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DANTE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 
-an introductory essay- 

Stephen Prickett1 
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The Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges once commented that 
 

Shakespeare's work has been progressively enriched by the generations of 
its readers.  Undoubtedly Coleridge, Hazlitt, Goethe, Heine, Bradley, and 
Hugo have all enriched Shakespeare's work, and it will undoubtedly be 
read in another way by readers to come.  Perhaps this is one possible 
definition of the work of genius: a book of genius is a book that can be read 
in a slightly or very different way by each generation.  This is what 
happened with the Bible. Someone has compared the Bible to a musical 
instrument that can be tuned infinitely. (473) 

 
For Borges, a writer of genius, such as Shakespeare, is one whose original work 
comes down to us through time like some vast literary snowball, gathering to itself 
an accretion of commentary, exposition, imitation, and controversy, so that not 
merely does our idea of ‘Shakespeare’ change and develop through the centuries 
following his death and the publication of his plays, but it grows constantly as it 
gathers new material, and (to shift the metaphor) sends out ripples across the whole 
of subsequent literature.    

Dante clearly falls into this same category – but with one significant 
difference.  As a number of historians have pointed out, the concept of the 
‘Renaissance’ as a way of describing Italy from the fourteenth to the sixteenth 
century is essentially a nineteenth century idea.  By and large, the English-speaking 
world looks at early modern Italy through nineteenth-century spectacles. It is not 
unique in this – many other European countries do the same. Not incidentally, the 
current cult of Dante – in commentaries, translations, illustrations, and a host of 
literary references – belongs to the same period and the same matrix.  It is 
significant that while Dante’s fame had reached England at least by the time of 
Chaucer (the first English writer to mention him) his works themselves remained 
largely untranslated until almost the nineteenth century. In 1785 Henry Boyd, an 
Irish clergyman, had produced a translation of The Inferno, following that up in 
1802 with three volumes of an English verse translation of the whole Divine 
Comedy, with preliminary essays, notes, and illustrations. Though published in 
Dublin, copies of both these editions were clearly available in London (Blake had 
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read Boyd’s Inferno by 1800), but it is not clear how widely they circulated. Hard 
on the heels of this came Francis Carey’s English translation of the Divine Comedy, 
which appeared between 1805 and 1814.  Thereafter it is astonishing how quickly 
references to Dante – especially to the Inferno – permeate the whole of English 
literature, and have become almost a cliché by mid-century. This is the more 
remarkable, in that the publication of Carey’s Inferno in 1805 was received with 
such indifference by the public and, perhaps, in a market already supposedly 
saturated by Boyd, presented such apparent financial risk, that the publisher 
insisted that the unfortunate translator should personally indemnify him against any 
losses incurred by the full translation of the Comedy in 1814. 

Nevertheless, within a very few years it is clear that Dante had become 
little short of a cult figure in literary circles.  Coleridge was making notes on Dante 
as early as 1804, when he visited Italy and spent some time in Malta, and his 
references increase markedly in the 1820s.  Both Byron and Keats were inspired by 
the story of Paolo and Francesca. The former made his own translation of 
Francesca’s speech, and used extracts from it as epigraphs to cantos of The Corsair. 
He even planned to write a tragedy about the fate of the two lovers. From a slightly 
different angle, Keats, in early 1819, produced a sonnet entitled ‘A Dream: After 
Reading Dante's Episode of Paulo and Francesca’. 

These responses, however, seem to have been as nothing to that of Blake – 
who, as we have mentioned, had read Henry Boyd’s 1785 verse translation of the 
Inferno as early as 1800, and who was, famously, commissioned by John Linnell to 
illustrate the Divine Comedy in 1824. No less than 102 pictures were wholly or 
partially completed before his death in 1827. Many of these are almost as well-
known as Dante himself today. But Blake, like Dante, was hardly part of the 
mainstream English literary culture of the early century. The sales of his poetry and 
prophetic books could be numbered in tens rather than hundreds, and, apart from a 
small coterie of ‘disciples’ (of whom Linnell was one), his paintings had also been 
largely ignored.  Coleridge, who was as well informed as anyone on contemporary 
culture, had, it seems, never heard of him when he first came across Songs of 
Innocence and Experience in the early 1820s. In retrospect, one might even argue 
that more than any other factor, it was Blake’s discovery of Dante that, within a 
hundred years of his death, was to turn him from an eccentric unknown on the very 
fringes of the literary world into an iconic British and international artist. 

