
31 D
an

te
 IJ

C
C

SE
C

 V
ol

um
e 

4,
 Is

su
e 

1,
 2

01
5 

   
 

FRAMING THE FLORENTINE: DANTE ALIGHIERI’S VISUAL 
AND MENTAL IMAGES IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 
 

Christoph Lehner1 
 
 
 Abstract: This paper addresses visual constructions of Dante Alighieri by 
reconsidering key stages in the process of turning Dante into a universal cultural 
icon deeply engrained in Europe‘s cultural memory. During Dante’s transformation 
into a carrier of memory in Italy, the interpretations of his work and the Dantean 
image were constantly subject to significant changes, with different aspects of his 
vast political and literary œuvre or one of his presumably characteristic traits 
ceding or moving to the foreground according to an epoch’s taste and preferences. 
Interestingly, this transformation went hand in hand with the aesthetic need to 
create a tangible image of Dante, gradually disconnected from his original texts. 
Thus more than once the image of Dante has formed a foil upon which not only 
Italy, but also England and Germany could project various anxieties, hopes and 
revelations in the 19th century.  
 
 Key words: Dante Alighieri, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Visual iconography, August 
Wilhelm Schlegel, Johann Jakob Bodmer, Dante criticism, 19th century, Cappella de‘ Notai 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In the 19th century, the European artistic and intellectual scene witnessed a 
remarkable rediscovery of Dante Alighieri and his work. This is surprising 
considering the fact that Dante and his work had  fallen out of favour only a few 
decades before, and a staunch rejection of Dante’s major work among European 
intellectuals had been common in the 18th century.2 At the beginning of the 19th 
century, however, Dante’s visual image, as well as Dantean discourse, underwent 
fundamental changes which ultimately manifested themselves in the depiction of a 
rejuvenated Dante and the subconscious rediscovery of Dante’s original 
iconography by artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. This essay, therefore, 
will investigate the changes that  occurred in Dante’s critical perception at the turn 
of the 19th century and analyze them against the backdrop of  Dantean criticism in 

                                                           
1 Graduate student, University of Regensburg, Germany.  
2 For a short critical assessment of Dante’s reception in the 17th and 18th centuries, see 
Michael Caesar’s chapters “Why was Dante not popular in the seventeenth century?” and 
“Silences and interjections - the limitations of the eighteenth-century reading of Dante” in 
Michael Caesar, Dante: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge, 1989), pp. 35-40 and 
pp. 46-47, respectively.  
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the outgoing 18th century. Secondly, it will explore the visual manifestations of 
these changes in  19th-century art by  comparing them with the original 
iconographic predecessors of Dantean depictions and paintings in the 14th century.  
 
Visual and mental images - visual rhetoric and cultural iconography 
 
Throughout this essay, the term image will be used as established by art historian 
William J. Mitchell in his seminal article, “What is an image?”3 In his illuminating 
taxonomy of images, Mitchell distinguishes between graphical, optical, perceptual, 
mental, and linguistic images. It is striking that his definitions oscillate between the 
abstract and the concrete. An example of a graphical image would be a drawing, 
whereas linguistic ‘images’ can be metaphors or descriptions. Mitchell’s definition 
also varies according to media, since linguistic images refer to textual sources, 
while graphical, optical and perceptual images (at least) strictly adhere to 
visualizations. For our purpose, I would like to distinguish between visual images 
and mental images. Examples for the first group are concrete visualizations of 
Dante such as the  first manuscript drawings, portraits or frescos. The second group 
is made up of abstractions, opinions, text-based sources or the general reception of 
Dante and his work. This second group  constitutes the Dantean discourse of a 
certain time period.  
 When applying a visual approach in research, scholars inevitably hark back 
to the Warburg school and, in particular, to Erwin Panofsky’s ideas on iconological 
interpretation in art history.4 Panofsky drew the basic distinction between 
iconography, which concerns itself with the subject matter of works of art, and the 
study of their intrinsic meaning, which he termed iconology. This intrinsic meaning 
or content  
 

is apprehended by ascertaining those underlying principles which reveal 
the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical 
persuasion – qualified by one personality and condensed into one work.5    

