which I gain not only complete satisfaction in the years I have spent with her, but an intimate conviction that I owe to her virtue and disinterested attachment that peace of mind and happiness which will go with me to the grave; for which, since I can never find words to express all that I feel in my heart for my aforesaid heiress, I pray Almighty God, Father and Creator of us all, to receive the humble prayers I offer in the fullness of my heart for the greatest good of my aforesaid heiress, and that He will grant that we may bless and adore Him together in all eternity.’

Carlo Imbonati had died on 15 March 1805; he was fifty-two and Giulia forty-three. The closing words of the will turned her thoughts to God. She had never thought of Him much. The ambience in which she lived was devoid of any religious thinking. She went to see a Protestant minister, Federico Menestraz, whom she had met at the house of an elderly Genevan lady, Carlotta Blondel. She asked him for consolation and advice. He exhorted her to dedicate her life to the sufferings of her fellows. At that time she conceived the idea of becoming a hospital nun. She gave away furniture and household objects, and wrote to Carlo Imbonati’s sisters offering them part of the inheritance left to her in the will. She did not want to go back to the house in Place Vendome, so she took an apartment in rue Saint-Honore. In the summer her son arrived. Then they moved to a bigger house in rue Neuve du Luxembourg.





Giulia Beccaria II

When he was twelve Alessandro left the College of the Somaschi Fathers which he hated. (‘Filthy sheepfold’ he was to call it later.) He was transferred to the Longone College in Milan, which he hated just as much. But he made friends, there; Arese, Pagani, Confalonieri, Visconti. He stayed there until he was sixteen. Then he went to live in the house in Santa Prassede Street, where he was received by the dark melancholy of Don Pietro, the gloom of the maiden aunts, Uncle Monsignore with the beam in his eye, and everything that had bored and depressed Giulia when she lived among these people. As for Don Pietro, he felt neither affection nor hostility for the boy. His presence in the house disturbed him, as it reminded him of Giulia and his unfortunate marriage. However, he felt it his duty to behave with decorum. The law had consigned this boy to him, and he placed law in the highest sphere of the human condition. But he could offer him only a severe and weary gaze and inhibited, speechless protection. Moreover, the boy himself was uncertain how to behave towards this melancholy man. He was ill at ease. He had a group of friends and imitated their behaviour. He talked with them about women, and in the evenings went to gamble at the Ridotto della Scala. It was at that time that he got to know the poet Vincenzo Monti, and saw in him an authoritative presence, a model to be emulated. He wrote verses which Vincenzo Monti read. One evening in the theatre, sitting in a box beside a certain Contessa Cicognara, he saw Napoleon Bonaparte; like a flash of lightning, the General’s gaze alighted for a moment on the Contessa who he knew loathed him, and then moved scornfully away; those penetrating, scornful eyes remained in the boy’s memory for ever.

Vincenzo Monti was the guest of Giulia and Carlo Imbonati during a visit to Paris not long before Imbonati died, and he spoke of Alessandro. Then Imbonati wrote to Alessandro inviting him to visit them. He was curious to make his acquaintance and felt guilty since he and Giulia had never given a serious thought to the boy growing up far away. In fact, he had taken his mother away from him. Perhaps he also had a subconscious premonition of his death and wanted Giulia to have her son beside her. Alessandro was then nineteen. When he received Imbonati’s letter, he asked Don Pietro for the money for the journey. Don Pietro gave it to him and thought of his departure with a sense of liberation. In the spring the news of Imbonati’s death reached them. Alessandro left for Paris in June.

In Paris, in rue Saint-Honore, mother and son found themselves face to face like two people who had never met before. They were not mother and son but a woman and a man. She was suffering a recent bereavement and bore the traces of grief in her face. He felt suddenly called upon to sustain her. They were not mother and son because the maternal and filial bonds between them had been severed over the years in which they had been living far from each other, each wanting to forget the other. In his memory was buried the image of the mother who had abandoned him and vanished, and it bred anguish and a confused rancour … In her was buried the image of an infant to whom she had given no motherly affection and from whom she had fled, and it bred anguish and remorse. All these buried emotions suddenly flared up briefly between them before sinking back again into obscurity, but not without emitting flashes and clamour which dazzled and bemused them. A new life was beginning for both.

Alessandro fell in love with Giulia, and not only with her but suddenly with everything around her, with the memory of Carlo Imbonati, with Paris, Sophie de Condorcet and Fauriel. Later a very real and profound friendship would develop between Manzoni and Fauriel, but at this early stage he was only someone dear to Giulia and illuminated by her radiance.

He sent his verses to Fauriel who gave his opinion of them. Alessandro replied: ‘Knowing you were so well informed about Italian literature, I was afraid to show you my verses: and the same reason makes your reception of them all the more flattering … I close, assuring you of my real distress that I can not express my feelings to you in person. Shall I never clasp that hand which placed my dear, unhappy mother’s in the cold hand of her and my Carlo? But our hands can only be joined by my mother’s.’

He wrote a long hymn, On the Death of Carlo Imbonati, dedicated to his mother. Later he came to dislike it, and rejected it.