Certainly, the nineteenth century discovery of Dante, and his subsequent 
incorporation into mainstream art and literature was to change the whole 
development of the literary and pictorial sensibility not merely of the English-
speaking world, but of much of Europe. This was as much a visual as a literary 
development. If it is hard to imagine Blake without Dante, it is even harder to 
imagine the Pre-Raphaelites without the man who was in many ways their patron 
saint: Dante Gabriel Rossetti. When in 1828 the immigrant Italians, Gabriele 
Pasquale Giuseppe Rossetti and his wife Frances Polidori named their son Dante 
Gabriel, they were not merely making a patriotic gesture towards the culture they 
had left, but also riding the crest of a wave of Dante appreciation in their adopted 
country, which, if not quite on the scale of the Byron mania that has swept Europe 
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in the years before his death, was perhaps comparable with the new-found German 
passion for Shakespeare, and certainly unique in the previous history of English 
literature. 

Nor was the new enthusiasm for Dante just a literary phenomenon. Though 
the imagery, passion, and breadth of vision displayed in the Divine Comedy can all 
be seen to chime in with the mood of high romanticism, at its core lay a no less 
powerful religious dimension. The second quarter of the nineteenth century, 
remarkable for many things, was remarkable also for a strong religious revival.  It 
took varied forms, from the evangelicalism of the Clapham Sect to the high church 
revival of the Oxford Movement, or ‘Tractarians’, of 1833.  More surprisingly, 
perhaps, despite the often-furious clashes of the various Church ‘parties’, and 
conflicts between Anglican and Nonconformist groups, toleration for Roman 
Catholics was slowly on the increase. Whether this was related to the Catholic 
Emancipation Act of 1829 – with the subsequent election of a substantial body of 
Irish Catholics in 1832 – must be a matter for speculation, but novels like Charlotte 
Brontë’s Villette (1853) show a new sympathy for Continental Catholicism, while 
Carlyle’s Past and Present (1843) or Disraeli’s Sybil (1845), display a romantic 
interest in the aims and ideals of pre-Reformation England, which even the 
fanatical anti-Catholicism of Charles Kingsley’s Hypatia (1853) could not 
dissipate. Even if much of this was little more than an aesthetic nostalgia, there was 
at its core a powerful revulsion against the materialism and sheer ugliness of the 
new industrialism that had been brilliantly captured by Augustus Welby Pugin’s 
book, Contrasts (1836) which dramatically juxtaposed the Christian ideals of an 
(admittedly) idealized mediaeval England with the sooty excrescences of 
contemporary capitalism.   

Yet even granted a slightly more favourable emotional climate, it is easy to 
pass over the sheer oddity of the fact that a religious system as rigid, as 
uncompromising, and as out of tune with the growing liberalism of the time as 
Dante’s should have been taken so seriously, at whatever level, by so many of the 
leading minds of the period, from Disraeli, the Anglican Jew, to Mrs Humphry 
Ward, the ultra-liberal author of the best-selling novel of faith and doubt, Robert 
Elsmere (1888). 

Frequently, of course, religious revival had brought with it an increased 
belief in Hell.  Much of this finds expression in the popular literature of the day.  
Children were a common target. The Reverend Joseph Furniss, an appropriately-
named Catholic Redemptionist Father, has his own warning for bad children:  
 

The little child is in the red-hot oven.  Hear how it screams to come out; see 
how it turns and twists itself about in the fire.  It beats its head against the 
roof of the oven.  It stamps its little feet upon the floor…  God was very 
good to this little child.  Very likely God saw that it would get worse and 
worse and never repent and so it would have been punished more severely in 
hell.  So God in its mercy called it out of the world in early childhood. (172)  
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The Catholic Encyclopaedia estimates that, beginning in 1847, something like four 
million copies of Furniss’s tracts were sold in English-speaking countries 
throughout the world.   Nor did the Tractarians take Hell any less seriously.  In 
1864 Pusey wrote to his colleague Henry Liddon: 
 

