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DANTE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

-an introductory essay- 

 

 

 

Stephen Prickett1 

Adina Ciugureanu2 

  

 

 

The Argentinian writer Jorge Luis Borges once commented that 

 

Shakespeare's work has been progressively enriched by the generations of its readers.  

Undoubtedly Coleridge, Hazlitt, Goethe, Heine, Bradley, and Hugo have all enriched 

Shakespeare's work, and it will undoubtedly be read in another way by readers to come.  

Perhaps this is one possible definition of the work of genius: a book of genius is a book 

that can be read in a slightly or very different way by each generation.  This is what 

happened with the Bible. Someone has compared the Bible to a musical instrument that 

can be tuned infinitely. (473) 

 

For Borges, a writer of genius, such as Shakespeare, is one whose original work comes down 

to us through time like some vast literary snowball, gathering to itself an accretion of 

commentary, exposition, imitation, and controversy, so that not merely does our idea of 

‘Shakespeare’ change and develop through the centuries following his death and the 

publication of his plays, but it grows constantly as it gathers new material, and (to shift the 

metaphor) sends out ripples across the whole of subsequent literature.    

Dante clearly falls into this same category – but with one significant difference.  As a 

number of historians have pointed out, the concept of the ‘Renaissance’ as a way of describing 

Italy from the fourteenth to the sixteenth century is essentially a nineteenth century idea.  By 

and large, the English-speaking world looks at early modern Italy through nineteenth-century 

spectacles. It is not unique in this – many other European countries do the same. Not 

incidentally, the current cult of Dante – in commentaries, translations, illustrations, and a host 

of literary references – belongs to the same period and the same matrix.  It is significant that 

while Dante’s fame had reached England at least by the time of Chaucer (the first English 

writer to mention him) his works themselves remained largely untranslated until almost the 

nineteenth century. In 1785 Henry Boyd, an Irish clergyman, had produced a translation of The 

Inferno, following that up in 1802 with three volumes of an English verse translation of the 

whole Divine Comedy, with preliminary essays, notes, and illustrations. Though published in 

Dublin, copies of both these editions were clearly available in London (Blake had read Boyd’s 

Inferno by 1800), but it is not clear how widely they circulated. Hard on the heels of this came 

Francis Carey’s English translation of the Divine Comedy, which appeared between 1805 and 

1814.  Thereafter it is astonishing how quickly references to Dante – especially to the Inferno 

– permeate the whole of English literature, and have become almost a cliché by mid-century. 

This is the more remarkable, in that the publication of Carey’s Inferno in 1805 was received 

with such indifference by the public and, perhaps, in a market already supposedly saturated by 

Boyd, presented such apparent financial risk, that the publisher insisted that the unfortunate 

translator should personally indemnify him against any losses incurred by the full translation 

of the Comedy in 1814. 

                                                           
1 Regius Professor Emeritus of English, Glasgow University, Honorary Professor, University of Kent at 

Canterbury, UK. 
2 Ovidius University, Constanta.  
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Nevertheless, within a very few years it is clear that Dante had become little short of a 

cult figure in literary circles.  Coleridge was making notes on Dante as early as 1804, when he 

visited Italy and spent some time in Malta, and his references increase markedly in the 1820s.  

Both Byron and Keats were inspired by the story of Paolo and Francesca. The former made his 

own translation of Francesca’s speech, and used extracts from it as epigraphs to cantos of The 

Corsair. He even planned to write a tragedy about the fate of the two lovers. From a slightly 

different angle, Keats, in early 1819, produced a sonnet entitled ‘A Dream: After Reading 

Dante's Episode of Paulo and Francesca’. 

These responses, however, seem to have been as nothing to that of Blake – who, as we 

have mentioned, had read Henry Boyd’s 1785 verse translation of the Inferno as early as 1800, 

and who was, famously, commissioned by John Linnell to illustrate the Divine Comedy in 

1824. No less than 102 pictures were wholly or partially completed before his death in 1827. 

Many of these are almost as well-known as Dante himself today. But Blake, like Dante, was 

hardly part of the mainstream English literary culture of the early century. The sales of his 

poetry and prophetic books could be numbered in tens rather than hundreds, and, apart from a 

small coterie of ‘disciples’ (of whom Linnell was one), his paintings had also been largely 

ignored.  Coleridge, who was as well informed as anyone on contemporary culture, had, it 

seems, never heard of him when he first came across Songs of Innocence and Experience in 

the early 1820s. In retrospect, one might even argue that more than any other factor, it was 

Blake’s discovery of Dante that, within a hundred years of his death, was to turn him from an 

eccentric unknown on the very fringes of the literary world into an iconic British and 

international artist. 

Certainly, the nineteenth century discovery of Dante, and his subsequent incorporation 

into mainstream art and literature was to change the whole development of the literary and 

pictorial sensibility not merely of the English-speaking world, but of much of Europe. This 

was as much a visual as a literary development. If it is hard to imagine Blake without Dante, it 

is even harder to imagine the Pre-Raphaelites without the man who was in many ways their 

patron saint: Dante Gabriel Rossetti. When in 1828 the immigrant Italians, Gabriele Pasquale 

Giuseppe Rossetti and his wife Frances Polidori named their son Dante Gabriel, they were not 

merely making a patriotic gesture towards the culture they had left, but also riding the crest of 

a wave of Dante appreciation in their adopted country, which, if not quite on the scale of the 

Byron mania that has swept Europe in the years before his death, was perhaps comparable 

with the new-found German passion for Shakespeare, and certainly unique in the previous 

history of English literature. 

Nor was the new enthusiasm for Dante just a literary phenomenon. Though the 

imagery, passion, and breadth of vision displayed in the Divine Comedy can all be seen to 

chime in with the mood of high romanticism, at its core lay a no less powerful religious 

dimension. The second quarter of the nineteenth century, remarkable for many things, was 

remarkable also for a strong religious revival.  It took varied forms, from the evangelicalism of 

the Clapham Sect to the high church revival of the Oxford Movement, or ‘Tractarians’, of 

1833.  More surprisingly, perhaps, despite the often-furious clashes of the various Church 

‘parties’, and conflicts between Anglican and Nonconformist groups, toleration for Roman 

Catholics was slowly on the increase. Whether this was related to the Catholic Emancipation 

Act of 1829 – with the subsequent election of a substantial body of Irish Catholics in 1832 – 

must be a matter for speculation, but novels like Charlotte Brontë’s Villette (1853) show a new 

sympathy for Continental Catholicism, while Carlyle’s Past and Present (1843) or Disraeli’s 

Sybil (1845), display a romantic interest in the aims and ideals of pre-Reformation England, 

which even the fanatical anti-Catholicism of Charles Kingsley’s Hypatia (1853) could not 

dissipate. Even if much of this was little more than an aesthetic nostalgia, there was at its core 

a powerful revulsion against the materialism and sheer ugliness of the new industrialism that 

had been brilliantly captured by Augustus Welby Pugin’s book, Contrasts (1836) which 

dramatically juxtaposed the Christian ideals of an (admittedly) idealized mediaeval England 

with the sooty excrescences of contemporary capitalism.   

Yet even granted a slightly more favourable emotional climate, it is easy to pass over 

the sheer oddity of the fact that a religious system as rigid, as uncompromising, and as out of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gabriele_Rossetti
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gabriele_Rossetti
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frances_Polidori
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tune with the growing liberalism of the time as Dante’s should have been taken so seriously, at 

whatever level, by so many of the leading minds of the period, from Disraeli, the Anglican 

Jew, to Mrs Humphry Ward, the ultra-liberal author of the best-selling novel of faith and 

doubt, Robert Elsmere (1888). 

Frequently, of course, religious revival had brought with it an increased belief in Hell.  

Much of this finds expression in the popular literature of the day.  Children were a common 

target. The Reverend Joseph Furniss, an appropriately-named Catholic Redemptionist Father, 

has his own warning for bad children:  

 

The little child is in the red-hot oven.  Hear how it screams to come out; see how it turns 

and twists itself about in the fire.  It beats its head against the roof of the oven.  It stamps 

its little feet upon the floor…  God was very good to this little child.  Very likely God 

saw that it would get worse and worse and never repent and so it would have been 

punished more severely in hell.  So God in its mercy called it out of the world in early 

childhood. (172)  

 

The Catholic Encyclopaedia estimates that, beginning in 1847, something like four million 

copies of Furniss’s tracts were sold in English-speaking countries throughout the world.   Nor 

did the Tractarians take Hell any less seriously.  In 1864 Pusey wrote to his colleague Henry 

Liddon: 

 

I sure that nothing will keep men from the present pleasures of sin, but the love of God 

and the fear of Hell; and that the fear of Hell drives people back to God… (112) 

 

But strong though the theoretical attractions of Hell certainly were in some quarters – no doubt 

backed by what has been called ‘the pornography of violence’ – there were other aspects of 

Dante’s religion with even wider appeal. In the last resort, most of the tortures of Hell, because 

eternal, are essentially non-realistic. But other aspects of the narrative were as realistic to the 

Victorians as they were to Italy in the thirteenth century. The Divine Comedy, after all, 

contains some of the world’s greatest love stories.  If that of Paolo and Francesca moved a 

long line of artists and poets from Byron and Keats to the Pre-Raphaelites, others found 

themselves irresistibly drawn towards the grand over-arching narrative of the poem itself: that 

of Dante and Beatrice. Here was a love-affair that really did fulfill the Victorian dream of 

transcending life and death, within a theological and symbolic framework that excluded both 

the sinister world of Browning’s ‘Mr Sludge the Medium’, and the kind of mawkish 

sentimentality to which nineteenth-century literature was too often prone.  

Allied with this was the nineteenth-century idea of Dante himself, not just as the 

transcendent lover of Beatrice, but also as the exile: the yearner, the dreamer, and the 

visionary.  Throughout Victorian literature there runs a network of half-quotes, concealed 

references, and sly-allusions to him or to the Divine Comedy only there, as it were, for the 

initiated. Take for instance, Charles Dickens’s reference to Dante in Pictures from Italy 

(1846), when he alludes to Dante bringing a stool in public “the Stone of Dante” and to “little 

Beatrice” (11), or his echoing Dante’s warning inscription above the gate of the Inferno “All 

hope abandon ye who enter here” (Cary, The Divine Comedy) when the narrator of Bleak 

House (1851-1853) warns the reader: “Suffer any wrong that can be done you, rather than 

come here!” (4).  

Take also for instance, the ending of the Water Babies, by that staunchest of Protestants, 

Charles Kingsley. Here Darwin blends almost seamlessly into Dante. Mother Carey, who at 

some moments seems to be an evolutionary life-force, now reveals herself as both the loving 

Mrs Doasyouwouldbedoneby, and the formidably minatory Mrs Bedonebyasyoudid, not to 

mention the Irishwoman and the Queen of the Fairies, finally shows her true nature to Tom 

and Ellie: 

 

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

into every hue, as the light changes in a diamond. 

     ‘Now read my name,’ said she at last. 

      And her eyes flashed, for one moment, clear, white, blazing light; but the children 

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

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

 

For those with eyes to see it, the reference is, of course, to the final Canto of the ‘Paradiso’, 

where, in the climax of the ‘high fantasy’ the Godhead is described as three interlocking 

circles of different colours, each reflecting the other, as an expression of ”the Love that moves 

the sun and other stars.”  But neither Tom nor Ellie is ready for that vision of Creation.  They 

are still at an earlier stage of their personal evolution.  The reference is solely for the informed 

adult reader.  Similarly, in At the Back of the North Wind, George MacDonald tells us that ‘a 

great Italian of noble family’ named ‘Durante’ had actually been to the back of the North 

Wind (120).  The reference, for those who know the Divine Comedy, is clearly to the Earthly 

Paradise at the end of the Purgatorio, but it is unlikely, to say the least, that child readers of 

the book would recognize either this, or that Dante’s name was indeed a contraction of 

‘durante’. Here Dante has become the type of the visionary, or seer, who has seen and reported 

back from other worlds not accessible to ordinary mortals. 

For yet other Victorians the focus was on Dante the Florentine – who, even in exile, 

constituted a kind of gateway to Florence, which, rather than Rome, was for many Victorians 

the epitome of Italian culture and tradition. As Maria Boschi Rotirori exposes in her essay, up 

to a third of the population of Florence at that period was of foreign extraction. Many of the 

Anglo-American community that lived there (most notably the Brownings and their circle) 

were key figures in spreading the cult of Dante.  As it is evident from the work of so many of 

this group, from the paintings of Marie Spartali Stillman to Walter Savage Landor’s Imaginary 

Conversations (1828-1829), the figure of Dante was central to the apprehension of Florence, 

as it was to the concept of the modern. Perhaps more extraordinary was the influence of 

Dante’s Florence on British architecture – which provided the model for both George Gilbert 

Scott’s London Foreign Office (1861-1868) as well as for city centres such as that of 

Manchester.  

  

      The essays contained in the present issue of The International Journal of Cross-

Cultural Studies and Environmental Communication were originally given as papers at the 

conference entitled “Dante in the Nineteenth Century,” sponsored by University College, 

London, in September 2012.  If those of us helping to organize this gathering of scholars were 

dimly aware of much of the foregoing material, we were, even so, quite unprepared for the 

range and quality of papers that were actually offered.  Many were indeed focused on the 

themes listed above and added considerably to our knowledge of Dante’s impact on 

nineteenth-century Britain.  What we were unprepared for, however, was the number of essays 

dealing with Dante’s influence on, and inspiration for, cultural and nationalistic movements all 

over Europe – some of which are included here. The irony that the author of De Monarchia, 

advocating a continent-wide Empire, should, some seven hundred years after his death, be 

hailed as a nationalistic hero not merely in his native Italy, but in other neighbouring 

ethnicities, especially those opposed to the omnipresent Habsburg Empire, was not lost on us. 

Nor were we any less intrigued by a paper on possible Islamic influences on Dante – not, 

unfortunately, included here.    

       Nevertheless, what we have here ranges widely over Dante’s influence on the 

nineteenth-century literature and art in England, France, America, Italy, Ireland, and Romania.  

These papers have been selected to approach the major aspects of nineteenth-century culture 

and art, not merely as a tribute to Dante but also, as much as possible, to bridge the period 

between the turn of the eighteenth century to the early decades of the twentieth century, in 

other words, to cover the ‘long’ nineteenth century. The European artists’ enthusiastic interest 

in Dante is, for instance, revealed by Gustave Doré’s illustrations of Dante in 1866 (The Vision 

of Hell) and 1867 (il Purgatorio and il Paradiso). Ileana Marin’s essay, “Dante’s Hell 
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Envisioned by Gustave Doré: an Overlooked Opening to Modernity,” analyses Doré’s 

innovative approach to the grotesque in his illustrations of the Inferno, which, she argues, 

challenged Ruskin’s own understanding and definition of this aesthetic category as either 

noble or ignoble and paved the way for the turn-of-the-century modernity in the visual arts. 

Doré’s specific depiction of the grotesque not only produces repulsiveness, but it also, and 

especially, exhibits a “voluptuous corporeality,” more intense in its gray hues than the nuances 

of the colour gray used by Rossetti in his early paintings (18). Doré’s illustrations also seem to 

have challenged the Ruskinian principle of fidelity to nature, equally present in the works of 

Rossetti, Hunt and Millais. In other words, Doré’s visual representations of Dante’s Inferno 

subverted the Pre-Raphaelites’ views on art, introducing a non-idealized, more detailed 

delineation of nature in its every aspect, which may also be seen as an opening to modernity in 

painting. Marin supports this view by arguing that, besides the major Victorian painters 

Edward Burne-Jones and Frederic Leighton, whose late works were influenced by the French 

artist, Doré’s depiction of corporeality in his illustrations of the embraced bodies of Paolo and 

Francesca may be found in both Gustav Klimt’s The Kiss for the Entire World and Auguste 

Rodin’s The Kiss, meant to be a component part of the Gate of Hell bas-relief composition.      

 Dante’s visual and mental image in the Victorian age is the topic developed by 

Christoph Lehner in “Framing the Florentine: Dante Alighieri’s Visual and Mental Image in 

the Nineteenth Century.” The essay is concerned with European constructions of  Dante, more 

specifically Rossetti’s and Schlegel’s, which, as the author argues, contributed to the re-

evaluation of Dante’s work and the creation of a rejuvenated Dantean image in the nineteenth 

century in both the visual and written reception of the Florentine poet. Drawing on the 

Romantics’ reception of Dante in the visual arts, the return, later in the century, to the 

Florentine poet could be connected to the rise of the revolutionary spirit and the desire to 

frame nations and national states, highly important points on the Romantic writers’ and artists’ 

agenda. In this context, Lehner argues, the appropriation, integration, modification, even the 

mystification of Dante by nineteenth-century artists and intellectuals led to his transformation 

into “a supranational European icon” (26-35). His essay focuses in particular on the Europe-

wide influence of August Wilhelm Schlegel, whose writings about Dante helped to shape both 

Mme de Staël’s open admiration for the poet in her novel Corinne, and Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s 1819 lecture series on the leading world poets. This, in turn, also had a deep 

influence on the reading of Dante by many nineteenth-century English writers.  Moreover, 

Schlegel’s reading of the Vita Nuova as autobiography, the author argues, paves the way for 

mystical interpretations of Dante by the Romantics, as well as to Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 

special interest in the Vita Nuova, which he translates into English and from which he 

illustrates a series of drawing, culminating with the watercolour, The First Anniversary of the 

Death of Beatrice (1853). Lehner perceptively analyses Dante’s rejuvenated image in what is 

supposed to be Giotto’s fresco representing Dante as a young man, discovered in 1840, and 

claims that this image became crucial to the re-evaluation and reinterpretation of Dante as a 

pilgrim and a prophet in the entire nineteenth-century. 

The rereading of Dante and his turning into a political symbol of the fight for 

independence is closely connected with the rise of the national spirit in the nineteenth century 

and, obviously, with Florence, the city whose fame and attraction for tourists rose at the time. 

In this context, Maria Boschi Rotiroti’s article is concerned with a detailed presentation of 

the organization of the Società Dantesca Italiana in Florence in the last decades of the 

nineteenth century and reveals, through an analysis of the society’s archives, the English 

intellectuals’ interest in Dante. In the first part of the article, the author describes the historical 

context for the reevaluation of Dante, seen as the prophet of the unification of Italy. The 

Italians’ enthusiastic return to Dante started in 1865 when the city of Florence organized the 

anniversary of the sixth centenary of Dante’s birth, on which occasion the Florentine poet 

became the symbolic historic and political figure of the city. The unveiling of the poet’s statue 

in Piazza Santa Croce, the commemoration ceremony in which King Vittorio Emanuele 

participated, and the connection which the political personalities of the time saw between the 

thirteenth-century Dante and the nineteenth-century Risorgimento, were reasons enough to 

consider the setting up of a Dante research institute comparable to the similar ones founded in 
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Germany, England and the USA. Though the institute was opened in 1887, the English 

intellectuals, mostly poets, artists and fiction writers, who visited or lived in Florence in the 

meantime, were very active in keeping Dante’s spirit alive, the most visible examples being 

Robert and Elizabeth Browning, Walter Savage Landor, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and 

the Brownings’ son, Penn.  

 With Florence, the heart of the resurrection endeavors of Dante’s political ideals, 

Christian Dupont’s essay, “Longfellow’s Florence,” refers to the role played by the city 

image, iconically represented by the symbol of the Ponte Vecchio, in Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow’s literary works. Dupont’s article dwells on the American poet’s fascination with 

Dante both in his early years when, as a professor of modern languages at Bowdoin and 

Harvard, he translated Divina Commedia into English, and also later in his life when he was 

honored in Florence, on the occasion of the sixth centenary of the Dante’s birth, and offered a 

medal in recognition of his translation and interpretation of Dante. The article, however, 

focuses on the two versions of Longfellow’s poem “The Old Bridge at Florence,” one in 

English, the other one in Tuscan, which he composed after his final visit to the city. The 

Tuscan version, “Ponte Vecchio,” interestingly replaces Dante with another Florentine iconic 

figure, Michelangelo Buonarotti, who had returned to Florence in the 1520s, to design 

fortifications which were to protect the city from the danger of its losing the recently gained 

republic status. The replacement, Dupont argues, may be due to Longfellow’s work on the 

translation of Michelangelo’s sonnets at the time, but it was most probably caused by the 

American poet’s more ambitious project, that of writing a dramatic poem based on 

Michelangelo’s life, especially on the republican episode of early sixteenth century in the 

history of Florence. It is as if Dante’s spirit had incessantly floated above the city from his 

exilic period to the tormented present. 

    On the other side of the ocean, in Eastern Europe, Dante’s spirit hovered over the 

Romanian Principalities’ claim of incontestable Latin roots, clearly obvious in the language 

spoken by the people. The boosting of the language Latinity was due, on the one hand, to the 

rising nationalism and desire of the people from the three separate countries, Moldavia 

Wallachia, and Transylvania (the last being, at the time, a province in the Austrian-Hungarian 

Empire), to unite in one single, independent country. On the other hand, the major reason to 

legitimate the union claims was the common language spoken in all three Principalities (based 

on Latin), an irrefutable proof of the common origin of the people inhabiting them. Under the 

circumstances, Dante’s figure as a poet was celebrated to demonstrate the ease with which the 

ordinary Romanian people could read his verse and understand his language. As a prophet, he 

was commemorated for his strong, revolutionary ideas, as a poet for his matchless literary 

talent. Starting from these historical and cultural facts, Mihaela Irimia’s essay, “Dante, ‘the 

Grandest Figure of World Literature,’” discusses the effervescence with which the Romanian 

intellectuals (poets, critics, writers) read, interpreted, and translated Dante in the latter half of 

the nineteenth century, a period filled with the revolutionary spirit that granted the union of 

Moldavia and Wallachia in 1859, completed with the attachment of Transylvania in the Great 

Union of 1918. In the first part of her essay, Irimia stresses the crucial role played by the 

«Transylvania» Review, founded in 1868, in promoting Romanian as the language closer to 

Latin than modern Italian and in using the Dante figure as the guarantor of the Latin origin of 

Romanian culture and of the overt liaison between Romanian culture and European and world 

cultures. In an article dedicated to Dante, in the 1921 celebratory number of the review, 

commemorating the Dantean sexcentenary, the Florentine poet, described as “the grandest 

figure of world literature,” stands for the strongest link between Romanian culture and 

Latinity. As Irimia points out, the link had already been substantiated by Ion Eliade 

Radulescu’s partial translation of Dante’s Inferno, published in 1870, which stuck to the Italian 

original in an almost perfect word-for-word Romanian version, by Maria Chiţu’s prose 

translations of the Inferno and the Purgatorio (1883-1888) and especially by George Coşbuc’s 

excellent version of the entire Comedy in Romanian, published, with commentaries, in the 

1920s. Though a reputed poet himself, Coşbuc considered that the greatest achievement of his 

life was the translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy into Romanian, to which he dedicated his 

entire creative energy between 1890 and 1918. Moreover, Ramiro Ortiz, an Italian Professor at 
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the University of Bucharest, a contemporary and friend of Coşbuc’s, with whom he had 

copious cultural debates on Dante and his work, wrote his own commentaries on The Divine 

Comedy at the same period of time, published much later (in the early 1960s). Irimia’s essay 

unveils a Dantean figure who stands for the Latinity of the Romanians, for the cultural, poetic, 

and aesthetic links between Latin cultures, and who has become an inspiration to poets in 

general and to the Romanian poets in particular, in a way in which only Homer and Virgil had 

managed to be.  

