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If it is profit that a man is after, he should become a merchant, and if he does the job of a bookseller then he should renounce the name of poet. Christ forbid that the business followed by such creatures should furnish a man of spirit with his occupation.


Every year I spend a fortune, and so it would be a fine thing if I followed the example of the gambler who placed a bet of a hundred ducats and then beat his wife for not filling the lamps with the cheapest oil.


So print my letters carefully, on good parchment, and that’s the only recompense I want. In this way bit by bit you will be the heir to all my talent may produce.




 





ARETINO


from a letter dated 22nd June 1537, sent from Venice
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Façade, Palazzo Barbaro

























FOREWORD


BY LEON EDEL





This book celebrates a single palace in Venice—the Palazzo Barbaro, whose steps are washed by the Grand Canal. A modest, thick-walled palace with two striking rows of Gothic windows, it was built in the fifteenth century and survived the turbulent years of the wars with the Turks and the fatal Venetian conquest of Lombardy. In the quietude of Venice’s decline, it became—in the 1880s—the residence of American expatriates, children of a new empire of commerce. Perhaps Venice seemed to them to have some of the uniqueness they imparted to Boston, for the Barbaro might have been called in the late nineteenth century an outpost of Boston. It was purchased by two proper Bostonians, Daniel Curtis and his wife Ariana and at times they rented it to another Bostonian, the bejewelled and queenly Isabella Stewart Gardner, who in the end would build her own Venetian palace, Fenway Court, in her home city.


An entire book might be written about the relations between Venice and its Americans, but Rosella Mamoli Zorzi has chosen to offer us a modest gathering-in of certain letters written by members of the trans-Atlantic society who were joined by certain British figures in the high-ceilinged drawing room of the Barbaro’s piano nobile. Here Robert Browning, friend of another American expatriate in Venice, Mrs Bronson, came for tea and chatted about commonplace things; here John Addington Symonds, the historian of the Italian renaissance, a Victorian with a “secret life” and his friend Horatio Brown, frequently dined. And here Henry James, the American novelist of international moeurs, sometimes came for long visits. A compulsive letter-writer, he is at the very centre of Rosella Zorzi’s anthology, for he provides vivid documentation of that particular society.


James came to Venice at first simply as a tourist. Returning in the 1880s he took possession of the city as he had of the Old World and in this instance in language uncommonly erotic for a man of his reticence—“you desire to embrace it, to caress it, to possess it.” From that time on Venice became one of his regular way-stations on the Continent. At one moment he even dreamed of finding a pied-à-terre such as he gave to his character Merton Densher near the Rialto. However he found something better. The Palazzo Barbaro and its high life-style was always open to him. The Curtises liked his elegance, and his grand way of saying things. He, in turn, fell in with the idiosyncrasies of Daniel Curtis, with his twice-told anecdotes, his exploits as a gardener in a city that has little land for gardening, and his irascible criticisms of their mutual United States. James in particular liked the Barbaro itself—its cool high rooms, the cushioned seats inside the Gothic windows and the balcony from which he watched the traffic of the Grand Canal and the doings of neighbours in the shabby row of palaces across the way. He had feelings of grandeur, princely feelings, as he mounted the massive staircase in the Barbaro’s inner courtyard. That allowed him direct access to the piano nobile.


He also stayed at the Barbaro when Isabella Gardner held court in it during her summer rentals. Life in the Barbaro was American at its most sophisticated, even if touched by certain provincialisms. But then, Venice itself, shorn of imperium, seemed a provincial city, an adorable place outside and beyond the rest of the world. For James, the Piazza San Marco was “the drawing-room of Europe” and he tells us that the great square with its wheeling and floating pigeons had witnessed “more of the joy of life than in any equal area in Europe.” We pause over this, for territorially the Square would be less than a pinhead on the map of Europe. Nevertheless the joy he spoke of must have been intense, at least for him—and it certainly was visible in the faces of tourists who filled the piazza every day and night.


This was the public life of Venice. Novelists like James, however, are always in search of private lives, or as he put it “we peep at most into two or three of the chambers of their hospitality.” Still, he could endow his heroine in The Wings of the Dove with his own examination of the ceiling in the Barbaro library where on one occasion Isabella put in a bed for him, all the other guest rooms being occupied. We know he greatly enjoyed this experience for he dwells in his novel on the arabesques, medallions and the play of light “on the stirred sea-water, flickering up through open windows” and relishes “the nest of white cherubs set in their great moulded and figured concavity.” In one letter to Isabella he remembers the pink chairs and the yellow sofa and a glimpse of her queenly self in a gauze dressing gown on a blue chair.


