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INTRODUCTION: A
TIMELESS
MASTERPIECE OF
CHANGE AND
DECAY

Few works of literature
capture the bittersweet
passage  of  time  with
as much elegance and
melancholy  as  The
Leopard Lampedusa.
Giuseppe  Tomasi  di
Lampedusa’s  only
novel,  Il  Gattopardo
( p u b l i s h e d
posthumously in 1958),
has  earned  its  place
among  the  greatest
novels of the twentieth

century.  Set  against
the  backdrop  of  the
R i s o r g i m e n t o — t h e
unification of Italy—the
s to ry  f o l l ows  the
aristocratic  Sicilian
P r i n c e  F a b r i z i o
Corbera,  who  watches
w i th  a  m ix tu re  o f
d e t a c h m e n t  a n d
sorrow  as  his  world
crumbles  under  the
weight of political and
social  upheaval.  The
book’s  title  refers  to
the  princely  coat  of
a r m s  f e a t u r i n g  a
leopard  (or  serval,  as
some  translat ions
note) and has become
synonymous  with  the
novel’s central themes:
the  need  to  adapt  to
change,  the  decay  of

https://old.setefer.com/


2

2 The Leopard Lampedusa 2026-05-14

the old order, and the
quiet  dignity  of  those
who know they are the
last of their kind.
This  article  explores
the multifaceted world
o f  T h e  L e o p a r d
L a m p e d u s a — t h e
author,  the  novel,  its
cultural  impact,  and
the reasons it remains
a n  e n d u r i n g
masterpiece.  Whether
you  are  a  first-time
reader  or  a  longtime
admirer,  we will  delve
into  the  histor ical
c o n t e x t ,  t h e  k e y
t h e m e s ,  t h e
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
characters,  and  the
legacy  of  this  Sicilian
epic.

WHO WAS
GIUSEPPE TOMASI
DI LAMPEDUSA?
THE MAN BEHIND
THE LEOPARD

To  understand  The
Leopard Lampedusa,

one  must  first
understand its creator.
Giuseppe  Tomasi  was
born  in  Palermo  in
1896 to the aristocratic
Tomasi  family,  who
held the title of Dukes
of Palma and Princes of
Lampedusa. The island
of Lampedusa itself,  a
smal l  speck  in  the
Mediterranean,  was
par t  o f  h i s  fami ly
h e r i t a g e .  H i s
u p b r i n g i n g  w a s
steeped  in  the  fading
grandeur of the Sicilian
nobility—a  world  of
ancient  palaces,  dusty
libraries, and unspoken
rules of decorum.
Lampedusa  l i ved
through  both  world
wars,  saw his  family’s
wealth  dwindle,  and
spent many years as a
reclusive  scholar.  He
wrote Il  Gattopardo  in
the  final  years  of  his
life,  submitting  it  to
publishers who initially
rejected  it.  Only  after
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h i s  dea th  d i d  t he
manuscript  find  a
champion  in  Giorgio
Bassani, and the novel
became  a  sensation,
winning  Italy’s  most
prestigious  literary
award,  the  Strega
P r i z e ,  i n  1 9 5 9 .
Lampedusa never lived
t o  s e e  h i s
masterpiece’s success,
b u t  h i s  i n t i m a t e
knowledge  of  Sicilian
history, his aristocratic
perspective,  and  his
profound  sense  of
mortality  give  The
Leopard  Lampedusa
its  unique  voice—a
b l e n d  o f  i r o n y ,
nostalgia,  and  stark
realism.

A Brief
Historical

Setting:
Sicily and
the
Risorgime
nto
The  novel  unfo lds
between  1860  and
1910 ,  a  pe r i od  o f
p r o f o u n d
transformation  for
I t a l y .  I n  1 8 6 0 ,
Giuseppe Garibaldi and
h i s  “ T h o u s a n d ”
Volunteers  landed  in
Sicily,  toppling  the
Bourbon  Kingdom and
paving  the  way  for
unification  under  the
Savoy  monarchy.  For
the Sicilian aristocracy,
this meant the end of
c e n t u r i e s - o l d
privileges.  New  liberal
i d e a s ,  a  r i s i n g
bourgeo i s i e ,  and



4

4 The Leopard Lampedusa 2026-05-14

centralised governance
th rea tened  the i r
traditional way of life.
Lampedusa  does  not
romanticize  the  past.
Instead, he presents a
clear-eyed view of the
nobility’s decay. Prince
F a b r i z i o ,  t h e
protagonist,  sees  the
tide  of  history  and
unders tands  that
surv iva l  requ i res
change—even  if  that
change  fee l s  l i ke
betrayal of one’s class.
T h i s  t h e m e  i s
encapsulated  in  the
novel’s  most  famous
l ine:  “If  we  want
things  to  stay  as
they are, things will
have  to  change.”
Th i s  pa radox i ca l
wisdom is the heart of
T h e  L e o p a r d
Lampedusa .