To most nineteenth-century poets and artists in Europe, Great Britain and the USA, 

Dante was indeed an stimulating poet; but he was also a symbol of the struggle for 

independence, an exile for political reasons, a lover and supporter of the arts and, last but not 

least, a visionary, a prophet. His influence expanded to the turn of the century, as presented 

above, when a completely different group of poets, some late Romantics, some Symbolists and 

others Modernists, also drew on his legacy. One of them, living on the westernmost side of 

Europe, was the Irish poet and essayist William Butler Yeats who saw strong connections 

between Dante, the Italian Renaissance and the Irish Revival.  

Traces of Dante’s Vita Nuova and Divina Commedia in Yeats’s poetry and essays are 

amply discussed by Nicoleta Stanca in her essay, “The Italian Renaissance, Dante and W.B. 

Yeats.” Stanca’s major points which illustrate the deep connections between Dante’s visionary 

depiction of the Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso and Yeats’s views on art, culture and the 

esoteric history of mankind in A Vision are grounded on the parallel which Yeats himself 

draws between the Italian Renaissance and the Irish Revival. Yeats’ documented knowledge 

about Dante is revealed by the frequent use of the Florentine poet’s symbolical and 

metaphorical representation of love, art and Christianity throughout his entire literary works. 

Though the focus of the essay is on Yeats’s early poetry, it may be considered that the Irish 

poet’s whole artistic and visionary creation could be interpreted as having been influenced by 

Dante. Yeats’s first encounter with Dante, like Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s was as early as 

his teenage period, when he came across Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s painting, Dante’s Dream in 

a Liverpool museum. The deep impression which the painting made on him roused his 

curiosity to find out more about the Florentine poet. However, as Stanca also points out, 

Yeats’s approach to Dante is first through the filter of the British Romantics (Blake, Byron, 

Keats, Shelley, Pater) and then through the Pre-Raphaelites, among whom Rossetti obviously 

stands out. Needless to say, Yeats read Dante’s Divine Comedy through Francis Cary’s 

translation, as most nineteenth-century fiction writers and poets did. The second part of 

Stanca’s essay is concerned with Yeats’s renewed interest in Dante after he started frequenting 

the esoteric circles. Though this second, yet fascinating re-reading of Dante goes beyond the 

nineteenth century, it is however grounded on the reception of Dante in the late eighteen 

hundreds. The examples used in the article (the title of the poem Ego Dominus Tuus at the 

beginning of A Vision, the dialogue between Hic and Ille, the Unity of Being, the Daimonic 

state, the rose, the Great Wheel), may well be seen as supporting the role which Dante also 

played in Yeats’s esoteric visions. 

Starting from Dante’s early reception in Provence, James Thomas’s essay “Dante, the 

Félibrige and the 1890 Exposizione Beatrice in Florence,” examines Dante’s influence on the 

nineteenth-century Provençal poet Frédéric Mistral and the role played by the Florentine in the 

setting up of the Félibrige, the Provençal literary association of poets, whose purpose was the 

promotion of the Occitan language and culture. Mistral, also known as “notre Dante de 

Maiano,” who became famous for his epic poem Mirèio, was one of the major founders of the 

association. Failing to have participated in the anniversary of the sixth centenary of Dante’s 

birth, in 1865 in Florence, the Félibrige made it a point to participate in the Beatrice festival in 

1890 and determine Mistral to be their representative. According to Thomas, the reasons for 

this enthusiastic participation were the desire to ease the existing tense relations between Italy 

and France and to strengthen the role of Provence, who was fighting for its own language and 

culture, as the natural intermediary between the French and the Italian nations.  

Dante was definitely one of the key figures who inspired nineteenth-century writers 

and artists in their choice of topics, in the re-visitation of Renaissance subjects and in the 

formation of national ideals of freedom and democracy. Though Dante’s Catholicism was, as 
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we could see, shunned by most of his nineteenth-century followers or looked upon skeptically 

as a necessary allegory for the extraordinarily vivid and fertile representation of three 

imaginary worlds, his figure acquired an incredible complexity. The fresh, unexpected 

dimensions which his work revealed and the reversal of his reception from an astonishing poet 

to a brave fighter for the people’s cause and a visionary led, by the end of the nineteenth 

century, to the reinvention of Dante as a symbol of the highest artistic, ideological, patriotic 

and moral values. Like Shakespeare’s dramatic and poetic works, Dante’s have been 

constantly enriched by innumerable generations of readers.  
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DANTE’S HELL ENVISIONED BY GUSTAV DORÉ: 

AN OVERLOOKED OPENING TO MODERNITY 
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 Abstract: Published in numerous editions starting in 1814, Rev Francis Cary’s translation of 

Dante’s Divine Comedy had an impressive impact during the nineteenth century. It was not until it was 

illustrated by Gustav Doré in 1866, however, that Dante’s imagery opened a decisive path towards 

modernity. By reshaping specific medieval motifs, Doré’s vision of Dante’s Inferno gave them a new life 

in the visual arts. Doré thus acted as a middleman between Dante and Frederic Leighton, Edward 

Burne-Jones, and Gustav Klimt, to mention only a few of the modernists influenced by the Dante-Doré 

co-production. 

 

 Key words: illustration, Divina Commedia, Pre-Raphaelite poetics, Frederic Leighton, 

Gustave Doré, Dante Alighieri, Cassell, Petter, and Galpin Press 

  

 

 

Dante Alighieri was one of the most-cited writers by Victorian elites (writers and artists, 

politicians and historians, journalists as well as art and literary critics), together with Milton 

and Shakespeare.4 Dante was also the most inspiring model for the nineteenth-century poets, 

irrespective of their literary programs: Romantics, Pre-Raphaelites, Victorians, and Decadents. 

At the same time, artists representing all these trends translated into artworks scenes from 

Dante’s major work, Divine Comedy. Nineteenth-century England, more than Italy, 

transformed Dante Alighieri into a cultural icon.  

 In spite of the fact that the first reference to Divina Commedia was made by Geoffrey 

Chaucer in The House of Fame sometime between the late 1370s and the early 1380s (Havely 

229), the first complete English translation of the poem, by Henry Boyd, was published only in 

1802. The second complete translation was self-published by Reverend Henry Francis Cary in 

1814 under the title The Vision, or Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise of Dante Alighieri. 

Favorably received by critics, this monumental translation did not immediately attract a large 

number of readers. It took Coleridge’s active promotion of Cary’s translation to turn it into the 

best-seller of the century. According to Valeria Tinkler-Villani, after Coleridge met Cary in 

1817 and received a copy of the complete translation, the romantic poet “began to quote and 

mention Dante repeatedly as a central point of comparison with English writers in his lectures 

on Milton and Shakespeare” (180). More importantly for Cary, Coleridge praised the 

translation of Dante in two of his lectures on European literature delivered at the Royal 

Institution in February 1818 and in March 1819. With Coleridge publicly on his side, the 

number of critics interested in Cary’s translation increased tremendously, culminating with a 

series of articles published by Ugo Foscolo, a close friend of Coleridge, in the prestigious 

Edinburgh Review. It was the support of Coleridge and Foscolo that, finally, boosted the sale 

                                                           
3 University of Washington, Seattle, WA. 
4 In 1854, Sydney Thompson Dobell published “Balder,” a poem in which Dante, Shakespeare, and 

Milton were praised for their powerful depictions of spiritual and material worlds. For Dobell, Dante 

excelled in describing Hell, Shakespeare excelled in “draw[ing] the Earth,” while Milton, “sole standing 

on a peak supreme,” was the poet of the soul: “Incessant carried up to heaven, and plunged / To 

darkness” (90-91). Although Dobell’s poem was not unanimously praised by critics, major writers of the 

time, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Charlotte Brönte amongst the most important, found it representative 

of their values. See The Life and Letters of Sydney Dobell. Ed. Emily Jolly. (London: Smith, Elder, 

1878).    
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of the first edition.5 Following Coleridge’s suggestion to add explanatory notes and to write an 

introduction on Dante’s life and work, Cary succeeded in selling out the 1819 edition very 

short order.  

 With the large circulation of Cary’s translation, readers could easily identify echoes 

from Dante in the later works of Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats (Braida 5). The impact of 

Dante on English literature after Cary’s rendition of Divine Comedy in Miltonic free verse 

appeared has been studied closely.6 The impact of Cary’s translation on English art, however, 

has not yet been analyzed, not even in connection with Doré’s illustrations, which brought 

both Dante and Cary to a new best-selling record. Tinkler-Villani discusses Cary’s title Vision 

of Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise in the context of the poetry of vision – Blake, Southey, and 

Byron – and in the context of Newtonian physics for which “vision” was the most direct path 

to knowledge. The critic considers that “vision” suggested a “greater role on the part of the 

author, who is also the protagonist, and also greater distance between the real world on the one 

hand, and on the other, the world of the poem, which loses its objective reality and is absorbed 

within the poet’s imaginings” (179). It might have been Cary’s choice of the title Vision of …  

as well as his faithful translation of Dante’s vivid imagery into an equally vivid English 

equivalent that drew the attention of Cassell, Petter, and Galpin, the publishers who sponsored 

the edition illustrated by Gustave Doré. 

 Cassell, Petter, and Galpin Press entered the market in 1858. In the extremely 

competitive publishing market they needed to make themselves known. As Cassell’s great 

success with The Illustrated Exhibitor, A Tribute to the World’s Industrial Jubilee of 1851 

“demonstrated the profitability of publications richly adorned with woodcuts” (Holloway 5), 

the three partners decided to continue to print illustrated books. At Cassell’s initiative, in 1859, 

the press took their contemporaries by surprise with the unprecedented weekly sales of 

300,000 copies of the Illustrated Family Bible printed in one-penny numbers. This success 

encouraged them to pursue and even expand their collection of illustrated books.7 According to 

The Story of the House of Cassell, the greatest achievement of the press was “to have secured 

Doré’s services at all” (54). The list of books that Doré illustrated for them began in 1861 with 

Dante’s Inferno, for which Doré must have given his permission to use the electrotype of the 

drawings he had made for the French edition of 1857. The list of the resulting series of 

publications, all of which use Doré’s art, includes Cervantes’s Don Quixote, Dante’s 

Purgatorio and Paradiso, The Bible, La Fontaine’s Fables, The Adventures of Baron 

Münchausen, The Wandering Jew, and Milton’s Paradise Lost. Dante’s Comedy, then, was 

part of their plan to ensure the financial stability of their firm. The list of the works published 

by Cassell, Petter, and Galpin with Doré’s illustrations draws attention to the feature these 

works share: their grotesque corporeality and their fantastic creativity.  

                                                           
5 Coleridge delivered his lectures on the Divine Comedy on 27 February 1818 and on 11 March 1819. 

Years later, Cary’s son recalled that after Coleridge’s first lecture and Foscolo’s review, both from 

February 1818, “a thousand copies of the first edition, that remained in hand, were immediately 

disposed of; in less than three months a new edition was called for” (Memoir 2: 28). 
6 Substantial volumes on this topic have appeared continuously since 1902, when Paget Toynbee’s 

Dante Studies and Researches was published in London: Oskar Kuhn, Dante and the English Poets 

from Chaucer to Tennyson (New York: Henry Holt, 1904); Paget Toynbee, Dante in English Literature 

from Chaucer to Cary (London: Methuen, 1909); Werner P. Friederick, Dante’s Fame Abroad, 1350-

1850 (London: Chapel Hill, 1950); Charles Peter Brand, Italy and the English Romantics: the Italianate 

Fashion in Early Nineteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1957); Steve Ellis, Dante 

and the English Poetry: Shelley to T.S. Eliot (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983); Valeria Tinkler-

Villani, Visions of Dante in English Poetry: Translations of the Commedia from Jonathan Richardson 

to William Blake (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1989); Alison Milbank. Dante and the Victorians (Manchester: 

Manchester UP, 1998); Antonella Braida. Dante and the Romantics (New York: Macmillan, 2004). 
7 The Story of the House of Cassell mentions that the popularity of the illustrated bible reached as far as 

the “backwoods of America”; a missionary from the American “Far West” sent 10 names of “Red 

Indian” subscribers emphasizing that “the engravings would ‘command their interest and attention 

where nothing else will’” (32).  
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 The documents relating to the press compiled in The Story of the House of Cassell 

show that Cassell went to Paris and visited Doré’s studio to settle the business in 1859. Among 

the hundreds of drawings scattered around the studio, witnesses of an amazing imagination 

and a compulsion to work, the English publisher must have felt that he had found a profitable 

treasure. To his credit, when he proposed to his partners to ask Doré to become their 

permanent collaborator, Doré’s talent as an illustrator had not yet received official recognition. 

It was not until 1861 – after Doré had started his work for the English publishers – that the 

French government made Doré “chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur” as a result of the 

international praise of his designs for the Dante editions published in Germany, Italy, 

Denmark, and England. 

 For the English readers in particular, Doré’s illustrations of Dante’s Inferno offered a 

new approach to the aesthetic category of the grotesque that was defined by John Ruskin in his 

early works and to the spiritual purity that Pre-Raphaelites identified with medieval authors 

and artists. Ruskin felt that Doré challenged his aesthetic, which relied very much on the 

demonstration that there were two types of grotesque. According to Ruskin, the noble 

grotesque characterized medieval works, the only expressions of authentic emotions; the false 

or ignoble grotesque characterized Renaissance works, representations of moral and spiritual 

degradation. Ruskin’s harsh condemnation of the Renaissance was the leit-motif of his works 

from the 1840s and 1850s, beginning with the first two volumes of his Modern Painters and 

continuing with the three volumes of The Stones of Venice and the final two volumes of 

Modern Painters. After Doré’s illustrations for Dante’s Inferno received mostly laudatory 

reviews, Ruskin realized “the corruption of his own ideas,” as Wyam Herendeen put it. In 

“The Doré Controversy: Doré, Ruskin, and Victorian Taste,” Herendeen noticed that the 

paradigm shift from Ruskin’s limiting program that praised exclusively primitivism in art to 

the liberating modernist aesthetics that brought about Impressionist experiments coincided 

with Doré’s overwhelming success in England. As Herendeen wrote, “as the century advanced 

and the Impressionists usurped the place of Turner and the Pre-Raphaelites, his [Ruskin’s] 

theories became outmoded. […] His disillusion and sense of failure intensified during the 

sixties, finding its most eloquent expression in 1868, in lecture three of Sesame and Lilies, ‘Of 

the Misery of Life’” (322). Although Herendeen is not interested in demonstrating how Doré’s 

presence on the Victorian artistic stage influenced Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the leader of the 

Pre-Raphaelite circle, to change his style, he emphasizes Doré’s contribution to enriching and 

refreshing the artistic vocabulary of the era.  

 Even a superficial evaluation of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s career indicates that between 

1861 and 1864 the artist drastically changed his style. Alicia Craig Faxon considers that the 

medieval “dream” ended with Elizabeth Siddall’s death in 1862. The critic tries to explain 

Rossetti’s infatuation with Venetian Renaissance masters, pointing out that the exhibition of 

Venetian painters Titian and Tintoretto was on display in London at Hampton Court and that 

Burne-Jones returned from Italy in 1861 with lots of sketches after Venetian masterpieces and 

fresh memories of the works he examined. What Faxon ignores completely is the ubiquity of 

Doré’s illustrations and the continuous conversation about them in artistic milieus and 

journals. Rossetti’s illustrations for his sister’s Goblin Market, for example, show some 

interesting resemblances with some of Doré’s illustrations. Although influences of the Italian 

Renaissance, mostly Venetian, became apparent in 1859 in Rossetti’s Bocca Bacciata, they 

were not consistent. In spite of the fact that there are no direct references – as far as I know – 

to Doré’s illustrations in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s letters, it cannot be inferred that he did not 

see them or read about them. Rossetti himself, as a translator of Dante’s Vita Nuova and of the 

poets from Dante’s entourage, that is as a poet and a painter who paid tribute to his master, 

could not have missed the shock produced by Doré’s representations of Dante.8 Whereas 

                                                           
8 In his extensive article for the December 1862 issue of Sharpe’s London Magazine of Entertainment 

and Instruction for General Reading, J.R. Ware describes Londoners’ reaction to Gustave Doré’s 

illustrations hanging in the Hachette bookstore’s window in Kind William street: “These specimens 

seem really to hit pedestrians, who pull up, as it were, with sudden astonishment.” The critic concludes 

that the artist is “beyond a doubt, a genius” (297). In January 1862, The Critic published the article “Art 
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Rossetti preferred a hieratic simplicity of design and pastel colors, Doré exhibited a 

voluptuous corporeality suggesting through nuances of gray even more intense colors than 

Rossetti had ever used in his early paintings.  

 Doré challenged the Ruskinian principle of “fidelity to nature” that Victorians were 

accustomed to identify in the works of Rossetti, Hunt, and Millais. For Doré, “fidelity to 

nature” had a different  meaning: it did not refer to the spiritual, divine, or moral aspect of 

nature that had been served by detailed delineations in visual representations; instead, it related 

to nature itself, nature in its non-idealized shape, natura naturans, to use Spinoza’s phrase. 

The term “grotesque” gained a new meaning as well. It came to indicate repulsiveness that 

resulted from monstrous, yet tempting, aspects of the human condition to which Victorians had 

not been exposed previously. Herendeen analyzes the confusion created by Doré, who used 

“acceptable Ruskinian qualities, such as precise descriptive fidelity, the grotesque, the 

emphasis on feeling and power, but in unorthodox contexts and combinations” (320). Of 

course, Doré was oblivious to the fact that his style stirred old aesthetic conundrums for 

Victorians who were familiar with Ruskin’s concepts. What Doré did was to cause a crisis of 

Victorian taste.  

 Readers had in front of them a text and its visual interpretation, both of which invited 

a plurality of reactions. First, Dante’s text delivers two points of view: that of the pilgrim, 

who, as a sinful mortal himself, is moved by other sinful mortals’ destinies and their eternal 

punishment; and also that of the writer, who, as someone beyond mortality, was fully in charge 

of his text even though he populates and structures Hell in accordance with his epoch’s values, 

historical background, and religious imagery. In addition to these two interwoven perspectives, 

each of which invites a different emotional reaction from the reader, Doré placed his versions 

alternatively next to Dante the pilgrim and next to the table where the writer / painter of Hell 

“transcribed” his vision. The initial ambivalence of the text is increased by Doré’s illustrations. 

As William Cole explains in “Literal Art? A New Look at Doré’s Illustrations for Dante’s 

Inferno,” Doré chose to “interact” with the text and “countered the literal meaning of Dante’s 

words without detracting from or changing the intent” (99). Analyzing at length Doré’s 

depiction of the Avaricious and the Prodigal, and Caiaphas and the hypocrites, Cole realizes 

that the artist reformulated the text visually to the point where the visual representation was no 

longer a representation of the text, but rather a work that could easily become autonomous. 

The fact that Doré requested his publishers to print the Dante edition in the folio format, with 

illustrations as big as 18 x 33 cm (13 x 17 inches), is another argument that the illustrator 

treated his designs as equals of the text they faced, yet with their own individuality. Aida 

Audeh considers that Doré reversed the roles between text and image by expanding the size of 

illustrations to full-page, folio format, illustrations that “dominate each canto” (129). It was the 

folio format that made the illustration overwhelm the text, and not necessarily the fact that 

they occupied the same space the text did. As a side note, Millais’ illustrations for Trollope’s 

Framley Parsonage, for example, covered a full page as well in the Cornhill Magazine serial, 

but the page was an octavo and the illustration was 15.8 x 10.2 cm (6.2 x 4 inches).9 Audeh is 

right when she emphasizes that “Doré was well aware of the importance of this shift” (130) 

and cites as supporting evidence one of Doré’s contemporaries, Lorédan-Lachey, who 

criticized Doré for the fact that the illustrations competed with the text to the point that 

“[m]ore than Dante illustrated by Doré, it is Doré illustrated by Dante” (Audeh 130). 

                                                                                                                                                                        
and Artists” in which the anonymous author praised Doré’s illustrations as the “nearest approach to a 

sustained representation of the poet’s grim yet often picturesque imaginings” (101). In January 1864, in 

The Fine Arts Quarterly Review Gilbert Philip Hamerton published a 42-page analysis of French 

etching, part of which was dedicated to Doré. Such laudatory texts about the French artist and 

continuous advertisements in all major publications – The Athenaeum, The Critic, The Literary Gazette 

– that announced the success of editions illustrated by Doré were published regularly in Victorian 

magazines and newspapers. Rossetti must have learned about some of these reviews  even if he did not 

read them.       
9 “Doré insisted on full-page illustrations – a break from previous illustrated books of the nineteenth 

century that afforded only in-text vignettes – that signified a shift in perception regarding the relation of 

text and image” (129).   
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 Furthermore, Doré chose the place where his illustrations were supposed to be 

inserted. One may say that he took over the format – the physicality – of Dante’s text in order 

to compensate, at least visually, the control Dante exerted over the content of the text. Doré 

actually staged his illustrations by slicing up the text to suit his visual interpretation and by 

adding another function to the tissue paper that was normally inserted between folios and 

meant to protect the images.10 In regard to the manner in which Doré broke the text into 

portions between illustrations in the French editions, Cole demonstrates that Doré employed a  

“cliffhanger” strategy when he portioned the text so that his reader would look forward to 

encountering the image. In regard to the tissue paper, the critic suggests that some of them 

were used to dislocate and relocate short fragments of text: “the protective sheets … have a 

few verses on them, ostensibly to give us a point of reference,” although “if we have not yet 

arrived at the passage in question – as is sometimes the case – they can confuse us” (105). 

