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Preface

The Cambridge History of Italian Literature is intended to provide a compre-
hensive survey of Italian literature from its origins to the present day within the
scope of a single volume. This obviously presents significant problems of
selection and compression given the magnitude of the subject — a literary
tradition of more than 700 years — and the considerable expansion of scholarly
and critical studies in recent years. We believe however that this concentration
helps to bring into focus features and issues which may be obscured by a more
diffuse treatment. The volume also represents an act of faith in literary history
as such and a belief that tradition, perhaps more in Italy than in some other
cultures, is an important determining factor in literary creativity.

Italian literature is here taken generally to mean literature in the Italian
vernacular: it has been possible, in a volume of this size, to mention only
briefly a considerable output of dialect works which, however vibrant and
illustrative of Italian genius, are nevertheless accessible to only a limited section
of the Italian people. Similarly, works in Latin by Italian writers have received
only brief mention, except in the case of the humanists of the fifteenth century
when Latin came to dominate the vernacular as the principal vehicle for all
serious writing.

Because of the size and complexity of the undertaking a multi-author
approach seemed desirable and the responsibility for writing this volume has
been shared among nineteen scholars, each of whom is a specialist in the
appropriate field and able to give an authoritative assessment of the current
state of research and criticism in that area. The editors have reduced as far as
possible discrepancies and overlaps, but they have not sought to impose
uniformity of approach or style on the different contributors — in the belief that
variations between the sections of this volume are themselves reflective of a
healthy diversity of research in the discipline as a whole.

The volume is aimed at the general reader rather than at specialists in the
subject, and while it is assumed that most readers will have some knowledge of
the Italian language an attempt has been made to cater for those who do not
by providing translations of the longer passages of Italian and clarifying
shorter passages (including titles) which might prove obscure. The translations
are normally those cited in the bibliographies; where no published translations
exist the author has provided one. Quotations of verse are given in both
English and ltalian, quotations of prose normally in English only. English

XiX
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XX Preface

versions of titles are provided in parenthesis after the Italian (in italics to
indicate known published translations, in Roman where they have been
supplied by the author), followed by the date of the first Italian edition.

The structure is broadly traditional in acknowledging centuries as conveni-
ent landmarks while recognising the significant overlaps in all periods; and
within the period-divisions genre distinctions are generally paramount. For
authors mentioned in more than one section of the volume the reader is
referred to the cross-references in the text and to the Index, which provides a
guide to all the significant mentions of writers and major subjects. Special
features of this volume are the inclusion of sections on Italian opera, believed
to be important for Italian literary history at various stages, and the attempt to
bring the history as close as possible up to the present day.

For reasons of space footnotes have been reduced to a minimum, and
bibliographies are very selective. For the reader’s convenience they are
structured to match as closely as possible the format of the relevant chapters,
even though this causes some variations in layout.

While there has not been room to provide detailed contextual information
on political, social or broadly cultural matters attention is drawn to the charts
setting the main literary figures and works in a framework of contemporary
political and artistic events.

Finally the editors would like to record their sorrow at the death of one of
the contributors, Peter Marinelli, only days after completing his account of
Renaissance epic, and their appreciation of his scholarly contribution to his
subject.

P.B., L.P.

Preface to the paperback edition

The present paperback edition of the Cambridge History of Italian Literature
is a revised version of the hardback published in 1996. Authors and editors
were much encouraged by the response of reviewers and other readers and
have tried in the new edition to take account of the comments and suggestions
for improvement that have been made. Misprints and various other errors
have been corrected and a number of omissions rectified; the index has been
substantially recast and revised.
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