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LONGFELLOW’S FLORENCE 
 

 
Christian Y. Dupont1 

 
 

Abstract: Now remembered chiefly as the first American to translate the whole 
Dante’s Commedia, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow had a lifelong fascination with Italy that 
was not incidental to his popularity as a poet and international renown during the 
nineteenth century. The essay considers Longfellow’s regard for Florence, where he 
sojourned unhappily as a student and more happily in later life with his family, in relation 
to other Italian cities. After considering Longfellow’s descriptions of Florence in his travel 
letters and poetry, focusing in particular on his sonnet, “The Old Bridge at Florence,” it 
turns to examine a late, unfinished work, a dramatic poem on the life of Michelangelo and 
the ambivalent feelings they shared toward Florence and Rome. 
 

Key words: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Florence, Arno River, Dante Alighieri, 
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translation studies. 
 
 
  
Introduction 
 
These days we tend to remember Henry Wadsworth Longfellow—to the extent we 
consider him at all—as the first American to have completed a translation of 
Dante’s Commedia thanks to the help of those fabled Wednesday evening 
gatherings of friends that have since become still more famous than his translation: 
the so-called Dante Club, which has gained international renown through the debut 
historical novel of the same name by Matthew Pearl, which itself has been 
translated into more than thirty languages and achieved sales of around a million 
copies.2 

Because Longfellow was known as a translator of Dante, and before that as 
an interpreter of his epic poem during his years as a pioneering professor of 
modern languages at Harvard University, we might imagine that he reflected at 

                                                           
1 Boston College, Boston, MA, USA. This is an expanded version of a paper presented at 
“Dante in the Nineteenth Century,” a conference held at the Institute of English Studies, 
University of London, Senate House, 6-8 Sep. 2012. I am grateful to conference organizers 
Stephen Prickett and Patrica Erskine-Hill for the invitation to speak and to Adina 
Ciugureanu for arranging this publication. 
2 Various press releases note that Pearl’s first three novels—The Dante Club, The Poe 
Shadow, and The Last Dickens—were New York Times bestsellers, have been translated 
into more than thirty languages, and have over one million copies in print combined. See, 
for instance, U of North Carolina Greensboro. According to “Lunch for Monday,” some 
782,000 copies of the Dante Club had been printed by the summer of 2007. 
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times on Dante’s relationship to his native city. This hypothesis would not be 
mistaken, but there proves to be in Longfellow’s case some wider and I think more 
illuminating contexts for exploring the meaning that Florence and Dante held out to 
him, and through him to us. The first context is biographical and the second 
textual. Not surprisingly, these contexts are often intertwined for Longfellow, as 
they are for so many authors whose pens can be seen tracing out the development 
of their inner lives and literary ideals. 
 
Itinerant Imagination 
 
Longfellow was a poet who wrote about places he knew, or at least imagined 
visiting through the writings of others. He was also an editor who compiled 
anthologies of poetry representing many nations and cultures. Bridging both roles, 
he was furthermore a translator, as we have noted, and not only of Dante and other 
Italian poets, but also many more besides who composed their verses in various 
living and ancient tongues. Longfellow’s 779-page anthology, The Poets and 
Poetry of Europe, published in 1845, encompasses translations from ten 
languages.3 In addition to selecting translations published by others, Longfellow 
displayed his linguistic prowess by preparing his own translations of thirteen 
German poems, seven French, four Italian, four Spanish, three each from Danish, 
Swedish, and Anglo-Saxon, and one from Portuguese. Considering this literary 
tour de force and tour du monde, we might well ask to what degree Italy, and more 
particularly Florence, appealed to Longfellow as a special place among the many 
cities and nations of Europe. 

In a study titled “Longfellow and Dante,” the poet’s grandson and 
namesake, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Dana, noted his ancestor’s fascination 
with Italy, which emerged even from the days from his youth. According to Dana, 
Byron’s meditations on the glorious pasts of Venice, Arqua, Ferrara, Florence, and 
Rome in the fourth canto of Childe Harold “kindled his enthusiasm for everything 
Italian” (223). In Milton’s Paradise Lost, Longfellow likewise encountered the 
“autumnal leaves that strow the brooks in Vallombrosa” (1.302-303; quoted in 
Dana, 223). Recalling Milton and imitating poems about Italy by Samuel Rogers 
that he had copied into his notebooks as a young student at Portland Academy, 
Longfellow composed his first published lines of poetry, which appeared in the 

                                                           
3 Longfellow, Poets and Poetry vi: “The languages from which translations are here 
presented are ten. They are the six Gothic languages of the North of Europe,—Anglo-
Saxon, Icelandic, Danish, Swedish, German, and Dutch; and the four Latin languages of the 
South of Europe,—French, Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese. In order to make the work 
fulfill entirely the promise of its title, the Celtic and Sclavonic, as likewise the Turkish and 
Romaic, should have been introduced; but with these I am not acquainted, and I therefore 
leave them to some other hand, hoping that ere long a volume may be added to this which 
shall embrace all the remaining European tongues.” 
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United States Literary Gazette and subsequently in local newspapers, around what 
images his literary travels had furnished him of “Italian Scenery”: 

Night rests in beauty on Mont Alto. 
Beneath its shade the beauteous Arno sleeps 
In Vallombrosa’s bosom, and dark trees 
Bend with a calm and quiet shadow down 
Upon the beauty of that silent river.4 
 

Longfellow’s rhythmically romantic but ultimately maudlin and repetitious 
insistence on the beauty of the river that is most commonly associated with 
Florence would be swept away, however, upon his first actual visit to the city as if 
by one of its baneful floods. 
 
