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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING ALLURE OF THE
LEOPARD

In  the  vast  landscape  of  20th-century  literature,  few  novels
possess  the  quiet,  melancholic  majesty  of  The Leopard  By
Giuseppe  Tomasi  Di  Lampedusa .  F irst  publ ished
posthumously in 1958, this singular work of historical fiction has
captivated readers for generations with its lyrical prose, profound
meditation on change, and vivid portrait of a fading aristocracy.
Set against the backdrop of  the Risorgimento—the unification of
Italy in the 1860s—the novel traces the twilight years of Don
Fabrizio Corbera, the Prince of Salina, as he witnesses his world
dissolve into a new, modern order. More than just a historical
novel, The Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di Lampedusa is a
timeless allegory for decay, adaptation, and the painful necessity
of letting go. Written by a Sicilian aristocrat who drew deeply
from his own family history, the novel remains a masterclass in
atmosphere, character, and the art of the elegy.

THE HISTORICAL CANVAS: SICILY AND THE

RISORGIMENTO

To  truly  appreciate  The Leopard  By  Giuseppe Tomasi  Di
Lampedusa,  one  must  first  understand  the  historical  soil  from
which it grew. The novel is set during the tumultuous period of
Italian  unification,  known  as  the  Risorgimento.  For  centuries,
Sicily had been ruled by the Bourbon Kingdom of the Two Sicilies,
a feudal society where a small landed aristocracy held immense
power  over  a  vast,  impoverished  peasantry.  The  arrival  of
Giuseppe  Garibaldi’s  Redshirts  in  1860  and  the  subsequent
annexation  of  Sicily  into  the  newly  formed  Kingdom of  Italy
signaled the end of an era.
Lampedusa does not present this change as a triumphant victory
for  progress.  Instead,  he  views  it  through  a  lens  of  deep
skepticism. The Prince of Salina famously declares, "If we want
things to stay as they are, things will have to change." This line is
the  philosophical  heart  of  the  novel.  The  old  aristocracy,
symbolized  by  the  Leopard  on  the  Salina  family  crest,  must
adapt—marrying their children into the rising middle classes—to
preserve a semblance of  their  influence.  The novel  captures the
paradox  of  revolution:  how  much  of  the  old  regime  simply
transforms, rather than disappears. This nuanced perspective is
what  elevates  The  Leopard  By  Giuseppe  Tomasi  Di
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Lampedusa beyond a simple historical romance into a profound
political and sociological study.

The Central Figure: Prince
Don Fabrizio Corbera
At  the  center  of  the  novel  stands  one  of  literature's  most
compelling  protagonists.  Don  Fabrizio  is  a  man  of  immense
contradictions. He is a giant of a man, a lover of astronomy who
scans the heavens with his telescope, seeking solace in the cold,
indifferent  stars.  He  is  a  sensualist  who  enjoys  the  pleasures  of
his estate and the company of his mistress, yet he is also a man
of  profound  intellectual  depth  and  emotional  isolation.  His
character is the living embodiment of the novel’s central theme:
the confrontation between the eternal and the ephemeral.
Don  Fabrizio  is  not  a  hero  in  the  conventional  sense.  He  is
passive, watchful, and resigned. He understands that his class is
doomed, and he does not muster the energy to fight against the
tide of history. What makes him so compelling is his clear-eyed
awareness. He loves his family but feels detached from them. He
respects  the rising bourgeois  politician,  Don Calogero Sedara,
even though he finds him vulgar. The deepest bond in the novel
is not with his wife or children, but with his favorite nephew,
Tancredi,  who  is  the  agent  of  the  family's  transformation.
Through Don Fabrizio, The Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di
Lampedusa explores the agonizing distance between knowledge
and action, between the desire for permanence and the reality of

decay.