  
Therefore, a work of art has the potential to reveal its cultural significance to us 
upon close scrutiny. To a certain extent, it seems that postmodern theory has come 
full circle, since Panofsky’s iconological interpretation is not far from Roland 
Barthes’ later semiological system. In order to study significations apart from their 
content, Barthes took onboard semiological ideas and terminology, in particular 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s distinction between langue and parole.6 In addition to that, 
he  expanded on the Saussurean theory of a sign being made up of a signifier, 
                                                           
3 W. J. T. Mitchell, “What is an Image?” in New Literary History, Vol. 15, No. 3, 
Image/Imago/Imagination (Spring, 1984), pp. 503-537.  
4 See Erwin Panofsky, “Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of 
Renaissance Art”, in Meaning in the Visual Arts (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday Anchor 
Books, 1955), p. 30. 
5 Loc. cit. 
6 Interestingly, Panofsky was termed the ‘Saussure of Art History’. 
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usually an acoustic image, and a signified, the element a sign represents. He 
argues, therefore, that myth is a “second-order semiological system,” in as much as 
a sign in the Saussurean sense becomes a mere signifier in the Barthesian sense, as 
soon as the original sign is “caught by myth.”7  
 Essential to understanding Barthes’ theory is his definition of myth as a 
mode of signification. Unlike the usual definition of a sign, which is made up of 
content and form, myth has lost its content and becomes a mere form charged with 
different or altered meaning. In this process of conversion, discourse or mental 
images represents its most common vehicle of dissemination. Modern visual 
methodology promotes the study of the signifier, signified, and myth as a mode of 
signification in order to decipher the meaning of visual images and their respective 
cultural discourse. The search for a new methodology and the use of a visual 
approach in postmodern theory reveals an underlying motif, which presumably 
goes beyond the mere scientific desire for analysis. It is a question that postmodern 
theory has not been able to answer  satisfactorily: to what extent do cultural 
artifacts remain with us?  
 The enigmatic question of cultural longevity and cultural sustainability 
adds a higher  vanishing point above the need for interpretation and assessment and 
enriches the tableau of postmodern theory. Here, the analysis of Dante comes into 
play,  since his major poem, La Divina Commedia, represents a monolithic cultural 
artifact which has stood the test of time and has conjured up a variety of  responses 
particularly over the last three centuries. Harking back to Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of 
cultural capital, Albert Russell Ascoli pointed out that “no work is more central to 
the Western canon and the educational and cultural apparatus that still actively 
propounds it; [...] no author possesses more cultural capital.”8 In Dante’s case, the 
currency of his cultural capital is his literary prestige and his firmly established 
position as an auctoritas. Moreover, the visualizations and visual images of Dante 
have contributed to the creation of a universal icon of authority and morality, 
which has the capacity to acquire, store, and transform “symbolically valued 
cultural accoutrements and attitudes” in various epochs.9 In particular, in the 19th 
century, a time of continual geographical and socio-political dislocation, Dante 
becomes a symbol of moral integrity and literary authenticity.  
 
 
Dante criticism at the turn of the 19th century 
 
During the Age of Enlightenment, Dante’s journey to the hereafter in his Divina 
Commedia was viewed critically, presumably due to the Commedia’s religious 
overtones of seeking salvation, which inevitably clashed with the empirical and 