First Encounter 
 
In a letter to his mother during the extended European excursion he undertook 
during 1826-1829 to prepare for his first professorship in modern languages at his 
alma mater, Bowdoin College, Longfellow tried to shake off the disillusionment of 
his own naiveté with a bit of the haughty bravado that can easily infect the traveler 
who thinks he has seen enough to have seen it all: 
 

I suppose the very names of Florence and the Arno are full of romance and 
poetry for you, who have not seen them, and that you imagine me sitting at 
night in the shadow of some olive grove, watching the rising moon and 
listening to the song of the Italian boatman or the chimes of a convent bell. 
Alas! distance and poetry have so much magic about them!5 

 
“Can you believe that the Arno,” Longfellow continued plaintively, “that glassy 
river, / Rolling his crystal tide through classic vales,”—here, making direct 
reference to the true source of his “Italian Scenery,” a lengthy poem titled “Airs of 

                                                           
4 Longfellow, Complete Writings, 1: 332. According to Dana 223-224, “These verses 
appeared first when Longfellow was seventeen years old in The United Sates Library 
Gazette for December 15, 1824, and—with local pride in the young poet—were duly 
reprinted in The Portland Advertizer for December 29, 1824, and The Gazette of Maine for 
January 1, 1825.” Dana 224 observes further that “Italian Scenery,” along with another 
early poem titled “The Venetian Gondolier,” “had been signed by the three initials, ‘H. W. 
L.,’ and in an unpublished manuscript memorandum Longfellow lists them both among his 
earliest poems. Later, however, after he had come to know Italy at first hand, he never 
thought either of these youthful efforts as worthy of being reprinted in any of his collected 
works, or even in his Poems of Places.” One wonders whether Longfellow may have 
borrowed the title “Italian Scenery” from Batty. 
5 Longfellow to Zilpah Longfellow, 18 Jan. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 253. 
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Palestine” by the American poet John Pierpont, published in 18176—“is a stream 
of muddy water, almost entirely dry in summer? And that Italian boatmen, and 
convent bells, and white-robed nuns, and midnight song and soft serenade are not 
altogether so delightful in reality as we sometimes fancy them to be?”7 

“But I must not tell tales!” Longfellow concluded ironically, or “I may 
spoil the market for some beautiful effusion that, at the very moment when I write, 
is making its appearance in the delicate folds of Oliver’s State Banner”!8—
transmuting thus the blow he had suffered at the dispelling of his own early verse-
making into what may have been a covertly jealous swipe at a former friend from 
Portland who had recently started his own newspaper, where he might introduce 
budding poets like Longfellow. 
 
Second Pilgrimage 
 
Yet a few years later, as he was preparing to make his second “pilgrimage beyond 
the sea,” Longfellow himself would be guilty of promoting such effusions, at least 
by allusion. Published in two volumes between 1833 and 1834, Outre-mer was a 
collection of travel narratives modeled on Washington Irving’s Sketch Book, in 
which Longfellow recounted his impressions of various European cities. Yet 
instead of relating the more personal and sometimes embarrassing experiences that 
he would tell his mother and close friends, he adverted to oft-repeated anecdotes 
and clichéd references to Florence and other Italian cities he visited: 
 

Pisa, the melancholy city, with its Leaning Tower, its Campo Santo, its 
bronze-gated cathedral, and its gloomy palaces,—Florence the Fair, with 
its magnificent Duomo, its gallery of ancient art, its gardens, its gay 
society, and its delightful environs,—Fiesole, Camaldoli, Vallombrosa, and 
the luxuriant Val d’Arno;—these have been so often and so beautifully 
described by others, that I need not repeat the twice-told tale (Complete 
Writings 7: 274). 

                                                           
6 Pierpont 38: “On Arno’s bosom, as he calmly flows, / And his cool arms round 
Vallombrosa throws, / Rolling his crystal tide through classick vales, / Alone—at night,—
the Italian boatman sails. / High o’er Mont Alto walks, in maiden pride, / Night’s queen:—
he sees her image on that tide, / Now, ride the wave that curls its infant crest.” The first 
edition was printed for the author in Baltimore in 1816. It seems more likely, however, that 
Longfellow would have had access to the later edition published in Boston. 
7 Longfellow, Letters 1: 253. 
8 Longfellow, Letters 1: 253. An acquaintance of Longfellow’s from Portland, Oliver K. 
Barrell, was a lawyer’s clerk and later Congressman from Maine. According to Longfellow, 
Letters 1: 253n3, Longfellow had made reference in a letter to his father in November 1827 
to a prospectus that Barrell had issued for “a new paper to be called the State Banner.” See 
also Longfellow, letter to Patrick Greenleaf, 23 Oct. 1826, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 107, 
for an allusion to Longfellow’s falling out with Barrell. See also Longfellow, Letters 1: 
256n3, for a reference to a prospectus that Oliver had issued for a new newspaper to be 
called the State Banner. 
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The travelogue nevertheless met with some success and was reprinted in New York 
by Harper & Brothers in 1835. Nathaniel Hawthorne, a former classmate at 
Bowdoin, apparently enjoyed the work so much that he sent Longfellow a copy of 
his own collection of short stories, Twice-told Tales,9 and perhaps had him in mind 
when he granted the volumes their title. Indeed Outre-mer, along with his early 
translations of selected cantos from Dante’s Purgatorio included in his 1839 
anthology Voices of the Night,10 earned Longfellow the reputation of being 
one of America’s foremost connoisseurs of Italy and effusive praise from 
acquaintances like George Stillman Hillard, who wrote to him while 
sojourning in Rome in 1848: 
 

I have thought of you often since I have been in this bel paese dove il sì 
suona. Your fine organization and poetical genius make you a sort of Italy 
among human beings. Many a time when I have seen the sun go down in a 
haze of “vaporous amethyst” have I been reminded of you and the poet’s 
privilege to fling over this working world the purple light of imagination.11 

 
That Hillard would quote a poetic metaphor from Shelley’s “Euganean Hills” as if 
it had been Longfellow’s invention shows just how strong Longfellow’s 
identification with Italy had become by the mid-century. 
 