THEMATIC DEPTH: DECAY, DEATH, AND THE STARS

While  the  historical  setting  is  specific,  the  themes  of  The
Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di Lampedusa are universal.
The most dominant theme is death and decay. This is not merely
the physical death of characters, but the death of a way of life.
Lampedusa’s  descriptions  of  the  Salina  palace  are  filled  with
dust, faded grandeur, and a sense of arrested time. The great
ballroom scene near the end of the novel is a masterpiece of
social observation, but it is also a funeral party. The aristocrats
dance and gossip, unaware (or willfully ignorant) that the music is
playing for their own extinction.
In counterpoint to this earthly decay is the theme of the eternal,
represented  by  the  stars.  Don  Fabrizio’s  nightly  astronomical
observations are his escape from the pettiness of human affairs.
When the pressures of family and politics become too much, he
looks to the heavens, where the immutable laws of mathematics
and physics reign supreme. This cosmic perspective provides him
with a stoic dignity but also deepens his sense of alienation. The
novel  is  profoundly  pessimistic,  suggesting  that  all  human
striving—whether  for  power,  love,  or  legacy—is  ultimately
meaningless against the backdrop of an indifferent universe. Yet,
this pessimism is delivered with such beauty and grace that it
feels like a form of consolation.
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The Symbolism of the
Leopard
The Leopard (or the Gattopardo in Italian) is the symbol of the
Salina family. This magnificent, predatory creature represents the
ancient power and untamed nature of the Sicilian aristocracy. But
a leopard is also a creature of the past, majestic but isolated. The
crest  becomes a metaphor for  the Prince himself:  a  powerful
figure whose time has passed.  Throughout the novel,  the image
of the leopard is used to evoke the grandeur and the cruelty of
the old order. It is also a symbol of stillness—the Prince is often
described as being like a great beast at rest, observing the world
with detached, golden eyes. This rich symbolic layer is one of the
reasons The Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di Lampedusa
rewards careful re-reading.

LITERARY STYLE AND PROSE: A FEAST FOR THE
SENSES

One cannot discuss this novel without addressing its style. The
prose of The Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di Lampedusa is
often described as "luminous" or "decadent." Lampedusa writes
with the sensuousness of a poet, capturing the heat, the dust,
and  the  intense  flavors  of  Sicily.  His  sentences  are  long  and
complex, yet perfectly balanced, inviting the reader to linger over
every phrase. The translation by Archibald Colquhoun (and later,
by  Guido  Waldman)  manages  to  capture  much of  this  lyrical

beauty, making the novel accessible to English readers without
losing its Italian soul.
The  narrative  is  deeply  internal,  often  staying  within  the
consciousness of Don Fabrizio. This allows Lampedusa to weave
together  memory,  sensation,  and  reflection  in  a  way  that  feels
both intimate and epic.  The famous set-pieces—the arrival  of
Garibaldi’s forces, the festival of the dead, the great ball—are
rendered with a cinematic intensity. However, the real drama is
internal: the slow, heartbreaking realization of a great man that
he has become obsolete. This stylistic mastery is the cornerstone
of the novel's enduring reputation.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR ROLES

Beyond  the  Prince,  the  supporting  cast  of  The Leopard By
Giuseppe Tomasi Di Lampedusa  is  essential  to  the story's
depth.

Tancredi Falconeri: The Prince’s beloved nephew is a
charming, opportunistic young man who represents the
future. He joins Garibaldi’s rebels not out of conviction, but
because he sees which way the wind is blowing. His
willingness to adapt stands in stark contrast to his uncle’s
stoic passivity. Tancredi is the bridge between the old world
and the new.
Angelica Sedara: The beautiful daughter of the vulgar
bourgeois mayor, Don Calogero. Angelica is the "new
blood" that Tancredi marries to secure the family's financial
future. She is vibrant, ambitious, and represents the energy
and crudeness of the rising class. Her entrance into the
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Salina family signifies the end of their purity and the
beginning of their dilution.
Don Calogero Sedara: The enemy and the mirror of the
Prince. He is the self-made man, politically savvy, ruthless,
and lacking in the Prince's aristocratic grace. Yet,
Lampedusa treats him with a degree of respect; he is
merely playing the game of history more effectively than
the Prince is.
Bishop of Parma and Father Pirrone: These religious
figures highlight the changing role of the church in the new
Italy, often serving as confessors and observers of the
moral decay unfolding around them.