To his friend Pagani in Milan he wrote that he wished from now on to be called Alessandro Manzoni Beccaria. ‘Yesterday I had the honour of dining with a great man, a supreme poet and superb lyricist, Le Brun. Having honoured me with the gift of one of his printed works, he insisted on writing on the copy, which I shall keep for ever: to Monsieur Beccaria—C’est un nom—he said—trop honorable pour ne pas saisir Voccasion de le porter. Je veux que le nom de Le Brun choque avec celui de Beccaria. I had the honour of placing two kisses on his wan, emaciated cheeks, sweeter to me than if I had plucked them from the lips of Venus.’

Alessandro and Giulia wrote a joint letter to Vincenzo Monti in Milan, telling him of their meeting and their happiness. In him it was the happiness of one who had left grey, empty days behind him. In her it was mingled with the torment of her recent misfortune. Together they were seeing the world with new eyes. Manzoni wrote: ‘I have felt a real need to write about my happiness to you who predicted it; to tell you I have found it in a mother’s arms; to say this to you who have so often spoken to me of her and know her so well. Oh Monti, I do not seek to dry her tears: I weep with her: I share her profound, but sacred and tranquil grief … I do not know when I may see you.

I live only for my Giulia, and with her to adore and emulate that man you used to tell me was virtue itself … Love me and write to me. Now I willingly pass the pen to my Giulia, who is almost snatching it from me to write a few lines to her Monti.’ And Giulia: ‘Dear Monti, I should like to add a line or two to what my Alessandro has written. Oh, you who love him, you who really know him since you could propose my beloved Carlo as a model to him, you can measure the immense love I bear him by the immense love and sacred, incurable grief I feel for Carlo. Oh! do not tell me yet to seek distraction or consolation, you cannot imagine how I aspire to set these tears in the eternity which has already begun for me since it has closed upon him.

Oh Monti, do write to me, so that I may write to you.’

Giving up the plan of going to Geneva to become a hospital nun—which, in any case, she had never seriously intended to do—Giulia devoted herself to her son. She was a practical person with her feet on the ground. She had learned to organize her own life with great good sense. She thought her son’s exalted love for her could be a heavy encumbrance on their daily life, wearing and painful for both of them, and that in the long run they would tire of being alone together. Her son must marry as soon as possible, and have a family and children, so that she would have a firm, clearly defined role and, surveying this new landscape, peopled and cheerful, she would grow old in wisdom and happiness. But it was essential to choose the right person, one who would intuitively know her place between the two of them. So she must look around, either in France or in Italy. Imbonati had left her, among all the other things, a large property at Brusuglio, near Milan. It would be a good thing to go and see it. Mother and son set out. Here is a letter to Fauriel from Genoa: ‘I was lying in bed this morning, thinking how long we had been waiting to hear from you, when I heard my mother shout: Alessandro, a letter from Fauriel; I jumped out of bed, ran into her room, and we savoured your dear letter together. I cannot tell you the pleasure I get from the growing hope that I will be your friend, and this hope is also the joy of my mother, who keeps saying: Oh, if only you could become necessary to that divine Fauriel! Don’t be angry, the epithet slipped from my pen.’ Immediately after that, still in Genoa, he received a letter from Milan saying that Don Pietro Manzoni was very ill; ‘I set off at once,’ he wrote to Fauriel, ‘my good mother accompanied me; but on my arrival they told me I was not to have the consolation of seeing my father, for the very day on which I heard of his illness was his last.’ He did not go to see his dead father; he did not stop in Milan; ‘Peace and honour to his ashes,’ he wrote to Fauriel. He and Giulia spent a few days at Brusuglio, then went to Turin for a month. Don Pietro Manzoni had made a will: he left his possessions to Alessandro, and begged him ‘not to forget the maxims and principles’ in which he had sought to bring him up. ‘To my lady wife I leave two diamond pendants as a token of my esteem and remembrance of her.’





Enrichetta Blondel I

There are several portraits of the young Alessandro Manzoni which vary greatly although they were painted within quite a short space of years. In one his hair is arranged in tight little symmetrical waves, his nose is pointed, and he has a judicious look. In another he has a thick, dishevelled mane and cloudy eyes and looks like Ugo Foscolo. In another he has a big nose and sulky mouth. In yet another he has hollow cheeks, a penetrating gaze, and crisply curling whiskers.

There is one portrait of the young Enrichetta Blondel in her bridal veil. She has a round, childlike face with gentle, unformed features. She was born in 1791 at Casirate d’Adda in the province of Bergamo. Her father was called Francesco Blondel, her mother Maria Mariton; he was Swiss, she came from Languedoc. They were Calvinists. They had eight children, four boys and four girls, and Enrichetta was the third. All the children had been baptised Catholics, because the father wanted them to be the same as everyone else. The mother had made no objection, although she hated the Catholic religion and brought her children up in the Protestant faith. The father was of a gentle disposition, the mother severe and authoritarian. He had made money out of a silk-farm. He traded in silk and had many mills. Early in the century they bought the Imbonati house in Marino Street in Milan. They were related to the Carlotta Blondel who in Paris, after the death of Carlo Imbonati, had sent Giulia to Pastor Menestraz.

Enrichetta was small, fair and graceful, with fair eyelashes. She had modest, submissive ways and said little. To Giulia she seemed the ideal daughter-in-law she had long imagined. She seemed quite perfect, created to slip gently and harmoniously into their little world. She was considered during a second trip to Italy, after two or three other matrimonial plans had come to nothing. One was with a certain ‘angelica Luigina’, whom they had known to be already promised, and another with a French girl, daughter of friends of Fauriel called De Tracy, who had thought they were not sufficiently aristocratic.