We are committed to verbal pictures. We remind ourselves however that John Singer Sargent was a friend of the Curtises and he painted them under the great chandeliers in the drawing-room, Daniel and Ariana, and their son Ralph and his wife, a fine painting, highly documentary, of 1899. Another painter, during one of Isabella’s sojourns, Anders Zorn, from Sweden, has left us a portrait of the lady floating in through the curtains of one of the windows.




 





Such is the testimony of brush and pen to what James called “the poetry of the thing outlived and lost and gone.” He finished The Aspern Papers in the Barbaro in 1887; and during another visit wrote A London Life at an oriental desk probably plundered centuries before in the east.


This volume now becomes a part of our testimony. However we cannot recover the talk or the nights when hundreds of candles were lit and the music of hired musicians or visiting celebrities could be heard as it floated through the delicately-shaped windows over the water. Royalty too came to the Barbaro: we can instance, among visits from the north, Queen Victoria’s daughter, the one who briefly was Empress of Germany, adorning the drawing-room, surrounded by awe and honor. But there is in this volume also a “peep” at Henry James himself through the eyes of the young Ralph Curtis. In one of his letters he describes the novelist as haunted by “the printer’s devil.” And then he adds “what a pity he knew no other.” It is an observation for biographers and their meditations. Rosella Zorzi’s anthology sets us dreaming of the beautiful preserved city, its Grand Canal, the bridges and footways, and the ghosts that now exist only in old documents as Venice, on its treacherous sea, is translated into enduring literature.
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Early twentieth century view of the Palazzo Barbaro

























INTRODUCTION


BY ROSELLA MAMOLI ZORZI





There is a palazzo, on the Grand Canal, quite close to the Accademia Bridge, which looks over the vast ribbon of the Grand Canal where it widens into the Bacino of St. Mark’s. If you lean out just a little from the balcony of its Gothic windows, you will see the magnificent structure of the Salute church across the water, near the Punta della Dogana. Then your eyes, coming back along the Canal, will take in the façades of the Gothic Palazzo Semitecolo, the Wolkoff, the multicoloured and now infamous Dario, the unfinished majesty of the Venier dei Leoni (now the Peggy Guggenheim Museum), the modest Casa Biondetti—once the home of painter Rosalba Carriera—the imposing Gothic façade of Palazzo Da Mula, and then, beyond the Canal of San Vio, the façades of Ca’ Loredan and Contarini dal Zaffo, stopping in front of the Accademia bridge.


Your gaze, turning into the interior of the palace after being dazzled by the view outside of the Grand Canal, will not find a rest: the glimmering splendour of the water and the bright colours of the marble façades are replicated in the glory of the gilded stuccoes, of the paintings, of the mother-of-pearl floors. The dazzle will only relent in the slightly damp penumbra of the courtyard, when you descend the steep, open staircase, or in the shadowy light which filters through the long ground-floor passageway leading to the palazzo’s water gate. In that passageway a grounded gondola, with its black felze still there to protect its passengers from wind and rain, seems to be waiting for a Domenico or an Angelo to row it back into its natural element, the water of the Grand Canal.


This palace, Palazzo Barbaro, is only one of the many patrician houses that testify to the former greatness of Venetian families and of a civilization tracing back many generations. It is also one of the many palaces that were sold after the fall of the Venetian Republic in 1797 and which fell into the greedy hands of speculators, who did not hesitate to sell off and disperse the memories of centuries of history, the family archives, paintings, art objects, antique furniture. The very walls of these palaces were plundered: the stucco work was chiselled off, the frescoes were torn down, the inlaid wooden doors were lifted off their iron hinges; whole buildings were razed and the bricks and stones were used as building materials.


Until 1797 the Palazzo Barbaro had witnessed centuries of splendour. In the fifteenth century it had been the meeting point for some of the most illustrious representatives of Renaissance humanism. These scholars had been drawn to the house by the bright mind of Almorò Barbaro, who meditated on the chapters of Aristotle which he would expound, in the original Greek, to his disciples from the University of Padua while walking to and fro in his grand salon. To this house came Poliziano1, to receive a Greek vase from the hands of Almorò’s father, Zaccaria, the Procuratore of San Marco, an illustrious politician and the son of the first Venetian humanist, Francesco. Zaccaria was the Barbaro who, around 1460, had originally bought the palace that would carry his family’s name for so many centuries.