Tuscan Distaste 
 
Yet oddly enough, Longfellow had avoided Italy during the nearly two years he 
spent in Europe in 1835-1836 and the third, shorter visit he made to the continent 
in 1842. The main destination for both of those voyages, as for his first, was 
Germany, where he had hoped to master, and did, the language of that country and 
its literature while imbuing the studious atmosphere of its renowned universities at 
Heidelberg and Göttingen. In fact, as additional letters to his family during his first 
excursion reveal, Italy, and particularly Florence, was included in his itinerary 
primarily to afford him a warmer European winter. 
                                                           
9 See Mellow 78-79 and Miller 120. Hawthorne’s Twice-told Tales was published in 1837. 
10 Voices of the Night contained Longfellow’s verse translations from Purgatorio, which he 
respectively titled, “The Celestial Pilot” (from Purg. 2; 99-101), “The Terrestrial Paradise” 
(from Purg. 18; 102-104), and “Beatrice” (from Purg. 30 and 31; 108). These were 
included, along with Longfellow’s translation of Francesca’s monologue from Inf. 5, based 
on Guido Guinicelli’s “Fuoco d’ Amore in gentil cor s’ apprende,” among his selection of 
translations of more than a hundred Italian poems from the thirteenth century onward in 
Poets and Poetry of Europe. Interestingly, Longfellow chose not to include “Mezzo 
Cammin,” a sonnet with obvious reference to Dante that he wrote during his sojourn in 
Germany in 1842, in his collection The Belfry of Bruges and Other Poems; it was published 
for the first time only posthumously in Longfellow, Life 1: 404. 
11 George Stillman Hillard, letter to Longfellow, 12 Jan.1848, in Longfellow, Life 2: 107-
109. The reference to “vaporous amethyst” is from Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Euganean 
Hills,” which Longfellow included in his later anthology Poems of Places 1: 116-119. 
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Longfellow nevertheless also hoped to learn something of the Italian 
language between passing from Spain, which enamored him with its mystical 
Alhambra, and proceeding northward to Switzerland and over the Alps into 
Germany. In a second letter to his mother that he enclosed with the one quoted 
earlier, Longfellow recounted: 
 

I shall stay but a few days longer in Florence. I feel anxious to get into 
Germany; at least as much so as I do to see Rome and Naples. I must 
confess it, I am travelling through Italy without any enthusiasm, and with 
just curiosity enough to keep me awake. I feel no excitement, nothing of 
that romantic feeling which everybody else has, or pretends to have. The 
fact is, I am homesick for Spain. I want to go back there again. The 
recollection of it completely ruins Italy for me. Next to going home, let me 
go to Spain!12 

 
Once he got settled in Rome, he explained to her further: 
 

I remained in Florence but a month. The fact was, I disliked very much the 
sound of the Tuscan pronunciation. I got quite out of humor with the 
language, and concluded that I would not give further attention to 
speaking, but would make my way through Italy with the little I had 
acquired, and be contented with reading.13 

 
Despite his distaste upon first hearing the Tuscan dialect, Longfellow quickly came 
to appreciate its more stringent grammatical adherence, as he wrote to his father.14 
He also began reading Dante’s Commedia in the original, having received a copy 
of a pocket-size edition as a gift from his close friend and sometime traveling 
companion George Washington Greene following his arrival in Rome in April 
1828.15 As we shall soon see, it was most likely Longfellow’s intensive study and 
translation of Dante’s Commedia that would eventually attune his ear to the 
Florentine tongue, and an opportunity to return to the Poet’s native city that would 
open his eyes again to its fair beauty. 
 

                                                           
12 Longfellow, letter to Zilpah Longfellow, 23 Jan. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 255. See 
also Longfellow, Life 1: 134: “Visited for the last time the Alhambra and the valley of the 
Darro and took a last lingering look of those scenes of romance, which I thought I could 
gaze on forever.” Quoted in Thompson 117. 
13 Longfellow, letter to Zilpah Longfellow, 26 Mar. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 256. 
14 Longfellow, letter to Stephen Longfellow, 13 Jan. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 249. 
15 Greene presented Longfellow with a copy of Alighieri 1820. The three-volume set is 
preserved at Longfellow House–Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow Family Papers Collection (LONG 27930), Series XVII, Separated 
Materials; Subseries 7, Literary Career, Box 57. For further details, see Dupont 7-9 and 
Dana 225-227. 
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Biblio-tourism 
 
During his most earnest years of translating Dante following the tragic accidental 
death of his beloved wife Fanny in 1861, Longfellow also produced another 
collection of verse drawn from the literatures of many nations. Tales of a Wayside 
Inn is generally regarded as an imitation of the Canterbury Tales but probably 
owes more to Chaucer’s principal source. One of Longfellow’s twenty-two tales is, 
in fact, an adept rendition in verse of Boccaccio’s story of Ser Federigo and his 
falcon, the ninth novella from the fifth day of the Decameron. Florence provides 
the literal backdrop for the drama, and Longfellow paints it in simple yet vivid and 
poignant detail—a much more compelling and accomplished portrait than his 
sophomoric “Italian Scenery”: 
 

One summer morning, when the sun was hot, 
Weary with labor in his garden-plot, 
On a rude bench beneath his cottage eaves, 
Ser Federigo sat among the leaves 
Of a huge vine, that, with its arms outspread, 
Hung its delicious clusters overhead. 
Below him, through the lovely valley, flowed 
The river Arno, like a winding road, 
And from its banks were lifted high in air 
The spires and roofs of Florence called the Fair; 
To him a marble tomb, that rose above 
His wasted fortunes and his buried love.16 
 

The narrative, set in a lulling iambic pentameter rhyme, is recited by the Student, 
who is said to be modeled upon Henry Ware Wales, a Harvard scholar and 
bibliophile who had died some years before at an early age. The description of his 
character, however, might well have been an autobiographical portrayal of 
Longfellow on his youthful expeditions abroad to collect books and languages: 
 