In October 1807, shortly after meeting Enrichetta, Manzoni wrote to Fauriel from a friend’s house at Belvedere sul Lago:

‘I have something to tell you in confidence; I have seen in Milan the girl I told you about; I thought she was very charming; my mother who has also spoken to her and at greater length, thinks she has an excellent heart; she thinks only of her home and the happiness of her parents who adore her; in short, she is full of family feelings (and I’ll say in your ear that she’s the only one here with such feelings). For me there is another advantage, and a very real one in this country, at least for me: she is not an aristocrat, and you know Parini’s poem. Moreover, she is a Protestant; in fact, she’s a treasure, and it seems to me before long there will be three of us wanting your company; as yet, however, nothing is settled, and she herself knows nothing of it. I think, when it happens, it will be my duty to inform the worthy man whose alliance I was hoping to obtain, so please tell me what you think about it. For the moment it must be kept completely secret … My mother has just interrupted to tell me to say that the little girl I speak of speaks French all the time, is sixteen, and is simple and unpretentious. So now you know it all.’

And in another letter when the marriage was about to take place:

‘So I can tell you that my bride is sixteen, has a sweet nature, upright feelings, the greatest affection for her parents and apparently some little for me … She shows such love mingled with respect for my mother you would think she was her own daughter; and indeed she always calls her ‘Mama’. No doubt you will think I have been rather hasty, but as soon as I really got to know her, it seemed pointless to delay. Her family commands respect for the harmony that prevails among them, and for their modesty, goodness and every estimable sentiment. In short, I am certain that this will bring happiness for me, and for my mother, without which there could be none for me.’

Enrichetta and Alessandro were married in Milan in February 1808 in a Calvinist church. He would have needed a dispensation for a Catholic wedding, since she was of a different faith despite her baptism. But he was in a hurry and neglected to ask for the dispensation. He wrote to Fauriel that the priests had refused to celebrate his marriage because of the difference of religion. This delighted all the Blondel family. Giulia did not attend the ceremony because she was indisposed. There was no wedding breakfast. A Swiss pastor blessed the couple in the house in Marino Street which had once belonged to the Imbonatis. Immediately after Manzoni hurried to his mother’s bedside. The marriage was bitterly criticized in the town, for it was generally thought scandalous that a nobleman, related to ‘monsignores’, should marry a Protestant.

‘I have spent two months between pain and pleasure,’ Manzoni wrote to Fauriel in the spring. ‘My mother has had a terrible sore throat, which has recurred three times; however, she now seems free of it. Meanwhile, I have got married, which speeded my mother’s recovery, as it has filled, indeed flooded her heart with happiness. We are all three as happy as can be; this angel was created just for us; she shares all my tastes, and I don’t think there is one important matter on which her opinions differ from mine.’

But Giulia, albeit happy, was in a black mood; she was excessively irritated that the town should speak ill of them. In a corner of her estate at Brusuglio she had already had a tempietto built the year before and had arranged for Carlo Imbonati’s body to be brought there from France, and this too had been considered scandalous. She could not wait to leave ce vilain Italie; she longed for Paris and her friends who understood her. She often went to Brusuglio to linger at the little tomb; also to supervise the work begun a year before; on the estate there was a farm which was to be transformed into a spacious, comfortable house in which they would enjoy living. But all this failed to soothe her.

So it was decided to return to Paris. The three of them set off in the summer, and took a house on the boulevard des Italiens.

Enrichetta was taken to La Maisonnette, and presented to Madame de Condorcet and Fauriel. But she was bored at La Maisonnette; Alessandro and Fauriel went off to talk literature and philosophy; Giulia and Sophie de Condorcet chatted together about people in Paris whom she did not know. She did not like Sophie de Condorcet; she dared not converse with Fauriel as she feared she was too ignorant; she felt awkward, out of her element, lost. She was homesick for Italy and her family. Giulia, on the other hand, was cheerful again in Paris.

In December 1808, in the house on the boulevard des Italiens, Enrichetta and Alessandro’s first daughter was born. She was officially registered by Fauriel and a friend. She was called Giulia Claudia. Her grandmother expressed a wish that she should be baptised, and Enrichetta made no objection. It was decided to baptise her at Meulan, where a priest friend of Fauriel would make no difficulties about the non-Catholic marriage of the parents. In her first month the baby girl became seriously ill. Manzoni wrote to Fauriel: ‘Poor Giulietta has had German measles and thrush at the same time—two deadly illnesses at the age of twenty days; it’s all over now, but what a harsh entrance into the best of all possible worlds.’ Meanwhile he was finishing a short poem called ‘Urania’, and thinking of another to be called ‘La vaccina’.

Giulietta was not baptised until the summer, at Meulan as had been decided; and Enrichetta was sad because she felt they were separating her from her daughter, since she herself had grown up in another faith. The christening was organized by Madame de Condorcet whom she knew to be an unbeliever; and Fauriel was an unbeliever and he had been chosen to act as godfather to the baby girl; and he, an unbeliever, recited the Credo and Abrenuntio. For Enrichetta any religious event was a very serious matter.