From that date the salons of the palace echoed with debates regarding the noblest themes of culture and the most important political issues.


In the 1540s, in these rooms, Daniele, the ambassador of the Venetian Republic to England, later the Patriarch Elect of Aquileia, gathered the founders of modern mathematics and architecture. A friend and a patron of Palladio and Scamozzi, Daniele obtained for them the great public commissions of Venice. His own translation of, and commentary on, Vitruvius’s Treaty on Architecture was extremely influential. In the same period, his brother Marc’Antonio devoted himself to diplomacy and politics, becoming a Procuratore of San Marco. Splendid and cultured, he shared and supported his brother’s choices, and with him he decided to build the famous Villa of Maser, designed by Palladio, with frescoes by Veronese. Half a century later, another Barbaro, Antonio, an opponent of the great general Francesco Morosini, had the baroque church of Santa Maria del Giglio built to celebrate the family.


Voices full of wisdom, knowledge, and power resounded within the damask-lined walls of the palace, against its Istria stone balconies, on its terrazzo floors. The century of baroque splendour brought sumptuous embellishments to the house, clear signs of the great power of the family. At the end of the seventeenth century, the architect Antonio Gaspari was commissioned to build the great ballroom, linking two adjacent palaces. Artists in stucco work from Ticino were called to decorate the ballroom walls with shells and putti and ribbons and gilded triumphs—just as in the Albrizzi and Sagredo palaces or at the Scuola dei Carmini—while great masters were entrusted with the paintings and frescoes. Giambattista Tiepolo, Gian Battista Piazzetta, Sebastiano Ricci and Antonio Balestra were among them. The perfect taste of the Barbaros chose the best artists of each generation.2




 





Then, after all this glory of culture, politics, and art, ruin descended on the palazzo. After 1861, the palace was sold several times, into the clutches of unscrupulous antique dealers. Among these some tried to tear down the stucco work to sell it to the London South Kensington Museum (now the Victoria & Albert Museum), but the palace did not allow them to do this: it was simply impossible to detach the stucco work. The greed of one dealer saved the great doors: he thought the 17,000 lire offered by Lady Alford too low a price.3 But the Tiepolos were sold, the courtyard well-head removed, hoisted onto a big black boat, and taken away; the ceiling was partly covered with bitumen, because the people who had moved into the palace did not like being “spied” upon by the allegorical figures flying above them in the painted skies4.




 





The ruin of the palace seemed unavoidable. On a December afternoon in 1885, “buyers and sellers, lawyers and witnesses” met to draw up a sale contract. Palazzo Barbaro, then the property of “Cav. Dott. Cesare Musatti” through his wife, was sold to an American couple, Daniel Sargent Curtis and Ariana Wormeley Curtis.


The palace was saved.


If Daniel and Ariana were certain they had made a good investment, for the palace it was the height of good fortune to end up in the hands of a couple who loved it, restored it, and respected it. They were determined not to redo it completely as was the custom with those nineteenth-century owners and architects against whom Ruskin had fought his battles, together with Alvise Piero Zorzi in Venice.5 The Curtises transformed the palace again and made it into a centre of elegant social life, but they also invited artists, writers, poets, painters, and musicians. These artists caught and expressed the essence of the Barbaro, in paintings and novels, building the Barbaro of their imagination, of pigments and words.


The Barbaro salons with their frescoes and paintings and stucco work fascinated such painters as John Singer Sargent, who portrayed the Curtises, with their son Ralph, a painter himself, and his wife Lisa, in the splendour of the ballroom, in the painting entitled An Interior in Venice (1899). The palace also enchanted Anders Zorn, who portrayed Isabella Stewart Gardner, the creator of Fenway Court at Boston and who occasionally rented the palace, as she stepped in from the palazzo balcony, against the nocturnal background of the Grand Canal lit up by fireworks. Other painters, such as Walter Gay, or Ralph Latimer, offered other interpretations: Gay painted the ballroom, with its paintings, stucco work, sofas, chairs and tables, without any human figure in it, as if the beauty of the place was enough. Latimer, Ralph Curtis’s cousin, painted several rooms of the Barbaro.6


JAMES’S ARRIVAL IN VENICE


But the artist who more than anyone else filtered through his imagination the enchantment of the “marble halls” of the Barbaro was the American writer, Henry James (1843–1916). After a first visit in 1887 he was often a guest of the Curtises or of Isabella Stewart Gardner.