The Angelica Sedara
Introduction: A Scene for
the Ages
Perhaps the most famous scene in the novel is the first meeting
between  Tancredi,  Angelica,  and  Don  Fabrizio  at  the  Salina
country estate. The Prince, usually so detached, is momentarily
captivated  by  Angelica’s  beauty  and  vitality.  Lampedusa
describes the scene with a palpable sexual tension and a sense of
awakening.  The house,  usually  so  dusty  and dead,  seems to
come alive. This scene is the turning point of the novel. It is the
moment the Prince consciously accepts the bargain of the future:
surrender your bloodline to the new world, and you may survive

in name if not in essence. It is a deeply bittersweet moment, full
of light and shadow, and it perfectly encapsulates the genius of
The Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di Lampedusa.

RECEPTION AND LEGACY: A POSTHUMOUS TRIUMPH

The history of the novel’s publication is almost as famous as the
book itself. Tomasi di Lampedusa submitted the manuscript to
several publishers, all of whom rejected it. It was only after his
death from lung cancer in 1957 that the novel was published by
Feltrinelli.  It  went  on  to  become  a  massive  international
bestseller,  winning  Italy’s  most  prestigious  literary  prize,  the
Strega, in 1959. The reason for the initial rejections is a matter of
literary speculation, but many believe the novel was seen as too
aristocratic, too pessimistic, and too out of step with the neo-
realist, left-leaning literature favored by Italian publishers at the
time.
The long-term legacy of The Leopard By Giuseppe Tomasi Di
Lampedusa is secure. It is considered one of the greatest novels
of the 20th century. In 1963, director Luchino Visconti adapted
the  novel  into  a  film  of  the  same  name,  starring  the  legendary
Burt  Lancaster  as  Don  Fabrizio.  The  film  is  a  masterpiece  in  its
own right, visually stunning and faithful to the book’s spirit. The
novel has influenced countless writers and remains a touchstone
for anyone writing about historical  change, aristocracy, or the
nature of time. Its famous line about changing to keep things the
same  has  entered  the  common  lexicon,  used  in  political,
business, and social discourse.
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WHY READ THE LEOPARD TODAY?

In an age of rapid social, technological, and political change, The
Leopard  By  Giuseppe  Tomasi  Di  Lampedusa  feels  more
relevant  than ever.  The anxieties  of  the Prince of  Salina—his
sense of displacement, his feeling that his values are no longer
respected, his fear that something essential is being lost in the
rush toward "progress"—are anxieties that many people in the
modern world share. The novel does not offer easy answers or a
comforting nostalgia. It does not argue that the old world was
better. Rather, it asks us to sit with the discomfort of change and
to  acknowledge  the  losses  that  accompany  every  social
transformation.
Furthermore, the novel is a masterclass in empathy. Lampedusa
forces us to see the world through the eyes of a man who is, by
modern standards, a relic of an unjust system. He makes us care
about  this  flawed,  isolated,  magnificent  figure.  In  doing  so,  he
teaches us a profound lesson about history: it is not a story of
villains and heroes, but of people trying to navigate the currents

of  their  time.  For  this  reason,  The  Leopard  By  Giuseppe
Tomasi Di Lampedusa is not just a book to be read, but to be
experienced and remembered.

CONCLUSION: A MASTERPIECE OF MEMORY AND
FAREWELL

In  the  final  analysis,  The  Leopard  By  Giuseppe  Tomasi  Di
Lampedusa is a novel about the passage of time and the dignity
of a proper farewell. It is a meditation on the futility of resistance
and the grace of acceptance. The Prince of Salina does not go
gently into the good night of history, but he goes with his eyes
wide open. The book leaves the reader with a profound sense of
loss,  not  for  a  specific  political  order,  but  for  the  beauty,  the
certainty,  and  the  quiet  tragedy  of  a  life  fully  lived.  It  is  a
monument of Italian literature and a gift to the world—a story
that  teaches  us  that  the  only  way  to  survive  change  is  to
understand it, and that sometimes, the most heroic act is simply
to watch the stars and know your place in the universe. For