In Paris the Manzonis frequented a group of people Enrichetta liked, some Piedmontese patriots who had been friends of Imbonati. They led a strict life and seemed imbued with great moral severity. Enrichetta felt happy in their company, much more than at La Maisonnette. One evening there was a discussion of the Catholic faith. Count Somis de Chavrie was there, a Turinese, Councillor at the Court of Appeal. ‘I believe in it,’ he said simply. Enrichetta was struck by these forceful words. She went up to him and asked him to suggest an expert in the Catholic faith who might talk to her and offer her some illumination. Somis recommended Abbé Degola.

Abbé Degola was a Jansenist priest from Genoa, then about fifty. In 1801 in Paris he had taken part in the Second Council, and there he had become a friend of Bishop Gregoire, whom he helped to compile the Annals of Religion. Between 1804 and 1805 he travelled with Gregoire, visiting England, Holland, Germany and Prussia; at Hamburg he heard that Liguria had been annexed to the Empire by Napoleon, and he sent a protest against this action. At Genoa, with his friend Father Assarotti he founded an institute for deaf-mutes. Degola, according to his friend Achille Mauri who wrote his biography, was ‘well-proportioned with a gentle, benevolent countenance, and clear, bright eyes’. Nevertheless, in his portraits his face does not convey great gentleness or benevolence. Achille Mauri also says of him: ‘All things combined to adorn him with rare gifts: philosophy, letters and religion inclined him to virtue. A heart ever open to indulgence, sincerely amiable manners, a pleasing discourse remote from any rusticity won the love and respect of people of every order … He set religion above all other thoughts, and it made him humble, mild and patient … When he became a priest, all his actions revealed his conviction that the priesthood is an honourable bondage, imposing on all who undertake it a constant and diligent concern for the needs, passions and sufferings of all.’ It was said that he was without ambition. But he was ambitious to convert souls to the Catholic faith. From his travels with Bishop Gregoire there remain five notebooks in which he wrote down his impressions: he made dry judgements on the people he met, collected together thoughts and utterances he heard, listed facts and details, keeping a keen eye on everything around him.

Erfurt. There are regular and Benedictine canonesses. At the Fort there were four canonesses, one a Benedictine who seemed to me something of a coquette; she allowed the Commandant Dall’ Alba to stroke her hand. I spoke Latin to an old Augustinian … In Leipzig there is a great loosening of moral standards. Divorce is common. But still more so in Halle; you have only to pay for it … Among the Lutherans it is said that Luther was a horse and Melanchthon the bridle to restrain him … In Wittenberg 31st July: we were at the Temple of the Court and University, where they never observe communion or baptism. We saw, among other things, two hollows in which the bodies of Luther and Melanchthon had rotted, and behind them their portraits. Luther in a sort of cassock and yellow boots, Melanchthon (to whom I said Anathema Melanctoni) a black robe with fur at the edge like a Professor of Greek. There is a table with two inscriptions in bronze; the first which I traced contemptuously with my foot was as follows [the inscription followed]. I went up into the pulpit and from there I said: Anathema Lutero, and repeated it in the hollow, where I had already said: Maledictus qui posuit carnem … Berlin. Conversation with Ancillon, Calvinist minister; he agreed that religion there is declining rapidly as regards worship and faith. Tolerance, he said, was the fin mot to neutralize religious opinions and lead to universal indifference. He agreed that the demands of the reformers en voulant emporter la broderie, Us ont dechire la robe. As for literature, he said they were accustoming the young to legerete, and making them voltiger.

At Strasbourg Degola parted from Gregoire and prepared to turn homeward. The next day, still at Strasbourg, he met a boy, one Teofilo Geymiiller, whose mother had been converted to Catholicism. She wanted her two young sons to be converted too.

I spoke of conversion to Teofilo, who said at once, speaking of Calvinism: J’y tiens, oui, et je ne changerai pas. I exhorted him to seek instruction, I spoke to him openly and affectionately: I talked about his mother’s conversion and excellent conduct, I gave him the note which I had copied. The next day, at seven in the evening, he began to tell me he felt moved to do as his mother had done. I encouraged him.

The day after that, at Buchten (Switzerland), he and Teofilo attended a Catholic wedding.

The parish priest, to whom I spoke, but who did not say much to me, held by the breviary; he told me there were five thousand inhabitants there, all Catholics, he said the prayers in Latin: I did not hear the act of consent; I thought he asked it very quietly. I blessed the couple, the priest sprinkled holy water on the congregation. On the way out Teofilo said to me: A present il faut que je conserve cette benediction pour toujours.

When he got back to Genoa in 1805, Abbé Degola stayed there. He had the two sons of Signora Geymuller with him. Teofilo was converted in 1806; Luca, the younger son, two years later. Their mother was living in Paris. Enrichetta met her, and from her too heard of Abbé Degola; she asked to meet him if he should come to France.

Alessandro and Enrichetta had come to a joint decision to regularize their marriage in the eyes of the Church. After the baby’s christening, this seemed right and proper to both of them. The Catholic wedding ceremony took place in the private chapel of a friend of theirs, Count Marescalchi, on 15 February 1810.

Enrichetta had seen Abbé Degola for the first time in the autumn of 1809; he had come to Paris because he had been invited to Port-Royal. In the spring of 1810 her discussions with the abbé began. Manzoni chose to be present, though remaining silent.

When she got home after every discussion, Enrichetta, at Degola’s request, was to write a brief summary of the chief points discussed; this is what Signora Geymuller had been required to do; then Degola read and corrected the summaries. Signora Geymuller’s summaries, with Degola’s corrections, have been preserved, but Enrichetta’s have been lost. At Manzoni’s death his son Enrico found among his papers a few summaries in Manzoni’s own hand; so he too wrote summaries, without being required to do so, when he attended these discussions. We have Enrico’s word for this, but the summaries later disappeared, and nobody knows what happened to them.