The impressions that James had of the Barbaro—over a period of several years—can be traced in his letters, which, although they are not entirely devoted to this topic, bear witness to the power of the Barbaro over the writer’s imagination.


In James’s letters7 to Catherine Walsh (VII), Grace Norton (IX), and Ariana Curtis (XIV, XV) “the beautiful empty Barbaro”, “all marbles and frescoes and portraits of the Doges”, starts to exercise a charm that “sinks into your spirit only as you go on living there, seeing it in all its hours and phases” (III, 195). These words appear, almost identical, in his essay The Grand Canal (1892),—where the name of the palace is not given, out of respect for the Curtises’ privacy—but where the Barbaro is clearly recognizable with its “painted chambers that still echo with one of the historic names”:




 





“As you live in it day after day its beauty and its interest sink more deeply into your spirit; it has its moods and its hours and its mystic voices and its shifting expressions …


“If in the absence of its masters you have happened to have it to yourself for twenty-four hours you will never forget the charm of its haunted stillness, late on the summer afternoon for instance, when the call of playing children comes in behind from the campo, nor the way the old ghosts seemed to pass on tiptoe on the marble floors.”8




 





In the summer of 1892 Isabella Stewart Gardner, having the house chock-full of guests, had a canopied bed, with a pink mosquito net9, placed in “the divine old library”, on the top floor, a room also decorated with delicate stucco medallions and eighteenth century boiseries à la chinoise. James spent delightfully quiet days there, in spite of the scorching scirocco, allowing the beauty of the place to sink into himself, almost passively. He wrote about it, with some humour, to Mrs. Curtis (XV), telling her that she, the real mistress of the house, did not know her own house at all:




 





“Have you ever lived here?—if you haven’t, if you haven’t gazed upward from your couch, in the rosy dawn, or during the postprandial (that is after luncheon) siesta, at the medallions and arabesques of the ceiling, permit me to tell you that you don’t know the Barbaro.”




 





The enchantment Palazzo Barbaro exercised on the writer is parallel with that wrought on him by the whole city: James started to dream about having his own pied-à-l’eau in Venice (XIII, XIV, XVII, XIX).




 





The young James arriving in 1869 in Italy, and in Venice for the first time aged twenty-five, found that Venice was “quite the Venice of one’s dreams”, although it remained “strangely the Venice of dreams, more than of any appreciable reality”.10 At that time he felt the need to declare to his brother the sense of his “yankeehood”, which did not allow him to enjoy Venice from the inside, as a part of his own civilization, unlike his experience in England (Letter I). This statement was at least partly contradicted by the ecstatic tone with which James wrote to his brother, in the very same letter, of the deep and overwhelming impression made on him by Tintoretto. The enormous mass of Tintoretto’s works was looked at by James in the wake of Ruskin.11 It was not a coincidence that James adored Tintoretto as a colourist and also for his extraordinary perspectives, or points of view, and the compositions of his paintings:12 in his enthusiasm for Tintoretto, James seemed to see the extraordinary achievements in the use of viewpoint that would characterize the twentieth century novel, which owed so much to James himself.


No doubt James was conquered by, or gave himself up to Venice gradually, contrary to his response to Rome, as expressed in his famous and oft-quoted letter, where he declared “At last—for the first time—I live!”13




 





By the 1890s, James had had the opportunity of enjoying the city during various visits, staying in different houses: he no longer used the lodgings of Casa Barbesi, or the rooms on the Riva degli Schiavoni where he had been vainly trying to write The Portrait of a Lady. He had enjoyed the hospitality of Mrs. Bronson’s Casa Alvisi, on the Grand Canal, right across from the Salute, and then that of the Curtises at Palazzo Barbaro. He had had the time to possess himself of the city, writing on it on several occasions, in the essays, from Venice: an Early Impression in 1872 to Venice in 1882 and The Grand Canal in 1892, where the writer took his reader along the main watery thoroughfare of Venice as if he were following one of those nineteenth century guides illustrating the main palaces on both sides of the Canal, from its beginning, at San Marco, to the Accademia and Rialto and finally to the Station. By 1892 James had written both short stories and novels at least partly set in Venice, and above all The Aspern Papers (1888). Perhaps towards the end of the 1880s or at the beginning of the 1890s James really dreamed of having a small pied-à-terre in Venice. But in the summer of 1893 he acknowledged this wish was a mere dream, “fading a little” (XIX) when he was not there.


