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Abstract: The foundation of Società Dantesca Italiana in Florence coincided with 
the grand finale of the impressive celebrations of Dante’s Sixth Centenary. Among the 
founding members there were important Italians belonging to the cultural and political 
world, but we can find many foreign names in the Archive of the Società; for example 
Robert Barrett Browning or the British Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone, Paget 
Toynbee and Edward Moore are also mentioned in the archival documents.  
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The Società Dantesca Italiana was founded in a very interesting time, at a junction 
between the ancient provinciality of Florence and the new modernity that pushed 
the city towards the twentieth century.  

In 1865 Firenze became the capital of Italy after the unification of the 
country in 1861. Florence remained the capital until 1871 when it was finally 
moved to Rome. During that period and until the first years of the twentieth 
century the project of renewing Florence changed radically the city centre leading 
to its current appearance. The medieval disposition of the old centre was 
completely changed between 1885 and 1895, in favour of wide squares with 
modern buildings. On that occasion the walls of the city were almost completely 
razed to pave the way for the new avenues. At the same time Piazza della 
Repubblica, named piazza Vittorio Emanuele II, was designed by the enlargement 
of the area where there was the Mercato vecchio. It necessitated the destruction of 
many important buildings: medieval towers, several churches, headquarters of arts 
and crafts associations, aristocratic palaces, as well as artisan workshops and 
private houses. The city suffered from this enormous destruction which was only 
minimally reduced by the rescue of monuments such as the Loggia del Pesce by 
Vasari which was disassembled and reassembled in Piazza dei Ciompi. Many 
pieces of art and some architectural fragments were put on the antiquities market 
and only a few of them were saved in the Museums of Florence. The Palagio 
dell’Arte della Lana itself, now the headquarters of the Società Dantesca Italiana, 
was in a dreadful condition and risked demolition in order to make room for 
another square in front of Orsanmichele church.  

                                                           
1 Società Dantesca Italiana. 
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In 1865 the city of Florence organized huge celebrations of the 6th 
centenary of Dante Alighieri’s birth, who, in the nineteenth century, was 
considered the prophet of the unification of Italy. On that occasion, in the presence 
of King Vittorio Emanuele, surrounded by the flags of all the Commons of Italy, 
the monument for Dante was unveiled. The statue designed by Enrico Pazzi in 
1865 was located in the centre of piazza Santa Croce. Only after the 1966 flood it 
was moved to the parvis of Santa Croce church as the local authorities wanted to 
make room for the historic football game for which they needed a playground. 

It was the celebration of 1865 that inspired the foundation of an institution 
dedicated to the study of Dante. In fact, during the nineteenth century, his historic 
figure and his political personality were inseparable, as many important 
personalities of the Italian Risorgimento – Giuseppe Mazzini, Vincenzo Gioberti, 
Gino Capponi, Niccolò Tommaseo, Francesco De Sanctis and Giosuè Carducci – 
saw the two parts. Political and civic ideas were connected to the study of Dante’s 
works and personality and, consequently, the idea of a private association, 
completely independent from political pressures, arose. The goal of the association 
was to edit and research Dante’s work and life. In 1871, the marquis Giovanni 
Eroli (1813-1904), a historian and archaeologist, tried to found an Academy which 
was supposed to honour Dante. He asked for the support of the Ministry of Public 
Education, but, because he requested a large sum of money, the proposal was not 
approved. 

A few years later, around 1880, the solicitor Carlo Negroni (1819-1896), a 
member of the Italian Parliament, put on his agenda the inauguration of a Dante 
Academy in Florence. His idea was that the Academy should be connected to the 
“cattedra dantesca” of Giambattista Giuliani (Canelli, Asti, 1818 - Firenze, 1884) at 
the Regio Istituto di Studi Superiori in Florence. When Giuliani died the project 
was still not completed, but he donated his collection of books about Dante to the 
City of Florence for the project of the house of the Divine Poet. The decisive step 
was carried out by Negroni who, in March 1887, urged the Accademia della 
Crusca to set up the Società Dantesca Italiana. His main argument was that similar 
institutions had already been created abroad and had been functioning for quite 
some years. Actually, between 1865 and 1881 three such major research 
institutions appeared, each with its own rules and agendas: the Deutsche Dante-
Geselschaft, the Oxford Dante Society, and the Dante Society of Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, later the Dante Society of America.  