                                                           
7 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. by Annette Lavers (London: Vintage, 1973), p. 109. 
8 Albert Russell Ascoli, Dante and the Making of a Modern Author (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 3. 
9 Michael Grenfell and Cheryl Hardy, Art Rules – Pierre Bourdieu and the Visual Arts 
(Oxford: Berg, 2007), p. 30. 
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analytical approach of the Enlightenment philosophers. A further reason for 
Dante’s rejection can be explained by the inaccessibility of Dante’s major work, 
which was based on the outdated Ptolemaic view of the world and convoluted 
theological dogmas. Voltaire sardonically remarked in his Dictionnaire 
Philosophique that “he has got annotators, which is presumably one more reason 
for not being understood.”10 These attacks on Dante and his Commedia must be set 
against the backdrop of the Enlightenment’s fundamental ideas on the equality and 
universality of human nature. Dante’s poem, with its hierarchical structure and its 
theological encroachment simply could not be reconciled with these fundamental 
perceptions of the period under discussion.11 Hence, Dante was harshly attacked 
and his work severely criticized in form and content by the French classicists.  
 Significantly, the seeds of Dante’s rehabilitation were planted in an attempt 
to argue with the rationalist wing of French classicism. The Swiss philologist, 
Johann Jakob Bodmer (1698-1783), taking up Jonathan Richardson’s ideas on art,12 
advised in his treatise Critische Betrachtungen über die Poetischen Gemählde der 
Dichter to use a prose translation of the Ugolino episode as a  subject for artistic 
production.13 In 1763, Bodmer wrote Ueber das dreyfache Gedicht des Dante, an 
apology for the Florentine poet, defending him against his neo-classical critics and 
demanding to do justice to his work. In his words, what had been declared 
‘querulant,’ ‘gothic,’ and ‘contradictory’ by Dante’s critics, could have also been 
entitled ‘new,’ ‘foreign,’ and ‘original.’14 Bodmer is also the first philologist who 

                                                           
10 Voltaire, Œuvres complètes de Voltaire - Dictionnaire Philosophique, I, tome septième 
(Paris: Chez Furne Libraire-Éditeur, 1885), first published in 1764, p. 401. [my translation] 
“Il a des commentateurs, c’est peut-être encore une raison de plus pour n‘être pas compris.”  
11 For Voltaire’s criticism of Dante and the Divina Commedia see Eugène Bouvy, “Voltaire 
et la Critique de Dante” in Eugène Bouvy, Voltaire et l’Italie (Genève: Slatkine Reprints, 
1970), originally published in 1898, pp. 37-96, and, based on it, W. P. Friedrich, Dante’s 
Fame Abroad 1350 – 1850 (Roma: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1950), pp. 92-102. See 
also the chapter “Dante and Autobiography in the Age of Voltaire” in Joseph Luzzi, 
Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 
2008), pp. 104-123. 
12 The English painter and art connaisseur Jonathan Richardson had introduced the Ugolino 
subject into British art in a blank verse translation, which inspired Sir Joshua Reynolds to 
paint and exhibit a portrait entitled Ugolino and his children at the Royal Academy in 1773. 
On Bodmer’s use of Richardson, see Friedrich, p. 498. For Richardson’s biography, see, for 
example, Carol Gibson-Wood, Jonathan Richardson - art theorist of the English 
Enlightenment (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). 
13 Johann Jakob Bodmer, Critische Betrachtungen über die Poetischen Gemählde 
(Frankfurt: Athenäum, 1971), original edition: 1741, p. 30 and p. 43. 
14 [my translation] “Mit ein wenig Gerechtigkeit hätte man das, was man in dem Grundriss 
und der Ausbildung eigensinnig, gothisch, widersprechend und affectirt nennt, neu fremd 
und original benennen können;” Quoted in Leone Donati, “J.J. Bodmer und die italienische 
Litteratur”, in Lesezirkel Hottingen, Bodmer, Johann Jakob: Denkschrift zum CC. 
Geburtstag (19. Juli 1898) (Zürich: Stiftung Schnyder von Wartensee, 1900), pp. 283-288. 
Originally published in: Freymüthige Nachrichten von neuen Büchern und anderen zur 
Gelehrtheit gehörigen Sachen (1763). 
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acknowledged the immense store of knowledge contained in the Divina Commedia. 
If it had not been repudiated, in it, the critics might have discovered the “most 
delicate assembly of contemporary intellectual power” as well as an “encyclopedia 
of science,” he argued.15 Moreover, he fervently condemned the prevalent tendency 
of Dante critics to juxtapose only a few cantos out of Dante’s complete work and to 
jettison the rest, as Voltaire had suggested when stating that  
 

there are about twenty characteristics of Dante which one knows by heart, 
that is sufficient and one can save the effort to examine the rest. There are, 
however, some utmost felicitous and ingenuous verses that have not aged 
at all in the course of four hundred years and never will.16       