Other, tragic, experiences intervened to defeat the dream. On January 24th, 1894, Constance Fenimore Woolson, an American writer, a descendant of James Fenimore Cooper, and a dear friend of James, committed suicide, throwing herself out of the window of Palazzo Semitecolo.14 James had in 1886 shared a house with her, Villa Brichieri, at Bellosguardo, living however on different floors. James’s letters to Mrs. Bronson (XXI, XXII) do not hide or mask the impression of horror which Miss Woolson’s death had wrought on James. A sense of horror clearly accompanied by a sense of guilt—it does not matter whether justified or not—that crops up also in the long explanation of Miss Woolson’s death that James felt himself impelled to give to Mrs. Bronson a few days after her suicide. The act, according to James, was caused by “some violent cerebral derangement”, and everything seemed to prove this since Miss Woolson, a successful writer, was “liked, peculiarly, by people who knew her”, and her relations “adored her”. James seems to wish to persuade Mrs. Bronson, but above all himself, that a person so beloved by everybody should not have expected any love from himself. The “strange obscurity” of the facts covers up the difficulty of a relationship that seems to have become clear to James only after Miss Woolson’s death, with the sudden violence, which the reader will find in such a story as The Beast in the Jungle.




 





Miss Woolson’s death marked, for James, a period of detachment from Venice, or even of horror towards it. On July 29, 1894, James wrote to Mrs. Gardner (XXIII). Not only will he not be in Venice when “Mrs. Jack” holds her court at Palazzo Barbaro, but perhaps he will not return, ever, to Venice, because the city has been “simply blighted”: a beautiful flower, killed by the frost of death. To Mrs. Curtis, James wrote: “How strange and empty Venice seemed to me, without you. The light is white and absent …”.15 The “bright Venetian air” has lost its splendour and colour. Even Palazzo Barbaro is “lovelier than ever—but what’s the use?” What James did not write to Mrs. Gardner in his letter was what he had been doing in the three months he had spent in Venice, staying in that Casa Biondetti where Miss Woolson had lived before moving to Palazzo Semitecolo, and where he had acted as her literary executor. More than one contemporary witness wrote of James recounting in a suppressed, devious way, of the “execution”, or suppression of, Miss Woolson’s papers—and even of her black clothes16—in the black waters of the lagoon. One can add Zina Hulton’s version:




 





“Then he [Henry James] told me that when he had sorted out a few manuscripts of hers [Miss Woolson’s] which were complete, there remained a great mass of notes and commencements and other worthless fragments. After thinking the question over, he decided to destroy all these by drowning them in the lagoon. So he went far out in a gondola and committed them to the water where it was really deep.”17




 





Death, the cancellation of what is dearest to a writer, his or her work, is represented by drowning in the deepest waters of the lagoon. The story of James’s relationship with Venice becomes gloomy, ominous. Gone is the “bright Venetian air”.





PALAZZO BARBARO AND


THE WINGS OF THE DOVE



James’s relationship with Venice revived only after a period of time. The enchantment of Palazzo Barbaro merged with the experience of Miss Woolson’s death. Miss Woolson’s death recalled other deaths, such as that of Minnie Temple, James’s cousin, in his youth,18 and other impressions and emotions, to produce a masterpiece. James’s great narrative art drew on these different experiences, at the time when the writer was the absolute master of form19 and language, to produce The Wings of the Dove, the supreme homage to Venice and to Palazzo Barbaro: the supreme homage, because in this novel James built a palazzo made of words which is more real and enduring than that made of bricks and Istria stone and gilded stucchi.


James gives the name “Palazzo Leporelli” to the historic Venetian dwelling of the novel where Milly Theale, the young heiress who knows she has little time left, decides to live as much as she can and to live out her final days. The palace is the “great gilded shell” where Milly “with servants, frescoes, tapestries, antiquities, the thorough make-believe of a settlement”, locks herself in, almost as if “in a fortress”, in the “ark of her deluge”, a place where she can “float on and on”, with the feeling that has become a metaphor, of “never going down, of remaining aloft in the divine, dustless air, where she would hear but the splash of the water against stone”.20


Palazzo Leporelli, the quintessence of the “dream city”, as James had written to La Farge in 1869, is Milly’s extreme effort to resist death and at the same time to taste life. She is “the priestess” who sees the work of art as the centre of her ritual. Palazzo Leporelli is an “appearance” which is not only the city’s ambiguous reflection of herself in the water, but also that of life and above all of art.