Doré asked the printers to inscribe the lines that matched the illustration onto the protective 

tissues in order to increase the emotion of the viewer / reader even more by superimposing the 

text on top of the image and thus blurring both the linguistic and the visual code. The tissue 

paper functioned as a curtain in a theatre that unveiled the episode that was taking place in 

front of the viewer as the viewer was trying to make sense of the lines he had just read on the 

“curtain.” For example, the third illustration of Canto V, showing Francesca and Paolo in their 

eternal embrace, came after the following lines: 

 

  “Bard! willingly 

 I would address those two together coming 

 Which seem so light before the wind.” (72-4)11 

 

There is no indication about the characters’ clothes or body posture in the text. What Doré 

shows his readers is a sensual embrace placed right in the center of the page, with Francesca’s 

naked body capturing the only beam of light in the composition, which otherwise displays a 

thick darkness.  

 

Illustration 1: Dante Alighieri's Inferno Illustrated with the Designs of Gustave Doré (New 

York: Cassell Publishing Company, 1890). 

 

                                                           
10 The British Library holds a copy of The Doré Gallery in which prints are separated by a tissue paper 

on which two or three lines are inscribed as captions.  
11 These lines are printed on the tissue paper that protects the third print in the British Library copy of 

The Doré  Gallery (London: Cassell, 1889).  
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Their pain does not seem to be caused by their punishment, the continuous rotation in the 

swirl, but by the impossibility of facing each other and getting hold of each other completely: 

Francesca has her right hand on Paolo’s neck, barely holding on to him, and Paolo does not 

seem to be able to support her in any way, as his hands are trapped in the drapery of a cloak. 

The illustration, however, references in great detail the lines above those on the tissue paper:  

 

 I understood that to this torment sad 

 The carnal sinners are condemn'd, in whom 

 Reason by lust is sway'd.  As in large troops 

 And multitudinous, when winter reigns, 

 The starlings on their wings are borne abroad; 

 So bears the tyrannous gust those evil souls. 

 On this side and on that, above, below, 

 It drives them: hope of rest to solace them 

 Is none, nor e'en of milder pang.  As cranes, 

 Chanting their dol'rous notes, traverse the sky, 

 Stretch'd out in long array: so I beheld 

 Spirits, who came loud wailing, hurried on 

 By their dire doom. (38-50) 

 

The flesh of “the carnal sinners,” as well as the wretchedness of their “evil souls” cannot be 

missed in the Renaissance-inspired composition that imagined both the sin and the 

punishment. Doré adds a detail that did not appear in the text: Francesca’s wound. Between 

her breasts, there is a small cut from which two trickles of blood run down on her body, the 

symbolic stigmas of eternal love that cannot be stopped by death.12 In addition, the physicality 

                                                           
12 The small wound on Francesca’s chest was likely inspired by Ary Scheffer’s painting, The Ghosts of 

Paolo and Francesca Appear to Dante and Virgil (1855), which Doré saw in Paris at the Salon. 
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of the folio edition – its size and weight – emphasizes the beautiful corporeality of the two 

bodies, mostly Francesca’s. Her body is fully exposed as if a statue of Venus. Like a statue, 

Francesca’s weight seems to make her almost slip from Paolo’s grasp. Perhaps it is her 

desperation not to be separated from Paolo that readers can see on her face and can almost hear 

emanating from her open mouth.  

 Compared with Rossetti’s 1855 watercolor depicting the same episode, Doré’s, 

although it lacks the chromatic spectrum, is much more “colorful” in his nuances of gray.13 In 

Rossetti’s triptych, Paolo and Francesca appear twice: kissing over the open book and flying in 

the swirl. In both instances they are perfectly dressed and their emotions perfectly contained. 

Rossetti, consistent with his medieval poetics of the 1850s, flattened the composition, and 

consequently avoided any suggestion of corporeality or movement. Furthermore, he placed 

Dante and Virgil in the central panel, turned towards the two lovers so that they can see better 

the plight of the doomed. The interest of Dante and Virgil embarrasses Francesca and Paolo, 

who have their eyes closed as if they are ashamed of their sin and do not want to see the blame 

or the pity either in each other’s eyes or in the eyes of their spectators. Doré’s Francesca, 

however, is looking almost ecstatically at Paolo with no shame in her nudity, passion, or sin. 

The two representations of Canto V exemplify the two types of “grotesque”: Rossetti’s 

triptych stands for the ideal grotesque, Doré’s illustration for the low, ignoble grotesque.  

 In spite of the fact that Rossetti had a huge influence on his friends and was 

considered the Dante scholar of the circle, his expertise did not stop Edward Burne-Jones from 

looking for another artistic role model. Initially influenced by Rossetti’s hieratic medievalism, 

towards the end of the 1860s Burne-Jones was attracted by Doré’s massive representations of 

corporeality and the motif of the tragic embrace. Although most art critics consider that his 

interest in explicit nudity was inspired by Michelangelo, there is enough evidence in his 

memoirs to indicate that he actually found an intriguing challenge in Doré’s large paintings 

and folio illustrations after his first two trips to Italy (1859, 1862) during which he copied 

Italian Renaissance masters attentively. It is possible that it was Doré’s works, with which he 

became so familiar, that inspired him to visit Italy again in the 1870s. 

 With the inauguration of the Doré Gallery in New Bond Street, London, in 1867 

hundreds of people looked at Doré’s oversized drawings and at his huge oil paintings every 

day.14 According to Hellmut Lehmann-Haupt, more than two and a half million people visited 

the gallery during the twenty-one years it remained opened (40). Among the enthusiastic 

visitors was Edward Burne-Jones. The friend and partner of William Morris, Burne-Jones had 

already drawn seventy illustrations for Morris’ Earthly Paradise. In a conversation of 28 

March 1896, Burne-Jones told his assistant, Thomas Rooke, that Doré was “really an 

imaginative man” and that “out of one thousand and five hundred designs that he [Doré] did a 

hundred of them are wonderful. Which is saying a very great deal” (Lago 97). Coming from a 

young artist who started painting more seriously in 1855, this is a compliment that indicates 

both respect and admiration. Looking closely at Burne-Jones’ paintings before and after his 

contact with Doré’s works, one may presume that the French artist represented a model figure 

in certain respects for the Pre-Raphaelite follower. His paintings suddenly and drastically 

increased their size: from the small pen and ink drawings such as The King’s Farewell and 

Going to the Battle, and the very elaborate watercolor Sidonia von Bork that was only 33 x 17 

                                                                                                                                                                        
However, Scheffer chose to place Francesca’s wound on her back and Paolo’s on the front. Even though 

Doré might have taken the idea of representing Francesca’s wound from Scheffer, he transformed the 

marginal, almost imperceptible motif of stigmata into a central, extremely visible detail that carried the 

meaning of the image.   
13 Doré actually used to paint his compositions first and trained his engravers to transfer the colors onto 

the lines of the woodblocks. 
14 According to Haupt, the Gallery opened in 1867. Penelope Fitzgerald also suggests that the Doré 

Gallery was opened in that year. She mentions Ruskin’s lecture “On the Present State of Modern Art,” 

which the art critic delivered at the British Institution in June of that year and in which he contrasted 

Burne-Jones with Doré, making references to the works that must have been accessible to Ruskin in 

London at that time. However, according to Mary Lago, the editor of Burne-Jones’ conversations 

recorded by his assistant, Thomas Rooke, the gallery opened in 1868.  
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cm (13 x 6 ¾ inches), Burne-Jones evolved to the big canvases of the late 1860s and later: 

Green Summer from 1868 (oil, 64.7 x 106.1 cm / 25.5 x 41.8 inches), the diptychs Spring and 

Autumn from 1869-70 (gouache, 122.5 x 45 cm / 48.2 x 17.7 inches) and Day and Night from 

1870 (watercolor and gouache, 120.7 x 44.4 cm / 47.5 x 17.5 inches), culminating with the oils 

The Golden Stairs from 1872-80 (277 x 117 cm / 109 x 46 inches), The Wheel of Fortune from 

1875-83 (199 x 100 cm / 78.35 x 39.4 inches), Tree of Forgiveness from 1881-82 (190.5 x 

106.7cm / 75 x 42 inches), or the unusually big  watercolor The Depth of the Sea from 1887 

(169.4 x 75.8 cm / 66.7 x 29.8 inches). 

 Burne-Jones’ Tree of Forgiveness and The Depth of the Sea develop further the motif 

of an uncomfortable, almost tragic, embrace. Tree of Forgiveness of 1882 is a later version of 

Phyllis and Demophoon of 1870. Both versions echo the third and fourth illustrations of Canto 

V in which Francesca coils her arms around Paolo so vigorously that he grasps the fabric with 

his left hand as if to free himself from her grip. Her body, like Phyllis’, is partially draped, 

leaving the upper part uncovered. Burne-Jones placed the completely naked Demophoon right 

in the center and foreground, focusing viewers’ attention on his attempt to escape from 

Phyllis’ grasp. The theme of the painting was so harshly criticized that the painter had to 

withdraw it from the Old Water-Color Society exhibition. The art critic of The Times, for 

example, wrote that “the idea of love-chase, with a woman follower is not pleasant” (Ash 22); 

the reviewer of The Examiner and London Review, the April 1870 issue, mocks Burne-Jones 

for his “eccentric taste” or an eye condition that “subverts the natural laws of the spectrum” 

and that causes him to see “nothing but green: green flesh tints, green skies, green earth, the 

high-lights green-yellow, the deep-shades, green-blue” (280). After twelve years, Burne-Jones 

returned to the subject of the “love-chase” and made the two lovers resemble Doré’s even 

more closely. In Tree of Forgiveness, the woman has her mouth slightly opened, like 

Francesca’s in the third illustration, and so does the man. Passion is thus intensified visually. 

Moreover, the woman is fully naked and so is the man, who has only his genitals covered by a 

whirl of fabric.  

 Burne-Jones reapplies the same strategy in The Depths of the Sea in 1887. The 

embrace, this time, is deadly. The man’s body is dragged down to the bottom of the sea by the 

mermaid. His arms are immobilized by the mermaid’s grasp the same way Paolo’s arms were 

pinned by the cloak. Burne-Jones worked with Doré’s iconography, embellishing it in a 

properly academic style. What looked rough and imperfect as drawing in Doré became 

impeccable in terms of the classical design in Burne-Jones’ work. Employing only tones of 

blue and gold, Burne-Jones launched Doré’s motif of the embrace further on to the modernist 

path of the monochromatically limited compositions of Whistler.  

 It was no coincidence that two major Victorian painters, Edward Burne-Jones and 

Frederic Leighton, almost at the same time explored the motif of the deadly embrace using a 

limited chromatic palette. The fact that both painters addressed topics that required a detailed 

depiction of drapery made critics consider almost exclusively Italian Renaissance artists as 

their sources, Michelangelo, par excellence. While the records of the artists’ trips to Italy 

provide solid evidence for this theory, at the compositional level, the experimentations of 

Burne-Jones and Leighton with the Francesca and Paolo embrace cannot be justified only by 

their interest in Michelangelo. Dore’s In spite of the fact that in Leighton’s case, the evidence 

of his knowledge of Dore is circumstantial as there has not surfaced yet a document in which 

Leighton acknowledged Doré’s significance; nevertheless, his contact with Doré is undeniable. 

The nature of Victorian reviews was such that it was practically impossible for Leighton to 

ignore Doré’s illustrations and their immense success. It is fair to admit that at least And the 

Sea Gave Up the Dead Which Were in It is indebted to Dore. 

 The recurrence of the motif of rising from muddy waters in Doré’s Dante must have 

drawn Frederic Leighton’s attention. Leighton’s contribution was to reverse the meaning of 

divine punishment into a resurrection scene in And the Sea Gave Up the Dead Which Were in 

It (1892). My argument that Leighton’s painting is related to four of Doré’s illustrations relies 

on several details: the man in the center has a healed wound on his chest, yet which is still 

clearly visible, exactly like Francesca’s; the crowned figure on the left rises from a partially 

open grave in the same fashion in which Doré represented Farinata (the only difference is that 
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Leighton completely wrapped the dead in sheets and placed the light above in order to 

emphasize the resurrection; the figure on the right raises his hands to protect his eyes from the 

bright light like many of the sinners in Doré’s hell who also raise their hands, for example a 

forger in Canto XXIX, a sower of discord in Canto XXVIII, or one of the blasphemers in 

Canto XIV.  

 One detail in particular seems misplaced: the leg of a body on the lower left. Neither 

the painting as a whole nor the passage from the Apocalypse that inspired it are compatible 

with the idea that dismembered bodies might come to the surface of the water. In the 

illustrations of Canto XIX, dedicated to the Simonists, Doré drew, aside Dante and Virgil, only 

pairs of legs, each in a different position, suggesting somehow the personality of the sinner 

whose body is otherwise sunk beneath the water. Leonée Ormond indicated Michelangelo’s 

Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel as source of inspiration for Leighton’s painting. It is true 

that Michelangelo was Leighton’s favorite model, but in this case, in addition to the sculptural 

aspect of the bodies and the drapery, nothing else suggests Michelangelo influence. The motifs 

that Leighton employed in this huge canvas of 228.5 cm (89.96 inches) diameter come from 

Doré. A closer study of his preliminary sketches for this painting indicates an even closer 

affinity with Doré. The sketch 115j in the catalogue of the 1996 exhibition is a close version of 

Mahomet, the schismatic from Canto XXVIII who is opening his chest with his bare hands. 

The compositional studies in black and white chalk reminds the viewer of the piles of bodies 

in Doré-Dante’s hell, while the studies for specific body postures enlarge Doré’s small 

characters in the crowds of the sinners the artist tried to individualize.  

 The most spectacular motif in Leighton’s paintings after the 1870s is the swirl of 

drapery that apparently has nothing to do with the narrative depicted or the symbolic meaning 

of the image.  The swirl is purely a decorative option. In Doré’s illustrations the swirl signifies 

the inner torment of the punished souls as well as the physical suffering, although Dante’s text 

is not always specific; in the paintings of Leighton and Burne-Jones, swirls accompany ancient 

mythological characters more like decorative additions to the scene rather than a realistic 

depiction of blowing wind or character in motion. Leighton’s Greek Girls picking up Pebbles 

by the Sea (1871), Hercules Wrestling with Death for the Body of Alcestis (1871), and Greek 

Girls Paying at Ball (1889), as well as Burne-Jones’ Perseus series (1885-88) and Sponsa de 

Libano (1891), use the swirl of cloaks to identify mythological characters. Interestingly, Doré 

used the swirl to identify Virgil in The Styx – Philippo Argenti (Canto VIII), The tomb of 

Anastasius (Canto XI), Brunetto Latini (Canto XV), and Thais (Canto XVIII). In the same 

illustrations, Dante’s toga hangs straight down, showing no effect from the elements. Is this 

because Dante belongs to a different era? An era whose art was dominated – in nineteenth-

century artists’ opinion – by spiritual values? Indisputably, the swirl became the favorite 

decorative element of the art nouveau artists, who explored its curvilinear elegance and 

subliminal sensuality in their compositions to the point where the subject was almost 

indecipherable. 

 Among the new artists, the Viennese Secessionist Gustav Klimt developed further 

Doré’s iconography from Canto V in the huge allegory of Philosophy (1898-1907), 

commissioned by the Ministry of Culture for the Vienna University building on the 

Ringstrasse. The group of sinners from Doré’s fourth illustration of Canto V became, in 

Klimt’s work, a cascade of skinny naked bodies, some of which cling to each other as if in 

despair. Klimt could have seen Doré’s illustrations in the dozens of German editions 

circulating before and during the time he started working on The Kiss for the Entire World 

(1902), one of the frescos of the Beethoven Frieze.15  

 More or less directly, Klimt absorbed motifs from Dante that had originated initially in 

Doré’s depictions. The juxtaposition of Klimt’s The Kiss for the Entire World in the 

Beethoven frieze and Doré’s illustration of Dante and Virgil crossing the Styx in Phlegyas’ 

boat discloses an unexpected similarity between the male body postures in both. The point of 

view from which Klimt chose to paint the embracing couple is identical to Doré’s, allowing 

                                                           
15 In the first two decades of the twentieth century, fifteen new German editions of Dore’s Dante were 

printed, according to Dan Malan (97). 
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the viewer to see only the male’s muscular back, which reminds one of Michelangelo’s 

sculptures. In Klimt’s case, the woman’s arms coiling around the man’s neck seem to be a 

reference to Dore’s third illustration for Canto V, the embrace of Paolo and Francesca. Klimt’s 

anonymous couple may or may not be Paolo and Francesca, but the title of the composition, 

The Kiss for the Entire World, is yet another reference to Dante’s Canto V and to Rodin’s 

sculpture, The Kiss (1889), which was meant to be a piece in the bass-reliefs of The Gate of 

the Hell.16 The subject of Francesca and Paolo was not particularly popular with German and 

Austrian artists, although L. Hoffmann-Zeitz and Wilhelm Trubner from Munich, and K. 

Kaiser from Dresden approached the subject at the end of the nineteenth century. However, in 

spite (or perhaps because) of this, Klimt did make it the central piece of his frieze.  

 In “Gustav Klimt’s Beethoven’s Frieze: Evolution and Program,” Stephan Koja 

focuses on visual elements that prepared visitors of the 1902 exhibition to understand Max 

Klinger’s huge sculpture of Beethoven. The idea that Klimt’s frieze was only a part of a 

Wagnerian “total work of art,” which combined painting, sculpture, and architecture with 

embedded suggestions about music, leads Koja to the conclusion that conceptually, the 

Beethoven Frieze “attempts a symbolic translation of Beethoven’s ninth symphony” (91-93). 

Visually, however, it may be read as another version of Dante’s Inferno: the floating slim 

bodies from the second gallery echo the souls of the lustful, while the Hostile Forces: 

Sickness, Madness, and Death may fit many episodes in Dante. Typhoeus and Lasciviousness, 

Lust, and Excess reconsiders, for example, Doré’s grotesque into its modernist equivalent: 

crude and explicitly erotic, decorative and static. 

 Although he did not receive full credit for his influence, Doré contributed not only 

iconographical motifs such as floating figures, contorted postures, and swirls of drapery to art 

nouveau and secessionism, but also a modern attitude towards book illustration and art. Open 

to experimentation with electrotype clichés, Doré allowed his images to circulate in thousands 

of editions in Europe and the United States. His designs were both literally and figuratively 

clichéd: Doré was the first major artist who both suffered from and enjoyed the effects of mass 

consumption, as Aida Audeh showed her article. Because Doré’s motifs circulated as common 

visual knowledge, very few artists paid tribute to him. Among the very few I can name are 

Edward Burne-Jones, August Rodin, and much later, Salvador Dali. By approaching 

illustration as a visual hermeneutic whose scope was to put into image what the text meant 

more than what the text referred to explicitly, Doré changed the history of the book: William 

Morris, inspired by Doré’s Divina Commedia, was to publish at Kelmscott Press in 1890 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales in elephant folio format with Edward Burne-Jones’ illustrations. 

Morris and Burne-Jones pushed Doré’s experiment even further as illustrations took center 

stage, transforming the text into a decorative element of the overall design. Morris, however, 

had fewer readers as he manufactured books as beautiful objects with as little mechanical 

contribution as possible, preventing massive multiplication of such art books. Doré’s 

predilection for painting huge canvases had also an impact on resizing easel paintings, and the 

late works of Leighton and Burne-Jones show this influence. Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze may be 

also interpreted as expansion of painting, this time, applied directly to the wall. The size of the 

frieze – 34 meters long (1,334 inches)– is a record for a “painting” that needed a whole 

building as support.  .  

 All of these visual innovations – expansion in the sheer size of a painting, freeing 

visual expression from Victorian prudery, fascination with the motifs of the deadly embrace or 

the swirl of fabric that later became purely decorative – originated in Dore's work on Dante. In 

this light, Dore's work, which has often been taken for granted, possibly because of its 

familiarity and accessibility, should be acknowledged for its substantial and sustained impact 

on modernist aesthetics and perceptions of sensuality. 

 

                                                           
16 Furthermore, Klimt, the first president of the Secessionist group that Hermann Bahr defined as a 

“typically Austrian Art Nouveau” in 1899 (Bouillon 8), was acquainted with August Rodin’s works, 

among which The Friends and The Hero were exhibited in Vienna in 1898. These two sculptures seem 

related visually to the monumental The Gates of Hell inspired by Dante Alighieri’s Hell.  
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FRAMING THE FLORENTINE: DANTE ALIGHIERI’S VISUAL AND MENTAL 

IMAGES IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 

 

 

Christoph Lehner17 

 

 

 
 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.  
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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.18 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 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?”19 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 

                                                           
17 Graduate student, University of Regensburg, Germany.  
18 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.  
19 W. J. T. Mitchell, “What is an Image?” in New Literary History, Vol. 15, No. 3, 

Image/Imago/Imagination (Spring, 1984), pp. 503-537.  
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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.20 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.21    

  

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.22 In addition to that, he  expanded on the Saussurean theory of a sign being 

made up of a signifier, 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.”23  

 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.”24 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, 

                                                           
20 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. 
21 Loc. cit. 
22 Interestingly, Panofsky was termed the ‘Saussure of Art History’. 
23 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. by Annette Lavers (London: Vintage, 1973), p. 109. 
24 Albert Russell Ascoli, Dante and the Making of a Modern Author (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2008), p. 3. 
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and transform “symbolically valued cultural accoutrements and attitudes” in various epochs.25 

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 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.”26 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.27 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,28 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.29 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.’30 Bodmer is also the first philologist who 

acknowledged the immense store of knowledge contained in the Divina Commedia. If it had 

                                                           
25 Michael Grenfell and Cheryl Hardy, Art Rules – Pierre Bourdieu and the Visual Arts (Oxford: Berg, 

2007), p. 30. 
26 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.”  
27 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. 
28 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). 
29 Johann Jakob Bodmer, Critische Betrachtungen über die Poetischen Gemählde (Frankfurt: 

Athenäum, 1971), original edition: 1741, p. 30 and p. 43. 
30 [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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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.31 

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.32       

 

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.”33 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,”34 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 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 1819.35 Schlegel also 

published an essay entitled Dante: Ueber die göttliche Komödie36 in order to “make Dante 

more popular among us,” but “not to judge him, [since] the voice of nations and centuries has 

                                                           
31 Loc. cit. p. 284. [my translation] “man hätte eine Encyclopädie der Wissenschaften, man hätte die 

feinsten Verstandeskräfte seiner Zeitgenossen [...] da gefunden.” 
32 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.”  
33 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. 
34 Loc. cit. 
35 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  
36 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). 
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already done so.”37 In this essay, Schlegel, who according to Friedrich had been entitled the 

“doyen of all Dantean sciences”38 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.”39 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.40 

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, 

founded in Vienna in 1809, whose members were later referred to as the Nazarenes, and the 

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, founded in London in 1848.41 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.42   

 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.43 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. 