The Deutsche Dante-Geselschaft was founded in Dresden in 1865, on the 
occasion of the 6th centenary of Dante’s birth, under the patronage of the King 
Johann of Saxony (who also translated the Commedia into German under the pen-
name “Filarete”). The first president of the society was Karl Witte, a German 
lawyer and Dante scholar. Witte’s main interest lay mostly in the study of the text 
of the poem. Since 1825, he had been collating all manuscripts of the Commedia, 
an endeavour that even after several decades seemed impossible for one person; so, 
his edition of the Commedia relied on only four manuscripts. Afterwards, the 
Society, for four subsequent years, published an annual review. The activity of the 
Deutsche Dante-Geselschaft was reorganized by Franz Xaver Kraus who addressed 
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the general public through conferences and lectures, and who wanted to see critical 
editions of the ancient commentaries of the Poem and facsimiles of the most 
important manuscripts of Dante’s works.  

The Oxford Dante Society was born in 1876 by the will of Edward Moore. 
He gathered nine scholars who became the founding members of the society. Later, 
the membership grew to twelve and, after a while, to fifteen. The scope of the 
Oxford association was very different from the German one: while the Germans 
were seeking to produce a large impact by engaging many intellectuals in their 
events, the English focused on their scientific research. The members of the Oxford 
society had to read from their works during their regular meetings that took place 
in the members’ homes. Among the most prominent personalities, one may 
enumerate Henry Fanshawe Tozer, the author of a translation and a commentary of 
the Commedia; William Walrond Jackson, the translator of the Convivio; and 
Paget Toynbee, the scholar whose works on Dante were also translated into 
Italian. Their fruitful activity led to the publication of the edition Le Opere di 
Dante Alighieri by Edward Moore, printed in 1894, and reprinted many times until 
1924. 

In 1881, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the Dante Society was founded. Its 
first president was Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.  Between 1864 and 1867, 
Longfellow translated Dante Alighieri’s Commedia. In order to revise the 
translation and edit his proofs, he invited friends to meetings every Wednesday 
starting in 1864. The Dante Club, as it was called, included the writer William 
Dean Howells, the poet James Russell Lowell, the critic Charles Eliot Norton and 
other guests such as the doctor Oliver Wendell Holmes, the historian George 
Washington Greene and the publisher James Fields (http://en.wikipedia. org/wiki/ 
Henry_Wadsworth_Longfellow - cite_note - 76). The three-volume translation was 
published in the spring of 1867, though Longfellow would continue to revise it. 
Longfellow’s translation went through four printings in its first year.  Since then, 
the success of Dante’s work in the United States has spread and the Dante Club 
became the Dante Society of America. The Society’s major goal was to further the 
study of the works of Dante Alighieri.  

But let’s come back to Florence. The Accademia della Crusca accepted the 
invitation of Carlo Negroni and on the 10th of May 1887 it decided to form the 
Società Dantesca Italiana with the declared scope of bringing together all the 
Italian literati interested in the Commedia as well as Dante’s other works. On the 
31st of July 1888, the first assembly of the Società took place and the members who 
came from different parts of Italy approved the Statute. Important names of the 
Italian culture and politics were among the founders: Guido Biagi (philologist and 
director of the Laurenziana Library in Florence), Ruggero Bonghi (philologist and 
politician), Cesare Cantù (historian and politician), Giosuè Carducci (poet), 
Giuseppe Chiarini (literary critic), Alessandro D’Ancona (writer and politician), 
Angelo De Gubernatis (linguist and orientalist), Isidoro del Lungo (historian, 
literary critic and politician), Guido Mazzoni (literary critic), Pio Rajna 
(philologist), Pasquale Villari (historian). Pietro Torrigiani, the mayor of Florence, 
was elected temporary president until elections for president of the Society were 
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organized. In order to gain national recognition, the Society was placed under the 
patronage of the King of Italy.  

During the assemblies of May and June 1889 the Society was structured as 
a scientific organization with three main goals: 1) accurate scientific research for a 
critical edition of the Commedia and of Dante’s minor works; 2) the publication of 
a journal, the «Bullettino», in which researchers reported the development of Dante 
studies in Italy and all over the world; 3) the sponsorship of the worship of Dante 
with the intention of maximum exposure. In May of that year, Giovanni Eroli 
announced the donation of his library, comprising more than 900 volumes of Dante 
editions and scholarship, to the Società Dantesca Italiana. It was the very first 
nucleus to which the library of Augusto Franchetti, Giovanbattista Giuliani and 
Alessandro D’Ancona would be soon added. The first headquarters of the Società 
was the Accademia della Crusca. Soon, however, the place became too small and a 
larger place was obviously necessary because the above mentioned libraries needed 
more room. 