I sure that nothing will keep men from the present pleasures of sin, but the 
love of God and the fear of Hell; and that the fear of Hell drives people back 
to God… (112) 

 
But strong though the theoretical attractions of Hell certainly were in some quarters 
– no doubt backed by what has been called ‘the pornography of violence’ – there 
were other aspects of Dante’s religion with even wider appeal. In the last resort, 
most of the tortures of Hell, because eternal, are essentially non-realistic. But other 
aspects of the narrative were as realistic to the Victorians as they were to Italy in 
the thirteenth century. The Divine Comedy, after all, contains some of the world’s 
greatest love stories.  If that of Paolo and Francesca moved a long line of artists 
and poets from Byron and Keats to the Pre-Raphaelites, others found themselves 
irresistibly drawn towards the grand over-arching narrative of the poem itself: that 
of Dante and Beatrice. Here was a love-affair that really did fulfill the Victorian 
dream of transcending life and death, within a theological and symbolic framework 
that excluded both the sinister world of Browning’s ‘Mr Sludge the Medium’, and 
the kind of mawkish sentimentality to which nineteenth-century literature was too 
often prone.  

Allied with this was the nineteenth-century idea of Dante himself, not just as 
the transcendent lover of Beatrice, but also as the exile: the yearner, the dreamer, 
and the visionary.  Throughout Victorian literature there runs a network of half-
quotes, concealed references, and sly-allusions to him or to the Divine Comedy 
only there, as it were, for the initiated. Take for instance, Charles Dickens’s 
reference to Dante in Pictures from Italy (1846), when he alludes to Dante bringing 
a stool in public “the Stone of Dante” and to “little Beatrice” (11), or his echoing 
Dante’s warning inscription above the gate of the Inferno “All hope abandon ye 
who enter here” (Cary, The Divine Comedy) when the narrator of Bleak House 
(1851-1853) warns the reader: “Suffer any wrong that can be done you, rather than 
come here!” (4).  

Take also for instance, the ending of the Water Babies, by that staunchest of 
Protestants, Charles Kingsley. Here Darwin blends almost seamlessly into Dante. 
Mother Carey, who at some moments seems to be an evolutionary life-force, now 
reveals herself as both the loving Mrs Doasyouwouldbedoneby, and the formidably 
minatory Mrs Bedonebyasyoudid, not to mention the Irishwoman and the Queen of 
the Fairies, finally shows her true nature to Tom and Ellie: 
 

     ‘My name is written in my eyes, if you have eyes to see it there.’ 
     And they looked into her great, deep, soft eyes, and they changed again 

and again into every hue, as the light changes in a diamond. 
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     ‘Now read my name,’ said she at last. 
      And her eyes flashed, for one moment, clear, white, blazing light; but the 

children could not read her name; for they were dazzled, and hid their 
faces in their hands. 

     ‘Not yet, young things, not yet,’ said she, smiling…’ (367) 
 

For those with eyes to see it, the reference is, of course, to the final Canto of the 
‘Paradiso’, where, in the climax of the ‘high fantasy’ the Godhead is described as 
three interlocking circles of different colours, each reflecting the other, as an 
expression of ”the Love that moves the sun and other stars.”  But neither Tom nor 
Ellie is ready for that vision of Creation.  They are still at an earlier stage of their 
personal evolution.  The reference is solely for the informed adult reader.  
Similarly, in At the Back of the North Wind, George MacDonald tells us that ‘a 
great Italian of noble family’ named ‘Durante’ had actually been to the back of the 
North Wind (120).  The reference, for those who know the Divine Comedy, is 
clearly to the Earthly Paradise at the end of the Purgatorio, but it is unlikely, to say 
the least, that child readers of the book would recognize either this, or that Dante’s 
name was indeed a contraction of ‘durante’. Here Dante has become the type of the 
visionary, or seer, who has seen and reported back from other worlds not accessible 
to ordinary mortals. 