                                                           
37 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.” 
38 Friedrich, p. 375. [my translation] “Altmeister aller Dantesken Wissenschaften” 
39 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.” 
40 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 [...]” 
41 For religious tendencies in 19th-century art, see Cordula Grewe, Painting the Sacred in the Age of 

Romanticism (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009). 
42 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. [...]” 
43 A common explanation for these differences is the lack of Catholic tradition in Britain. Interestingly, 

Protestant members of the Nazarenes often converted to Catholicism. 
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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.”44 

 

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-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,”45 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).46 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.47 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 artist Seymour Kirkup, the Italian patriot Aubrey Bezzi, 

and the American man of letters Richard Henry Wilde discovered and restored the painting 

                                                           
44 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.” 
45 Letters of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. by Oswald Doughty and John Robert Wahl, 2 vols. (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1965), II, p. 491.  
46 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.  
47 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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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.48 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.49  

 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.50 

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.51 A common 

visual model depicts the writer or scribe sitting at a desk or in his study, thus establishing a 

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.52 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.53 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.54  

 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 

                                                           
48 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. 
49 See, for example, the discussion on Giotto’s authorship in M.V. Schwarz, Giottus Pictor (Weimar: 

Böhlau Verlag, 2008), II, pp. 480-481. 
50 <http//:www.artenotai.org> accessed April 2, 2015. 
51 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).  
52 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.  
53 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. 
54 Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana, MS 1005. 
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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.55 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,56 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, 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.  

 

                                                           
55 Giovanni Boccaccio, Vita di Dante (Trattatello in laude di Dante), ed. by Paolo Baldan (Bergamo: 

Moretti & Vitali, 2001), p. 159. 
56 McLaughlin, p. 9. 
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Fig. 1: Dante portrait in the Cappella de’ Notai, Firenze (copyright by Christoph Lehner) 
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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.  

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 
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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 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.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Wadsworth_Longfellow%20-%20cite_note%20-%2076
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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 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 

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.  
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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 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). 



41 

 

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 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,58 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, 
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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).  

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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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. 
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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.60 

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 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 

 

                                                           
59 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. 
60 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. 



44 

 

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.61 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 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.62 

 

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 

                                                           
61 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.” 
62 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. 
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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!63 

 

“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 Palestine” by the American poet 

John Pierpont, published in 181764—“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?”65 

“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”!66—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 

                                                           
63 Longfellow to Zilpah Longfellow, 18 Jan. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 253. 
64 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. 
65 Longfellow, Letters 1: 253. 
66 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. 



46 

 

so beautifully described by others, that I need not repeat the twice-told tale (Complete 

Writings 7: 274). 

 

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,67 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,68 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.69 

 

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. 

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 

                                                           
67 See Mellow 78-79 and Miller 120. Hawthorne’s Twice-told Tales was published in 1837. 
68 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. 
69 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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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!70 

 

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.71 

 

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.72 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 1828.73 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. 
 

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 

                                                           
70 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. 
71 Longfellow, letter to Zilpah Longfellow, 26 Mar. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 256. 
72 Longfellow, letter to Stephen Longfellow, 13 Jan. 1828, in Longfellow, Letters 1: 249. 
73 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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His wasted fortunes and his buried love.74 

 

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, 

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.75 

 

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,76 and that he came to prefer “travels by the fireside,” as one of his 

popular lyrics evoke.77 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. 

 

                                                           
74 Longfellow, “The Student’s Tale: The Falcon of Ser Federigo,” from Tales of a Wayside Inn, in 

Longfellow, Complete Writings 4: 31. 
75 From the “Prelude” to Tales of a Wayside Inn, in Longfellow, Complete Writings 4: 7. 
76 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.” 
77 “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.78 

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. 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.79 Although he stopped making notes in the pocket diary 

                                                           
78 See Dana 259. 
79 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. 
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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.80  

 

                                                           
80 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. 



51 

 

 
Figure 2: Cabinet card of Longfellow by Giacomo Brogi, Florence, 1869. 

 

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 
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moonlight stroll through the streets of Florence.81 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 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!”82 

 
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) 

 

                                                           
81 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.” 
82 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.  



53 

 

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)83 

 

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) 

                                                           
83 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. 

 

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 
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song,” as Longfellow referred to the Commedia in one of the sonnets he included as prefaces 

to his translation.84 

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 flebil85 

and insuperbir,86 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.87 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.88 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.89 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 10.90 

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 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?91 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.92 Yet there may be 

                                                           
84 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. 
85 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.” 
86 Anonimo Genovese 608: “poi ti mesteso dei punir, / chi presumasti insuperbir.” 
87 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.” 
88 Purg. 31: 118-120: “Mille disiri più che fiamma caldi / strinsermi li occhi a li occhi rilucenti, / che pur 

sopra ’l grifone stavan saldi.” 
89 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.” 
90 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.’” 
91 Vasari (180-181) credited Gaddi with having rebuilt the Ponte Vecchio. Modern scholars, however, 

generally attribute the reconstruction to Neri di Fioravante. 
92 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 
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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.93 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 1883.94 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. 
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) 

                                                                                                                                                                        
Alighieri, Inferno xxv. Regarding the publication history of Longfellow’s translation of the Commedia, 

see Verduin, especially 29-35. 
93 Longfellow included his translations of Michelangelo’s sonnets (seven in all) and canzone in 

Kéramos, and Other Poems. 
94 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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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. 

 

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 Fuorusciti95—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. 

                                                           
95 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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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 

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: 
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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; 

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).96  

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, whether 

his own as author or that of his readers. Moreover, as the personas of the Ponte Vecchio and 

                                                           
96 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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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.97 

 

                                                           
97 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 more important, and the Ponte Vecchio begins to speak to Longfellow’s 

lifelong commitment to transatlantic exchange, his desire to build bridges between different nations and 

speakers of different languages, as a translator as an editor of Poems of Places, and as a multilingual 

poet. It is significant that Longfellow represents himself here not as a builder of bridges but as the 

bridge itself, not as the producer (Taddeo Gaddi) but as the product that has outlasted the one who made 

it.” (Public Poet 54) 
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DANTE, “THE GRANDEST FIGURE OF WORLD LITERATURE” 

 

 

 

Mihaela Irimia98 

 

 

 
Abstract: In 1921 the Romanian review Transilvania published a celebratory issue as a 

homage to Dante, marking the sexcentenary of the great Florentine’s death. It came out three years 

after the Great Union of the Romanian Principalities in 1918, the year in which the Romanian 

canonical poet George Coşbuc died. The issue carried texts on the ethnogenesis of the Romanians and 

focused on the Latinity of their language and culture. It also expressed thanks to the Sfetea brothers for 

permission to print Coşbuc’s version of Inferno I. The integral translation of The Divine Comedy by the 

same author came out in the mid-1920 through the early 1930, though the three canticles had been his 

main literary concern since the 1890s. Regarded by the Transylvanian Romanian intellectuals as “the 

grandest figure of world literature”, Dante became Coşbuc’s most outstanding project and his copious 

commentary to the Divine Comedy in Italian features as a choice philological study in Romanian 

literature. 

 

Key words: celebratory, homage, ethnogenesis, union, Romanian translation, Latinity 

 

 

 Founded in 1868 in Braşov/Kronstadt, the Romanian-speaking review Transilvania 

was enthused with patriotic ardour and asserted itself as a tribune of Romanian intellectuals in 

the principality of the same name. In the bicephalous empire established by the 1867 Austro-

Hungarian Compromise, "Transilvania"cultivated revolutionary ideals upheld by the political 

and cultural elite of ’48 who had found their Romanian national identity confirmed by the 

1859 Union of Wallachia and Moldavia. Formally proclaimed the United Principalities in 

1862, these were Transylvania’s counterparts beyond the Carpathian forests (trans silva) in the 

process of nationstate building. In 1866 a modern Constitution came into being, promulgated 

by Prince Carol I, crowned King of Romania in 1881. In 1877 the review had moved its 

headquarters to Sibiu/Hermannstadt, sensitive to the effervescent national spirit at the time of 

Romanian independece from the Ottoman Empire. The whole latter half of the nineteenth 

century witnessed groundbreaking developments in the three historical principalities and 

"Transilvania" acted as a faithful mirror to Romanian modernity                    

In the making. An momentous event took place in Alba Iulia on 

December 1, 1918: the Great Union, or else, the birth of the fully-

fledged nationstate. (Fig. 1)99 A special issue was dedicated to the 

occasion which brought together the energy, passion and sense of 

sacrifice of Romanians all over Greater Romania.   

In celebration of the sexcentenary of Dante’s death, 

"Transilvania" published a special issue in September 1921 (Fig. 2)100. 

The tone of its eulogy sounded like a mix of Enlightenment and 

Romantic principles, with universal truths echoing as progress in 

historical becoming. It may not be immaterial to compare Heinrich 

Wilhelm Tischbein’s painting showing Goethe in the Roman 

Campagna (1787) with Domenico Petarlini’s Dante in esilio (the 

1860s) – two European canonical writers perceived in historically 

challenging contexts. The nearly one hundred years extending between 

the two works could be called a hundred years of solitude. In the 

                                                           
98 University of Bucharest. 
99http://documente.bcucluj.ro/web/bibdigit/periodice/transilvania/1918/BCUCLUJ_FP_279996_1918_0

49_001_012.pdf 
100 TRANSILVANIA BCUCLUJ_FP_279996_1921_052_009    

Fig. 1. Transilvania  

       Fig. 2. Dante  
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former (Fig. 3), Neo-Classic poise reads  in the protagonist casting a confident look on the 

surrounding landscape strewn with things of beauty, joys forever, his contemporary age 

bridged across the centuries with the foundational times of mythical Europe. Here is, 

acclaimed in the poet’s present, the glory of world civilization securing his belonging to 

eternal high culture: Europa maxima. Goethe, the self-proclaimed exemplary Grand Tourist, 

reclines on his right elbow wrapped up in a Roman toga which skillfully reveals his white 

stockings and buckled shoes at one end and his shirt frill at the other: the present displayed in 

comfortable historic grandeur, Neo-Classicism in/as Classicism. His visual embrace of the 

distance confirms his poise: an outward look fed on physical ruins raised to the emblematic 

power of cultural firmness. In the latter (Fig. 4)101, a pensive Dante reminding one 

analeptically of the melancholy Renaissance stance, the lunatic, the lover and the poet, all of 

imagination one compact, proleptically grows into the typical Romantic spirit. He dwells in 

solitude, lonely as a cloud: withdrawn, head hanging with a problematic tilt, his look laden 

with melancholy, finding no support in an art-free natural landscape. Gone is the classic clutter 

filling the spaces of our cultural edifice and making us feel at home in our long-inhabited 

house of fame. Sitting on almost barren land, Dante rests his right elbow on a somewhat 

greener mound, his left hand clasping a closed book. His medieval costume is intensely red, 

sending the message of his paradigmatic sacrifice, his look inward-going, his despair 

impossible to ignore. This is the food of Romantic zest: Dante, the visionary bard, is here as 

insignia of national identity and unity bearing the message of 

Garibaldi’s Italy, validating it half a millennium after his own 

actual exile. His individual misery turned collective 

accomplishment, his Florentine despair turned Italian hope. 

His individual solitude reinforces communal belonging in a 

telling rereading of Inferno I, 1-3:  

 

Nel mezzo del cammin din nostra 

vita 

Mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, 

Che la diritta via era smarrita. 

                                                         (emphasis added) 

 

Our national fate is to be deciphered through my [the poet’s] 

personal trajectory via a metonymic relationship with echoing 

effects – Auerbach’s conviction that Dante, the one religious 

poet of all religious poets, is the poet of the secular world: the 

modem European form of mimesis of historical occurrence 

through art (212).  

The Dantean sexcentenary commemorated by 

"Transilvania" was couched in language speaking for itself: 

Dante is, perhaps, the grandest figure of world literature. 

Along the centuries he eternizes poetry and thought, supreme 

expressions of human value (698). At the back of any 

educated Romanian reader’s mind must have sounded the 

seventeenth-century adage We come from Rome recalling 

Wallachian and Moldavian chroniclers’ passion for 

ethnogenesis in the easternmost extreme of Latinity. They sounded nostalgic for original 

Roman splendour brought back to life by uomini universali writing in the vernacular. Schooled 

                                                           
101 Transilvania, Sept. 1921 issue at 

http://www.google.ro/imgres?um=1&sa=N&biw=1280&bih=827&hl=ro&tbm=isch&tbnid=VohQ8nMe

_bOJ1M%3A&imgrefurl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ilgiornaledellarte.com%2Farticoli%2F2011%2F3%2

F106914.html&docid=Nz1lXgX61vGAaM&imgurl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ilgiornaledellarte.com%2F

immagini%2FIMG20110228114005864_900_700.jpeg&w=900&h=676&ei=Tw_cUvt25IDJA-

qggIAG&zoom=1&iact=rc&page=1&start=0&ndsp=27&ved=0CFcQrQMwAA. 

Fig. 3. Goethe in the Roman Campagna  

Fig. 4.  Dante in esilio 
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in Polish seats of culture, these chroniclers were brought up on Latin-written texts which 

functioned as an opening to western culture. They could read Christian identity other than in 

Cyrillic script,102 the language of the Eastern Orthodox Church. They found it inscribed in 

letters that overtly showed the Latin substance of their mother tongue. This was only too 

necessary to underline in the Transilvania editorial board’s conception: As a small Latin isle, 

here in the East, we have thought it our duty to dedicate these few pages to the most illustrious 

representative of Latinity (698). To put it in a nutshell, Dante was an uncompromising 

guarantor of Romanian culture’s own origin and appurtenance among Europe’s and the 

world’s Latin cultures. 

But, while he was regarded as the upholder of Latinity at national level, whether 

Italian or Romanian, Dante was brought to the fore as the grandest figure of world literature 

(698) and culture on premises of matchless omniscience. The reasoning behind was, once 

again, a sui generis mix of Enlightenment and Romantic ideals. From the essentialist 

perspective, he was deemed the eternal repository of world poetry and thought, but also 

valorized as the precursor of philosophical doctrines that were to give life to humanism 

(umanesimo). This whig view of history smacking of Romantic optimism with evolution, 

progress and success as signs of the unavoidable better future could not fit a better historical 

moment than that of modern nationhood and the accomplished modern nationstate. Here was 

the famous Florentine at the antipodes of his own troubled life, torn between political factions, 

falling foul of the local authorities, a lifelong exile in his own land. Instead, Transilvania, a 

review applauding Latin grandeur from within the onetime mountainous national borders, 

acclaimed him for having opened up the horizons of the widest Italian literary movement 

(Risorgimento) and consecrated the Italian language in an admirable poem which had braved 

time unadulterated. Alongside Homer’s poems and the Bible, Alighieri’s trilogy stood like an 

eternal rock. Such an embodiment of dignified identity could only make of Dante the symbol 

of century-old Italy’s glory, of Italy the light house of Latinity, and, again, of the lofty 

Florentine the sun to which everybody looked up in awe.  

1921 marked three years since the Great Union of the Romanian Principalities. Within 

months of this crucial event in the lives of all Romanians, George Coşbuc (1866-1918), a 

seminal name in the history of Dantean translations into Romanian, died an untimely death. In 

three years’ time Coşbuc’s crafty and erudite translation of the Divine Comedy was to be 

printed and circulated in cultivated circles as a masterpiece itself. In 1921, again, the 

Moldavian-born historian Vasile Pârvan (1882-1927) wrote in his Idei şi forme istorice (Ideas 

and Historical Forms) about the Latin idea as the pivot of intellectual and moral development 

of the Romanian spirit (32). 

The whole nineteenth century paved the way to this. In the 1820s, Ion Eliade 

Rădulescu, a classic of the generation of ’48, authored the first Gramatica românească 

(Romanian Grammar) (1828) and embarked upon establishing modern periodicals in his 

mother tongue. Educated in Greek-speaking schools in Bucharest, Eliade underwent a personal 

sea change in terms of cultural identity which stands in a relation of metonymic 

correspondence with Romanian culture in the mid-1800s. He had been brought up on the 

locally produced Alixăndria (The Life of Alexander) at the crossroads of Cyrillic script and 

Neo Greek taste for narratives, to eventually aspire to put in place a bibliotheca universalis 

and make Romanian literature stand on an equal footing with the Greco-Roman tradition. He 

led an indefatigable campaign for the Romanian language and its Latinity and coined an 

artificial Italianite Romanian, to prove its exclusively Latin character! His contemporaries were 

little surprised to see him in public wrapped up in a Roman toga (like Goethe in the 

Campagna). Instrumental in phasing out the transition alphabet, Eliade operated the 

irreversible shift to all-Latin script in a fundamental text of world literature, Byron’s Don 

                                                           
102 Used by the Christian Orthodox Church, the Cyrillic alphabet was the official script in Wallachia and 

Moldavia till the mid-nineteenth century, while Latin script in Romanian documents was used for 

Catholic and Calvinist proselytism in Transylvania. Declared official script in 1862 by Prince Cuza of 

the Romanian Principalities, the Latin alphabet replaced the transition alphabet (a fairly randomly 

mixture of Cyrillic and Latin characters). 
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Juan, Cantos I and II, translated into Romanian from the French intermediary. His lifetime 

struggle for Latinity found recognition in his Principie de Orthographia Romana (Principles 

of Romanian Orthography), printed in 1870, which confirmed him as the father of modern 

literary Romanian. Like Petarlini’s Dante, Eliade favoured a Romantic cosmic embrace and an 

apposite Mesianic tone, as can be seen from his grandiose plan of processing world history and 

literature in works like Biblice (Biblical Matters), Evangelice (Evangelical Matters), Patria 

sau Omul social (The Fatherland, or Social Man), Omul individual (Individual Man). Most of 

this remained a utopian dream according George Călinescu, to the most prominent literary 

historian in Romanian culture: Eliade’s work would have thus been more than a Légende des 

Siècles, a true Divine Comedy (Dante never ceased haunting him), with a literal, didactic, and 

anagogic meaning (Călinescu 141), for, we are told, he dreamed of providing the great modern 

Bible with an apocalypse, so comprehending the whole of history, from the fall of man to his 

regeneration in the eternal city (Călinescu 141). 

With a reformed cultural agenda, Eliade did dream of a world library in his own 

Romanian translation covering the cornerstone names of western philosophy and literature and 

thus making Romanian culture modern: Plato, Aristotle, Bacon, Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, 

Leibniz, Berkeley, Hume, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, The Bible, Sappho, The Divine 

Comedy, Orlando furioso, Gerusalemme liberata, Don Quijote, Boileau, Voltaire, Lamartine, 

Chateaubriand, Byron, Hugo. His own transfiguration was to include a subtler yet form of 

translation, that from the personal to the national level. How very Dantean, from the Romantic 

angle! [A] Dantean mystic with enormous prophetic visions (Călinescu 141), Eliade 

orchestrated the very first cult of Dante in Romanian culture. For a taste, here is the celebrated 

self-presentation of the gate to hell (Inferno III, 1-9) in the Italian original and Eliade’s 

Italianite Romanian: 

 

Per me si va ne la città dolente                Prin mine se duce-n cetatea dolente, 

per me si va ne l’etterno dolore,              Prin mine se duce-n eterna durere, 

per me si va tra la perduta gente.            Prin mine se duce-n pierduta gente; 

 

Giustizia mosse il mio alto fattore;           Justiţia mişcă p-al meu înalt factor, 

fecemi la divina podestate,                       Făcutu-m-a divina potestate, 

la somma sapienza e ’l primo amore.       Nalta sapienţă ş-amorul primare. 

 

Dinanzi a me non fuor cose create,           Nainte de mine n-au fost create 

se non etterne, ed io etterno duro.             Decât eterne, şi-n etern eu dur.  

Lasciate ogni speranza, voi ch’entrate.     Lăsaţi orice speranţă voi ce intraţi. 

 

Eliade’s version was published in his 1870 Curs intreg de poesie generale (Comprehensive 

Course of General Poetry), III, Part II, under the heading Epicele (Epic Poetry) as the most 

excellent illustration of genre. The language worked into the translated text is at once far-

fetched and aimed at serving a cause. The sophisticated Romanian will have no problem 

grasping its every single lexeme, while the average native speaker of the language will find it 

weird, but not remotely impossible to understand. Neologisms like dolente, gente, potestate, 

factor retrievable in cultivated derivatives or historical evolutions in current use now add local 

colour, (eu) dur makes sense, though aberrant from the standard durez form, while Lăsaţi orice 

speranţă voi ce intraţi is a hundred per cent spoken Romanian even today. To Eliade’s mind, 

Dante was one of the most remarkable authors ever whose writings had contributed to great 

feats of civilization, the shaping of the human mind and heart, and the perfection of 

humankind. 