PLOT SUMMARY: A
PRINCE BETWEEN
TWO WORLDS

The  story  centres  on
Don  Fabrizio  Corbera,
Prince of Salina, a man
o f  i m m e n s e
i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d
towering  stature,  who
is acutely aware of the
passing  of  time.  He
loves  as t ronomy,
indulges  in  sensuous
pleasures, and holds a
deep contempt for the
vulgarity  of  the  new
political  class.  The
novel’s central event is
the  marriage  of  his
be loved  nephew,
Tancredi  Falconeri,  to
the beautiful  daughter
of  the  wealthy  mayor
D o n  C a l o g e r o
Sedara—a  merchant
whose  money  derives
from trade rather than
lineage.
Tancredi,  a  shrewd
young  man,  al igns
h i m s e l f  w i t h  t h e
revolutionaries  and
advises  his  uncle  that
to  p rese rve  the i r
influence,  the
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aristocracy  must  join
t h e  n e w  r e g i m e .
Fabrizio  reluctantly
supports this marriage,
knowing that  it  unites
the fading nobility with
t h e  r i s i n g
bourgeoisie—a  union
that  symbolizes  the
new  Italy.  Meanwhile,
the  Prince  himself  is
torn  between his  love
for  h is  fami ly ,  h is
passion  for  his  young
wife,  and the  looming
reality that his world is
ending.  The  novel  is
less  a  p lot -dr iven
narrative  and  more  a
series  of  exquisitely
rendered  scenes—a
ball,  a church service,
a journey to a country
estate—that  convey
the  slow  decline  of  a
dynasty.

Key

Character
s in The
Leopard
Lampedu
sa

Prince Fabrizio
Corbera: The
protagonist, a
formidable yet
gentle patriarch.
He embodies
both the pride
and the futility of
the old order. His
love for
astronomy
represents a
longing for the
eternal, a refuge
from the
messiness of
politics.
Tancredi
Falconeri: His
impulsive,
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charming
nephew.
Tancredi is the
pragmatist who
understands that
the leopard must
shed its
spots—or at least
pretend to. He
marries for
advantage, yet
his affection for
Fabrizio remains
genuine.
Angelica
Sedara: The
stunning
daughter of Don
Calogero. She
represents the
new vitality and
raw ambition of
the middle class.
Her marriage to
Tancredi is both
a love match and
a political
alliance.
Don Calogero
Sedara: The
shrewd mayor
and symbol of

the rising
bourgeoisie. He
is vulgar,
uneducated, but
immensely
capable. Fabrizio
despises him yet
respects his
cunning.
Concetta,
Carolina, and
Maria Stella:
Fabrizio’s three
daughters, who
represent the old
aristocracy’s
inability to
adapt—particular
ly Concetta,
whose unfulfilled
love for Tancredi
haunts the later
chapters.

THEMES THAT
RESONATE
ACROSS
CENTURIES

T h e  L e o p a r d
Lampedusa  is  rich
w i th  themes  tha t
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remain deeply relevant
today.  Below  are  the
most  significant  ones,
e x p l a i n e d  i n  t h e
context of the novel.

The
Futility of
Resistanc
e to
Change
Prince  Fabrizio  does
not  fight  the
unification; he knows it
is  inevitable.  Instead,
he tries to navigate the
transition with dignity.
Yet  the  novel  shows
t h a t  e v e n
accommodation  does
not  preserve  the  old
world—only  postpones
its demise. The famous
phrase  “If  we  want
things to stay as they
are, things will have to

c h a n g e ”  i s  o f t e n
quoted  as  a  cynical
justification  for
oppor tun ism,  but
Lampedusa  imbues  it
w i th  t rag ic  i rony .
Change is not optional;
it is the only constant,
and  even  the  leopard
cannot escape it.

Decay
and
Mortality
Lampedusa’s  prose  is
suffused  with  the
awareness  of  death.
Fabrizio’s  astronomical
observations,  the  dust
in  the  palaces,  the
decaying  frescoes—all
serve as metaphors for
the  t rans ience  o f
power  and  life.  The
famous  ball  scene,
which takes up nearly
a hundred pages, is a
masterful  depiction  of
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a society dancing as it
sinks.  Fabrizio’s  death
later  in  the  novel  is
q u i e t ,  a l m o s t
a n t i c l i m a c t i c ,
reinforcing  that  even
princes  are  swallowed
by time.

The Clash
of
Classes
The  novel  offers  a
nuanced  portrait  of
class  transformation.
The  aristocracy  is  not
wholly  noble,  nor  the
bourgeoisie  wholly
vulgar.  Don  Calogero
may  be  uncouth,  but
he  has  energy  and
shrewdness. The Prince
may  be  cultured,  but
he  i s  pass ive  and
unable  to  secure  his
lineage.  Lampedusa
suggests  that  history
favours those who act,

not  those who merely
contemplate.