For yet other Victorians the focus was on Dante the Florentine – who, even 
in exile, constituted a kind of gateway to Florence, which, rather than Rome, was 
for many Victorians the epitome of Italian culture and tradition. As Maria Boschi 
Rotirori exposes in her essay, up to a third of the population of Florence at that 
period was of foreign extraction. Many of the Anglo-American community that 
lived there (most notably the Brownings and their circle) were key figures in 
spreading the cult of Dante.  As it is evident from the work of so many of this 
group, from the paintings of Marie Spartali Stillman to Walter Savage Landor’s 
Imaginary Conversations (1828-1829), the figure of Dante was central to the 
apprehension of Florence, as it was to the concept of the modern. Perhaps more 
extraordinary was the influence of Dante’s Florence on British architecture – which 
provided the model for both George Gilbert Scott’s London Foreign Office (1861-
1868) as well as for city centres such as that of Manchester.  
  
      The essays contained in the present issue of The International Journal of 
Cross-Cultural Studies and Environmental Communication were originally given 
as papers at the conference entitled “Dante in the Nineteenth Century,” sponsored 
by University College, London, in September 2012.  If those of us helping to 
organize this gathering of scholars were dimly aware of much of the foregoing 
material, we were, even so, quite unprepared for the range and quality of papers 
that were actually offered.  Many were indeed focused on the themes listed above 
and added considerably to our knowledge of Dante’s impact on nineteenth-century 
Britain.  What we were unprepared for, however, was the number of essays dealing 
with Dante’s influence on, and inspiration for, cultural and nationalistic movements 
all over Europe – some of which are included here. The irony that the author of De 
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Monarchia, advocating a continent-wide Empire, should, some seven hundred 
years after his death, be hailed as a nationalistic hero not merely in his native Italy, 
but in other neighbouring ethnicities, especially those opposed to the omnipresent 
Habsburg Empire, was not lost on us. Nor were we any less intrigued by a paper on 
possible Islamic influences on Dante – not, unfortunately, included here.    
       Nevertheless, what we have here ranges widely over Dante’s influence on 
the nineteenth-century literature and art in England, France, America, Italy, 
Ireland, and Romania.  These papers have been selected to approach the major 
aspects of nineteenth-century culture and art, not merely as a tribute to Dante but 
also, as much as possible, to bridge the period between the turn of the eighteenth 
century to the early decades of the twentieth century, in other words, to cover the 
‘long’ nineteenth century. The European artists’ enthusiastic interest in Dante is, 
for instance, revealed by Gustave Doré’s illustrations of Dante in 1866 (The Vision 
of Hell) and 1867 (il Purgatorio and il Paradiso). Ileana Marin’s essay, “Dante’s 
Hell Envisioned by Gustave Doré: an Overlooked Opening to Modernity,” analyses 
Doré’s innovative approach to the grotesque in his illustrations of the Inferno, 
which, she argues, challenged Ruskin’s own understanding and definition of this 
aesthetic category as either noble or ignoble and paved the way for the turn-of-the-
century modernity in the visual arts. Doré’s specific depiction of the grotesque not 
only produces repulsiveness, but it also, and especially, exhibits a “voluptuous 
corporeality,” more intense in its gray hues than the nuances of the colour gray 
used by Rossetti in his early paintings (18). Doré’s illustrations also seem to have 
challenged the Ruskinian principle of fidelity to nature, equally present in the 
works of Rossetti, Hunt and Millais. In other words, Doré’s visual representations 
of Dante’s Inferno subverted the Pre-Raphaelites’ views on art, introducing a non-
idealized, more detailed delineation of nature in its every aspect, which may also 
be seen as an opening to modernity in painting. Marin supports this view by 
arguing that, besides the major Victorian painters Edward Burne-Jones and 
Frederic Leighton, whose late works were influenced by the French artist, Doré’s 
depiction of corporeality in his illustrations of the embraced bodies of Paolo and 
Francesca may be found in both Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss for the Entire World and 
Auguste Rodin’s The Kiss, meant to be a component part of the Gate of Hell bas-
relief composition.      
 Dante’s visual and mental image in the Victorian age is the topic 
developed by Christoph Lehner in “Framing the Florentine: Dante Alighieri’s 
Visual and Mental Image in the Nineteenth Century.” The essay is concerned with 
European constructions of  Dante, more specifically Rossetti’s and Schlegel’s, 
which, as the author argues, contributed to the re-evaluation of Dante’s work and 
the creation of a rejuvenated Dantean image in the nineteenth century in both the 
visual and written reception of the Florentine poet. Drawing on the Romantics’ 
reception of Dante in the visual arts, the return, later in the century, to the 
Florentine poet could be connected to the rise of the revolutionary spirit and the 
desire to frame nations and national states, highly important points on the 
Romantic writers’ and artists’ agenda. In this context, Lehner argues, the 
appropriation, integration, modification, even the mystification of Dante by 
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nineteenth-century artists and intellectuals led to his transformation into “a 
supranational European icon” (26-35). His essay focuses in particular on the 
Europe-wide influence of August Wilhelm Schlegel, whose writings about Dante 
helped to shape both Mme de Staël’s open admiration for the poet in her novel 
Corinne, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 1819 lecture series on the leading world 
poets. This, in turn, also had a deep influence on the reading of Dante by many 
nineteenth-century English writers.  Moreover, Schlegel’s reading of the Vita 
Nuova as autobiography, the author argues, paves the way for mystical 
interpretations of Dante by the Romantics, as well as to Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 
special interest in the Vita Nuova, which he translates into English and from which 
he illustrates a series of drawing, culminating with the watercolour, The First 
Anniversary of the Death of Beatrice (1853). Lehner perceptively analyses Dante’s 
rejuvenated image in what is supposed to be Giotto’s fresco representing Dante as 
a young man, discovered in 1840, and claims that this image became crucial to the 
re-evaluation and reinterpretation of Dante as a pilgrim and a prophet in the entire 
nineteenth-century. 