Urban restructuring of Florence made it possible for the Society to have its 
headquarters in the centre of the city, and make it commensurate with the prestige 
of the institution. Palagio dell’Arte della Lana was built at the beginning of the 
fourteenth century as the seat of the Wool Guild, the richest and the most important 
guild in Florence. The Palace was in danger of being demolished because of its 
precarious condition. Many Florentine associations, including the Associazione per 
la difesa di Firenze antica, rose up against that idea and eventually found a 
solution: the Common of Florence sold the Palagio to the Società Dantesca for 
20,193 lira, and the Società undertook the remodelling of the building. After 
considering several designs, the Società Dantesca Italiana entrusted the works to 
the architect Enrico Lusini who espoused the concept of keeping and enhancing the 
medieval aspect of the building. In 1905, the architect conceived the new addition 
in the gothic style, on the northern side in via Orsanmichele, with a loggia on the 
corner of via Calimala. The interior would be completed with a wider staircase to 
access the upper floors.  

The restoration and the upgrade have also saved the art inside the structure. 
In fact, even if the original painting and frescoes have been altered depending upon 
the vicissitudes in the use of the various spaces of the Palace, we can see some 
original frescoes, especially on the first floor of the building. The official hall of 
the auditions was originally the Court of the Wool Guild. In this large room there 
are the most important paintings. The space is divided in two parts and decorated 
with frescoes of the fourteenth century. On the south wall we can see the patron 
saints of the four Convents of the Wool Guild. The paintings are framed by an 
architectural polyptych. The frescoes date around 1320. On the opposite wall we 
can see the most stunning fresco of the entire Palace. The imposing figure of a 
bearded man sitting on a big counter, dominates the characters that surrounds him. 
On the opposite sides of the counter, two couples representing the four cardinal 
virtues, turning their back to the protagonist, defend the integrity of the judge from 
the attack of the four male figures: the Flatterer, the Corruptor, the Arrogant, and 
the Hesitant. The judge is Bruto, the first consul of the Romans who is an 
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exemplary imagery of the late Fourteenth century. This is the perfect subject for a 
room where the Guilt administered justice. Today, this is the hall where the Società 
organized conferences and the Lecturae Dantis.  

In fact, according to the Statute of the Society, the main purpose of the new 
association was to encourage the study and the dissemination of Dante’s works as 
well as to finish a new critical edition of the Commedia and of the minor works of 
the Poet. 

Besides to the scientific work to which the members of the Society have 
striven to give international exposure, they initiated Lecturae Dantis, through 
which they tried to revive the fourteenth century tradition of public readings. In 
fact, the first to read Dante publicly in Florence was Boccaccio. Even today, more 
or less famous speakers recite and explain one Canto at a time, to their listeners. 
People who attended the lectures and conferences included ladies and officials, 
professors and senators, young men and women. The audience that frequented the 
Società Dantesca was composed by the same people who belonged to the 
numerous institutions and associations of the city, institutions where cultural and 
politic topics were elaborated.  

Florence of the mid-nineteenth century was an extremely cosmopolitan city 
in which one third of its inhabitants were foreigners. The most numerous were 
Anglo-Saxons. The other two foreign groups that contributed significantly to the 
Tuscan cultural life were the German and the French communities. Among the 
English, who culturally speaking were the most active, we can mention the poet 
and prose writer Walter Savage Landor or the Brownings, Robert and Elizabeth, 
who opened a literary salon in Casa Guidi in via Maggio. 

The son of Robert and Elisabeth Browning is one of the very first whose 
signature can be identified when we look into the Visiting Book, in the archives of 
the Società, amongst those of many scholars who have been invited to this 
impressive building since 1905. Prior to the founding of the Society, William 
Gladstone, the prime-minister of England, sent a letter to Gianbattista Giuliani 
(1818-1884) on the 20th of December 1882. The letter dates before the birth of the 
Society. Giuliani was a philologist, contributor to the review «Deutsche Dante-
Geselschaft», and he taught Dante at the Institute of High Studies of Florence. As a 
reputed commentator of the Commedia, he exchanged letters with Dante scholars 
from Italy and abroad. In the above-mentioned letter, Gladstone confirmed his own 
passionate veneration for Dante whom he considered a great poet and a model of 
spiritual and moral life. The letter thanks for the work on Dante which Gladstone 
had received and confirms Gladstone’s interest in Italy and in Dante: « La lettura di 
Dante non è soltanto un piacere, uno sforzo, una lezione: è una disciplina 
fortissima del cuore, dell’intelletto, dell’uomo. Nella scuola di Dante ho imparato 
una grandissima parte di quella provincione mentale, sia pure molto meschina, 
colla quale ho fatto il viaggio della vita umana fino al termine di quasi settanta tre 
anni ». (Archivio SDI, Cassaforte). 