A youth was there, of quiet ways, 
A Student of old books and days, 
To whom all tongues and lands were known, 
And yet a lover of his own; 
With many a social virtue graced, 
And yet a friend of solitude; 
A man of such a genial mood 
The heart of all things he embraced, 

                                                           
16 Longfellow, “The Student’s Tale: The Falcon of Ser Federigo,” from Tales of a Wayside 
Inn, in Longfellow, Complete Writings 4: 31. 
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And yet of such fastidious taste, 
He never found the best too good. 
Books were his passion and delight, 
And in his upper room at home 
Stood many a rare and sumptuous tome, 
In vellum bound, with gold bedight, 
Great volumes garmented in white, 
Recalling Florence, Pisa, Rome.17 
 

In an earlier prose work, Hyperion, A Romance, from 1839, Longfellow had 
likewise invoked Florence topologically via the contents of his bookshelf. At one 
point in a conservation about the vocations of artists and poets, Paul Flemming, the 
young American traveler who stands in for the author, listens as his host, Baron 
von Hohenfels of Heidelberg, explains that “other artists,” by which he intends a 
comparison with scholars, “give themselves up wholly to the study of their art. It 
becomes with them almost religion. For the most part, and in their youth at least, 
they dwell in lands where the whole atmosphere of the soul is beauty; laden with it, 
as the air may be with vapor, till their very nature is saturated with the genius of 
their art. Such, for example, is the artist’s life in Italy” (Complete Writings, 8:74). 
“I agree with you,” Flemming exclaims in response, “and such should be the poet’s 
everywhere; for he has his Rome, his Florence, his whole glowing Italy, within the 
four walls of his library” (8:74). 
 
Final Voyage 
 
Biographers of Longfellow have observed that as he grew older his general 
aversion to travel grew along with him,18 and that he came to prefer “travels by the 
fireside,” as one of his popular lyrics evoke.19 Nevertheless, Longfellow would 
make one final voyage to Europe, his fourth, in 1868-1869, when his fame had 
reached its zenith and he was invited to receive honors from foreign potentates. No 
longer the lone student, he traveled on this occasion with a party of nine family 
members. 
 

                                                           
17 From the “Prelude” to Tales of a Wayside Inn, in Longfellow, Complete Writings 4: 7. 
18 See, for example, Wagenknecht 26, who cites several sources in which Longfellow 
expresses his aversion to travel, especially as he grew older, and Irmscher, Public Poet, 55, 
who similarly remarks that in Longfellow’s later years, “Dreaming about travel had become 
preferable to actually doing it, and metaphor had superseded experience.” 
19 “Travels by the Fireside” was first published in Longfellow, Masque of Pandora. See 
also Dana 260. 
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Figure 1: The Longfellow family in Venice, 1869, photographed by Antonio 
Sorgato. Standing, from left to right, are Longfellow’s brother Samuel, his 
daughter Alice Longfellow, his brother-in-law Thomas Gold Appleton, his son 
Ernest Longfellow and his wife, Harriet Spelman Longfellow. Longfellow is seated 
in the center, framed by his widowed sisters Mary Longfellow Greenleaf, on the 
left, and Anne Longfellow Pierce, on the right. Seated at Longfellow’s feet are his 
daughters Edith and Anne Allegra. 
 
Arriving first in England, he was presented with honorary degrees by both Oxford 
and Cambridge, and was summoned by Queen Victoria for an audience at Windsor 
Castle. In Rome, King Victor Emmanuel II offered Longfellow a religious and 
military order—the Order of SS. Maurizio and Lazzaro—but Longfellow declined, 
considering that it would not be appropriate as an American of mainly Protestant 
and Unitarian persuasion to accept a military and religious decoration from a 
Catholic monarch.20 

He did, however, accept a medal presented by the city of Florence in 
recognition for his translation of Dante’s Commedia, which he had rushed to 
complete so that an advance copy of the first volume could be included in an 
exhibition mounted to celebrate the sixth centenary of the Poet’s birth in 1865.  

 
                                                           
20 See Dana 259. 



62 D
an

te
 IJ

C
C

SE
C

 V
ol

um
e 

4,
 Is

su
e 

1,
  2

01
5 

 
Figure 2: Cabinet card of Longfellow by Giacomo Brogi, Florence, 1869. 
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All told, Longfellow spent about three weeks with his family in Florence, 
sumptuously lodged at the Hotel dell’Arno in a stately room overlooking the river, 
close by the Ponte Vecchio.21 Although he stopped making notes in the pocket 
diary he kept with him after leaving Paris in October, the list of contacts it contains 
for Florence includes the names of several prominent literary figures whom he 
evidently meant to visit, such as the dramatist Francesco Dall’Ongaro, the novelist 
Giulio Carcano, and the poet Contessa Isabella Rossi Gabardi-Brocchi, along with 
expatriates like Hiram Powers and Thomas Adolphus Trollope.22  
 
 
Yet Longfellow grew tired of being constantly engaged and feted, and so looked 
for opportunities to escape from formalities and wander about at his leisure. With a 
teenager’s irreverent delight, he plotted one evening to slip out early from a 
reception to meet his old friend Luigi Monti, upon whom he had modeled the 
Sicilian in Tales of a Wayside Inn, for a moonlight stroll through the streets of 
Florence.23 In his unpublished autobiography, Monti reminisced in detail about 
how Longfellow met him at the appointed hour of ten o’clock and then, taking him 
by the arm, walked with him along the Lungarno and over the Ponte Vecchio, 
where, 
 

leaning on the parapet, and watching the river as it silently glided down 
reflecting in rippling streaks the lights of both shores and the other bridges, 
he said:— “How many times Dante must have crossed this very bridge and 