A number of names, whether of conspicuous importance or scarcely any standing 

relevance for Romanian culture, extend between Eliade Rădulescu and George Coşbuc, two 

undeniable canonical writers. Among them are philosopher, poet and politician Vasile Conta 

(1845-1882), the Austrian-born and German-educated Veronica Micle (1850-1889), a poet 

whose post mortem fame owes more to her affaire with the national poet Mihai Eminescu than 

to her aesthetic brilliance, Alexandru Macedonski (1854-1920), poet, playwright and literary 
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critic, promoter of French Symbolism in Romanian culture, Nicolae Iorga (1871-1940), 

outstanding polymath, historian, literary critic, poet and dramatist, but also a towering 

personality in western universities as well as in political life, killed in cold blood by an Iron 

Guard commando, in 1940, for having opposed their extremist positions. 

Between 1883 and 1888 Maria Chiţu signed prose translations of the Inferno and the 

Purgatorio, accompanied by commentaries of debatable philological worth. Her version has 

remained a time-yellowed rendition for the occasional researcher interested in the reception 

phenomenon. In 1906 Nicu Gane, liberal politician and prominent freemason, sent to the print 

his own translation of the Inferno in Alexandrine verse, republished in 1907 in the Revista 

idealistă (The Idealistic Review). Alexandru Macedonski’s drama Moartea lui Dante Alighieri 

(The Death of Dante Alighieri) (1916) is a belated Romantic/Symbolist poet’s 

accomplishment. Călinescu saw something of Dante’s galvanizing solemnity, of Byron’s 

wildness and Blake’s mystic joviality travers[ing] this strange cabotin’s poetry (Călinescu 

141). The Death of Dante Alighieri is an experimental play with the title character as an alter 

ego of the playwright: political imbroglios, public moral corruption, disgust and weariness 

sound the Dantean note in an atmosphere of World War I confusion and frustration. Most 

impressive is the voice of the dying Dante-Macedonski suffering from Weltschmerz, a 

Francophobe, a stranger in his own country, fostering the only satisfaction of having 

accomplished his mission of writing a grand epic.  

The Dantean sexcentenary Transilvania issue extended thanks to the Sfetea brothers 

for permission to publish Coşbuc’s version of Inferno I. The first terzina went as follows: 

 

Pe când e omu 'n miezul vieţii lui 

M’aflam într’o pădure ‘ntunecată, 

Căci dreapta mea cărare mi-o perdui.103       

 

in which the deceased Romanian poet’s epic force can hardly pass unnoticed by the educated 

reader. Soon the integral Romanian version was to come out edited by Ramiro Ortiz, professor 

of Italian language and literature at the University of Bucharest. The celebratory issue also 

carried The Life and Work of Dante and Dante’s Political Ideas by Ioan Georgescu, composed 

in the best Laertian doxographic tradition observed by nineteenth-century highbrows and Iter 

animae Dantis in Deum by Ortiz. 

The common denominator was doubtless George Coşbuc, a turning point of the turn of 

the century in Romanian letters in Transylvania and in Romania as such. Born in a Greek 

Catholic family with a long clerical tradition, he was the son of priest Sebastian held in high 

esteem by the Hordou parish in Bistriţa-Năsăud County. With fourteen generations of Catholic 

clergymen in the family, Sebastian Coşbuc was an avid reader of literary texts of religious 

nature or inspiration. If we give credit to Ortiz, the priest stirred his son to purchase an edition 

of Dante’s Divine Comedy, in which the Italian master, he had learnt, progressed across Hell, 

Purgatory and Heaven. George soon fulfilled his father’s will and felt equally fascinated by the 

text, if not more. Classified as an outstanding exponent of petty provincial and rustic 

Romanticism (Călinescu 501), Coşbuc was educated at the Năsăud-based Liceul Românesc 

(Romanian Lycaeum), now Colegiul Naţional George Coşbuc (George Coşbuc National 

College). He pursued his education at the University of Cluj and became a passionate member 

of the 1870 founded Virtus Romana Rediviva literary society. An acute sense of Romanian, so 

Latin cultural identity grew into a steady component of his vision, in both his original poetic 

and in his impressive translator’s career. His Sanskrit Anthology assembling Rig Veda hymns, 

fragments from the Mahabharata and Ramayana, as well as Kalidassa’s 

Abhignānashākuntala, currently known as Sakontala, had been based on thorough readings 

and interpretations, at times, of German intermediaries. They produced an unprecedented 

effect upon publication, in 1897, coming as they did from a poet with an acute sense of 

national Romanian cultural identity, whose sensibility pointed to Latin sources.  In 1896 he 

                                                           
103 Dante,  Divina Comedie, trad. de G. Coşbuc; a c. di Ramiro Ortiz. Bucureşti: Cartea Românească, 

1924-1927, v. 1-3. 
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had published the ever first Romanian version of Virgil’s Aeneid and a rendition of Byron’s 

Mazeppa. The first decade of the twentieth century saw such foundationalist texts of European 

literature rendered into Romanian by his pen as Dante’s famous Tanto gentile… sonnet (1902), 

fragments from The Odyssey (a new translation on which he spent varying intervals from 1902 

to 1918), Terence’s Eunuchus (1908) and Schiller’s Don Carlos (1910).   

His encounter with The Divine Comedy though was by far the most challenging 

experience. It started with the German translation by Karl Eitner (1889) which he had provided 

for his father. This was a decisive moment of his prolonged Wander/Lehrjahre. He felt an 

elective affinity with Alighieri and, like Eliade Rădulescu in the generation preceding his, 

Coşbuc made of his personal a touchstone collective Dantean experience. In Italy the Shelleys 

had found in Dante their everyday spiritual food. In his Defence of Poetry Percy Bysshe 

eventually concluded that Shakespeare, Dante and Milton (to confine ourselves to modern 

writers) are philosophers of the very loftiest power (Shelley 27). Along the same lines he 

maintained that the poetry of Dante may be considered the bridge thrown over the stream of 

time, which unites the modern and ancient world (Shelley 61). Likewise, at the age of twenty 

five – nel mezzo del cammin di [sua biografica] vita – the Romanian poet was already 

spending long hours over the German edition to find the best possible Romanian equivalent. In 

1895 he had started publishing these first attempts while he was freshly and happily married to 

Elena Sfetea. A new phase in the poet’s life started, with his brother-in-law, Constantin Sfetea, 

a tireless publisher and bookshop network owner, instrumental in making the poet’s original 

and translated texts available to a wide readership. The last twenty five years of Coşbuc’s life 

were literally dedicated to The Divine Comedy. His integral translation of the one hundred 

canticles and commentary – a genre in its own right – are now considered the best 

achievement of his whole creation. As if to confirm the otherworldliness of this his poetic 

coronation, Coşbuc’s Divina Comedie was published post mortem. For his personal, yet so 

nationally motivated destiny, the Great Union of Romania and Transylvania occurred post 

mortem.  

His married life was periodically marked by leisurely summer holidays at Tismana, 

where the local Orthodox monastery, as well as the villa run by Constantin Sfetea secured a 

peaceful haven for his endless hours of reading, writing and meditation. These intellectual 

regales were fed by The Divine Comedy and by Dante Alighieri. In 1915 Tismana brought 

together George Coşbuc and Ramiro Ortiz (1879-1947) and sealed a lifelong friendship. Back 

in 1912 Coşbuc had started the study of original Italian writings in Italy. These included 

documents referring to Dante’s life and work, as well as manuscripts of the Divina Commedia. 

Ortiz had arrived in Bucharest in 1901 and been a high school teacher and promoter of Italian 

culture in Romania till 1913, when he was appointed professor at the Department of Italian 

Language and Literature, University of Bucharest. When he made Coşbuc’s acquaintance at 

Tismana, he had almost finalized his study Per la storia della cultura italiana in Rumania 

(1916), based on research at the Romanian Academy Library. It had been his intellectual 

challenge to identify traces of Italic rather than merely Italian culture in the life, literature and 

arts of the Romanians. Ortiz had identified the mother-idea of the whole of Romanian culture 

[in] the Roman idea, a discovery and gift of the Italian Renaissance (6) traversing Romanian 

culture from the early seventeenth to the late eighteenth century in its gradual assumption of a 

recognizable Occidental shape. Ortiz and Coşbuc, both based in Bucharest at the time, 

performed a daily ritual at Tismana: long ramblings in the morning, leisuirely lunch treats in 

the early afternoon followed by a short siesta, and then prolonged late hours of debates on 

philosophical and philological subjects, of which Dante and Dantean matters always in the 

forestage. This was when Ortiz discovered in Coşbuc a man of impressive erudition and 

cultural subtlety. Ortiz spent the 1916-1919 interval back in Italy and, after returning to 

Romania, founded the Roma (Rome) review in 1921, the year of the Dantean sexcentenary. In 

1924 he inaugurated the Istituto Italiano di Cultura di Bucarest (the Italian Culture Institute in 

Bucharest). Four years later he gained recognition as translator into Italian of the Romanian 

national poet Mihai Eminescu, and in 1933 he became honorary member of the Romanian 

Academy, his own symbolic Rome-Romania identitary equation. 
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To both Coşbuc and Ortiz Dante as philosopher and also poet was the modern 

accomplishment of the Homer–Virgil–Dante triumvirate of western civilization and preserver 

of the profoundest civilizatory spirit, the Roman spirit. Coşbuc was only to reiterate the need 

of a minor literature to integrate a crucial foreign work in its native cultural circuit in order to 

fulfill the literary life of the day. He proclaimed his own Romanian closer to Dante’s Italian 

than modern Italian itself! Pondering on the fairly popular belief that Dante had learnt Latin 

with the help of his own mother tongue, Coşbuc gradually built his own Italianite Romanian 

(like Eliade before) for use not so much in his translation, but rather in his commentary. He 

developed a fruitful cooperation with Octavian Domide, canon of the Greek Catholic Diocese 

in the provincial town of Gherla, Cluj County. Domide was sent his half-Italian half-Romanian 

and quite often Romanian-Italian commentary and became Coşbuc’s professional translator for 

a final Italian version. The full text of the overall commentary bearing a Romanian title, 

Comentariu la Divina Comedie (Commentary toThe Divine Comedy) yet written in Italian, 

came out in two volumes, as late as 1963 (I. Tavola tonda) and 1965 (II. La gente sotto larve) 

edited by Alexandru Duţu and Titus Pîrvulescu. 

1921, the Dantean sexcentenary, was the cusp between 1918, George Coşbuc’s death, 

and the publication of his Divina Comedie. Ready for the print in 1924, Infernul came out the 

next year, with Purgatoriul and Paradisul through the late 1920s, all three with introductory 

studies and commentaries by Ramiro Ortiz. All three canticles had been his main literary 

preoccupation since the mid-1890s. 

Reputedly a perfectionist, Coşbuc gradually developed a complicated research-

composition system, with linguistic-literary, philosophical-religious and aesthetic-formal 

filters succeeding one another until what he thought could pass for a final version could be 

accepted and he would not come back on it. Suffice it to mention that the Francesc da Rimini–

Paolo Malatesta episode and the whole Inferno V went through twelve versions. He regarded 

the Dantean terzina as some kind of sacred verse form and observed its rigours with utmost 

exactness, a particularly difficult enterprise in such a highly inflected language as Romanian, 

the only Romance language with enclitic rather than proclitic definite articles, a luxuriant verb 

and noun paradigm, when it comes to conjugations and declensions, and a lexically very 

productive idiom in terms of derivatives. Duţu remarks, in the track of Ortiz’s description of 

Coşbuc’s Dantean spirit, that the Transylvanian poet supplied a world literature dimension to 

Romanian literature, (1985: xx) by endowing it with his colossal translation.104 

Anecdotal literary history has it that Coşbuc postponed rendering The Odyssey into his 

own poetic Romanian in favour of pursuing his Dantean trajectory. Materials stored in the 

Romanian Academy Library comprise manuscripts classified in six fat folders, spare 

manuscripts and notes, some on loose copybooks or sheets, and other notes by the poet-

translator. The 1899-1900 winter which Coşbuc spent in Bucharest was completely devoted to 

the Inferno. The final version of Canto V came out on 25 December, 1918, months after his 

premature departure from this world, while Canto I published by the 1921 "Transilvania" issue 

is one of the final, but not the absolutely final version. 

For a taste of mature literary Romanian, here is the gate to hell inscription, again, with 

Eliade’s and Coşbuc’s solutions as parallel mirrorings of the original (Inf. I, 1-9): 

 

Per me si va ne la città dolente                         

per me si va ne l’etterno dolore,                       

per me si va tra la perduta gente.                     

 

Giustizia mosse il mio alto fattore;                  

fecemi la divina podestate,                               

la somma sapienza e ’l primo amore.               

 

                                                           
104 G. Coşbuc. Opere alese, VII, Traduceri, Ed. Gh. Chivu, Preface and comentaries by A. Duţu, Dante, 

Divina Comedie, I, Infernul. Bucureşti: Editura Minerva, 1985, p. xx. 
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Dinanzi a me non fuor cose create,                  

se non etterne, ed io etterno duro.                   

Lasciate ogni speranza, voi ch’entrate.     

 

Prin mine se duce’- cetatea dolente,          Prin mine mergi la cuibul întristării, 

Prin mine se duce-n eterna durere,       prin mine mergi la vecinic plâns fierbinte   

Prin mine se duce-n pierduta gente;          prin mine mergi la neamul dat pierzării.  

 

Justiţia mişcă p-al meu înalt factor,          Justiţia mişcă pe-al meu părinte,    

Făcutu-m-a divina potestate,                puterea cea divină m-a durat, 

Nalta sapienţă ş-amorul primare.     iubirea primă şi suprema minte.  

Nainte de mine n-au fost create                 Când eu n-am fost, nimic n-a fost creat, 

Decât eterne, şi-n etern eu dur.                  ci vecinic tot: şi-n veci voi fi durată. 

Lăsaţi orice speranţă voi ce intraţi.            Să lase-orice speranţă cine-a-ntrat.  

 

Placed in the context of Coşbuc’s ample commentary, his translation acquires yet another 

dimension. Unlike what had been the case of Virgil’s Aeneid or the Sanskrit Anthology, The 

Divine Comedy faced him with a whole labyrinth of cultural sedimentation. He found this 

labour rewarding and never felt fatigued to soldier on out of its meanders. The Coşbuc archive 

donated by his widow to the Romanian Academy betrays assiduous investigation of 

commentaries from more than German and Italian sources. It is particularly striking to see the 

erudite’s frequent struggle with and opposition to apparently unproblematic interpretations. Of 

all these, the most stupefying one is his conviction that Dante had embarked upon his 

ultramundane journey on the Friday evening before Palm Sunday, and concluded his 

paradigmatic experience on Easter Sunday 1298, rather than 1300. Coşbuc’s hermeneutic offer 

requires some attention. Abandoned in 1914 in yet another fit of perfectionism, the 

Commentary was resumed in 1915 to remain n uninterrupted concern to its author’s dying day. 

It is made up of A. Dati cronologici, B. Dati storici, C. Dati astronomici, D. Dati rituali, E. 

Dati scientifici. Corroborated among themselves and resorted to for every narrative or 

argumentative articulation of the text, these supply a comprehensive picture of the religious 

imaginary of Dante’s day. Their linguistic vehicle ranges from bookish literary Romanian to 

Romanian-Italian or Italian only. Irrespective of linguistic expression, it points to the genuine 

Continental writer (Duţu 1998: x) that their signatory was. 

Ramiro Ortiz had edited and commented George Coşbuc’s translation pursuing the 

lines of the doxographic legacy as confirmed by the overall title of his introductory study: 

Dante and His Age. His is a view of Italy and Florence in Dante’s time, Dante’s childhood, 

Vita Nuova, the Convivio, a few chronological dates of relevance to the reader, Dante’s moral 

erring, Iter animae Dantis in Deum, the genesis and chronology of the Divine Comedy, the 

argument of the poem. The one conspicuous point of intersection with Coşbuc’s incomparably 

more sophisticated and erudite commentary is his own focus on the difference between us, 

moderns, and Dante’s Florentines, among whom the suffering White Guelph exile is seen as a 

fully medieval poet, albeit one anticipating modernity. In his own turn, Ortiz raised Latinity to 

the height of cultural maturity in the concluding lines of his introduction. Speaking to the 

general Romanian reader, he portrays Coşbuc as a Latin wardsman at the borders of the Slav-

Byzantine world, an emblematic man with a purely Latin heart, somebody that could never 

possibly stay indifferent to the great poet of Latinity (Ortiz 62). Written 

on 10 March, 1925, these lines announced the soon to be published 

Italian version of Eminescu’s choice verse, as a tribute to the spiritual 

collaboration between the Italian and the Romanian nation (Ortiz 63). 

From a theoretical perspective, Coşbuc’s Dantean contribution 

to Romanian literature and culture requires, it seems to us, a few 

significant considerations mainly of the History of Ideas and Translation 

Studies order. The Coşbuc archive testifies to this belated Romantic’s 

understanding of literature in its historical dynamism (Breslin 371) that 

Auerbach was later to define as aesthetic historicism: we grasp epochs 

Fig. 5. George Cosbuc  
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and societies not simply and not only in terms of natural phenomena, but rather, and more 

forcibly, in intimate relation to and depending on intellectual and historical factors. 

Romanticism, first of all a discovery of the mysteries of the world (…) [with] nothing so 

mysterious, so enigmatic, so wonderful as Time (Poulet 3), infuses his erudite commentary. 

Coşbuc senses the historically oriented differentiation that ‘period and periodization’ (…) are 

by mak[ing] a break in historical continuity (Perkins 134). He grasps it in Dante the 

philosopher who is also a poet, and a Christian one, who grapples with myth and allegory in 

historical context. He bends over the Dantean text as a late nineteenth-century translator-

exegete who has lived through a world war and senses that our modern mind is disinclined to 

face (…) myth directly, that [w]e face it historically and talk about what men once believed 

(Singleton 497). His awareness of myth descending into allegory and eventually into mere 

history also underlies his linguistic sensibility. He accepts Dante’s use of a mixed style (…) 

[letting] the content find its own natural expression (Iannucci 8), the way, for instance, we 

identify it in Inferno V’s sense of concreteness never summoned up in the previous cantos 

(Fig. 5) (Terza 53). As a modern translator, Coşbuc fathoms his own cultural, linguistic, moral 

and emotional potential from within his own modern legacy. Translation theory, these days, 

can be a repository for ideologies of unification (…), it can also be a site of resistance to them 

(Bistué 162). A dense network concentrating varieties of cultural imaginary, literary 

expression, societal and professional roles, intimate and public values concur to produce a 

translator in his/her contingent givenness. Our poet-translator is sensitive to what has been 

called the intercultural phenomenon of the first magnitude known as translation (Levefre 10), 

which he serves with the Romantic activist’s engagement in national assertion and national 

specificity. Like creators in the long nineteenth century – in preceding, his own, or further 

generations – he can put canonical writers of world literature to the Romantic/modern business 

of identifying historico-cultural difference. His own modern relativization of time as history 

rather than universally acknowledged time reads in his nuanced linguistic solutions provided 

for highly emotional passages like Francesca’s  or Arnaud Daniel’s confession, and, like Dante 

himself, he is sensitive to authorial time enter[ing] represented time (...) [as a] departure 

mark[ing] the beginning of a pivotal destruction of epic distance (Wacker 127). Here is the 

modern valorization of cultural values supplanting the inherited idea of the unity of the heroic 

past by formal closure. With solid Catholic readings at the back of his mind, and a poetic 

proclivity for humble everyday life, Coşbuc makes clever use of the lowly language of 

mothers and nurses, the sermo humilis that is more significantly attuned to the example of 

Christ’s speech in Scripture than perhaps to anything else (Hollander 27). He does this with 

the same smoothness with which he provides a countryside type of address in his Sanskrit 

Anthology or his Aeneid, whenever humble speech is required for the sake of the text’s 

integrity. He fares not far from Carey, with whom he shares a subtle sense of cultural identity 

because he writes in the name of the national spirit, because he finds in Dante the national 

poet avant la letter (Carey 350). 
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THE ITALIAN RENAISSANCE, DANTE AND W.B. YEATS 

 

 

Nicoleta Stanca105 

 

 

Abstract: The presentation will focus on the influence of the Italian Renaissance 

culture in general and of Dante in particular on W.B. Yeats’s works, on his literary production 

written out of the encounter, in the 1890s, with Dante’s Vita Nuova, translated by Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti, and out of his Italian Renaissance experience following his tour in Italy in 

1907. The first part of the presentation will discuss similarities between the Anglo-Irish and 

Italian Renaissance aristocracy, starting from Yeats’s belief in the elevating quality of art to 

which the Renaissance was devoted and on his high appreciation of the mission of the Italian 

aristocrat as a patron of arts. The second part will refer to specific Dantean influences on 

Yeats, more obvious in his early literary career, though also traceable in his later works, such 

as the poet-lover and the use of the mask as a projection of an antithetical completion, Dante’s 

imagined world being Catholic and Yeats’s being esoteric.    

 

Key words: Yeats, Irish Revival, Dante, the Renaissance, identity, spirituality 

  

  

Introduction 

 

W.B. Yeats’s influence of the Italian Renaissance and culture in general and of Dante’s work 

in particular is, arguably, rather strong in his early period of creation, by which we mean his 

literary production written after his “encounter” with Dante in the 1890s. Yeats knew Dante 

both from his works (it is documented that he read Vita Nuova, in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 

translation) and from the nineteenth-century illustrations and interpretations of Dante (as, for 

instance, Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Dante’s Dream at the Time of the Death of Beatrice, 

William Blake’s illustrations of Dante’s works and the English Romantic poets’ revision of 

Dante). Last but not least, H.F. Cary’s translation of The Divine Comedy with the title The 

Vision and the subtitle Hell, Purgatory and Paradise of Dante Alighieri, could, perhaps, be 

related to Yeats’s own essay A Vision. Though Yeats did not read Dante in the original and he 

got acquainted with him only through the translations and interpretations of the Romantic 

poets and Pre-Raphaelite artists, Yeats must have been fascinated with Dante, the quest poet 

with whom he shared, as George Bornstein claims, “devotion to an unattainable woman, 

political office in a strife-torn land, exile (voluntary in Yeats’s case), acceptance of an abstruse 

system of belief, and a host of poetic goals, not least of which was to become a character in his 

own work” (93), all of which also being major nineteenth century themes.  