Gladstone’s name is not among the foreign names enlisted in the first years 
of activity of the Società Dantesca, but the one of Edward Moore (1835-1916) is. 
The Dante scholar Edward Moore (1835-1916) appears in the lists of members 
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from 1902 on, but on the 20th of April 1900, he delivered a conference in English: 
The Geography of Dante, concluding the first set of conferences on Inferno. 
Moore’s last letter, in which he sent his payment for the membership dues of the 
SDI, was sent a year before his death. Paget Toynbee was a member of the Società 
Dantesca Italiana from 1889. He was to edit the Indice dei nomi propri e delle 
cose notabili for Moore’s edition Tutte le opere di Dante Alighieri nuovamente 
rivedute nel testo and, after Moore’s death, he was in charge of the Oxford Dante 
Society. He also wrote Dante in English Literature from Chaucer to Cary, in which 
the author listed every quotation of the Italian poet in English Literature before 
1840, but his most important contribution to Dante’s studies was his edition of 
Dante’s Epistole, edition which gave to the researchers a philologically correct 
text. Toynbee’s file in the Archive of the SDI contains ten letters and cards in 
English, French and Italian. The oldest letter of Toynbee in the Archive of the SDI 
is from 1890.  It is a card that accompanied the article Dante and the Lancelot 
Romance that he wrote on «The Fifth Annual Report of the American Dante 
Society» (39-74). The same card mentions a review to the volume I capostipiti dei 
manoscritti della Divina Commedia by Carl Täuber published in the revue 
«Romània» (344-347). The others are mostly postcards in which he reports the 
payment of the fee, except one in which he declares his impatience to see the new 
edition of the De vulgari eloquentia by Pio Rajna (Archivio SDI, Soci, 6.28.6). 

In fact, the volume was to be published in the National Edition of Dante 
Alighieri’s works. The Library of the Società Dantesca still has a volume that 
belonged to Toynbee: it is a volume of Moore’s edition Studies in Dante (Bibl. 
SDI, I. 141. 1bis) that Paget Toynbee gave to Cesare Foligno, professor of Italian 
Literature in Oxford, one of the very few Italians that were admitted in the Oxford 
Dante Society. 

Cesare Foligno (Giussano, 1878 – Napoli, 1963) moved to England in 
1909 and after a short period in which he worked at the British Museum, he first 
became a lecturer and then a professor of Italian Literature at the University of 
Oxford. Starting 1919, he taught at Oxford for thirty years, except during the First 
World War when he served in the Italian Cavalry. To live in England was the 
greatest opportunity of his life as he accommodated with another major culture 
which offered him international exposure. In particular, he wrote critical and 
detailed reviews of the works of foreign scholars for «Studi danteschi».  Foligno, 
even after his return to Italy, continued to write reviews and articles for the Società 
Dantesca Italiana, and donated the volume that he received from Toynbee to the 
Library of the Società where it is today.  

William Warren Vernon (1834 – 1919) was the second son of George John 
Warren Vernon, the 5th Baron Vernon (22 June 1803 – 31 May 1866), who 
devoted his life to Dante and printed some unedited texts and important works, 
benefitting from the advice and help of his friends and collaborators such as: Sir 
Anthony Panizzi, Sir James P. Lacaita, Mariano Armellini, Vincenzo Nannucci, 
and Pietro Fraticelli. His son, William, carried out one of his father works, the 
famous Latin commentary of Benvenuto da Imola, in 1887. He appeared to be one 
of the many prominent members of the Società Dantesca Italiana since 1895. This 
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is his first letter, in Italian, addressed to the Secretary of the Società Dantesca 
Italiana: « Lì 21 gennaio 1895, Londra. Egregio Signore, Alcuni giorni sono scrissi 
al mio uomo d’affari a Firenze, il cav. Avvocato P. Gobbo,2 16 Via de’ Ginori, 
pregandolo di prendere i passi necessari per farmi ascrivere come socio promotore 
della Loro dotta e pregiata Società dantesca a Firenze, una società che in pochi anni 
ha potuto tanto effettuare per lo sviluppo degli studi delle opere del Sublime Poeta. 
Vorrei aggiungere che essendo io divoto cultore di questi stessi studi, e di più 
profondamente affezionato a Firenze ed ai fiorentini, mi sarà una vera gioia di 
poter esser ascritto a tale dottissima Società. Gradisca, Egregio Signore, 
l’espressione della mia più alta stima. Suo devotissimo William Warren Vernon » 
(Archivio SDI, Soci, 7.39.2). 