James’s long description of the palace is written in a prose that has now reached an acme of rarefied intensity:




 





“Not yet so much as this morning had she felt herself sink into possession; gratefully glad that the warmth of the southern summer was still in the high, florid rooms, palatial chambers where hard, cool pavements took reflections in their lifelong polish, and where the sun on the stirred sea-water, flickering up through open windows, played over the painted ‘subjects’ in the splendid ceilings—medallions of purple and brown, of brave old melancholy colour, medals as of reddened gold, embossed and be-ribboned, all toned with time and all flourished and scolloped and gilded about, set in their great moulded and figured concavity (a nest of white cherubs, friendly creatures of the air) …” (page 282)




 





She has used her wealth to counter-attack her destiny, to live. “One can’t do more than live,” she says to Lord Mark shortly before she dies. In order to live, she has chosen the most precious treasure civilization can offer her, a palace where enclosure does not mean imprisonment but freedom:




 





“She insisted that her palace—with all its romance and art and history—had set up round her a whirlwind of suggestion that never dropped for an hour. It wasn’t therefore, within such walls, confinement, it was the freedom of all the centuries.” (page 309)




 





Milly can leave outside the palace the necessities of life, its intrigues and betrayals, and also the passions of life—the conditions that Merton Densher imposes on Kate Croy in order to continue plotting their dreary planning21—symbolized in that Venice “all of evil”, “profaned and bewildered by some reverse of fortune”, lashed by rain.


Milly has chosen her “ark”, which could save her from the deluge, reconstructing a “court”, more than once compared—in its composition and characters—to a painting by Veronese22. With the creation of Palazzo Leporelli, James pays the ultimate homage to the city of art—Venice, but also, in a wider sense, to his own world, the world of art, his own fortress—showing that one can do more than just live: write. Milly’s—and James’s—palace, which had found its “germ” in his impressions of Palazzo Barbaro, now has a literary reality, independent of real life.




 





When the novel was finished, and the past exorcised, James could leave behind also the “germ”, or the “model” which he had used to build his own Palazzo Leporelli. This is clear in James’s letter to Alvin L. Coburn, the artist who was to photograph the places of James’s fiction for the New York Edition (1907–09). In James’s letter (XXVII) it is quite clear that Palazzo Barbaro no longer had a great importance in relation to Palazzo Leporelli. James wrote to Coburn that he had had Palazzo Barbaro “vaguely” in mind, an affirmation quite obviously “false” as regards the genesis of Palazzo Leporelli, but quite “true” in 1907, when—to illustrate the meaning of the novel—a “sort of symbolised and generalised Venice” would be just as appropriate.


James also gave Coburn some directions on the possible perspectives from which to photograph Palazzo Barbaro, but he quickly advised Coburn to use “some other palace” if none of these perspectives “yielded something” Coburn felt was “effective”. The main thing was to have an “effective” image, rendering the quintessence of Venice in its “noble and fine aspect” rather than in its “shabby and familiar” mode. James wanted Coburn to catch and express that sense of history—and art—which Palazzo Leporelli held in “its great lap”, that past civilization which “the ghost of old Daniele” [Barbaro] and the other great humanists of the family, had contributed to the city. These were figures who were now only ghosts, but whose voices the writer evoked in the Preface to A London Life, in 1908:




 





“[ I ] remember in fact beginning it [A London Life], in one of the wonderful faded back rooms of an old Venetian palace, a room with a pompous Tiepolo ceiling and walls of ancient pale-green damask, slightly shredded and patched, which, on the warm mornings, looked into the shade of a court where a high outer staircase, strikingly bold, yet strikingly relaxed, held together one scarce knew how; where Gothic windows broke out, on discoloured blanks of wall, at quite arbitrary levels, and where above all the strong Venetian voice, full of history and humanity and waking perpetual echoes, seemed to say more in ten warm words, of whatever tone, than any twenty pages of one’s cold prose.”23





JAMES AND THE ASPERN PAPERS



These letters tell us the story of the relationship of the writer with the city and with one of its most splendid palaces, opening new perspectives and showing us the way in which the imagination of a great writer works in the process of transforming impressions of reality into the more real life of fiction. But these letters of course also tell us much about James’s everyday life and contacts.