 
Such a derisory attitude towards Dante and his work was indeed common at the 
time. In its most pronounced degree it bordered on ignorance: in a letter to his son 
from the 8th of February 1750, Philip Dormer Stanhope, 4th Earl of Chesterfield, 
argued that he “could never understand him [Dante]”; therefore Stanhope “had 
done with him, fully convinced that he was not worth the pains necessary to 
understand him,” because “whatever author is obscure and difficult in his own 
language, certainly does not think clearly.”17 Of course, Stanhope misses the mark 
when blaming the author for being incomprehensible and bringing up fallacy of 
obscurity. In addition, Stanhope considers himself an expert, since he “formerly 
knew Italian extremely well,”18 thereby holding Dante’s work up to ridicule and 
displaying his own arrogance.  
 These examples illustrate the difficulties the European educated élite had 
with Dante, a situation which only changed when the first complete translations of 
Dante’s work emerged. The first complete German edition of the Divina 
Commedia was published in the years 1767-1769; the first English edition was 
issued in 1785-1802 by Henry Boyd; a French edition followed in the years 1811-
1813. It required, however, a further cultural impetus before Dante’s appropriation 
in Europe could gain momentum. The leading figure in promoting Dante on a 
European level was, without a doubt, August Wilhelm Schlegel (1767-1845). 
Schlegel engaged with literature, poetry, and art all his life. In particular, his 
lecture series Über dramatische Kunst und Literatur, delivered at Vienna 
University in the years 1809–1811, had been translated into most European 
languages and cemented his fame as a scholar promoting the Romantic critical 
                                                           
15 Loc. cit. p. 284. [my translation] “man hätte eine Encyclopädie der Wissenschaften, man 
hätte die feinsten Verstandeskräfte seiner Zeitgenossen [...] da gefunden.” 
16 Voltaire, p. 312. [my translation] “il y a de lui une vingtaine de traits qu’on sait par cœur: 
cela suffit pour s’épargner la peine d’examiner le reste. [...] mais il y a des vers si heureux 
et si naïfs qu‘ils n’ont point vieilli depuis quatre cents ans, et qu’ils ne vieilliront jamais.”  
17 Letters Written By The Late Right Honourable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of 
Chesterfield, To His Son, Philip Stanhope together with several other pieces on various 
subjects in four volumes, ed. by Eugene Stanhope (London: Dodsley, 1932), vol. 4, letter 
1690, p. 1503. 
18 Loc. cit. 
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standpoint in opposition to the French neo-classicists. Schlegel directly influenced 
his companion Mme de Staël, who integrated Schlegel’s admiration for Dante and 
Italy into her novel Corinne ou l’Italie, as well as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who 
picked up Schlegel’s ideas on Dante in his own lecture series Lectures on 
Shakespeare, Milton, Dante, Spenser, Ariosto, and Cervantes in 1819.19 Schlegel 
also published an essay entitled Dante: Ueber die göttliche Komödie20 in order to 
“make Dante more popular among us,” but “not to judge him, [since] the voice of 
nations and centuries has already done so.”21 In this essay, Schlegel, who according 
to Friedrich had been entitled the “doyen of all Dantean sciences”22 by his brother, 
expounded the basic framework of Dante’s Commedia alongside commentaries on 
Dante’s biography. Furthermore, Schlegel stressed the importance of Dante’s Vita 
Nuova in order to understand the historical figure of Dante and the poetic quality of 
his work. In his essay, he lamented the fact that “the Italians merely praise the 
honorable father of their language and poetry, but do not read him.”23 If they did, 
they would find in Dante’s Vita Nuova “his youthful manners, his sentiment and 
imaginativeness” as well as “the hidden and inextinguishable thirst of a beautiful 
and strong soul” vividly portrayed.24 In sum, Schlegel reassessed the importance of 
Dante’s Vita Nuova by stressing the book’s autobiographical value and its author’s 
impressive literary authenticity, thereby paving the way for Dante’s Romantic 
mystification.  
 Such a process of mystification set in when Schlegel’s essay arrived on 
fertile ground in Europe and prospered due to two inextricably linked cultural 
movements that began in England at the same time: the development of an artistic 
avant-garde and the reevaluation of all things medieval, known as the gothic 
revival. These aesthetic tendencies were reflected in the European art scene, which 
witnessed a remarkable rediscovery of late medieval iconography. Prominent 
exponents of this resurged interest in predominantly German, Dutch, and Italian 
figurative painting dating back to the 14th and 15th centuries were the Lukasbund, 