Two years later, he wrote again in order to announce the publication of his 
volume Readings on the Purgatorio of Dante, chiefly based on the commentary of 
Benvenuto da Imola. His letter explained that, although reported as a second 
edition, it is actually a rewriting of the book published in 1889: « Ho fatta una 
nuova traduzione, riaccomodato il commentario, ed aggiunta una massa di note » 
(Archivio SDI, Soci, 7.39.5). The Library of the Società holds the volumes 
Readings on the Inferno of Dante 1894 (the dedication on the volume is dated 
February 1895) and Readings on the Paradiso of Dante 1900 (this dedication is 
dated 20th of November) (Bibl. SDI Eroli XII 544.814-815). William Vernon 
continued to be a member of the Society his whole life. On the 16th of November, 
one year before his death, he wrote, « Se continuerò ad esistere fino ad Aprile 
1918, finirò 84 anni. Non mi è più facile di scriver lettere, e quindi acchiudo per 
V.S. un cheque per 3 anni di abbonamento ». (Archivio SDI, Soci, 7.39.9). 

Sir James (or Giacomo) Lacaita was born in Manduria in the Southern 
Italy. He went to the University of Naples where he encountered many Englishmen 
and Americans. In 1851 he was arrested for having supplied the English Prime 
Minister Gladstone with information about the Borboni, and only through the 
intervention of the British and Russian ministers he was released, but forced to 
leave Naples. So he moved to England where he became a professor of Italian at 
the Queen’s College in London. In 1858 he accompanied Gladstone to the Ionian 
Islands as secretary; for his services he was awarded The Order of St Michael and 
St George. We like to think that the two men, each of them passionate about Dante 
Alighieri, might have discussed about the “divine” poet. He came back to Naples in 
1860 and the following year he was elected member of the Parliament of the new 
Italy, although he had been naturalized as British in 1855. Lacaita became a 
member of the SDI in 1889 only because his letter from the previous year was lost 
and never delivered. He wrote: « Alla sua precedente comunicazione pervenutami 
in Londra nel Luglio del p.p. anno mi feci un dovere di rispondere immediatamente 
che accettavo con piacere l’onore di essere uno dei promotori della Società 
dantesca. Non mi resta perciò che a ripeterle quanto di buon grado farò parte della 
Società suddetta »  (Archivio SDI, Soci 4.47.1).  

                                                           
2 Si tratta di Pietro Gobbo, avvocato d’origine valtellinese.   
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These are, probably the most famous names in Dante studies; in addition, 
there were simple people, fans of Dante, who became members of the Society. 
Their names don’t mean much to us today: Edoardo Phillipson (1853-1916) was 
financier, belonging to a Jewish family who moved to Florence, Eugenio 
Braunholtz was from Cambridge, Frederick K.H. Hazelfoot from Londra. Among 
the English living in Florence, we can mention Enrico Brockhaus, Miss Campbell, 
George Carter Holland, Anna Cunnigham, Lina Gordon Duff, Eugene Lee 
Hamilton, Mabel Hastings, Isabella Hayes, Mary Hays Ross, Thomas Henderson, 
Mary Hobart (who lived at Bellosguardo, one of the most famous hills that 
overlooks Florence), Miss Millicent Mansfield, Rhoda Smith, Bianca Jones, Maria 
Spalding, Juliette Williams, and Antony Winspeare. From overseas we can add 
Maurizio Burke (bishop of Cheyenne in Wyoming), William Lane (from Harvard 
Mass.), Theodore Wesley Koch (from Philadelphia), and Ernest Langley (from 
Boston). Well-known personalities, aristocrat ladies, professors, or simply 
passionate with Dante, all of them shared the same passion for Dante and Firenze.  
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