The rereading of Dante and his turning into a political symbol of the fight 
for independence is closely connected with the rise of the national spirit in the 
nineteenth century and, obviously, with Florence, the city whose fame and 
attraction for tourists rose at the time. In this context, Maria Boschi Rotiroti’s 
article is concerned with a detailed presentation of the organization of the Società 
Dantesca Italiana in Florence in the last decades of the nineteenth century and 
reveals, through an analysis of the society’s archives, the English intellectuals’ 
interest in Dante. In the first part of the article, the author describes the historical 
context for the reevaluation of Dante, seen as the prophet of the unification of Italy. 
The Italians’ enthusiastic return to Dante started in 1865 when the city of Florence 
organized the anniversary of the sixth centenary of Dante’s birth, on which 
occasion the Florentine poet became the symbolic historic and political figure of 
the city. The unveiling of the poet’s statue in Piazza Santa Croce, the 
commemoration ceremony in which King Vittorio Emanuele participated, and the 
connection which the political personalities of the time saw between the thirteenth-
century Dante and the nineteenth-century Risorgimento, were reasons enough to 
consider the setting up of a Dante research institute comparable to the similar ones 
founded in Germany, England and the USA. Though the institute was opened in 
1887, the English intellectuals, mostly poets, artists and fiction writers, who visited 
or lived in Florence in the meantime, were very active in keeping Dante’s spirit 
alive, the most visible examples being Robert and Elizabeth Browning, Walter 
Savage Landor, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and the Brownings’ son, Penn.  
 With Florence, the heart of the resurrection endeavors of Dante’s political 
ideals, Christian Dupont’s essay, “Longfellow’s Florence,” refers to the role 
played by the city image, iconically represented by the symbol of the Ponte 
Vecchio, in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s literary works. Dupont’s article 
dwells on the American poet’s fascination with Dante both in his early years when, 
as a professor of modern languages at Bowdoin and Harvard, he translated Divina 
Commedia into English, and also later in his life when he was honored in Florence, 
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on the occasion of the sixth centenary of the Dante’s birth, and offered a medal in 
recognition of his translation and interpretation of Dante. The article, however, 
focuses on the two versions of Longfellow’s poem “The Old Bridge at Florence,” 
one in English, the other one in Tuscan, which he composed after his final visit to 
the city. The Tuscan version, “Ponte Vecchio,” interestingly replaces Dante with 
another Florentine iconic figure, Michelangelo Buonarotti, who had returned to 
Florence in the 1520s, to design fortifications which were to protect the city from 
the danger of its losing the recently gained republic status. The replacement, 
Dupont argues, may be due to Longfellow’s work on the translation of 
Michelangelo’s sonnets at the time, but it was most probably caused by the 
American poet’s more ambitious project, that of writing a dramatic poem based on 
Michelangelo’s life, especially on the republican episode of early sixteenth century 
in the history of Florence. It is as if Dante’s spirit had incessantly floated above the 
city from his exilic period to the tormented present. 