To present Yeats’s case in more convincing terms, we mention Jacob Burckhardt, who 

described the myth of the Renaissance as a nineteenth century creation centred on two 

concepts: individualism and modernity, due to the humanist dimension of both ages (Sherman 

252-253). According to him, Italian Renaissance culture fascinated the other European 

countries in the fifteenth century through the ideal image of the courtier, the emphasis on 

public service, personal merit, but also, on social class, hereditary nobility and artistic forms, 

attitudes and learning, through which man recognized himself as an individual. All these had 

preserved their appeal to later centuries, to which a renewed interest was added by writers such 

as Yeats.    

 

The Renaissance courtier and Yeats 

 

                                                           
105 Ovidius University, Constanța, 



74 

 

This essay is structured on two parts, each discussing Dante’s influence on Yeats’s work. The 

first part will discuss the similarities between the Anglo-Irish and Italian Renaissance 

aristocracy. Interestingly, the Italian Renaissance was basically about rebirth and renovation of 

the classical works as was the Anglo-Irish Revival or the Irish Literary Revival, to which 

Yeats belonged, and which focused on the restoration of Gaelic mythology and folklore with a 

view to revitalizing vernacular literature. Yeats’s appreciation of refined aristocracy was 

triggered actually by feelings of disappointment and bitterness against his contemporaries. 

Yeats wrote an essay on “William Blake and his Illustrations to the Divine Comedy (1896), 

initially published in The Savoy magazine, in which Dante emerged as an ancestor of the 

nineteenth century, concerned with worldly affairs, yet convinced, like Yeats himself was, of 

the existence of a spiritual dimension of life, the source of his creative energy. The poet’s 

essay was accompanied by two of Blake’s engravings (The Circle of Thieves and Paolo and 

Francesca) and eight of his designs inspired by Dante’s works. W.H. Smith and Son, the 

booksellers controlling the railway stalls and the distribution of the magazine refused to 

distribute the magazine showing such illustrations. Smith’s manager seemed to have objected, 

according to Yeats, to the illustration of Antaeus Setting Virgil and Dante upon the Verge of 

Cocytus, which he took for a drawing and considered offensive for ladies. Symons, the editor, 

and Yeats deplored the lack of education of the audience, but this could not prevent the failure 

of The Savoy issue.  

Another production received with hostility was Yeats’s play The Countess Cathleen, 

in which the Irish countess sold her soul to the devil to rescue from damnation her starving 

people who would have done the same had it not been for her; Irish radical nationalists 

claimed that it was outrageous to present such an image of an Irishwoman as a personification 

of Ireland. Yeats was not afraid to show what he considered the flaws of his fellow 

countrymen and he used Dante as a model to prove his opinion: “The greater portion of the 

Divine Comedy is a catalogue of the sins of Italy” and, yet, “Dante is said to have unified 

Italy” (Bornstein 102), in a similar manner in which great minds, like Goethe, Shakespeare, 

Homer, created the national character of their countries. Yeats also showed his openness and 

generosity by writing poems to defend his fellow playwrights when attacked for the plays 

staged at the Abbey Theatre, such as the riots against Synge’s The Playboy of the Western 

World (e.g. “On Those that Hated ‘The Playboy of the Western World’, 1907”) or to defend 

the Irish politician known since then as the uncrowned king of Ireland, Charles Stewart 

Parnell, criticized by William Martin Murphy in his own newspapers «The Irish Independent» 

and «The Evening Herald».  

Yeats grounded his appraisal of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy on the noble mythology of 

the Italian Renaissance, as he does in the poems “To a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second 

Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gallery if It Were Proved the People Wanted Pictures”, 

1913 and “The People”, 1915. Both texts are based on his belief in the elevating quality of art 

to which the Italian Renaissance had been devoted and on his high appreciation of the mission 

of the Italian aristocrat as a patron of the arts (as, for example, the Duke of Urbino, Cosimo de 

Medici, Duke Ercole of Ferrara mentioned in “To a Wealthy Man...”). Yeats believed in a 

cultural and political aristocracy which must allow the people who respect them to lead in an 

ordered society.  

The poem “To a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second Subscription to the Dublin 

Municipal Gallery if It Were Proved the People Wanted Pictures” was triggered by a real 

situation in contemporary Dublin. Lady Gregory’s nephew, Sir Hugh Lane, offered to build a 

gallery for Impressionist paintings in Dublin. Yet, his offer was turned down by the city 

councilors and businessmen who thought the paintings not worth the cost of building a decent 

gallery for the city. Yeats attacked the narrow-minded commercial middle-class and an 

indifferent lower class, labelled Paudeens or Biddys (Watson 118). And he was even harsher 

on the people he saw as the spokespersons of the middle class and aristocracy: William Martin 

Murphy, who attacked Synge’s play and Lane’s gallery in his newspapers, and Lord Ardilaum, 

the aristocrat who argued that no money should be given unless there was a public demand for 

the gallery (Untereker 117-118). Like Dante, who sent his enemies to Hell and Beatrice to 
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Heaven, Yeats found the right place for his enemies and friends in his “imaginary map”, 

represented by his poems and his essay A Vision.     

Sir Hugh Lane’s wish was that the English architect Edwin Lutyens should build the 

gallery so that it would span the Liffey like “an Irish Ponte Vecchio” (Drake 34). The city 

considered, however, that the cost of the gallery was too high and they could hardly afford it. 

On the other hand, Sean O’Casey described the derelict shells of the famous Georgian terraces 

as “a long, lurching row of discontented incurables” and according to James Connolly, Dublin 

was “infamous for the perfectly hellish conditions under which its people are housed” (Drake 

34). Thus, Dublin was generally hardly considered to be a place to host a modern gallery. In 

1913, the paintings in question were placed in the National Gallery, London, and in 1915, 

Hugh Lane added a codicil to his will offering them to Ireland if the gallery was built in the 

five years following his death. Lady Gregory was named the only trustee of the paintings. The 

codicil was not witnessed; Hugh Lane died and the English Gallery did not agree to give up 

the paintings (Untereker 118).  

In his poem “To a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second Subscription to the Dublin 

Municipal Gallery if It Were Proved the People Wanted Pictures” (Yeats 85) Yeats imagines 

an Italian Renaissance city as the example of a society in which culture was central to civic 

life; the poet contrasts the attitudes of his countrymen with the Italian Renaissance 

representatives, where Cosimo de Medici (a nobleman exiled to Venice, symbolically standing 

for Hugh Lane) and Michelozzo (who accompanied Cosimo to Venice, an alter-ego for 

Lutyens) patronised the arts without concern for profit; the San Marco Library (the Italian 

counterpart for the unbuilt Dublin gallery) was designed at Cosimo’s expense.     

 

  What cared Duke Ercole, that bid 

  His mummers to the market-place, 

  What th’onion-sellers thought or did 

  So that his Plautus set the pace 

  For the Italian comedies? (Yeats 85) 

 

In 1907, Yeats, Lady Augusta Gregory and her son Robert went on a tour to Florence, 

Urbino, Ferrara, Ravenna and Milan. This offered Yeats the opportunity to experience 

firsthand the cultural life of a Renaissance court about which he had read a few years before in 

The Courtier by Castiglione, following Lady Gregory’s recommendations (Jaffares 157). In 

the book, Castiglione describes the qualities of the courtier, the ideal Renaissance man who 

looked very much like the Duke of Urbino, to whose court Castiglione belonged. According to 

Castiglione, the courtier had to be born in a noble family as that would be like “a bright lamp 

that makes manifest and visible deeds both good and bad, kindling and spurring on to virtue as 

much for fear of dishonour” (28-34). He had to have talent and beauty and grace to make him 

pleasing and loveable, he had to be modest, reserved and humane. The profession of the 

courtier had to be connected to the army, though he was trained in the humanities (Latin, 

Greek, poetry, oratory and history).     

 The list of art patrons given by Yeats in “To a Wealthy Man ...” also reflects Yeats’s 

reading of the Italian diplomat’s book, as he mentions the Duke Ercole of Ferrara, who had 

five plays by Plautus produced in 1502 as part of the wedding celebrations for his son 

Alphonso’s marriage to Lucrezia Borgia; Guidobaldo, Duke of Urbino, who built a palace to 

host art treasures and Cosimo de Medici, who commissioned the architect Michelozzo to draw 

up the plans for the Library of St. Mark’s in Florence, which became famous for its frescoes 

by Fra Angelico (Untereker 118). By using examples of visionary artists, art patrons and city 

commissioners during Italian Renaissance, Yeats offers a model which, he thought, might 

open the minds of his fellow citizens and make them see the importance of supporting the arts 

in a city which has aspirations of modernity.   

Moreover, Yeats seems to have become aware that a country, like Italy, for which art 

is paramount with a stabilizing effect has as its ultimate goal peace for the entire nation. 

Yeats’s Italian tour and experience of the Renaissance in the nineteenth century, together with 

his realization that his most cherished values lacked popular recognition, pushed him to create 
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the mask of the Renaissance courtier-poet, who distinguished himself through magnanimity, 

courtesy, style, permanence, tradition and whose mission was to secure the cultural vitality of 

the present through the greatness of the past. Thus, the role of the artist in this organic 

community was to restore the links between the aristocracy and the people through the 

initiation of an Irish Cultural Renaissance carried out through the efforts of the intellectuals 

belonging to Anglo-Irish Protestant Ascendancy. 

It is known that Yeats idealized aristocratic descendence as opposed to Maud Gone’s 

ideal of the democratic spirit, imagined like a Phoenix bird delighting in her defeat. Before he 

went to Italy, Yeats had made attempts to find his aristocratic connections in his family tree; 

someone looked up his family coat of arms for a book-plate and told him that he had 

aristocratic connections on his father’s side. Yeats “told one acquaintance that the Duke of 

Ormonde was not of the real Butlers; and he is said to have declared to George Russell that if 

he had his rights he would be Duke of Ormonde” (Ellman 180); Yeats’s words actually prove 

once more the cleavage between his self and the society he lived in.   

The parallel between the Italian Renaissance and the Anglo-Irish aristocracy is taken 

by Yeats well into the twentieth century, when the destruction of the Big Houses in Ireland are 

compared to the Roman campagna in ruins (Watson 121). Thus, the west of Ireland with the 

Norman castles and round towers and the forts of Aran, like the Roman campagna, are 

reminiscent of a heroic age and they deepen Yeats’s sense of solitude. The Big or Great 

Houses, like Lady Gregory’s Coole Park with its lake and seven woods, are symbolical of an 

aristocratic age, tradition, social stability and artistic patronage. Yeats’s prophecy, better 

explained in A Vision, refers to the imminent ruin of a civilization if the arts and the model of 

the Italian Renaissance are neglected.  

 

Dante’s Beatrice and Yeats’s Maud Gonne 

 

The second part of the essay will refer to specific Dantean influences on Yeats, more obvious 

in the Irish poet’s early literary career, though also traceable in his later works. One theme to 

support this view is the poet-lover praising the angel-woman (Dante’s unrequited love for 

Beatrice and Yeats’s for Maud), a revisitation of a tradition established through the cult of 

Virgin Mary, the virgin martyrs and love poetry.  

With Dante, the woman is pictured like an angel under the influence of the tradition 

inaugurated by the troubadours and as an expression of repressed physical desire, turned into 

mystical experience. Dante’s angel-woman represents the path to salvation and shows him the 

way to God (Eco 171). Vita Nuova still contemplates Beatrice as the object of passion in the 

first half of the work, but Divina Comedia shows the ideal angel-woman as spiritualized 

beauty, revisited by the Pre-Raphaelites, who will illustrate ethereal, sensuous creatures, 

desired by mortals after their death. Yeats admits having long pondered on Dante’s model:       

  

I am no Dante scholar, and I but read him in Shadwell or in Dante Rossetti, but I am 

always persuaded that he celebrated the most pure lady poet ever sung and the Divine 

Justice, not merely because death took that lady and Florence banished her singer, but 

because he had to struggle in his own heart with his unjust anger and his lust; while 

unlike those of the great poets, who are at peace with the world and at war with 

themselves, he fought a double war. (Yeats, Per Amica ... 127)  

 

The rose in Yeats’s volume The Rose (1891-92) may have been inspired by Dante in 

several ways; Dante uses the symbol of the white rose with a yellow center to stand for 

heaven: the white rose of the Empyrean where the happy ones reside, as do love, beauty, his 

beloved Beatrice and the sacredness of Virgin Mary. Dante’s rose stands for “fulfillment of the 

spiritual quest, embracing secular and church-love: fulfillment in eternity of temporal things, 

since spiritualized courtly love (for dead Beatrice) had made him understand divine love” (De 

Vries 392). Here’s Dante’s description of the Empyrean in Cary’s translation:  
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In fashion, as a snow-white rose, lay then 

Before my view the saintly multitude, 

Which in his own blood Christ espous'd. Meanwhile 

That other host, that soar aloft to gaze 

And celebrate his glory, whom they love, 

Hover'd around; and, like a troop of bees, 

Amid the vernal sweets alighting now, 

Now, clustering, where their fragrant labour glows, 

Flew downward to the mighty flow'r, or rose 

From the redundant petals, streaming back 

Unto the steadfast dwelling of their joy. 

Faces had they of flame, and wings of gold; 

The rest was whiter than the driven snow. 

And as they flitted down into the flower, 

From range to range, fanning their plumy loins, 

Whisper'd the peace and ardour, which they won 

From that soft winnowing. Shadow none, the vast 

Interposition of such numerous flight 

Cast, from above, upon the flower, or view 

Obstructed aught. For, through the universe, 

Wherever merited, celestial light 

Glides freely, and no obstacle prevents. (Dante, Divine Comedy Par XXXI)  

    

Dante sees in Paradise how the blessed form a giant rose with Mary the Queen of Heaven in 

the centre. Higher there is the Trinity, of which one “only retains the memory of three Circles; 

the flower is divided down the middle and across, with horizontally on one side the male 

saints, and the female on the other; and below them the souls of beatified children” (De Vries 

392).     

With Yeats, the rose is love, beauty, Maud Gone, Ireland, (Catholic) religion, a 

Rosicrucian symbol – the flower growing on the Tree of Life in circles, wheels embodying the 

way to the attainment of the daimon. The circling movement is to be found in Yeats’s symbol 

of the gyre, the stairs of his Tower and Dante’s Divine Comedy; it is the rose of Eternity to be 

gained through renunciation on the Cross of time. In “The Rose of the World”, Maud becomes 

Helen of Troy, half-mortal, half-goddess, the rose acquiring a powerful significance through 

its beauty, which is the primary characteristic of God and through its double nature, mortal and 

immortal.  

In 1891, Maud Gone was recovering in St. Raphael Hospital after the exhaustion 

caused by her efforts to help the Donegal poor, thus the poems “A Dream of Death” and “The 

White Birds” evoke her as a white bird, the immortal bird of fairyland or an angel-like figure, 

like Dante’s Beatrice. Maud Gone embodied Ireland itself for Yeats; she is celebrated in his 

early poetry as the Rose, Helen of Troy, Cathleen ni Houlihan, Palas Athene, a combination of 

“statuesque beauty” and political energy put into the cause of Irish nationalism (Drake 115). 

  However, towards the later stages of his career, Yeats’s tone when he speaks about 

Maud acquires other nuances, which differentiate him from Dante. For instance, in “No 

Second Troy” it is the mask of the woman that fascinates the man (i.e. the mask of Helen of 

Troy). Maud is Helen of Troy, placed by Dante in the second circle of the Inferno, among the 

lustful, since she stands for the same destructive beauty showed in Maud’s case through the 

rather aggressive attitude in her revolutionary activity; now Maud is Helen, no connection with 

Beatrice. The poems “No Second Troy” (1910) and “A Prayer for my Daughter” (1921) 

ponder on the woman’s mind embittering under the influence of her political activity; Maud 

was indefatigable: she helped evicted tenants, organized in Paris L’Association Irlandaise, 

worked with political prisoners, founded “Daughters of Ireland”, contributed to the 

organization of violent riots during Victoria’s Jubilee of 1897 and plotted against the Queen’s 

visit to Dublin in 1900. The close relationship she had with Yeats survived the passage of 
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time; she remained the guiding muse throughout his literary career, yet, he was more critical of 

her when she became older and bitter after a life-long political activity.      

 

The “Unity of Being”, the daimon and the journey of the soul   

 

Yeats‘s mask as a projection of the “Unity of Being” and as an antithetical completion could 

be seen as a Dantean influence, if we compared Dante’s depiction of it Vita Nuova, and the 

Divine Comedy and Yeats’s illustration of it in Per Amica Silentia Lunae and, later, in A 

Vision.   

Yeats’s “Ego Dominus Tuus” (1915) comes from Dante’s Vita Nuova, and it is the 

title of the poem which precedes Yeats’s prose writing Per Amica Silentia Lunae. In Vita 

Nuova, Love comes to Dante in a dream vision and utters the words ego dominus tuus (I am 

Thy Master/ I am your lord), which Dante remembers as, after this scene, there follows the 

first sonnet which may equate his love for Beatrice with his initiation as a poet. In Yeats’s 

poem, while invoking Dante, the guiding principle of the poet seems to be his anti-self or 

mask, the opposite of his ordinary personality: 

    

   Hic 

 

And yet, 

The chief imagination of Christendom, 

Dante Alighieri, so utterly found himself, 

That he has made that hollow face of his 

More plain to the mind’s eye than any face 

But that of Christ. 

 

Ille 

 

And did he find himself, 

Or was the hunger that had made it hollow 

A hunger for the apple on the bough 

Most out of reach? And is that spectral image 

The man that Lapo and that Guido knew? 

I think he fashioned from his opposite 

An image that might have been a stony face, 

Staring upon a Beduin’s horse-hair roof, 

From doored and windowed cliff, or half upturned 

Among the coarse grass and the camel dung. 

He set his chisel to the hardest stone; 

Being mocked by Guido for his lecherous life, 

Derided and deriding, driven out 

To climb that stair and eat that bitter bread, 

He found the unpersuadable justice, he found 

The most exalted lady loved by a man. (Yeats, Per Amica ... 11-12) 

                                  

Yeats is actually undertaking, in the form of a dialogue between Hic (This) and Ille (That), a 

process of self-examination in the guise of talking about Dante; he found in Dante his own self 

caught between spiritual excitement and lust. Dante deciphered the historical and political 

experiences of his days through the pattern of the Divine Comedy; Yeats looked for answers to 

the dispute between his abstract patterns and his activity as a public man. Dante’s portrait 

offers Yeats a self-image of the personality he wished to become: 

 

Dante, who lamented his exile as of all possible things the worst for such as he, and 

sighed for his lost solitude, and yet could never keep from politics, was, according to a 

contemporary, such a partisan, that if a child, or a woman, spoke against his party he 
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would pelt the child or woman with stones. Yet, Dante, having attained, as a poet, to 

Unity of Being, as poet saw all things set in order, had an intellect that served the 

Mask alone, that compelled even those things that opposed it to serve, and was content 

to see both good and evil ... Dante suffering injustice and the loss of Beatrice, found 

divine justice and the heavenly Beatrice. (Graf 86)   

 

Hic is the primary, solar, objective man and the body; Ille is the secondary, lunar, 

objective man, the soul wanting to find the Mask when walking under the Moon because the 

way to the self is through “the friendly silence of the moon”, per amica silentia lunae in 

Virgil’s Aeneid (Graf 86), which guides the Greeks in the horse against the Trojans. Referring 

to Dante’s hollow face, Hic tries to show that great men of the past have also looked for their 

images; Ille’s opinion is that it was not the face known by Lapo Giani and Guido Cavalcanti, 

his friends and fellow writers, but a mask, fashioned from his opposite, a spectral image 

different from his sensuous self, meant to free him from himself and disclose a vision 

(Untereker 148). Only after their confrontation with their buried selves or anti-selves, with 

what they feared, could artists find their mask.   

“Ego Dominus Tuus”, “The Phases of the Moon” (1919) and the essay A Vision (1917, 

1925) render Yeats’s system containing a horoscope of a man’s character, circumstances, arts 

and his destiny and a pattern for nature and civilizations. In “The Phases of the Moon”, Owen 

Aherne and Michael Robartes make their visit to Yeats’s tower under the moon; Robartes is 

Yeats’s voice explaining his philosophy on the changes in the soul going through difference 

stages of existence in direct relation to the phases of the moon, which establishes the degree of 

subjectivity or objectivity (Unterker 159, Drake 46, Ellman 225-226) the phases are shown 

symbolically on the gyres. At the time of the Renaissance, subjectivity was considered to be at 

its fullest expansion and its personalities were realizing themselves to the most (Ellman 229). 

When the body is in darkness, the soul is in light and vice-versa; in phases 1 and 15, in 

complete darkness or light, life does not exist; from phases 2 to 12 man’s soul goes through 

various incarnations; phases 13 and 14 show beautiful men and women anticipating phases 15, 

when the cycle reverses, the body becoming more important again. The escape from these 

incarnations has to go through the figures of the hunchback (phase 26), the saint (phase 27) 

and the fool (phase 28), until the soul reaches a state of “artifice of eternity” (Yeats, “Sailing to 

Byzantiun”). Yeats placed his enemies and friends in the appropriate phase, like Dante did in 

his Divine Comedy, and he assigned Dante, Shelley and himself phase 17, which happened 

shortly after the full moon and where Unity of Being is possible. Yeats, together with his 

fellow writers, was doomed to belong to a minority in a permanent quarrel with the world 

(Ellman 240-243).               

Yeats reached his ideas in Per Amica Silentia Lunae in his efforts to redefine himself 

as a poet, after his early (Celtic) symbolist stage, in the 1890s. In the section “Anima Homis” 

in Per Amica Silentia Lunae, he asserts that in order to find perfection in creation, the artist has 

to identify with the soul of the world, Anima Mundi. How can he do that? He resorted to the 

mask, which he had used earlier under the name of “Immortal Mood” (Yeats qtd. in Graf 70), 

but re-defined in Per Amica Silentia Lunae as magical, as the daimon called down by the self. 

Yeats explains his daimon’s place on the Tree of Life among the perfect spirits. The daimon 

(Gk, daemon in Lat.) is seen by Yeats as the reverse of God that emanates down to the Earth to 

inspire the poet (Graf 12-13). The daimon is actually the soul transformed; the soul relives its 

passion until it forgets it; the soul has to exhaust “the passionate necessity” to find perfection 

in Dante’s “Condition of Fire”, the place of souls that do not need to reincarnate.106 The aim of 

the poet’s quest with both Dante and Yeats was to make men find the innermost self and 

happiness, that state of bliss once gone though the purifying fire.  