On 2 April 1810 the wedding of Napoleon and Marie-Louise of Austria was celebrated in Paris. There were great crowds in the streets, among them Alessandro and Enrichetta. Suddenly mortars were fired. People panicked and began to run to and fro in confusion, and in this panic there were dead and wounded. Alessandro lost sight of Enrichetta. He seems then to have experienced a malaise, a giddiness, and he feared he was going to faint; he went into the church of San Rocco. He found Enrichetta shortly after. They say that there, in the church, he prayed a real prayer to God for the first time in his life, asking Him to let him find his wife again safe and sound. ‘Entering the church of San Rocco one day, he prayed feverishly and rose from his knees a believer,’ says Abbé Zanella, who was a friend of his. ‘It was the grace of God, my son, the grace of God,’ Manzoni replied much later to his stepson Stefano, who asked him when he had found faith, and where, and how. He would never add to these words. A tablet has been placed in the Church of San Rocco which states that Manzoni’s conversion happened at that place and that moment.

The malaise and vertigo which led him to seek refuge in the church were a real crise de nerfs, the first in his life. From then he realised he was liable to convulsions, or afraid of experiencing attacks. And this fear caused him palpitations and vertigo. In fact, his grandfather, Cesare Beccaria, had been convulsionary, and his uncle Giulio Beccaria, son of Cesare. Abbé Degola was also subject to convulsions, and this probably created mutual understanding between Manzoni and Degola.

‘He rose from his knees a believer.’ He was in a frantic state when he knelt to pray: he had felt he was fainting or dying; his prayer had been ‘feverish’; feverishly he had begged God to restore Enrichetta to him, and also to restore to him a less hateful image of himself, for in the confusion of his malaise he had looked at himself with disgust; his faults had seemed very great: he had been cynical, fatuous, indifferent to his neighbour, and cruel; this is how he saw himself at that moment, and he had never believed in God. From then, he suffered frequent crises of acute anguish; he kept remembering that moment; he was oppressed by remorse, and felt that his faith was never sufficiently strong, limpid or sure.

The three of them became Catholics: Enrichetta, Alessandro, Giulia. They were strongly united but profoundly different, and each arrived at the Catholic faith in a different way. Enrichetta had to break the bonds that bound her to her family and childhood, as it were with blood and toil. Alessandro bore within him that burden of secret remorse, doubts and travail. Giulia rushed forward, stumbling and breathless, like someone afraid of missing an appointment; but she moved forward with a light tread, for she was always ready for any change or turn and faced the future eagerly, whatever new form it might take; she too bore a sense of remorse and guilt, but it never completely darkened her path. They were at one in deciding to go back and settle in Italy; all three wanted to change their life and breathe new air. Giulia remembered Ce vilain Italie with affection; Enrichetta had never liked Paris, and now Alessandro hated it.

On 22 May, in the Church of Saint-Séverin in Paris, Abbé Degola received Enrichetta’s abjuration and her profession of faith in the Catholic Church. It was a solemn ceremony, attended by Somis, the President of the Court of Appeal Agier, Signora Geymiiller with her two sons, lofty prelates and magistrates, and many ladies. One of Enrichetta’s uncles who lived in Paris got to know of it, and immediately informed the Blondel family in Milan, who knew nothing of it.

‘I, Enrichetta Luisa Manzoni, nee Blondel, called by the grace of Almighty God to return to the bosom of the Church, recognize the errors of the Calvinist sect in which I had the misfortune to be brought up, sincerely abominate them, and henceforth wish, with the help of divine mercy, to live in the bosom of the Catholic Church, which is the pillar of truth. I firmly believe all the teachings of the Catholic Church, and wish to abjure the Calvinist heresy; of my own free will resolved upon this act for no other reason than to work for the glory of God and to provide for my eternal salvation, I pray the Church to accept for her ministry my abjuration, and to welcome me into her bosom in the name of Jesus Christ and of His charity.’

For some time Enrichetta’s parents had been inviting Enrichetta, Alessandro and Giulia to be their guests on their arrival in Milan, and they were eager to meet the baby girl they had never seen. The news of the abjuration took them by surprise and roused them to a tremendous anger, especially the mother. Until then relations had been perfect between the two families, but they were spoiled at that moment and never fully recovered. Mariton, the mother, thought Giulia was to blame for Enrichetta’s abjuration and cordially detested her.

The Manzonis left Paris at the beginning of June. When they got to Lyons, Giulia fell ill, and the baby too. Enrichetta was pregnant, or thought she was; she was suffering from stomach upsets that seemed to her to indicate pregnancy. Manzoni had to have a tooth out. They spent several days at Lyons, where the echoes of the Blondel anger reached them. They were sad days. As they were leaving Paris a letter had come from Fauriel, who was going back to Meulan without calling to say goodbye. ‘Today I am leaving this Paris where soon you will be seen no more, my dear friends,—he wrote—I could not come to see you last night, and I feel I was right to spare myself such a sad moment … We will meet again one day. I need this hope, and flatter myself it will be realized … Farewell, I press you all to my heart. Kiss little Giulietta for me a thousand times.’ He had the greatest respect for other people’s ideas; this triple conversion and Enrichetta’s abjuration disturbed him, but he never mentioned it. From Lyons Manzoni answered: ‘Dear friend, after knowing and esteeming you, why can I not remain with you longer? … Indeed, you are the only link binding me to Paris for which otherwise I feel no affection … We all send our love, including Giulia, who will certainly have learned to call you caro padrino (dear godfather) when you come to Italy … Remember that I am never completely happy away from you.’