They tell us, for example, about the characters of that “queer, polyglot, promiscuous society” which James frequented both in Florence and in Venice—but also in London and in Paris, a society that seems to weigh more and more on the writer as the years go by, as it eroded time from his writing. But even among these characters belonging to a glittering, often frivolous world, which always liked to have some royalty in its set, be it a pretender or an exiled king, James did manage to find some true friends and some “germs” for his fiction. Even in the most frivolous and mundane conversation, James could suddenly find a trifle, a glittering ice shard that opened up his imagination.


It was in fact in Florentine society—described at length and compared to that of Venice (III, IV)—that James first heard the story of Byron’s letters, some of which Countess Gamba, who had inherited them from Teresa Gamba Guiccioli, managed to burn24. This was a story that attracted James’s imagination, always alert both to the precious value of any “paper” written by a great poet and to the necessity to preserve the privacy of the writer—as his burning of so many of his own papers shows. The Venetian setting where James transferred the story of Jeffrey Aspern’s papers, in The Aspern Papers (1888), a short novel which is also a psychological thriller, testifies to James’s conscious use of the tradition of the representation of Venice. In the devious and secret Venice of The Aspern Papers, James used the traditional Anglo-Saxon representation of the city as an attractive and at the same time dangerously alluring place, according to the tradition created by Nash and Shakespeare, Radcliffe and Cooper, and in some measure, by Byron himself.25


In The Aspern Papers this representation of Venice was masterfully deprived of its exterior gothic features and became the objective correlative of psychological states and pursuits. The labyrinthine alleys of the city are the echoing mirror of the labyrinths of the mind, of the devious purposes of the character who wants to lay his hands on Jeffrey Aspern’s letters, and of the owner of the letters, Juliana, who holds on to them with just as secret and devious a plotting, ready to release the letters only under her own unacceptable conditions.


But in The Aspern Papers one can also perceive an echo of James’s notes on the poverty and the decadence of the city, after Napoleon’s plundering. The great barren hall of the palace where Juliana and Tita live is the real and symbolic entrance to the treasure room where Juliana, even on the threshold of death, stands her guard and catches the “publishing scoundrel” red-handed; it is also a strong image of a city robbed of its treasures, where everything has its price, where everything can be bought: Tiepolo ceilings, rococo chairs, whole family archives. In this world of moral and material decadence, money—the enormous amount of money Juliana asks her guest as rent for a few, empty rooms—buys hospitality. In James’s world, where so many exchanges involving money, concern works of art, there can be an even more radical—and blackmailing—exchange: marriage. The society of antique dealers, the various Carrers and Richettis and Riettis who sold everything they could find, laying waste whole palaces, seems to be governed by very simple economic rules, in a sort of rough innocence, as compared with the complex plots of buying and selling that go on in The Aspern Papers.





JAMES AND SOCIETY


An episode that James heard in a Florentine salon gave birth to a small and perfect masterpiece.


Characters glimpsed during a tea party or an elegant dinner offered the “germs” for possible new characters in fiction. In Venice, Princess Olga of Montenegro, the daughter of Queen Darinka, the widow of the assassinated King of Montenegro, “the poor little princess with no money or art” became “a possible subject, needing to be a little filled out”.26


The royal wealth of Isabella Stewart Gardner, with her black clothes made by the Parisian designer Worth, and her famous, long, long string of perfect pearls, who together with the Countess Pisani reminded James of the romantic heroines of English novels (IV), became possible “germs” for the sublime character of Milly Theale. Good Mrs. Bronson, Browning’s friend in the last years of the poet’s life, suggested to James the character of Mrs. Prest in The Aspern Papers. James pondered at length on Browning himself as a possible character for a story.27


James had an ambivalent attitude to the society in which he lived, typified by his attitude to Isabella Stewart Gardner (“Mrs. Jack”). How can one forget the portrait of this rich and powerful lady, in the habit of commanding people, whom James addressed in a half-joking and half-affectionate tone? (II, X, XVI, XXIII.) In one letter (II), James presented himself as a ‘ruminant quadruped’, one of the patient beasts always ready to pull her “triumphant car” or “tow” her gondola. But James’s humorous tone does not hide a basic criticism of that “Mrs. Jack”, who has everything, does everything, in her “preposterously pleasant career”, as a collector of the spoils of Europe.