                                                           
106 The examples of poems and lines by Yeats are meant to illustrate purification through fire: Per 

Amica Silentia Lunae 51-95, “Byzantium”: “Flames that no faggot feeds, nor steel had lit,/ Nor storm 

disturbs, flames begotten of flame” (W.B. Yeats, The Collected Poems, p. 210), “Sailing to Byzantium”: 

“O sages standing in God’s holy fire/ As in the gold mosaic of a wall,/ Come from the holy fire, perne in 

a gyre” (W.B. Yeats, The Collected Poems, p. 163). 
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Yeats’s purpose was to find this Unity of Being, which would enable him a 

comprehensive, liberating vision into the order of things, offered to Dante by his scheme of 

Hell, Purgatory and Paradise. The major difference between the two poets, however, consists 

in the fact that while the Christian order was truth for Dante, giving him the clue to “the chain 

of being”,107 a spiritual order of esoteric nature offered Yeats an answer to his queries. Dante’s 

Paradise is divided into the seven spheres of Heaven, the eighth containing the theological 

virtues and the ninth with the angels; at the top there is the Empyrean, the essence of God, 

according to the astrological views of the age; the mountain of Purgatory is on an island in the 

middle of the ocean in the southern hemisphere; Hell is imagined beneath the northern 

hemisphere in the form of a descending cone, like Yeats’s secondary gyre. Dante had to 

envisage a unitary structure, since he imagined the divine order. Yeats found his anti-self 

through ritual having a vision of Dante seeing the Lord of Terrible Aspect; it is similar to a 

journey into the subconscious, during which the poet is guided by a marmorean muse, his 

Maud as Dante’s Beatrice (Yeats, Per Amica ... 51-59). If souls do not have the possibility of 

freedom from rebirth, they remain spirits trapped in a sort of purgatory from which they are 

relieved if their passion is exhausted. Dante’s souls have to through Purgatory as well to 

expiate their sins, only that Yeats’s sources are occult, the titles of his volumes in the 1890s, 

Crossways, The Secret Rose and The Wind Among the Reeds, suggesting the multiple layers 

making up the surrounding world, from the sublime to the material world. Yet, both Dante’s 

Hades and Yeats’s gyres map symbolically an unknown zone of the individual’s thoughts and 

feelings.  

Yeats’s sources for his vision being religious and esoteric, one of the works he seems 

to have consulted for the poem “The Two Trees” (1892) was Mathers’ The Kabbalah 

(Untereker 85-86). In “The Two Trees” (Yeats 200), Maud’s favourite poem, he put together 

the occult view according to which birds as souls and angels make nests in the Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil and an account of a young Catholic girl in trance seeing “The 

Tree of Life with its ever-sighing souls moving in its branches instead of sap, and among its 

leaves all the fowl of the air” (Yeats qtd. in Untereker 85-86). The poem suggests an image of 

the organic unity of the world; the trunk of joy reaches the sky with its fruit and goes down 

into the earth with its quiet roots; the movements of its leaves like birds circling create an 

image of order in the spiritual tree.  

 

There, through bewildered branches, go 

Winged Loves borne on in gentle strife, 

Tossing and tossing to and fro 

The flaming circle of our life. 

When looking on their shaken hair, 

And dreaming how they dance and dart, 

Thine eyes grow full of tender care: 

Beloved, gaze in thine own heart. (Yeats 39) 

       

Opposite, there is the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil with frozen roots, broken 

boughs and blackened leaves, symbolical of man who has broken the great circle of spiritual 

existence. The two trees are to be imagined in direct relationship, like Dante’s Hell, Purgatory 

and Paradise, like the two aspects of a human being; at the top of Paradise, Dante imagines a 

heaven tree of stars. Yeats’s view of the duality of man’s nature is profoundly in the spirit of 

the Renaissance, when man was viewed as a microcosm, glorified and full of beauty and 

potential qualities, and thought capable of evil and full of doubt and fear, on the other hand. As 

man was endowed both with soul and body, symbolized by Yeats’s two trees, he occupied an 

important place in “the great chain of being” (Lovejoy 4).      

                                                           
107 In A. O. LOVEJOY, The Great Chain of Being, creation is considered by Renaissance thinking to be 

graded from God and the angels, through man and woman, the lower animals, vegetation to stones and 

things.  
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In conclusion, Dante’s influence on Yeats’s work starts in the nineteenth century when 

the Irish poet praises the Italian Renaissance ideal embodied by the courtier as a patron of the 

arts and by the angel-woman Beatrice-Maud Gone, the guiding spirit of pure, unrequited love. 

Moreover, striking similarities between Dante’s vision of the Unity of Being, encompassed in 

Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, and Yeats’s vision of the Unity of Being revealed through the 

experience of the mask/ daimon are rooted in Yeats’s late nineteenth-century reading of, and 

fascination with Dante, though they are more explicitly found in the Irish poet’s early 

twentieth-century poetic and visionary productions                 
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DANTE, THE FÉLIBRIGE AND  

THE 1890 EXPOSIZIONE BEATRICE IN FLORENCE 

 

 

 

James Thomas108 

 

 

 
Abstract: This article first contextualizes the reception of Dante in Occitan literature, 

particularly that of Provence, from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Accordingly, it highlights 

the importance of Dante's literary and philological treatment of the troubadours and the symbolism of 

the Romieu/Romeo episode from Paradiso 6. It then focuses on a particularly important aspect of this 

reception, the role of Frédéric Mistral's Félibrige movement in the May 1890 celebrations of Beatrice 

held in Florence (Exposizione Beatrice). By examining in detail the correspondence between Mistral 

and félibres Paul Mariéton and Léon de Berluc-Perussis (the main protagonist in linking the Félibrige 

with Italy), it explores the complexities and tensions in discourses of latinité, regionalism and 

federalism in late-nineteenth-century France. As these are teased out, it emerges that 'Provence' and its 

relationships with Dante functioned in multiple ways to symbolize issues of regional difference, Latin 

fraternity and national identity. 

 

Key words: Félibrige, Exposizione Beatrice, Provençal, Occitan, Federalism, Latin Idea, 

Regionalism, Berluc-Pérussis, Mistral 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In May 1890, the Félibrige, literary organisation of Provençal poet Frédéric Mistral (1830-

1914) and, since 1854, the major defender and promoter of the indigenous language and 

culture of Provence (and the wider areas of the langue d’oc), sent a formal delegation of poets 

to Florence. The occasion was the Exposizione Beatrice, a sexcentenary commemoration of 

the death of Dante’s muse, an event organised by Count Angelo de Gubernatis (1840-1913), 

with a particular emphasis on women’s contributions to work, art and wider Italian culture. 

From Aix-en-Provence, félibre Léon de Berluc-Pérussis (1835-1902) invited each of the 

Félibrige’s regional sections or schools (escolo) to submit original poetry in honour of Beatrice 

and attempted to interest Mistral himself in leading a Provençal group to the festival. Despite 

Berluc-Pérussis’ best efforts, including an appeal to the ‘Latin Idea’ or pan-Latin fraternity 

already championed by Mistral for over twenty-five years, the venerated leader of the 

Félibrige and author of Mirèio (1859) declined the invitation to attend. Although supportive, in 

principal, of further initiatives to expand his organisation’s influence amongst other Latin 

peoples, Mistral had been piqued by Italy’s decision in 1882 to form part of the Triple Alliance 

with Germany and Austria-Hungary. In truth, Mistral’s pan-Latinist feelings had subsided in 

recent years after the cooling in the late 1870s of formal relations with the Catalan 

Renaixença, his priorities now returning to the preservation of Occitan culture (predominantly 

that of his native Provence) within a French state to which he avowed complete loyalty. The 

twin factors of humiliating defeat to Germany in 1870 and the subsequent failure of the 

aborted Communes provoked a fundamental shift in Mistral’s politics, from a benign 

republicanism that might accommodate an association of Latin nations towards a neo-

monarchical, rigidly Catholic and organicist vision of a federal France. This essay outlines, 

first, the prior reception of Dante in Provence and, then, the contribution of Berluc-Pérussis 

and the Félibrige to the Exposizione Beatrice. In doing so, it examines the possible 

significance of Dante for Provence within the context of Mistral’s new political standpoint and 

                                                           
108 translator and researcher of Occitan literature.  
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with regard to some of the complex relationships at stake between region and nation state in 

late-nineteenth-century France.  

 

Dante in Provence from Nostredame to the Félibrige 

 

The written reception of Dante in Provence dates at least to the late sixteenth century, in 

particular the semi-historical, semi-fraudulent Vies des plus célèbres et anciens poètes 

provençaux (1575) by Jean de Nostredame (1507-1577), who refers to De vulgari eloquentia 

and the pilgrim Romeo (as ‘lo Rometto’) from canto six of Paradiso. Indeed, the semi-

legendary figure of Romeo, alongside his historical counterpart Romeo de Villeneuve, 

provided a key trope for future debates on Dante’s literary value and veracity between 

representatives of southern and northern French culture. For defenders of Provence and 

Languedoc, two components of what ‘pre-romantic’ writers from the Midi: Jean-Pierre Claris 

de Florian (1755-1794) and Antoine Fabre d’Olivet (1767-1825) would celebrate as 

‘Occitanie’, Dante’s Romeo was a resonant character. He was either mythologized further as a 

paradigm of good service or castigated as a dangerous caricature of de Villeneuve, steward to 

Count Raymond Bérenger V and architect of his daughter Beatrice’s marriage to Charles of 

Anjou in 1246. The most important representation of the pilgrim is a reconstructed Occitan 

chant royal found in Fabre d’Olivet’s literary supercherie Le Troubadour, poésies 

occitaniques du XIIIe siècle (1803).109 

Besides Romeo, Dante’s reception in Provence from Nostredame to the Félibrige’s 

formation in May 1854 centred on his acknowledgment and representations of medieval 

troubadours and the langue d’oc in the Commedia and other works. Two of the four 

troubadours that appear in Dante’s epic poem (Folquet de Marselha and Sordello) had strong 

links with the area between Avignon and Marseille, the heartland of the formal mid-

nineteenth-century revival of Occitan. In his 1575 ‘biography’, Nostredame appropriated for 

Provence a third troubadour, limousin poet Arnaut Daniel, no doubt inspired by Dante’s 

description of him in Purgatorio (26:117) as “miglior fabbro del parlar materno”. For 

francophone and occitanophone southern French writers, the troubadours functioned as 

recognised precursors to the prestigious founders of Italy’s literary culture, particularly Dante 

and Petrarch. They legitimised and dignified the Midi’s contribution to France’s cultural 

status, especially when Paris lauded the contribution to national prestige of northern writers or 

dismissed Occitan and other regional languages as patois. For example, a contemporary of 

Nostredame, Robert Ruffi (1542-1634), archivist-poet from Marseille, claimed that “Lou 

prouvensau, baudoment, A lou drech de premieragi” [“Provençal can boldly claim/ The right 

of primogeniture”], (Lafont and Gardy 35) preceding the Tuscan of Dante and Petrarch. This 

trope of Provençal’s linguistic anteriority (to both French and Italian) provided a powerful and 

complex myth that has helped to shape Occitan regionalism/nationalism for over five 

centuries. In a late-eighteenth-century debate between defenders of the troubadours and the 

northern trouvères, centred around the partisan claims of Parisian Pierre-Jean Baptiste Le 

Grand d’Aussy (1737-1800), Marseille-based historian Jean-Pierre Papon (1734-1803) 

responded to Le Grand d’Aussy’s caustic remark that the troubadours were only valued 

because Dante and Petrarch sang their praises by accepting this as a compliment and implying 

that Dante had no interest in the Old French fabliaux (421).  

 The first half of the nineteenth century witnessed a surge in Dante’s popularity in 

France and a reappraisal of his contribution to world literature. Not only did this produce a 

heightened awareness of Dante in the increasingly francophone Midi, it also contributed to the 

acceptance and celebration of the troubadours in new literary histories from France and 

beyond. As European Romanticism paid greater attention to the Middle Ages around the fall of 

Napoleon and the 1815 Bourbon Restoration, connections between the troubadours and Dante 

gained clarity, particularly in works by Sismondi, Raynouard, Schlegel and Fauriel. 

                                                           
109 For further details, see Thomas, James “Dante and Fabre D’Olivet: The Pilgrim Romeo and the 

Construction of an Occitan Chant Royal” in Audeh, Aida and Nick Havely, eds. Dante in the Long 

Nineteenth Century. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012: 164-183. 
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References to Dante and quotes from the Commedia also appear in new Occitan works, such 

as Leis Magnans (1819), a didactic eclogue about silkworm rearing by Aix-en-Provence 

librarian Joseph Marius Diouloufet (1771-1840). After 1830, the liberal romantics of the July 

Monarchy sought both ‘authenticity’ and ‘otherness’ in the popular folklore and worker-poets 

of regional France, partly in a bid to identify new ‘epic’ material to rival Dante, Virgil and 

Homer. The realisation amongst Parisian intellectuals, like Lamartine and Saint-Beuve, that 

the ancient troubadour langue d’oc was still alive focused minds on the Midi as a scene for 

potential epic, particularly as Dante himself had championed the culture of Provence. Indeed, 

it was poet Adolphe Dumas (1806-1861), gathering folklore in his native Provence, who in 

1856 ‘discovered’ the ‘miracle’ of Mistral and would, two years later, introduce him to 

Lamartine in Paris. 

Dante would also play a measured, yet significant role in the discourses around the 

formation and early reception of the Félibrige. In his youthful correspondence as a law student 

in Aix with his mentor, the Avignon-based and clerically-minded Joseph Roumanille (1818-

1891), Mistral championed Dante enthusiastically, referring to his course in Italian literature 

with Louis Méry (1800-1883) and his translation of the Ugolino episode into French. In an 

early number of the Armana prouvençau [Provençal Almanach], the Félibrige’s official 

journal launched in 1855, Mistral extols Provençal’s illustrious history, citing Dante and 

Petrarch as belonging to “l’escolo di cantaire prouvençau” [“the school of Provençal poets”] 

(25).  Mirèio itself owes more than a little to the Commedia, particularly in its borrowing of 

imagery to shape a global vision of Provence (as both Earthly Paradise and potential Hell). In 

addition to citing four lines from Purgatorio 24 (108-111) in the notes to Canto V, Mistral 

promotes the myth that Dante stayed some time at Arles and based the sombre topography of 

Hell on the desolate, rocky landscape of the valoun d’Infèr [Hell’s Hollow] at Les Baux, the 

ruined medieval village where Mirèio and Vincent seek refuge with the sorceress Tavan in 

Canto VI. An early review of Mirèio in the regional press noticed in the drowned souls 

welcoming the villain Ourrias to his death in the Rhone (Canto V) a reference to “certains 

groupes de damnés dans la Divine Comedie” (Boissard 493). Although the identification and 

celebration of Mistral as a modern epic poet more often than not referred to Homer and Virgil, 

his role (alongside Roumanille) as saviour, restorer and codifier of an ancient language 

(Provençal or langue d’oc) was couched regularly in Dantean terms. J-B Gaut’s 1854 

collection of poets Roumavàgi deis troubaires (The Troubadours’ Pilgrimage) cited Dante’s 

invocation at the start of Purgatorio: “Ma qui la morta poesia risurga/ O santa Muse” (xxix). 

Early critics of the Félibrige in Paris, particularly Saint René Taillandier (1817-1879), who 

wrote the introduction to Roumanille’s collection Li Prouvençalo (1852) and a piece in the 

Revue des deux mondes (1859), noted both the importance of medieval Provençal in shaping 

Dante’s epic and Christian vision and, inversely, Dante’s influence in providing a template for 

Mistral’s attempt to purge, cleanse and renew the language for future use (v-xxxv). 

After the immediate success of Mirèio, which included translations into English and 

an operatic adaptation by Gounod (1864), Mistral’s interests turned to what would be known 

as L’idée latine, a fluid, often nebulous concept of a ‘confederation’ of a ‘race’ or ‘races’ of 

peoples of Latin-derived speech, culture and sentiment. The concept of a federalist and 

republican union of ‘neo-Latins’ in France, Italy and Spain, whose hypothetical capital was 

Marseille, had been mooted already by Claude François Lallemand (1790-1853) in Le 

Hachych (1843). Mistral’s youthful republicanism and regional sensibilities may have led him 

to this text; in an 1862 piece from Armana Prouvençau, his colleague Jean Brunet (1822-1894) 

posits whether “Beautiful Provencal speech” could in the future “tie into a sheaf the three 

swathes of the Latin race [“li tres gràndi manado de la raço latino”]: France, Italy, Spain...”.110 

The 1860s was dominated for the Félibrige by its strong relationship with central figures in the 

neighbouring Catalan Renaixença in Spain such as the poet-politician Victor Balaguer (1824-

1901). Accordingly, Mistral’s early ruminations on pan-Latinism were centred on 

                                                           
110 AP, 1862:.25. See Roche, Alphonse. Provençal Regionalism. 2nd ed. Chicago: Western University 

Press, 1970: 81. 
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mythologizing the historical connections between Occitan and Catalan-speaking peoples, 

particularly the alliance of Toulouse, Provence and Aragon against Capetian France during the 

Albigensian Crusades. The Battle of Muret (1213), although a defeat for the southern forces, 

symbolised for Mistral in his second epic Calendau (1867) a historical precedent for a closer 

federation of Mediterranean Latin ‘nations’. Although not entirely absent from its discourse, 

the presence of Dante in the formal ties between the Félibrige and the Catalan Renaixença 

during this period was fairly minimal. Although one of the earliest translations of the 

Commedia was into Catalan by Andreu Febrer (c. 1429) and thus of potential significance for 

Catalan nationalism, Dante’s implicit criticism of Raymond Berenguer (Paradiso 6) and 

favourable treatment of Folquet de Marselha (Paradiso 9) undermined two pillars of the 

Catalano-Provençal fraternity: Muret, where Folquet, as Catholic bishop of Toulouse, 

supported the French troops against heresy and, secondly, the Catalan dynastic origins of 

Berenguer’s court. 

Mistral’s Catalan period, peaking with his triumphant appearance at the Barcelona 

Jocs florals (1868), alongside Balaguer and Parisian philologist Paul Meyer (1840-1917), 

contrasts jarringly with the Félibrige’s complete absence from the May 1865 sexcententary 

Festival of Dante in Florence, organised to celebrate Italy’s recent political unification. At first 

glance, the Avignon group’s lack of involvement in this important event is surprising, 

considering the presence there of French Dante scholar Alfred Mézières (1826-1915) and 

Célestin Hippeau (1803-1883), Minister for Public Instruction, and the established success of 

Mirèio in Paris. Yet despite the “strong municipal identities, therefore decentralist principles” 

that Mahnaz Yousefzadeh argues were promoted by the Centenary organisers, (5) there was 

little reason from either French or Italian participants to highlight the distinct regional 

identities of France at a celebration of national unity. A further factor in this apparent 

indifference from the Félibrige may have been the fervently Catholic, legitimist position of 

Roumanille, who probably shared the scepticism of the Papal press towards the festival in 

Florence. Although aware of the positive effects of comparisons between Mistral and the 

Florentine poets, Roumanille’s attitude to Dante was, compared with other félibres such as 

Berluc-Pérussis, Théodore Aubanel (1829-1886) and Mistral himself, lukewarm and possibly 

informed by Eugene Aroux’s ultramontane reading of the Commedia in his Dante: hérétique, 

révolutionnaire et socialiste (1854) as a work of Cathar heresy, proto-socialism and coded 

freemasonry. 

The years between France’s humiliating defeat to Germany in 1870 and the 

Exposizione Beatrice witnessed the significant expansion of the Félibrige beyond its heartlands 

between Avignon and Arles, and a sequence of significant shifts in political relations between 

France and Italy. In Montpellier, what became the official Languedocian wing of the 

movement, the Société pour l’étude des langues romanes, headed, amongst others, by Charles 

de Tourtoulon (1836-1913), launched in 1870 the Revue des langues romanes, in which the 

idée latine was rigorously pursued at a philological level. Dante’s influence here was probably 

most felt in the undertaking by Tourtoulon and poet Octavien Bringuier (1829-1874) to delimit 

and map the linguistic boundary between the langue d’oc and langue d’oil. Well-worn 

references to Dante’s debt to the troubadours occasionally appeared in the Revue during the 

1870s and 1880s and the society published a verse narrative by Bringuier based on the pilgrim 

Romeo. However, it was Petrarch, with his close historical and literary links to both Avignon 

and Montpellier, who dominated during the 1870s the symbolic deepening of cultural ties 

between France, the Félibrige and Italy. The 1874 quincentenary Festival in honour of 

Petrarch, held at Avignon and Vaucluse and promoted by Berluc-Pérussis, witnessed a 

communion of French and Italian Catholics united around a purified vision of Laura and a 

mutual interest in neo-monarchical ideas (Duperray 226-244). 

Although Dante received his obligatory mention from the melancholy Aubanel at the 

Petrarch celebrations, Avignon was slowly becoming an Alighieri-free zone as aspects of his 

thinking and writings were gradually appropriated by a leftist splinter group of félibres based 

in the Languedoc. Inspired by the ‘Albigensianist’ historiography of Napoléon Peyrat (1809-

1891), former Parnassian poet and future author of Le Fédéralisme (1877) Louis-Xavier de 

Ricard (1843-1911) arrived in Montpellier in 1873 with an anti-clerical, republican take on the 
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Latin idea. For Ricard, the medieval Italian city state, particularly Florence, offered a paradigm 

for good decentralist government, and he would hail Dante, alongside Shakespeare, as an 

example of a great man who embodied and elevated himself above the idea of poetry. Ricard’s 

celebration in Le Federalisme of the Languedoc, rather than Provence, as a historical paradigm 

of democracy and enlightened thinking, (283-297) echoed Peyrat’s bitter criticism of 

fourteenth-century Avignon as “la Rome grotesque des papes gascons and cahorcins” (199). 