Love,
Desire,
and
Unhappin
ess
Fabrizio’s  marriage  to
the  much  younger
Stella  is  strained;  his
physical  desire  for  a
peasant woman named
Mariannina  hints  at
unfulfilled  passions.
T a n c r e d i  a n d
Angel ica ’s  love  is
genuine yet tainted by
calculation.  Concetta’s
repressed  love  for
Tancredi  becomes  a
l i f e l o n g  w o u n d .
Lampedusa  does  not
offer  a  happy
e n d i n g — o n l y  a
melancholy acceptance
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t h a t  h u m a n
relationships  are  as
messy  as  politics.

LITERARY STYLE
AND SYMBOLISM

Lampedusa’s writing is
l u s h ,  i r o n i c ,  a n d
profoundly sensory. He
paints  Sicily  with  a
visceral  intensity—the
heat,  the  dust,  the
scent  of  jasmine,  the
taste of  Marsala wine.
The  narrative  voice
s h i f t s  b e t w e e n
Fabrizio’s  perspective
and  an  omniscient
n a r r a t o r  w h o
comments with dry wit.
The  symbol  o f  the
leopard—the  heraldic
beast—represents both
the family and the wild,
untamed spirit of Sicily
itself. Yet it is a caged
beast,  stuffed  and
displayed,  a  reminder
of past glory.
The novel’s structure is
episodic  rather  than
linear,  mirroring  the

psychological  rhythms
o f  memory .  Some
critics  have  compared
i t  to  Proust  for  i ts
ability  to  evoke  time
lost.  The  final  chapter,
set  decades  a f ter
Fabrizio’s death, shows
the relics of the Salina
family being auctioned
off—including  the
stuffed  leopard.  It  is  a
devastating  coda  that
underscores the finality
of decay.

THE 1963 FILM
ADAPTATION:
LUCHINO
VISCONTI’S
CINEMATIC
TRIUMPH

No  discussion  of  The
Leopard  Lampedusa
is  complete  without
m e n t i o n i n g  t h e
acclaimed  film
adaptation directed by
Luchino  Visconti  in
1963.  Starring  Burt
Lancaster  as  Prince
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Fabr i z io ,  C laud ia
Cardinale  as  Angelica,
and  Alain  Delon  as
Tancredi,  the  film  is  a
visual  masterpiece.
Visconti,  a  Marxist
aristocrat  himself,
understood the novel’s
tensions intimately.
The  film  is  famous  for
its 45-minute ballroom
scene, a tour de force
o f  c i n e m a  t h a t
captures  the opulence
and exhaustion of  the
aristocracy.  While  the
novel focuses more on
Fabrizio’s  internal
world,  the  film
emphasizes  spectacle
and  social  critique.
Modern  audiences
often  discover  the
novel  through  the
movie,  but  the  book
offers  deeper
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
complexity.  Both  are
essential to the legacy
o f  T h e  L e o p a r d
Lampedusa .

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND ENDURING
RELEVANCE

Il  Gattopardo  has sold
mi l l ions  of  copies
worldwide  and  has
been  translated  into
dozens  of  languages.
Its  influence  extends
beyond  literature  into
po l i t i ca l  sc ience,
sociology,  and  film.
T h e  p h r a s e  “ t h e
Leopard’s  lesson”  is
o f t e n  u s e d  i n
discussions  of  political
reform  and  the  co-
optation  of  elites.  In
I ta ly ,  the  novel  i s
considered  a  national
c lass ic ,  taught  in
schools and frequently
quoted.
Today,  The  Leopard
Lampedusa resonates
with readers grappling
with their own eras of
change—globalisation,
t e c h n o l o g i c a l
disruption,  climate
change.  The  Prince’s
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struggle  to  preserve
meaning  in  a  world
that  values  efficiency
and  profit  feels  more
urgent  than  ever .
Lampedusa’s  insight
that  those  who  resist
change  are  often  the
most  intelligent,  and
that  surv iva l  may
r e q u i r e  a  k i n d  o f
graceful surrender, is a
hard  but  va luable
truth.

CONCLUSION: THE
LEOPARD’S SPOTS
REMAIN

T h e  L e o p a r d
Lampedusa  is  far
more than a historical
novel  about  Italian
unification.  It  is  a
meditation  on  loss,
compromise,  and  the
human  cond i t ion .
Giuseppe  Tomasi  di
Lampedusa wrote it as

his  own  wor ld  was
fading, pouring into it a
lifetime of observation,
sorrow,  and  love  for
Sicily.  The  result  is  a
work  of  art  that  feels
bo th  anc i en t  and
modern, a still point in
a turning world. If you
have  not  yet  read  it,
you will find yourself in
the  company  o f  a
p r i n c e  w h o
understands that even
leopards must change,
even  as  they  cling  to
the  memory  of  what
they once were. And if
you have read it,  you
k n o w  t h a t  t h e
Leopard’s  spots  never
quite fade—they linger
in the mind like a half-
remembered  dream,
urging  us  to  consider
w h a t  w e  m u s t
surrender and what we
must keep.