In Turin, at the Albergo della Moneta, Enrichetta met her brother Carlo who spoke harshly to her. She wrote to her father. ‘It is with a heart full of pain and fear that I venture to send you this letter, dear Father! … Oh, if only I could hope you do not judge your daughter too severely! I need this hope if I am not to give way completely to the bitter pain I feel at the threats and the suffering of the mother I have always adored … Dear God! I can not bear the idea of being banished from the presence of parents who have always been precious to me; and what I have done does not seem to me to merit such severity! … Why is my dear mother so angry with me? What I have done, I did for my salvation; can she harbour resentment against a daughter who has acted for her eternal happiness? … My dear parents, dearest Father and Mother, may God bless you, this is my constant prayer. And I beg Him to grant me courage and resignation, for I see I shall have great need of both, oh God!’

Somis wrote to Abbé Degola: ‘Yesterday at one in the afternoon I had the consolation of seeing that beloved family of whom I can not speak, especially to you, without strong emotion. Poor creatures! they had to stay two weeks at Lyons, all more or less ill, and you can imagine in what discomfort. But God reserves His greatest tests for his elect. Yesterday Signora Enrichetta received two letters from Milan which caused consternation in her tender, affectionate heart. The news of her abjuration has aroused tumult, fire and frenzy in her mother. Our virtuous Catholic suffers unspeakable ­torment at this clash between her holy and irrevocable resolution and her natural filial sentiments. Help her with your fervent prayers and wise counsel …’

Enrichetta was bled twice on that unhappy journey, at Lyons and Turin; they hoped this would improve her health and cure the malaise she was suffering, but from then on she was never really well again. From Turin they went on to Brusuglio, where Enrichetta received a letter from her mother agreeing to see her; she went on her own. ‘Neither my mother nor I could go,’ Manzoni wrote to Degola, ‘as my mother was excluded quite rudely, and I was invited in a way that was more like a dismissal.’ At Brusuglio Enrichetta was bled for the third time. However, the air was healthy there, and in a few days the baby was rosy and blooming, Manzoni enjoyed the house and park, and wrote to Fauriel: ‘It seems centuries since I heard from you; write soon, tell me what you are working on at La Maisonnette, and when you are thinking of coming to Italy. Really the climate is much better here, the sun is inspiriting, and I have become a real farmer. I’ve seen the cotton grown from the seed I sent from Paris which Monsieur Dupont was good enough to give me; some plants are already a foot high … I asked what had become of the ones I sowed myself two years ago, and they showed me a basket full of bolls, some quite mature … I have planted medicinal herbs; clover grows naturally here among the ears of corn and between the hedges…. You must come; we will grow things, you can botanize; oh, how happy I’d be!’

When they left Paris, Abbé Degola gave them a letter for a Canon Luigi Tosi, parish priest of Sant’ Ambrogio, in which he commended the Manzoni family to him, and asked him to continue their religious instruction which he had begun.

Canon Luigi Tosi was born at Busto Arsizio in 1763. Like Degola, he was a Jansenist. He was no genius, but a limited, modest man, with a high sense of the proper duties of a priest, and with great human warmth.

It was Giulia who took the letter to him. She and the priest met in the street as he was going home from church. He read the letter and was profoundly disturbed by it. So the lady before him was Giulia Beccaria, who had been talked of so much in the town, friend of Imbonati, and mother of the Manzoni who had caused a scandal by marrying a Protestant. He felt unprepared and inadequate for the charge Degola was entrusting to him. But he could only accept it. He came to Brusuglio to meet Enrichetta, who was ill and feverish after a second visit to her family, during which her father had hardly spoken to her and her mother had renewed her bitter complaints.

Tosi wrote to Degola: ‘My friend, at the beginning of July, when Madame Beccaria gave me your letter in the street as I was walking home, I was so stunned I could hardly find words to answer her. It was the greatest surprise to me, after such little as I had heard of this family; I was so afraid the matter was beyond my strength that I felt discouraged. Since I have been a priest, and especially in the last ten years, I have been so oppressed with every sort of care, that I can tell you truly I have not read a single book … Moreover, this anxious life, beset with constant worries, has greatly undermined my health, quite blunted the power of my spirit, destroyed my memory, and so confounded my mind that I must constantly blush for myself … In such a state, how could I not feel dismayed and discouraged before a task which demanded an enlightened mind, consummate wisdom, alert attention, as well as a certain practice in matters of which I have no experience? It was well for me, and for you who had erred so gravely in your choice, that the Lord has wrought all things in this family. He gave all three such simple docility as I have never seen in twenty years of ministry, not even in people of the lowest orders. Oh, what a miracle is this Divine Mercy! Not only Enrichetta, who is an angel of innocence and simplicity, but Madam, and even the proud Alessandro are lambs, who receive with the utmost eagerness the simplest instruction, foresee people’s wishes before they are spoken, by their encouragement help their interlocutor to speak freely, and turn all things to their sanctification. They live together in the wisest way; their hearts are wonderfully united, and they conspire to encourage and strengthen each other and to scorn all worldly considerations. Our town is highly edified by this miracle of God’s right hand.’