The author of L’Histoire des Albigeois (1870-2) had read Dante’s depiction of the future 

Clement V (the Gascon Bertrand de Got) in Inferno (19: 83) as “un pastor sanza legge” as a 

sign of his anti-clericalism and sympathy for the Cathar heresy. This ‘Albigensian’ reading of 

Dante accepted and appropriated positively Aroux’s ultramontane denunciation of the 

Commedia as a coded work of proto-democracy or socialism. Although this wing of the 

Langudeocian Félibrige remained within the organisation’s official statutes of 1876 and 

contributed to their discourses on Latinism and Federalism, Peyrat, Ricard and Audois poet 

Auguste Fourès (1848-1891), in their journal La Lauseto [The Lark] challenged the hegemony 

of apolitical or conservative readings of Dante favoured by Mistral and the Avignon school. 

As the Exposizione Beatrice was centred not only around a rapprochement between opposed 

Latin nations but also around the social position and role of women in Italy, it offered Berluc-

Pérussis and the conservative wing of the Félibrige a vital opportunity to impose their 

traditional, Catholic and monarchical vision of Federalism and pan-Latinism. 

 

Exposizione Beatrice: Correspondence of Berluc-Pérussis  

 

The preparations for a Provençal presence at the Exposizione Beatrice and its potential 

significance for the Félibrige can best be gleaned from the correspondence of Berluc-Pérussis 

with both Mistral and Paul Mariéton (1862-1911), the organisation’s cancelié [chancellor] and, 

since 1885, founder and editor of the Lyon- and Paris-based Revue félibréenne. The festival 

itself received at least two major write-ups: in the Revue félibréenne and Lou Felibrige, journal 

of the Marseille-based Escolo de la Mar [School of the Sea]. Both reviews include examples of 

Provençal poems that were read at (or submitted to) the Florence Exposizione.111 These are 

vital sources for gauging the symbolism of Dante and Beatrice for the Félibrige during the 

Exposizione and for wider relations between Italy, Provence and France in the late nineteenth 

century. 

The letters between Berluc-Pérussis and Mistral from 1890 and 1891 reveal valuable 

information regarding the various motives of Berluc and Count Gubernatis in ensuring a 

positive and significant contribution to the Florence festival by the Félibrige. They also shed 

considerable light on Mistral’s ambivalent feelings towards Italy at this juncture and hint at 

differences of opinion within the movement towards the symbolic value of Dante for Provence 

and France. The core of the published Berluc-Pérussis-Mistral correspondence that covers the 

Beatrice Festival occupies eight letters (six by BP and two by Mistral) exchanged between 

March 15 and May 15, 1890. However, important references to Italy occur in letters dating 

from late 1889 onwards and certain consequences of the festival are referred to in letters up to 

1892. Taken together (and read against the concomitant correspondence between Berluc and 

Mariéton) they form a coherent source for establishing the role of the sexcentenary Beatrice 

commemorations in articulating certain tensions within the Félibrige and Mistral’s attitude to 

the Latin idea and relations with Italy. 

 For its coordinator in Provence, Berluc-Pérussis, the Exposizione Beatrice offered a 

unique opportunity to expand the presence of the Félibrige in Italy and consolidate cultural 

relations between Italy and France at a time of political opposition between the two countries. 

His primary role was to publicise the festival to each section of the Félibrige and invite artistic 

contributions towards a specifically Provençal Tribuna Beatrice conceived by Gubernatis. 

                                                           
111 Other Occitan poems dedicated to Beatrice not included in these articles include the sonnet ‘Dante e 

Beatrix’ by Frédéric Donnadieu (1843-1899), published in Revue des langues romanes, 34, 1890: 599 

and an ‘Invoucacien à Dante’ [‘Invocation to Dante’] by Aufrèd Chailan, published in Marseille by 

Evesque (1890). 
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Accordingly, announcements appeared in Lou Felibrige and the Revue félibréenne, the former 

detailing the full two-month itinerary in addition to the specifically félibrean segment of the 

Exposizione (LF 4: 1890: 1-3). Of particular note here is the ‘cantato de la Pas Latino’ [Hymn 

to Latin Peace], written and to be attended by Paris-born composer Augusta Holmès (1847-

1903), which would follow two weeks of conferences on women and art and provide a musical 

dramatisation of Beatrice as harmoniser between two Latin sisters: France and Italy. The 

announcement in Mariéton’s Revue félibréenne, though emphasising Beatrice’s role as “la 

noble Italienne qui inspira Dante et dut être une amie de la littérature des troubadours” (RF 6: 

1890: 58) is silent on Holmès and the activities by and for women, other than the “TRIBUNA 

BEATRICE de notre Exposition des Travaux de la Femme” (ibid). Instead, readers are 

reminded of the Petrarch and Laura celebrations of 1874 and Berluc’s important role in both 

Franco-Italian events. This promotional difference between the two journals exposes a subtle, 

yet important tension between the Avignon-based Félibrige (and its Parisian wing represented 

by Mariéton) and Marseille’s Escolo de la Mar, to be represented in Florence by Louis Astruc 

(1857-1904) and Maurice Raimbault (1865-1942). As in Languedoc, the Marseille wing of the 

movement had been touched by socialism and was perhaps more receptive to the idea of 

women as creative forces; the Avignon school, centred on the Armana Prouvençau, was 

dominated by Catholic clerics for whom a divine, inspirational image of femininity was more 

acceptable. 

Berluc-Pérussis does not appear to have given any privileged prior notice of the 

Exposizione Beatrice to Mistral. His first words on the matter appear to be from his letter, 

dated March 15, 1890: “Bessai avès ausi dire que Flourènço s’apreparo à festeja lou centenàri 

sieisen de la Beatris de Dante” [“Perhaps you’ve heard talk that Florence is preparing to 

celebrate the sexcentenary of Dante’s Beatrice”] (M et BP: 143). However, his letters to the 

head of the Félibrige from November 1889 to March 1890 do contain numerous references to a 

growing interest from Italian enthusiasts of the langue d’oc to formalise relations with the 

Félibrige. Berluc’s Tuscan heritage and unfailing commitment to Latinism propel him to argue 

Italy’s cause throughout this period in spite of lukewarm and at times dismissive remarks from 

Mistral. Two letters (under his pseudonym A. de Gagnaud), from November 2 and New Year’s 

Eve, 1889, for example (ibid: 137-8), draw his mentor’s attention to Emmanuel Portal of 

Palermo, who had written an article on Mistral for the Nuova Sicilia and E. Cardona of Naples 

who had expressed disappointment that Mistral (under his pseudonym Mountpavoun) failed to 

mention articles sent to him for review in the Armana Prouvençau. Mistral’s New Year 

greeting to Berluc rather sardonically praises his efforts to recruit Italians to the cause, dryly 

stating that each time a brief article on one of his books is published, it hardly merits that we 

“i’escriéure uno letro de quatre pajo o li menciouna pan pèr pan dins l’armana” [“write a four-

page letter about it or mention it point by point in the Almanach”] (ibid: 138). 

 What, therefore, inspired Berluc-Pérussis to champion the Beatrice festival and 

anticipate Mistral’s presence in Florence? A careful reading of his correspondence with 

Mistral and Mariéton reveals a dual, even triple motivation for ensuring a prestigious, 

successful and well-documented contribution by the Félibrige to the Exposizione Beatrice. 

Firstly, the overriding ambition of Gubernatis was to improve relations between Italy and 

France at a moment when tensions over Tunisia and the Austro-Germanic alliance were 

running high: “Tâchons de faire, au mois de mai, la meilleure politique qui puisse convenir 

aux Italiens et aux Français, celle de s’embrasser dans la ville de Dante, au nom de l’Harmonie 

divine”, he wrote to Berluc in a letter subsequently forwarded (via Mistral) to Mariéton in 

Paris (BP à PM: 167). The festival would be the perfect opportunity to return the hospitality 

offered to Italy at the 1874 Fêtes de Petrarch in Avignon and Vaucluse, especially by the 

Provençals, amongst whose ancestors Petrarch had lived. As an influential part of the 

organising committee of these previous celebrations, Berluc now assumed responsibility for 

ensuring that the Félibrige would be the natural core of the French response to Gubernatis’ call 

for renewed harmony between the two countries. In his first letter on the subject to Mistral, 

detailing the open invitation to each Escolo to submit prose and poetry in honour of “la Lauro 

dantesco”, he describes the principal purpose of the Florentine festival as “lou retour de noço 

di fèsto de Petrarco” [“the return banquet of the Petrarch Festival”] (M et BP: 143). In the 
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name of Latinism and “l’istòri de l’alianço roumano” [“the history of the Roman(ic) alliance”], 

Beatrice’s sexcentenary will affirm “la fraternita di nacioun bessouno” [“the fraternity of our 

twin nations”] (ibid: 144). 

 Secondly, this occasion for a symbolic alliance between France and Italy would 

emphasise and strengthen the privileged role of Provence as the natural geographical, 

linguistic and cultural intermediary between the core sentiments of French and Italian 

nationhood. Not only would Mistral’s presence in Florence, in Berluc’s opinon, further the 

domain of the “Provençal Idea” and spread the “glòri pèr l’obro de vosto vido [“glory of your 

life’s work”] (ibid), it could reiterate (through the presence of Mariéton and the Parisian 

félibres) the truly national, ‘French’ character of the Félibrige as a cultural force. The Beatrice 

celebrations could provide the organisation with a much-needed dual benefit. In the light of 

accusations of separatism dating back to the 1860s, it gave the Félibrige a chance to prove to 

Parisian sceptics the patriotism of its members in responding to a Franco-Italian event. In a 

piquant echo of this self-justification, it also offered the opportunity for Berluc-Pérussis to go 

further and claim the Provençal identity as the most active and resilient of all French identities 

in protecting and promoting France’s international interests. As the eventual delegation led by 

Mariéton arrived in Florence, Berluc would write to Mistral from Aix (May 15), trusting in 

God that “tout eiçò siegue un bacèu pèr lou Crispi, e Paris counfessara que li meiour francés es 

encaro li prouvençau [“this whole thing is a slap in the face for Crispi, and that Paris will 

confess that the best Frenchman is still the Provençal”] (ibid: 151). 

 Mistral’s first response (March 15, 1890) to Berluc’s enthusiastic request for his 

presence at the Florentine celebrations is complementary enough, though he affirms that it 

would be out of the question for either himself or Roumanille to undertake the journey. Behind 

his stated excuse of marriage as a factor (he would undertake a voyage to Italy with his wife 

Marie by train the following April),  the reader senses a fundamental shift in Mistral’s attitude 

towards the concept of Pan-Latinism and a particular distaste for Italy’s current foreign policy 

as ally of Germany and Austria. Whilst France and Provence have good friends in Italy, he 

does not share Berluc-Pérussis’ confidence in a positive outcome from the Exposizione. 

Mistral is trenchant in condemning the recent betrayal of France’s assistance in forging, at 

Solferino and Magenta, the new unified Italy: “...quau aurié ausa crèire qu’aquéli boujarroun, à 

la desfacho de la Franço, se virèsson un jour emé li Tudesc maudi contro nous-autre!” [“...who 

would have dared to believe that these capricious souls, after France’s defeat, would one day 

turn against us with the accursed Germans!”] (ibid: 145). Although he offers his general 

support for the project and mentions a forthcoming performance of Gounod’s Mirèio in Rome, 

Mistral’s overriding position in this letter is a rejection of the permeable and overlapping 

identities of European Federalism. Nations, Latin and Germanic alike, are now locked in fixed 

identities. There is mutual exlusion between “l’anglés gousto-soulet’, l’alemand cerco-

garrouio, l’espagnòu auturous, lou francés cavaleirous e l’italian safranous” [“the egoistic 

Englishman, the quarrelsome German, the haughty Spaniard, the chivalrous Frenchman and 

the untrustworthy Italian”] (ibid). He even cites the carnivalesque Aixois dramatist Claude 

Brueys (c.1570-c.1630) to confirm the ‘otherness’ of the Italians:  

 

   Aquéu que douno pèr darrèire 

   Es italian o bèn póutroun, 

 

   [He who goes behind your back 

    Is Italian, or a real coward] 

      (ibid) 

 

 Mistral’s refusal to participate at the Beatrice festival was a potentially cruel blow for 

Berluc-Pérussis’ objectives. Further correspondence on the subject shows him attempting more 

than once to entice the founder of the Félibrige to change his mind. In four letters to Mistral 

between March 28 and May 1, 1890, Berluc uses various strategies to convince him that he 

should travel to Florence. He argues first that the annual Félibrige festival, Santo Estello, 

normally celebrated on May 21, could be held in Florence to coincide with Gubernatis’ event. 
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The Latin spirit is invoked: the Exposizione is, after all, a sequel to “nòsti Jo Latin” [“our Latin 

Games”] (ibid: 146), presumably a reference to the 1878 Fêtes Latines held at Montpellier. In 

spite of the ‘Beatrice as inspiration of Latinism’ trope that would characterise many of the 

Provençal poems offered in May 1890, Berluc temporarily strips this Latinity of its Dantean 

connotations: “Se ié celebrara l’amista roumano bèn mai que Beatris” [“Roman(ic) friendships 

will be celebrated there much more than Beatrice”] (ibid). Indeed, Florence will be an 

occasion for the expansion of the Félibrige and the cementing of a literary friendship. The 

subsequent letter (April 17) presents the Beatrice sexcentenary as a veritable homage to 

Mistral. Gubernatis, Berluc states, would proceed with the idea of a special Provençal rally 

held at the ‘Pouliteame’, even were Mistral to appear as sole representative of Provence. In 

short, his presence would be nothing less than “lou pu grand ounour que Dante ague pouscu 

pantaia pèr soun amado” [“the greatest honour that Dante could have dreamed of for his 

lover”] (ibid: 147). 

 What this glowing correspondence shows is the extent to which, by 1890, the Félibrige 

in Provence had become determined by the cult of Mistral. It also highlights the late arrival of 

Italy into the orbit of the Provençal renaissance and underscores the failure of the Félibrige to 

register a presence at the 1865 Dante celebrations. Assuming no correspondence has been lost, 

Mistral’s silence of over a month in the face of consistent flattery and details of the festival 

from Berluc-Pérussis (Mistral would not reply until May 2 ), suggests a tiring of the pan-Latin 

concept or at least manifestations of it held beyond the borders (geographical and cultural) of 

Provence.  

Berluc’s correspondence with Mariéton during the same period sheds further light on 

possible tensions emerging within the structure of the Félibrige. The same day (April 17) that 

he informed Mistral of Gubernatis’ idea for the Politeama, he told Mariéton:  

 

“Gubernatis m’écrit qu’il compte sur assez de provençaux pour pouvoir tenir le 14 o le 

17 mai séance publique et banquet félibréens. En tous cas, il ajoute que cette séance 

aura lieu quel que soit le nombre des félibres présents, si Mistral s’y trouve. Vous 

voyez d’ici, pour la cause, l’importance de cette manifestation, qu’il qualifie lui-même 

d’italo-provencale, et la nécessité pour vous d’entraîner à Florence notre Dante de 

Maiano” [italics mine] (BP à PM: 168)  

 

Whether or not the phrase “notre Dante de Maiano” compares Mistral to Alighieri (Mistral 

was from Maillaine, near Saint-Rémy) or his contemporary Dante da Maiano, the sentence 

placed here in italics proves the importance attached by Berluc-Pérussis to the significance of 

the Beatrice festival for relations between Italy and Provence. As Mariéton was a conservative, 

Catholic defender of the Latin Idea, it can be assumed that ‘la cause’ for which Mistral’s 

presence in Florence was so vital was not simply his own adulation but the particular form of 

religious, non-republican federalism favoured by the right wing of the Félibrige. There is 

enough evidence to suggest that the Félibrige was a sufficiently broad and divided church in 

1890 to give conservatives like Berluc-Pérussis cause for alarm at how the organisation might 

be promoted and perceived abroad, particularly at important symbolic moments like this one. 

As Alphonse Roche explained in his seminal study of Provençal regionalism, “most of the 

Felibres [sic] of Provence were staunch Catholics and [...] many priests were active in the 

movement”. Roche also highlighted Mariéton’s publication in the May 1885 number of the 

Revue Félibréenne of Joseph Peladan’s remark that “there are no Latins outside the Catholic 

Church, and those who are not Latins are barbarians” (86). 

             Indeed, Berluc’s correspondence with both Mistral and Mariéton is haunted by the 

spectre of Bismarck and the Triple Alliance. His first letter to Mistral on the subject of the 

festival culminates in a wish that a significant rally of their wing of the Félibrige will provide 

an occasion “ounte l’obro dóu Bismarck sara belèu abouseirado, Dieu ajudant” [“where 

Bismarck’s work will, perhaps, be torn to pieces, God willing”] (M et BP: 144). On May 1, 

after Mariéton had agreed to lead the delegation and the Félibrige’s various Escolo had 

produced a compilation of around forty poems and musical items, Berluc writes 

enthusiastically again to Mistral of their noble gesture to the Italians that “Sara pas nosto fauto 
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se rèston embismarcka” [“it won’t be our fault if they remain embismarcked”] (ibid: 149). 

Mistral’s response to this, despite his fear that Mariéton might ultimately withdraw from the 

trip, is full of enthusiasm for his colleague’s strident anti-Germanism. Drawing on the image 

of Beatrice and Laura as divine inspirers of Latin harmony, he tells Berluc that “faudrié, pèr 

vous rèndre justiço, que, sus voste mounumen, Lauro emé Beatris vous courounèsson de 

pervenco!” [“To render you justice, on your monument, Laura and Beatrice should crown you 

with periwinkles”] (ibid: 150). Roumanille’s contribution to the Tribuna, ‘Lou Rampau’ [‘The 

Olive Branch’] exemplifies the official voice of the Félibrige’s response to Beatrice, namely as 

the symbolic sister of Laura, who as representative of Provence returns to Florence to crown 

her sibling with a “ram de l’óulivié que flouris en Prouvènço” [“an olive branch grown in 

Provence”] (RF 6, 1890: 80). In a similar vein, Mistral, as Provençal poetic divinity, blesses 

Berluc’s sonnet ‘A Madono Beatris’ as “la pèço courounello dóu centenàri beatrisen” [“the 

crowning piece of the Beatrice centenary”] (M et BP: 150). In this poem, Beatrice is addressed 

as alone of the sixty Florentine women in having “l’encèns de la Latinita” [“the incense of 

Latinity”] (ibid). Laura and Beatrice, for Mistral, are the guardians of the Latin sentiment that 

unite Provence and Tuscany in poetic harmony, a harmony that sadly cannot be extended to 

contemporary Italy. Mistral will send a copy of his latest work, the dramatic tragedy Rèino 

Jano, to Gubernatis. But there can be no dedication to the Italian monarch Margarita, due to 

the “vielano Triplo Alianço que, desempièi proun an, mostro li dènt a la gènto Franço” 

[“villainous Triple Alliance that, for some time now, has bared its teeth to gentle France”] 

(ibid). 

     There is little doubt that Angelo de Gubernatis hoped that the Félibrige (with Mistral 

preferably at its head) could, through its Provençal origins, act as an intermediary in improving 

cultural relations between France and Italy. His May 18 speech to the delegates in Florence, as 

reported in the Revue félibréenne, articulates a duality of purpose, where the cantata by 

Augusta Holmès dramatises Beatrice as divine peace bringer between two ‘sister’ nation 

states, France and Italy, while the Félibrige represents the best poetic traditions of Greco-Latin 

Provence, the “Tuscany of France”, where “l’on remarque le moins la différence entre le 

Français et l’Italien, celle où les deux nations se fondent le mieux” (RF, 6, 1890: 70). This, in 

essence, echoes the sentiments of Mariéton after the second performance of Holmès’ Hymne 

de la paix (May 16), who had stated that the Félibrige defended “l’idée du provincialisme dans 

la nation, de la petite patrie dans la grande: base de l’union des peuples par la fédération 

universelle” (ibid: 66). And yet, even within this pan-Latin accord, subtle ideological 

differences can be detected amidst Mariéton’s urgency to impose his particular vision of 

federalism. His major speech anticipates Charles Maurras, rejecting the ‘dilettantism’ of 

cosmopolitanism in favour of blood, history, love of home and the continuity of traditions 

found in provincial life. Where the orientalist Gubernatis spoke of Provence as a gateway for 

Arabic culture to extend its influence on European art, Mariéton reclaims it in his Florentine 

speech of May 18, 1890, as “le foyer de tout lumière en Occident” (ibid: 71). Dante, as one-

time citizen of Arles, had dreamt his sublime epic “devants nos paysages souriants et 

tragiques” (ibid). And yet a final glance at Berluc’s correspondence to Mariéton from April 25 

reveals a crucial detail that confirms that the Exposizione Beatrice was, for the right wing of 

the Félibrige, principally an affirmation of French nationalism and a repudiation of Italy’s 

German alliance. In his plea for the Paris-based Mariéton to lead the Provençal delegation, 

Berluc writes that, although seven “excellent Provençals” have agreed to attend, “il est 

précisément à craindre qu’ils ne forcent un peu la note provençale, ce qui ne serait ni sans 

inconvénients ni sans danger” (BP à PM: 169). Laura and Beatrice meet ultimately not to 

strengthen ties between Provence and Tuscany, but to cement France’s lead in conservative 

Latinism. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This essay has traced the importance of Dante for the Félibrige, particularly in its Provençal 

heartlands during the second half of the nineteenth century. It has revealed how Dante was 

appropriated by defenders of the langue d’oc and an autonomous southern French identity 
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through his explicit links with medieval troubadour culture and his universal status as codifier 

and exemplar of the vernacular tongue. In concentrating on the Félibrige’s contribution to the 

sexcentenary Exposizione Beatrice held in Florence in May 1890, it has revealed tensions 

within the movement concerning the symbolic and political value of Dante for relationships 

between France, Provence and Italy. The appropriation of Dante by the Félibrige Rouge and 

the early-twentieth-century Occitanist movement merits a separate study. Here, sufficient 

tensions have been exposed in the conservative readings of Dante to prove that the Provençal 

right wing was not a homogenous block. Above all, Berluc-Pérussis and Mariéton saw the 

Beatrice festival as a chance to prove that it was, in the former’s words, “la Provence qui a pris 

en main les intérêts français et qui a fait triompher l’idée française” (BP à PM: 171). 
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