                                                           
21 In a letter Longfellow sent from his hotel to James Russell Lowell dated 29 Nov. 1868, 
the day of Longfellow’s arrival in Florence, Longfellow described his lodgings as follows: 
“We are sumptuously lodged in a place on the Lung’ Arno, within a stone’s throw of the 
Ponte Vecchio. My bed-room, looking on the river, is thirty three feet by thirty, and high in 
proportion. I feel as if I were sleeping in some public square; that of the Gran Duca, for 
instance, with the David and the Perseus looking at me” (Longfellow, Letters 5: 268-269). 
According to his travel diaries and letters, Longfellow departed for Rome sometime around 
19 Dec. 1868. 
22 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, [Small pocket diary carried by Longfellow on his last 
European tour, May 27, 1868–February 28, 1869], Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 
Collection 1821-1995, Bowdoin College, M112.1.1, folder 103, entries for Friday, January 
31, 1868, and Saturday, February 1, 1869, which Longfellow used to list his contacts for 
Florence. Interestingly, this travel diary, given to Bowdoin in 1969 by alumnus Sumner T. 
Pike, had become separated from all of Longfellow’s others journals and diaries, which 
otherwise remained in the possession of the Trustees of the Longfellow House Trust until 
their transfer to Houghton Library at Harvard University in 1954. 
23 According Irmscher, Public Poet 51, “One of Longfellow’s most faithful friends and 
admirers, the Sicilian Luigi Monti, had met up with the group during their Italian sojourn. 
Deeply involved in the Italian revolution of 1848-1849, Monti (1830-1914) had come to the 
United States as a refugee and worked as an instructor at Harvard from 1854 to 1859. With 
some help from Longfellow, he then secured an appointment as the U.S. consul in Palermo, 
where he served from 1861 until 1873. Longfellow used him as the model for the young 
Sicilian in Tales of the Wayside Inn.” 
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stood on this very spot revolving in his mind the various historical events 
connected with it;—of Taddeo Gaddi who built it, the old broken statue of 
Mars that stood at its head, under which Buondelmonti was murdered, and 
the civil strife between the Guelphs and the Ghibellines which derived 
from it!” 
Thus musingly we lingered a long while, and then slowly returned by 
Oltr’Arno and Ponte St. Trinità to the Hotel, where the ladies had already 
got home and retired.—It was long after midnight!—He looked at me, then 
smiling said:— “How dissipated we have been! How deceitful is this 
bewitching climate of Italy! I do not wonder at your people turning night 
into day!”24 

 
Dantean Bridge 
 
Longfellow evidently enjoyed those hours with Monti in Florence more than all the 
days he had spent in the city during his first visit combined. Returning to them in 
his private thoughts a few years later in the familiar comforts of his home in 
Cambridge, he composed a sonnet he titled “The Old Bridge at Florence”: 
 

Taddeo Gaddi built me. I am old, 
   Five centuries old. I plant my foot of stone 
   Upon the Arno, as St. Michael’s own 
   Was planted on the dragon. Fold by fold 
Beneath me as it struggles. I behold 
   Its glistening scales. Twice hath it overthrown 
   My kindred and companions. Me alone 
   It moveth not, but is by me controlled. 
I can remember when the Medici 
   Were driven from Florence; longer still ago 
   The final wars of Ghibelline and Guelf. 
Florence adorns me with her jewelry; 
   And when I think that Michael Angelo 
   Hath leaned on me, I glory in myself. (Complete Writings 3: 226) 
 

                                                           
24 Luigi Monti, Autobiography of Luigi Monti, the “Young Sicilian” of Longfellow’s “Tales 
of a Wayside Inn,” Gulotta Collection of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, ca. 1759-1940, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University, *2001 M-8, box 1, folder labeled “Autobiography,” 
183-184 (because this is an unprocessed collection, library staff advise that call numbers 
and locations are subject to change). The quoted section is also included in an earlier 
unpublished selection of “Personal Reminiscences of Longfellow” dated 1886, which are 
gathered into a separate folder in the same box. Irmscher, Public Poet 51, reproduces the 
quotation from this earlier version while I have preferred to cite it from the later 
manuscript, which, according to dates that Monti inscribed on the first page, was begun on 
24 Nov. 1897, and resumed on 20 Dec. 1902. The differences between the two versions are 
minor, consisting mainly in punctuation. 
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While composing these verses in November 1874, Longfellow must also have 
returned in his mind to another bridge he memorialized in a poem thirty years 
before, the old wooden bridge that used to span the Charles River south of 
Cambridge. He had traversed it many times as a younger man burdened with heavy 
thoughts about his future, yet not so preoccupied as to ignore the footsteps and 
cares of those who preceded or would follow him on a reminiscently Dantean 
journey: 
 

Yet whenever I cross the river 
  On its bridge with wooden piers, 
Like the odor of brine from the ocean 
  Comes the thought of other years. 
And I think how many thousands 
  Of care-encumbered men, 
Each bearing his burden of sorrow, 
  Have crossed the bridge since then. (Complete Writings 1: 242-243)25 
 

The bridges in both poems stand as witnesses to the progress of human events 
transpiring through the ages. Yet, while in the earlier poem Longfellow frames 
himself as the narrator, in the later it is the bridge that speaks. Perhaps reflecting on 
this notion, Longfellow gave the Ponte Vecchio a more pointedly native voice by 
translating his sonnet into Italian: 
 

Gaddi mi fece; il Ponte Vecchio sono; 
  Cinquecent’ anni già sull’ Arno pianto 
   Il piede, come il suo Michele Santo 
   Piantò sul draco. Mentre ch’ io ragiono 
Lo vedo torcere con flebil suono 
   Le rilucenti scaglie. Ha questi affranto 
   Due volte i miei maggior. Me solo intanto 
   Neppure muove, ed io non l’ abbandono. 
Io mi rammento quando fur cacciati 
   I Medici; pur quando Ghibellino 
   E Guelfo fecer pace mi rammento. 
   Fiorenza i suoi giojelli m’ ha prestati; 
E quando penso ch’ Agnolo il divino 
Su me posava, insuperbir mi sento. (Complete Writings 3: 227) 