    On the other side of the ocean, in Eastern Europe, Dante’s spirit hovered 
over the Romanian Principalities’ claim of incontestable Latin roots, clearly 
obvious in the language spoken by the people. The boosting of the language 
Latinity was due, on the one hand, to the rising nationalism and desire of the 
people from the three separate countries, Moldavia Wallachia, and Transylvania 
(the last being, at the time, a province in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire), to unite 
in one single, independent country. On the other hand, the major reason to 
legitimate the union claims was the common language spoken in all three 
Principalities (based on Latin), an irrefutable proof of the common origin of the 
people inhabiting them. Under the circumstances, Dante’s figure as a poet was 
celebrated to demonstrate the ease with which the ordinary Romanian people could 
read his verse and understand his language. As a prophet, he was commemorated 
for his strong, revolutionary ideas, as a poet for his matchless literary talent. 
Starting from these historical and cultural facts, Mihaela Irimia’s essay, “Dante, 
‘the Grandest Figure of World Literature,’” discusses the effervescence with which 
the Romanian intellectuals (poets, critics, writers) read, interpreted, and translated 
Dante in the latter half of the nineteenth century, a period filled with the 
revolutionary spirit that granted the union of Moldavia and Wallachia in 1859, 
completed with the attachment of Transylvania in the Great Union of 1918. In the 
first part of her essay, Irimia stresses the crucial role played by the «Transylvania» 
Review, founded in 1868, in promoting Romanian as the language closer to Latin 
than modern Italian and in using the Dante figure as the guarantor of the Latin 
origin of Romanian culture and of the overt liaison between Romanian culture and 
European and world cultures. In an article dedicated to Dante, in the 1921 
celebratory number of the review, commemorating the Dantean sexcentenary, the 
Florentine poet, described as “the grandest figure of world literature,” stands for 
the strongest link between Romanian culture and Latinity. As Irimia points out, the 
link had already been substantiated by Ion Eliade Radulescu’s partial translation of 
Dante’s Inferno, published in 1870, which stuck to the Italian original in an almost 
perfect word-for-word Romanian version, by Maria Chiţu’s prose translations of 
the Inferno and the Purgatorio (1883-1888) and especially by George Coşbuc’s 
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excellent version of the entire Comedy in Romanian, published, with 
commentaries, in the 1920s. Though a reputed poet himself, Coşbuc considered 
that the greatest achievement of his life was the translation of Dante’s Divine 
Comedy into Romanian, to which he dedicated his entire creative energy between 
1890 and 1918. Moreover, Ramiro Ortiz, an Italian Professor at the University of 
Bucharest, a contemporary and friend of Coşbuc’s, with whom he had copious 
cultural debates on Dante and his work, wrote his own commentaries on The 
Divine Comedy at the same period of time, published much later (in the early 
1960s). Irimia’s essay unveils a Dantean figure who stands for the Latinity of the 
Romanians, for the cultural, poetic, and aesthetic links between Latin cultures, and 
who has become an inspiration to poets in general and to the Romanian poets in 
particular, in a way in which only Homer and Virgil had managed to be.  

To most nineteenth-century poets and artists in Europe, Great Britain and 
the USA, Dante was indeed an stimulating poet; but he was also a symbol of the 
struggle for independence, an exile for political reasons, a lover and supporter of 
the arts and, last but not least, a visionary, a prophet. His influence expanded to the 
turn of the century, as presented above, when a completely different group of poets, 
some late Romantics, some Symbolists and others Modernists, also drew on his 
legacy. One of them, living on the westernmost side of Europe, was the Irish poet 
and essayist William Butler Yeats who saw strong connections between Dante, the 
Italian Renaissance and the Irish Revival.  