                                                           
19 R.A. Foakes, The Collected Works of S. T. Coleridge - Lectures 1808-1819 (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987), pp. 341-347 and pp. 393-403. See also Ralph Pite, The 
Circle of Our Vision: Dante’s Presence in English Romantic Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1994), p.1  
20 August Wilhelm Schlegel - Sämtliche Werke, Bd. III: Poetische Uebersetzungen und 
Nachbildungen nebst Erläuterungen und Abhandlungen, ed. by Eduard Böcking 
(Hildesheim: Georg Ohms Verlag, 1971), pp. 199-230, originally published in Friedrich 
Schiller, Horen I,3, (Tübingen, 1795). 
21 Loc. cit. p. 199. [my translation] “Nicht richten will ich in diesen Blättern über den Dante 
- die Stimme der Völker und Jahrhunderte hat auch längst gerichtet - nur bekannter möchte 
ich ihn unter uns machen.” 
22 Friedrich, p. 375. [my translation] “Altmeister aller Dantesken Wissenschaften” 
23 Böcking, p. 200. [my translation] “Es tut mir leid für die Italiäner, daß sie den 
ehrwürdigen Vater ihrer Sprache und Dichtkunst mehr rühmen, als lesen.” 
24 Loc. cit. p. 208. [my translation] “[...] die jugendlichen Sitten, die ganze 
Empfindungsweise, den Hang der Phantasie, den geheimen unauslöschlichen Durst der 
schönen und starken Seele [...]” 
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founded in Vienna in 1809, whose members were later referred to as the 
Nazarenes, and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, founded in London in 1848.25 
Each of these artistic movements, although they differed in painting technique and 
stylistic approach, shared a common motivational denominator: their painters were 
striving towards a fresh expression of human emotion and were willing to 
overcome the stagnant formalism promoted at the academies of arts of their 
respective times. In a letter to his father composed on April 27, 1808 the young art 
student Friedrich Overbeck, one of the founders of the Lukasbund, complained 
about the fact that at the Viennese art academy you are taught to execute marvelous 
drapery, to draw perfect figures, to engage in architecture and perspective, but you 
do not become a real painter. One thing is missing: heart, soul and sentiment.26   
 Artists like Overbeck, Franz Pforr, Peter von Cornelius, and Philipp Veit 
on the part of the Nazarenes, and John Everett Millais, William Holman Hunt, and 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti on the part of the Pre-Raphaelites, therefore found their 
inspiration in religious and mythical paintings executed in an authentic and pristine 
style: the time before Raphael’s creative period. While the Nazarene movement put 
an emphasis on predominantly Christian subjects dating back to the days before 
Martin Luther’s Reformation, the Pre-Raphaelite movement focused, from the 
onset, not only on spiritual, but also on literary subjects.27 The strong link between 
art and literature can be explained by the fact that many of the artists of the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood were at the same time writers, scholars, and literary critics 
engaged in contemporary and classic literature. Not only did Schlegel exert a 
tremendous influence on the European literary scene, but his literary and cultural 
ideas were also translated onto canvas. Friedrich Wilhelm Nippold pointed out that 
“it had exactly been within Schlegel’s circle that Overbeck broke with the previous 
artistic fashion and transferred romanticism into his art.”28 
 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Legacy of Dante’s Iconography 