                                                           
25 The eleventh and twelfth stanzas from “The Bridge.” The reader cannot help but hear 
echoes of Inf. 3: 55-57 as Longfellow would later translate the lines: “And after it there 
came so long a train / Of people, that I ne’er would have believed / That ever Death so 
many had undone.” 
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Figure 3: Longfellow’s manuscript of Il Ponte Vecchio di Firenze, November 26, 
1874. Several erasures and changes can be discerned in the penciled draft. 
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In these lines, and in every line, we hear the Tuscan dialect that the young 
Longfellow had disparaged, though not precisely as he heard it clamoring on the 
streets of Florence but rather as he had become accustomed to Dante intoning it in 
his cantos—his “medieval miracle of song,” as Longfellow referred to the 
Commedia in one of the sonnets he included as prefaces to his translation.26 

To mention a few examples: Longfellow, like Dante, refers to Florence as 
Fiorenza rather than Firenze, and prefers an archaic spelling for gioielli in the same 
line. Likewise Longfellow’s use of odd words, very rare in the corpus of early 
Italian literature, like flebil27 and insuperbir,28 show both how erudite and abstruse 
was his attention to linguistic matters and how far he was willing to go in trying to 
create imitative speech. In perhaps another nod to Dante, he prefers draco to drago 
when referring to that ancient serpent, the Devil, that St. Michael the Archangel 
conquered and put down beneath his foot.29 The dragon’s scales are described as 
rilucenti, an adjective more commonly used in medieval than modern Italian, and 
one which Dante used to describe Beatrice’s eyes in Purgatorio.30 Longfellow 
employs the decidedly Tuscan verb rammentarsi, which occurs four times in the 
Dantean corpus, and perhaps in another intentionally Dantean echo puts ragiono 
and abbandono in rhyming positions, as in a well-known tercet from the second 
canto of Inferno.31 Even his contraction of the auxiliary furono in fur cacciati 
seems to betray a deliberate resonance with the occurrence of the same verbal 
construction in Inferno 10.32 

Dante is thus everywhere present in the poem through textual 
reverberations, yet curiously displaced from the bridge where Longfellow stood 
musing to Monti about the many times he must have crossed it—displaced and 
substituted. Did Longfellow only later come to realize that the Ponte Vecchio that 

                                                           
26 The quoted phrase, “medieval miracle of song,” is that last line of the fourth in a series of 
four sonnets published by Longfellow in The Atlantic Monthly in December 1864, and July, 
September, and November 1866, under the general heading “On Translating the Divina 
commedia” (see The Atlantic Monthly 18 (Nov. 1866): 544); the first line reads: “How 
strange the sculptures that adorn these towers!” Longfellow included this sonnet as the 
second of two that he positioned a prefaces to the first public edition of his translation of 
Inferno, published in Boston by Ticknor and Fields in 1867. For a discussion of the 
composition of the sonnets, see Dana 241-245. 
27 Livy, 6: 144: “il compianto loro e le voci flebili incontanente gli occhi di tutti gli uomini 
in loro convertirono,” and 6: 405: “dinanzi al tribunale con flebile romore in terra si posero 
a sedere.” 
28 Anonimo Genovese 608: “poi ti mesteso dei punir, / chi presumasti insuperbir.” 
29 Cf. Inf. 25: 22-24: “Sovra le spalle, dietro da la coppa, / con l’aali aperte li giacea un 
draco; / e quello affuoca qualunque s’intoppa.” 
30 Purg. 31: 118-120: “Mille disiri più che fiamma caldi / strinsermi li occhi a li occhi 
rilucenti, / che pur sopra ’l grifone stavan saldi.” 
31 Inf. 2: 34-36: “Per che, se del venire io m’abbandono, / temo che la venuta non sia folle. / 
Se’ savio; intendi me’ ch’i’ non ragiono.” 
32 Inf. 10: 49-51: “‘S’ei fur cacciati, ei tornar d’ogne parte,’ / rispuos’ io lui, “l’una e l’altra 
fïata; / ma i vostri non appreser ben quell’ arte.’” 
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he knew and that we know today was rebuilt by Taddeo Gaddi, or whoever the 
actual architect may have been, almost a dozen years after the bridge that Dante 
used to cross had been destroyed by one of the Arno’s more devastating floods in 
1333, which is to say another dozen years after the Poet’s death?33 Perhaps 
Longfellow wanted to ensure historical as well as linguistic authenticity. Such an 
instinct and motive seem plausible considering that he purposefully assembled an 
extensive set of textual notes for the public editions of his translation of the 
Commedia along with an appendix of what he called “illustrations,” being a series 
of excerpts from various sources, such as Giovanni Villani’s chronicle of 
Florentine history, which he selected in order to help the reader better understand 
the political, literary, and intellectual contexts in which Dante labored.34 Yet there 
may be another reason why he replaced the figure of Dante on the bridge with that 
other supremely famous Florentine artist, Michelangelo. 
 
Michael Angelo 
 
Around the same time that Longfellow composed his sonnet in its English and 
Italian versions, he was also occupying himself with translating several sonnets and 
a canzone by Michelangelo.35 Moreover, he was engaged with a more ambitious 
project to write a dramatic poem based on Buonarroti’s life. Although he never 
finished it to his satisfaction, it was edited and published two years after his death, 
in 1883.36 Michael Angelo opens with a fictionalized dialogue between the 
poet Vittoria Colonna and her younger contemporary Giulia Gonzaga. 
Colonna figures, of course, for her passionate involvement with 
Michelangelo, while Gonzaga is introduced on account of her romantic 
interest in Ippolito de’ Medici, who formerly ruled Florence on behalf of his 
cousin Pope Clement VII. 