Traces of Dante’s Vita Nuova and Divina Commedia in Yeats’s poetry and 
essays are amply discussed by Nicoleta Stanca in her essay, “The Italian 
Renaissance, Dante and W.B. Yeats.” Stanca’s major points which illustrate the 
deep connections between Dante’s visionary depiction of the Inferno, Purgatorio 
and Paradiso and Yeats’s views on art, culture and the esoteric history of mankind 
in A Vision are grounded on the parallel which Yeats himself draws between the 
Italian Renaissance and the Irish Revival. Yeats’ documented knowledge about 
Dante is revealed by the frequent use of the Florentine poet’s symbolical and 
metaphorical representation of love, art and Christianity throughout his entire 
literary works. Though the focus of the essay is on Yeats’s early poetry, it may be 
considered that the Irish poet’s whole artistic and visionary creation could be 
interpreted as having been influenced by Dante. Yeats’s first encounter with Dante, 
like Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s was as early as his teenage period, when he came 
across Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s painting, Dante’s Dream in a Liverpool museum. 
The deep impression which the painting made on him roused his curiosity to find 
out more about the Florentine poet. However, as Stanca also points out, Yeats’s 
approach to Dante is first through the filter of the British Romantics (Blake, Byron, 
Keats, Shelley, Pater) and then through the Pre-Raphaelites, among whom Rossetti 
obviously stands out. Needless to say, Yeats read Dante’s Divine Comedy through 
Francis Cary’s translation, as most nineteenth-century fiction writers and poets did. 
The second part of Stanca’s essay is concerned with Yeats’s renewed interest in 
Dante after he started frequenting the esoteric circles. Though this second, yet 
fascinating re-reading of Dante goes beyond the nineteenth century, it is however 
grounded on the reception of Dante in the late eighteen hundreds. The examples 
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used in the article (the title of the poem Ego Dominus Tuus at the beginning of A 
Vision, the dialogue between Hic and Ille, the Unity of Being, the Daimonic state, 
the rose, the Great Wheel), may well be seen as supporting the role which Dante 
also played in Yeats’s esoteric visions. 

Starting from Dante’s early reception in Provence, James Thomas’s essay 
“Dante, the Félibrige and the 1890 Exposizione Beatrice in Florence,” examines 
Dante’s influence on the nineteenth-century Provençal poet Frédéric Mistral and 
the role played by the Florentine in the setting up of the Félibrige, the Provençal 
literary association of poets, whose purpose was the promotion of the Occitan 
language and culture. Mistral, also known as “notre Dante de Maiano,” who 
became famous for his epic poem Mirèio, was one of the major founders of the 
association. Failing to have participated in the anniversary of the sixth centenary of 
Dante’s birth, in 1865 in Florence, the Félibrige made it a point to participate in the 
Beatrice festival in 1890 and determine Mistral to be their representative. 
According to Thomas, the reasons for this enthusiastic participation were the desire 
to ease the existing tense relations between Italy and France and to strengthen the 
role of Provence, who was fighting for its own language and culture, as the natural 
intermediary between the French and the Italian nations.  

Dante was definitely one of the key figures who inspired nineteenth-
century writers and artists in their choice of topics, in the re-visitation of 
Renaissance subjects and in the formation of national ideals of freedom and 
democracy. Though Dante’s Catholicism was, as we could see, shunned by most of 
his nineteenth-century followers or looked upon skeptically as a necessary allegory 
for the extraordinarily vivid and fertile representation of three imaginary worlds, 
his figure acquired an incredible complexity. The fresh, unexpected dimensions 
which his work revealed and the reversal of his reception from an astonishing poet 
to a brave fighter for the people’s cause and a visionary led, by the end of the 
nineteenth century, to the reinvention of Dante as a symbol of the highest artistic, 
ideological, patriotic and moral values. Like Shakespeare’s dramatic and poetic 
works, Dante’s have been constantly enriched by innumerable generations of 
readers.  
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