 
 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, on the other hand, was brought in touch with the 
Nazarenes’ work by his self-appointed teacher, Ford Madox Brown, who 
introduced him to Nazarene subjects in his studio in London. In Rossetti’s case, the 
artistic and biographical interpretation and revaluation of Dante had become a life-

                                                           
25 For religious tendencies in 19th-century art, see Cordula Grewe, Painting the Sacred in 
the Age of Romanticism (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009). 
26 Quoted in Friedrich Overbeck: 1789-1833, ed. by Franz Binder (Bern: Herbert Lang, 
1971), p. 71. [my translation] “[...] man lernt einen vortrefflichen Faltenwurf malen, eine 
richtige Figur zeichnen, lernt Perspektive, Architektur [...]; und doch kommt kein Maler 
heraus. [...]” 
27 A common explanation for these differences is the lack of Catholic tradition in Britain. 
Interestingly, Protestant members of the Nazarenes often converted to Catholicism. 
28 Friedrich Wilhelm Nippold, Welche Wege führen nach Rom? (Heidelberg: 
Verlagsbuchhandlung Bassermann, 1869), p. 175. [my translation] “Es ist denn auch gerade 
im Schlegelschen Kreise gewesen, daß Overbeck mit der bisherigen Kunstrichtung brach 
und die Romantik in die Kunst übertrug.” 
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long passion. Rossetti translated Dante’s Vita Nuova into English and published an 
anthology of Italian poetry entitled The Early Italian Poets (From Ciullo D’Alcamo 
to Dante Alighieri). In a letter written to Earnest Gambart on August 10, 1863, 
Rossetti discusses two new subjects for his artistic production: the earliest meeting 
of Dante with Beatrice in Florence and Dante’s meeting with Beatrice in Eden, 
which “are treated from the real and not the allegorical side of Dante’s love-
story,”29 thereby emphasizing his interest in the historical figure Dante Alighieri, 
not the fictional narrator in Dante’s works. Further proof of Rossetti’s predilection 
for Dante’s early work can be found in the fact that he only illustrated four 
passages of the Divina Commedia, with one being the famous illustration of the 
Story of Paolo and Francesca da Rimini, and three passages from Purgatorio. All 
of these pictures were commissioned by John Ruskin. Rossetti’s own artistic 
choices for his subjects, however, seem to have been governed by his admiration of 
Dante’s early text, since he executed a series of drawings inspired by the Vita 
Nuova, which culminated in the watercolor The First Anniversary of the Death of 
Beatrice (1853/54).30 The iconographic features we can find here are very similar 
to the young Dante frescos found in the Bargello and in the Cappella de’ Notai in 
Florence: a young Dante shown in profile, clean-shaven, calm, holding a book (fig. 
1). Thus Rossetti establishes an iconographic link to the earliest visual images of 
Dante that we have.  
 Since the so-called ‘visual turn’ in the humanities, modern picture theory 
has tried to identify iconographic or interpictorial clusters.31 The underlying 
assumption is that every picture has a set of visual predecessors it refers to. Similar 
to the concept of intertextuality, interpictorial clusters trace the additional value 
given to certain images by establishing an iconographic link. The goal of this 
approach is to situate pictures within their historical and cultural context and to 
identify certain effective and meaningful pictorial constellations, blueprints, or 
visual prototypes present in art history.  
 Dante’s iconography is a very interesting study, since it allows us to retrace 
the origins and the development of the established Dantean mode of representation. 
If there is one all-important event in the middle of the 19th century, which helped 
spread Dante’s fame in Britain, then it was the rediscovery of Giotto’s fresco 
executed at the Florentine Bargello, the former town hall. In 1840, the English 