Giulia received the eucharist at Brusuglio on 15 August. Two days before she was writing to tell Father Tosi that her engagements prevented her leaving Milan: ‘I commend myself to your prayers in the most important act of my life, which I cannot contemplate without the greatest anxiety; I cannot yet conceive how I dare approach the Sacred Table … In God’s love tell me if I really can approach the altar. In my heart of hearts I feel I am the lowest and most unworthy of creatures, I am truly convinced of this yet in saying it I feel a sense of pride is mingled in my confession, I am lost in this terrible contradiction and I realize that even good things become bad when they are in me or issue from me. I could not help this outburst; perhaps I have done wrong, and ought to act with greater simplicity? I wait for you to tell me, in charity, what I must do. I have done and am doing what you told me for my preparation, and after dinner I read some chapters of the fourth book of the Imitation of Christ, especially the second and ninth chapters in which I find the most sublime prayers.’ Enrichetta was unwell on the morning of the 15th and could not leave her room; she wrote to Tosi: ‘This morning as I stayed behind in bed while the others were at Mass, I did my best to follow the service; but the singing of the band of faithful caused me to burst into tears: at the same time I thanked God for the small trial He set me and asked Him for strength and resignation to bear it, and my heart cried louder still … Oh God, I see you find me unworthy to be among those faithful, since you keep me here: you find me too great a sinner and I have not yet sufficiently lamented my faults!’ She received the eucharist a month later. Manzoni went up to the altar the same day as his mother, with Rosa, the daughter of Somis, who was their guest at the time. Her father wrote to Rosa: ‘My beloved Rosa, Donna Giulia has written to tell me that after the confirmation you joined those God-fearing people, your hosts, in their devotions.’ The Somis family were not well-to-do and lived modestly, and the father was pleased that his daughter could enjoy a different way of life in those summer months: ‘I hear that, donna Enrichetta’s health permitting, they are thinking of moving on to Milan, and from there to Lecco. I feel these little journeys, and the chance to see new and beautiful places, should afford you delightful distraction; enjoy it in all innocence … I consider you should not deprive yourself of the innocent novelty of seeing the celebrated neighbourhood of Lake Como. Who knows when you might go again?’ There was indeed a plan to move on for a while from Brusuglio to Il Caleotto, the property near Lecco which Manzoni had inherited from Don Pietro, but they had to give up the idea, because Enrichetta was unwell; they could not make out if she was pregnant or not; they called a surgeon; in the end she had a miscarriage.

From Abbé Degola, Enrichetta had received a copy of the Regolamenti, indicating how to lead a truly religious life, written by Signora Geymüller. Enrichetta and Giulia read them again and again with dismay; perhaps they suited Signora Geymüller, who enjoyed better health and a less demanding domestic life, but to them they seemed severe and difficult to carry out. They seemed intended to impose an iron discipline upon existence, and Giulia was by temperament capricious and intolerant of discipline. Enrichetta suffered indifferent health, and one was supposed to get up in the cold night to pray. Nevertheless they submitted to it. As for Manzoni, he was causing the two ladies grave anxiety with his bouts of anguish and crises de nerfs; at times he felt as if a chasm was opening at his feet, and they had to run up with a chair to fill the void he felt before him. He was terrified of going out alone, and someone always had to accompany him on the walks he so much enjoyed in the park; one day when he was alone, feeling he was about to faint, he dashed a bottle of sparkling water called ‘acqua di Lecco’ into his face, and it caused an inflammation of the eyes which kept him in bed in a darkened room for several days.

Father Tosi saw fit to make ‘a few small modifications’ to the Regolamenti, but they still remained severe. ‘1. God shall be your first thought on waking … 2. As soon as you are dressed, prostrate yourself at the feet of Christ … 3. After a moment’s silence which is a confession of your nullity, a profound lamentation upon your wretchedness, and a filial yielding to Divine Mercy, you will recite the Morning Prayers … 4. After the prayer follows the reading of the Holy Gospel … 5. In the course of the day do not forget to offer to God your every action, working, eating and sleeping … 6. You will occupy yourself with your domestic tasks, for this too is a duty imposed on you by Providence … 7. Work must be considered part of the general penitence imposed by God upon the sons of Adam. Add to this consideration the duties of your estate, the providence required by a wise and well-­regulated domestic economy, the dangers present in a single moment of idleness, the need to give a good example of a useful life … If time remains after you have accomplished the duties of your house, you will work for the poor … 8. But the work I particularly recommend in this respect is the religious, moral and civil instruction of the local children. Well-directed, their education will extend the Church, regenerate manners, and make for good family life … 9. In the course of your work, manual or educational, lifting your heart to God, seek to animate your thoughts by the divine presence. You may be helped to this end by some pious reading … 10. You will set aside a little quarter of an hour before meals for a moment of meditation, a brief examination of conscience … some reading of the Psalms in Monsieur De Sacy’s interpretation, or of some other pious and sound writings … 11. After meals, do not turn at once to work. Profit when you can from conversation, but in such a way as it may always be of some utility … 12. Towards evening rest a little so that you may more easily resume your evening occupations. About ten, devote a little time to meditation and reading, as before dinner. In general, seek to sanctify every meal by some self-denial. Evening prayers and examination of conscience about eleven o’clock. Then choose some pious thought to fill your heart before sleep and in the wakeful hours of the night. Your rest may last from that time until five or six in the morning … 13. On Sundays and feast-days you will follow the offices of the Church. Each month set aside a day of retreat to examine your conduct, thank God for the good actions He has permitted you to perform, lament your faults, and seek effective means to correct them … 14. I exhort you each year to make a pilgrimage to Port-Royal and a visit to the cemetery of Saint-Lambert, to thank God for all his gifts in which you have enjoyed the first fruits of His spirit, to ask for grace to persevere in good by the intercession of the Saints, who in solitude, by their piety, their penitence and their works have spread throughout the Church the good odour of Jesus Christ.’