                                                           
33 Vasari (180-181) credited Gaddi with having rebuilt the Ponte Vecchio. Modern scholars, 
however, generally attribute the reconstruction to Neri di Fioravante. 
34 Following the printing of a small private edition of ten copies, the first public edition of 
Longfellow’s translation of the Commedia was issued by the Boston publisher Ticknor and 
Fields in 1867. This edition included a series of eighteen “Illustrations,” the second of 
which was an excerpt from a translation of Villani’s Nuova cronica. Additional notes and 
illustrations from Longfellow’s unpublished manuscripts were incorporated into the 
corresponding volumes of the posthumous collection of his writings published by 
Houghton Mifflin in 1886; see “A Note on the Text,” in Alighieri, Inferno xxv. Regarding 
the publication history of Longfellow’s translation of the Commedia, see Verduin, 
especially 29-35. 
35 Longfellow included his translations of Michelangelo’s sonnets (seven in all) and 
canzone in Kéramos, and Other Poems. 
36 The edited fragment was initially serialized in the January, February, and March 1883 
issues of The Atlantic Monthly and then later in the year published in single volume with 
illustrations, Michael Angelo: A Dramatic Poem. It was also included in Longfellow, 
Complete Writings 6; subsequent references will be to the collected edition. 
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As a historical sidenote, the citizens of Florence had seized the opportunity 
afforded by the turmoil following the sack of Rome in 1527 to establish a republic. 
Michelangelo returned from exile to design fortifications to defend the city against 
the attempts of Clement and Emperor Charles V to reclaim it, which they 
eventually did following a lengthy siege. Clement then installed Ippolito’s half-
brother Alessandro as duke and created Ippolito a cardinal, quickly dispatching him 
as a legate in order to remove the possibility of his becoming a competing 
influence. Unchallenged and unchecked, Alessandro turned cruel in his oppression 
of the liberal Florentine populace and the free expression of its arts and ideals. In 
her attempts to convince Vittoria that her love for Ippolito is justified, 
notwithstanding his divine vocation, Giulia explains that in addition to his being a 
“poet, a musician, and a scholar,” 
 

                           In Rome his palace 
Is the asylum of all men distinguished 
In art or science, and all Florentines 
Escaping from the tyranny of his cousin, Duke Alessandro. (Complete 
Writings 6: 17) 

 
Figure 4: Fragment from Longfellow’s collection of draft notes for Michael 
Angelo. Longfellow reworked this passage into a dialogue between Ippolito de’ 
Medici and Jacopo Nardi. 
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Although not among those Florentines lodged with Ippolito, Michelangelo 
has likewise abandoned their beloved city and returned to Rome to labor on his 
papal commissions. 

In a later scene in the first act, Jacopo Nardi, who is described as a “brave 
soul” and the “best and noblest” of the Fuorusciti37—the band of exiles from 
Florence—visits Ippolito to complain about Alessandro’s political repression and 
immorality: 
 

He walks the streets at night 
With revellers, insulting honest men. 
No house is sacred from his lusts. The convents 
Are turned by him to brothels, and the honor 
Of woman and all ancient pious customs 
Are quite forgotten now. The offices 
Of the Priori and Gonfalonieri 
Have been abolished. All the magistrates 
Are now his creatures. Liberty is dead. 
The very memory of all honest living 
Is wiped away, and even our Tuscan tongue 
Corrupted to a Lombard dialect. (Complete Writings 6: 35-36) 
 
Considering Longfellow’s mature appreciation of the linguistic pride felt 

by Dante’s heirs, it is not surprising that he frames Jacopo’s lament to culminate 
with a remark on its perversion. Jacopo despairs, but Ippolito tells him that he will 
leave the next morning to plead the city’s cause with the emperor. He dies en route, 
however—allegedly of malaria though more likely by poison at the behest of 
Alessandro. Vittoria goes to comfort the bereaved Giulia, while Michelangelo, 
waiting for her return, opens the second act with a soliloquy that reveals his 
conflicted feelings about his enforced refuge in Rome: 
 

                                  No one born in Rome, 
Can live elsewhere; but he must pine for Rome, 
And must return to it. I, who am born 
And bred a Tuscan and a Florentine, 
Feel the attraction, and I linger here 
As if I were a pebble in the pavement 
Trodden by priestly feet. This I endure, 
Because I breathe in Rome an atmosphere 
Heavy with odors of the laurel leaves 
That crowned great heroes of the sword and pen, 
In ages past. I feel myself exalted 

                                                           
37 In making reference to the “fuorusciti,” it is possible that Longfellow had in mind the 
comical opera I fuorusciti di Firenze by the Italian composer Ferdinando Paër based on a 
libretto by Angelo Anelli, which was first performed and published in Dresden in 1802. 
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To walk the streets in which a Virgil walked, 
Or Trajan rode in triumph; but far more, 
And most of all, because the great Colonna 
Breathes the same air I breathe, and is to me 
An inspiration. (Complete Writings 6: 71) 

 
Later in the drama—as in history—Alessandro is murdered and Cosimo I 

assumes control of Florence for the Medici clan. At this point, fellow Florentine-
born artist Benvenuto Cellini comes to Michelangelo to persuade him to return to 
their native city, claiming that Cosimo wants to make him one of his senators. 
Michelangelo welcomes him, but proceeds to vent his skepticism and resignation: 
 

                                                Since Florence 
Was changed by Clement Seventh from a Republic 
Into a Dukedom, I no longer wish 
To be a Florentine. That dream is ended. 
The Grand Duke Cosimo now reigns supreme; 
All liberty is dead. Ah, woe is me! 
I hoped to see my country rise to heights 
Of happiness and freedom yet unreached 
By other nations, but the climbing wave 
Pauses, lets go its hold, and slides again 
Back to the common level, with a hoarse 
Death-rattle in its throat. I am too old 
To hope for better days. I will stay here 
And die in Rome. (Complete Writings 6: 141) 

 
Longfellow’s commentators have tended to see a close autobiographical 

association between Longfellow and his subject. Some call attention to 
Longfellow’s preoccupation with his old age and the legacy he would leave, much 
like his Michelangelo, who wonders at one point: 
 