                                                           
29 Letters of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. by Oswald Doughty and John Robert Wahl, 2 vols. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), II, p. 491.  
30 For the intricate and seminal interplay between Rossetti’s English translation and his 
visual adaptation of Dante’s Vita Nuova, see J. R. Woodhouse, “Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 
Translation and Illustration of the Vita Nuova,” in Britain and Italy from Romanticism to 
Modernism, ed. by Martin McLaughlin (Oxford: Legenda, 2000), pp. 67-86.  
31 The term visual turn alludes to the linguistic turn of the 1960s and is used here as a 
generic term for a variety of concepts emerging in the early 1990s, namely the imagic turn, 
described by Ferdinand Fellmann in 1991, W. J. T. Mitchell’s pictorial turn, which is 
discussed in the subsequent footnote, and the iconic turn, expounded by Gottfried Boehm in 
1994. They all share as a common denominator a critical approach towards the primacy of 
the written word and strive for a cultural and social reassessment of visual images. 
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artist Seymour Kirkup, the Italian patriot Aubrey Bezzi, and the American man of 
letters Richard Henry Wilde discovered and restored the painting with the help of 
an Italian painter called Marini. What Marini did was fill in Dante’s eye, which had 
been left untouched by Giotto, as well as smear the face. However, Kirkup had 
already made two copies of the portrait, which he immediately sent to England. In 
a letter to Rossetti senior, he compared Dante’s portrait to a handsome Apollo and 
praised his clean shaven and youthful outward appearance.32 This fresco sparked 
the Victorian imagination for various reasons: first of all, Dante was portrayed as a 
young man, as Kirkup describes him. Secondly, the adventurous and romantic 
circumstances of its discovery made the portrait very popular. A famous sepia 
photograph of the Bargello fresco was circulating at the time, which perfectly 
blended with the Victorian fascination with medieval aesthetics.  The authenticity 
of the fresco still remains open for debate, since many art historians doubt Giotto’s 
influence and favor the thesis that a worker from Giotto’s bottega had executed the 
fresco.33  
 We know for sure that this is Dante as a young man, since we have further 
evidence of Dante’s youthful physiognomy; in 2005, another fresco of Dante was 
discovered, only a stone’s throw away from the Bargello. The portrait displayed 
below, which in Florence is advertised with the words “il vero volto di Dante” - 
“Dante’s real face” - is located in the Palazzo dell’Arte de’ giudici e notai, the 
assembly hall of judges and barristers at the time.34 The fresco on the first floor, 
albeit partly destroyed, bears a striking resemblance to Giotto’s fresco, following 
the same iconographical cluster: young man, handsome face, no beard, displaying a 
book, etc. This fresco is part of a whole cycle of depictions which celebrate famous 
poets such as the tre corone and saints such as St. Ives, whose qualities should cast 
a favorable light on the advocacy. Dante’s fresco presumably dates back to the year 
1340 and it surely followed the iconographical cluster established in the Bargello 
some years before.  
 Although early illustrated manuscripts reveal the tendency to depict Dante 
as a pilgrim on his journey, there is some evidence to suggest that already at that 
early stage of reception, Dante was also recognized as a prolific author and even as 
a divine prophet, both of which are visual images which find their counterparts in 
Boccaccio’s mental images described in his Trattatello. The mode of presentation 
of a poet generally adhered to a firmly established tradition of author portraits, 
which spanned Roman Antiquity to the Renaissance.35 A common visual model 
depicts the writer or scribe sitting at a desk or in his study, thus establishing a 
                                                           