This is only a very brief and superficial outline of the Regolamenti, but perhaps it gives some idea of the attitudes they imposed, and which might seem at first sight not too difficult to adopt; but it was arduous to maintain them constantly, day in, day out. The Regolamenti demanded absolute dedication; they barred the way to idleness, fantasy, free and various choices, they ruled out any possibility of shaping life hour by hour, according to one’s own inclinations and whims, or the thousand unpredictable chances that might arise. Observing them by the letter, one would hardly have time to breathe.

Giulia sent Father Tosi a ‘questionnaire on how to pass the hours of the day’, which reveals how she was seeking to soften the impact of the Regolamenti. ‘I am almost always wakened by Fanni [her French maid] more or less late, but I hardly ever get up at her first call so that as soon as I am dressed I go out to church with her in order not to waste her time. If I were to get up the first time she comes into my room, I would have time to say my prayers before going out … I pray for my spiritual benefactors who have helped me and do help me to serve the Lord, for all those converted by the particular intercession of the Blessed Virgin, and finally for the unbelieving Hebrew heretics and for those I have had the misfortune to lead into trespass in some way. If Fanni is taking Holy Communion, I stay in church as long as she is there.’ The priest replied: ‘I have not much to add to the system you describe: promptness and fidelity are the essentials; so when it is time to rise, rise at once and expiate by this promptness all you have lost by such idleness especially in remaining so long in bed. If your state of health requires you to stay there a little longer, never let this be a time of idleness, but even in bed employ it at once in thanks, sad lamentations and offerings … Never neglect those prayers you mention for sinners etc. These are your special brothers.’ Giulia: ‘When I return home I go to the room of my son and daughter-in-law for breakfast and usually waste a great deal of time there.

I must remark that except on the day when I also take coffee with them because it would seem odd if I did not do so, I could easily stay in my own room to take my chocolate on the other days.’ The priest: ‘Time spent with your family for breakfast should not be too long. It would be well if you were told when it is almost ready to be served, and then stayed no more than an hour … Neglect no opportunity to say some good word, or make some timely suggestion. Be on your guard at these and all times, against excessive love for little Giulietta.’ Giulia: ‘Most Reverend Sir, you suggested as a practice of Christian penitence that I should rise from my bed at night to pray at least for a few minutes; I have only ever found courage to do so a few times … May God illumine my heart, and inspire you in all charity to impose upon me a way of life that will lift me out of my lethargy and perhaps out of perdition.—I have put myself under the particular protection of the holy penitent Maria Egiziaca.’ The priest: ‘This practice of rising at night, if not essential, is none the less most opportune. Start doing it one or two nights a week, not getting out of your bed in the winter, but sitting up well covered, or at least adopting a position which allows you to take your crucifix in your hands … as for the table, I have nothing to suggest but simplicity, and not too much anxious regard for health … In conversation return constantly to the Lord with some secret prayer, and take the greatest care not to become too involved and heated in discourse. Always remember that silence becomes a sinner.’

Meanwhile Manzoni was writing to Fauriel: ‘As for me, I shall continue in the sweet habit of speaking to you of what is nearest my heart, at the risk of being tedious. And so I will tell you that above all I have been occupied with the most important thing in life according to the religious notions that God sent to me in Paris, and the more I advance, the more my heart finds contentment and my mind delight. Dear Fauriel, allow me to hope that you will do the same. It is true that I fear for you those terrible words: Abscondisti haec a sapientibus et prudentibus et revelasti ea parvulis [Thou hidest these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes]; but no, I do not fear them, for the goodness and humility of your heart is as great as your intellect and understanding. Forgive the sermon this parvulus takes the liberty of addressing to you. Apart from this, I am up to my eyes in agricultural plans … the cottons have been sent off for this year, apart from the nankin, from which I shall collect a little seed … And now the errands with which I mean to trouble you. I should like some trefoil, for myself and for a friend … Make haste then, and buy me nine pounds of trefoil and give it to Fayolle [a Parisian publisher], to whom I have written to send them on to us by a coachman …’

In the winter Enrichetta was pregnant again. Her father had a paralytic attack. Relations with her mother and relatives were still rather cold. She wrote to Abbé Degola that winter: ‘Your prayers go straight to God: pray that, by His grace, I may by my behaviour and my words edify my parents and contribute in some way to their sanctification.’ And she wrote to Canon Tosi: ‘God bless you, my dear Father, and please give me your holy blessing in your turn, which I receive as coming from God Himself who has made you so good and so necessary to the souls He has entrusted to you.’ She signed the letter: ‘Enrichetta Manzoni, Catholic by Divine Mercy.’
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