How will men speak of me when I am gone, 
When all this colorless, sad life is ended, 
And I am dust? They will remember only 
The wrinkled forehead, the marred countenance, 
The rudeness of my speech, and my rough manners, 
And never dream that underneath them all 
There was a woman's heart of tenderness; 
They will not know the secret of my life, 
Locked up in silence, or but vaguely hinted 
In uncouth rhymes, that may perchance survive 
Some little space in memories of men! 
Each one performs his lifework, and then leaves it; 
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Those that come after him will estimate 
His influence on the age in which he lived. (Complete Writings 6: 96-97) 
 

Other interpreters, like Christoph Irmscher, prefer to draw out the contrasts, 
pointing to evidence that shows that Longfellow was not nearly so coarse and bitter 
as his portrayal of Michelangelo and that he was far more satisfied with his own 
artistic workmanship (Longfellow Redux 138-139).38  

Here, too, the confluence of textual and autobiographical elements may 
bring yet one more comparative dimension into view. When Longfellow visited in 
1868-1869, Florence was still serving as the capital of the recently united Kingdom 
of Italy. Although he eschewed political involvement, Longfellow nevertheless 
held deep beliefs about individual freedom and self-determination. With his close 
friends and fellow Dantists, James Russell Lowell and Charles Eliot Norton, he 
rejoiced at the prospect of a unified Italian peninsula, liberated from Austrian rule 
on the one hand and Papal control on the other. By the time Longfellow set to work 
upon his dramatic dialogue in 1872, Pius IX had declared himself a prisoner of the 
Vatican and the Italian capital had been transferred to Rome. Might we therefore 
read Michael Angelo less as a bitter lament and more as a hidden portent of 
Longfellow’s own republican hopes for Florence and for Italy—hopes that might 
yet be realized under a constitutional monarchy with a new seat in Rome? 
 
Florentine Renaissance 
 
Might we also ask, in a similar vein, whether Michael Angelo might represent the 
culmination of a lifelong transformation in Longfellow’s attitude toward Florence? 
We observed that Longfellow’s initial visit to the city as a young man had 
disabused his poetic fantasies regarding its celebrated river and countrymen. Yet 
when he returned years later as an older man and the famous American translator 
of Dante’s epic verse, he became immersed in deeper and more potent musings 
about the city’s character and historical significance, as evidenced by Luigi 
Monti’s recollection of their moonlight walk together along the Arno and across 
the Ponte Vecchio. 

Indeed, Monti’s memoir offers valuable guidance on how to read “The Old 
Bridge at Florence” and other poems in which Longfellow portrays historical 
places and figures. As Monti’s account clearly shows, Longfellow was enraptured 
by the notion of standing precisely where Dante had once stood and from that 
vantage probing what might have been Dante’s own thoughts. Indeed, the more I 
read Longfellow’s poetry, the more I am persuaded that he sometimes employed 
his writing craft the way some of his contemporaries would conduct a séance to 
bring some past personage into the present and bid him speak. In so doing, 
Longfellow would interweave the past through a present moment of consciousness, 

                                                           
38 Irmscher cites William Charvat as an example of a critic who finds an autobiographical 
identification between Longfellow and Michelangelo as his subject (see Charvat 106-54, 
especially 134, 149, and 152-153). 
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whether his own as author or that of his readers. Moreover, as the personas of the 
Ponte Vecchio and the old bridge over the Charles River suggest, Longfellow 
occasionally would aim at gathering the entire history of a place into a single 
instance of consciousness so that the reader might understand and experience life 
as a continual flow of interconnected episodes. Through the agency of poetic verse, 
which can aid reflective engagement by modulating time into measured beats 
designed to attune the reader’s temporal consciousness to that of its subject, 
Longfellow enjoined the mode of imaginative sympathy common to the aesthetic 
of his era. 
Longfellow kept the manuscript of Michael Angelo near at hand in the drawer of 
his writing desk so that he might work on it at his leisure, though dated notes on 
some of the pages seem to indicate that he did not return to the project after 1874. 
He continued to write new poems and to publish them in collections that bore the 
titles of their featured verses: The Masque of Pandora and Other Poems (1875), 
which included the “Old Bridge at Florence” and its translation, and Kéramos and 
Other Poems (1878), which incorporated his translations of Michelangelo’s 
sonnets and canzone along with an ode of his own to Vittoria Colonna. Yet during 
what would be the final years of his life, Longfellow devoted perhaps the largest 
portion of his energies to editing his ambitious and massive anthology Poems of 
Places, which appeared in thirty-one volumes between 1876 and 1879. 

Poems of Places would seem to reprise on a grander scale Longfellow’s 
1845 collection, The Poets and Poetry of Europe, but in concept as well as extent it 
embodies something more. Its very title appears poised to evoke the kinds of 
considerations that launched our present study: to what degree can a city like 
Florence claim a privileged place among the many cities of Europe or the world 
while it seems the stage has been set for them all to vie against one another, with 
the tensions between Florence and Rome that we observed in Longfellow’s 
treatment of Michelangelo providing just a singular example? 

With Longfellow, however, we have also observed that the dominant motif 
is not one of tension but rather of layering. Places, people and events all profile 
themselves in and through moments in time. There is furthermore no privileged 
center in time or geography, but only the particular intersections of biographical 
and textual elements that comprise the verses Longfellow presents us, and the 
experiences summoned by their reading. 

Certainly there is more in Longfellow’s mature poetry to meet the eye and 
ear than dark trees bending calmly over a silent river. There is a bridge that can 
lead us through Longfellow’s life and writings into a deeper appreciation of the 
Florence of Dante’s time, of Michelangelo’s time, the nineteenth century, and our 
own.39 

                                                           
39 See Irmscher, who reflecting on The Old Bridge at Florence, comments: “On a 
superficial level, Longfellow’s decision to make a bridge the speaker of the poem reflects, 
of course, an old man’s desire for permanence, for victory over the vicissitude of life, 
represented by the dragon with its glistening scales. But especially when we take into 
account the bilingual existence of the poem, another symbolic implication becomes even 
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