32 On the resurged interest in Dante’s early life prompted by the discovery of the Bargello 
fresco, see Steve Ellis, Dante and English poetry - Shelley to T. S. Eliot (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 104. 
33 See, for example, the discussion on Giotto’s authorship in M.V. Schwarz, Giottus Pictor 
(Weimar: Böhlau Verlag, 2008), II, pp. 480-481. 
34 <http//:www.artenotai.org> accessed April 2, 2015. 
35 See Kurt Weitzmann, Late Antique and Early Christian Book Illumination (London: 
Chatto & Windus, 1977); Shearer West, Portraiture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004); and John Pope-Hennessy, The Portrait in the Renaissance (London: Phaidon, 1966).  
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metonymic relationship between the person and the paraphernalia of his 
production. In fact, such depictions of Dante were widespread in many centers 
across Italy and can be found in many illustrated manuscripts.36 Rachel Owen 
suggests a kind of topos, which many illustrators followed by visualizing the 
author at work bent over his desk or carrying a book under his arm.37 Illuminating 
examples of this topos represent depictions of Dante displaying his book and 
raising the index finger of his left hand, or Dante assuming the posture of a lecturer 
who briefly interrupts his recitation to elucidate what he has immediately 
enunciated.38  
 These illustrations clearly identify the Florentine poet as a learned scholar, 
whose words possess dignity and authority. His face is young and clean-shaven and 
stands in stark opposition to Dante’s commonly attributed physiognomy; to this 
day, everyone is familiar with Dante’s striking physical features such as the 
aquiline nose, the gaunt figure, the articulated chin. In fact, it was an outcry when 
the Italian media realized in 2005 that these features have very little to do with the 
historical figure of Dante. His stereotyped visual image goes back to Giovanni 
Boccaccio’s description of Dante in his Trattatello in laude di Dante: in the 
anecdote of the Veronese women, Boccaccio establishes a metonymic relationship 
between Dante’s physiognomy and his experiences in hell: obviously, his skin and 
his beard look the way they do because the smoke and the heat he experienced 
during his journey in the hereafter had darkened them.39 Furthermore, Boccaccio 
enumerates the typical Dantean features he was known for and associated with: a 
long, aquiline nose, huge eyes, and a massive jaw. His demeanor was melancholic 
and thoughtful, probably due to his experiences during his journey.  
 Since we have no evidence of Dante’s real physiognomy, all of these 
depictions might form a Dantean myth in the Barthesian sense. However, the visual 
images of a youthful and enthusiastic Dante and a grave, melancholic Dante did co-
exist. Rossetti kept a copy of the Bargello portrait in his collection throughout his 
lifetime. It was this visual image of a young Dante which influenced him in his 
own works inspired by the Vita Nuova. Without any doubt, Rossetti’s admiration 
for Dante’s Vita Nuova “constitutes a literary parallel to his artistic enthusiasm for 
this gentler iconography,” as Martin McLaughlin has stated,40 and it is this visual 
image of Dante Alighieri which Rossetti unveiled and which personified the 
revived interest in the Middle Ages with its chivalric ideals in Britain. Thereby, 
                                                           
36 Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana, MS 1005. Note that the depiction of Dante at his desk 
go back to the Rossano Gospels, which are supposedly of Syrian origin and date back to the 
6th century AD. They represent one of the oldest surviving illuminated manuscript of the 
New Testament and are kept in Rossano (Calabria/Italy), Archepiscopal Library, fol. 121.  
37 Rachel Owen, “The Image of Dante, Poet and Pilgrim,” in Dante on View: The Reception 
of Dante in the Visual and Performing Arts, ed. by Antonella Braida and Luisa Calè 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007). pp.83-94. 
38 Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana, MS 1005. 
39 Giovanni Boccaccio, Vita di Dante (Trattatello in laude di Dante), ed. by Paolo Baldan 
(Bergamo: Moretti & Vitali, 2001), p. 159. 
40 McLaughlin, p. 9. 
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Rossetti subconsciously restored Dante’s suppressed juvenile iconography in the 
same way that Schlegel and Bodmer had rediscovered the quality of Dante’s 
mental image, his early poetry and, what along with it, his literary authenticity, at 
the turn of the century.  
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Dante portrait in the Cappella de’ Notai, Firenze  
(copyright by Christoph Lehner) 
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