 





James tried to defend himself from Mrs. Gardner’s hectic life. “How she must be flashing, or at any rate splashing, at the Barbaro!”28 he wrote to Mr. Curtis in 1897, when Mrs. Gardner had taken temporary possession of the Palazzo Barbaro. The “divine stillness” of the palace “spinned around” when the “little lady” lived in it. In 1893 James wrote to Isabella that he could imagine her at the Chicago Exhibition, with her own palace, “an infinitely more barbarous Barbaro”,29 on the top floor of which he would like to have a “small marble hall with thirteen curtains and a pink mosquito net”. Only on these conditions will he go, on no other. The little lady always on the move, busy buying Titians, Mantegnas and Vermeers, rococo chairs and cuori d’oro (golden leather hangings embossed with gold) did in fact build her own palace, a little “more barbarous” than the Barbaro. The wonderful Fenway Court, in Boston, became her own imagined and real Palazzo Leporelli.30




 





Many other characters appear in these letters. Henry’s brother William and their sister Alice, with whom the writer spent some time in Venice, apparently not very happily, because of the many famished mosquitoes. There are James’s American friends living in Italy: Francis Boott, the musician, and his daughter Lizzie, married to the painter Frank Duveneck; Aunt Kate, the sister of James’s mother, and other lady friends, such as Grace Norton, Sarah Butler Wister, and after 1899, the English Miss Jessie Allen. As the letters indicate, with some of these people, at first worldly conoscenze, a relation of deep friendship developed over the years, especially with the Curtises and Miss Allen.


A society of expatriates in love with Italy gradually takes shape, sprinkled here and there with exiled emperors and princes, or with visiting royalty, mixing with the few surviving members of the Venetian patrician class who had escaped ruin (not unlike the society of Venice of the present fin de siècle). This society mixes with artists, poets, writers, musicians (as it still does). In the letters we are given glimpses of this world that struck James as “a vain agitation of insignificant particles”,31 but in whose ceremonies and rites he himself participated.




 





The Curtises, Daniel and Ariana, are in a way the exemplary representatives of this world, in their exquisite palace, where:




 





“The cosmopolite habit, the modern sympathy, the intelligent flexible attitude, the latest fruit of time, adjust themselves to the great gilded, relinquished shell and try to fill it out.”




 





Because, James adds:




 





“A Venetian palace that has not too grossly suffered and that is not overwhelming by its mass makes almost any life graceful that may be led in it.”32




 





The Curtises, like so many other members of this cosmopolitan society, take tea with the Queen of Montenegro, sitting in a circle in front of a blinding lamp, surrounded by portraits of the royal family in their Montenegro costumes. They dine at the Layards’, at Palazzo Cappello on the Grand Canal, where the former ambassador and discoverer of Niniveh has his splendid collection of Italian paintings, among them Bellini’s Mahomet II, bought with the help of Giovanni Morelli33, and where Lady Layard wears a necklace made of the Mesopotamian seals found by her husband. They receive their “neighbour”, Countess Pisani, who lives in the same palace when she is not in the country looking after her farm. In their palazzo, Robert Browning reads his poems to a group of friends, after spending the morning on the Lido, walking along the beach, and returning, with Daniel and Ariana, in their gondola. They also take part in other society rituals that have now disappeared: the evenings of the tableaux vivants, where Ariana is a Van Dyck and a young Mocenigo girl is a Titian, while the “director”, the painter Duveneck, is a “bravo of Venice”, romantically menacing. Ariana’s letter on the tableaux vivants gives us a glimpse of a social rite which appears in Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth?34


The Curtises are part of the group of expatriate Americans, just like Mrs. Bronson, who has learnt Italian but especially the Venetian dialect so well that she can write commediette in this dialect and stage them at home, with “monstrously clever” young players.35 These expatriates have, however, a strong animosity towards their motherland that James does not share, as he underlines in one letter (IX). To look for the possible causes of this animosity, one finds an episode where causes and effects are totally disproportionate. The Curtises seem to have left Boston—for ever—due to an offence. The story goes that Daniel climbed onto a streetcar, and finding his usual seat taken by a gentleman who did not stand up to vacate the seat, quarrelled with him, pinching his nose.36 Unfortunately the man was Judge Churchill, who took him to court. Mr. Curtis was sentenced to pay a fine or to spend one night in prison. He chose to leave Boston for ever. But there are other versions of the story, some more favourable to Mr. Curtis, such as the one where the quarrel is said to have originated with the judge not allowing a pregnant woman to sit in Mr. Curtis’s usual seat.


Perhaps in reality, the Curtises, just like so many other expatriates, were looking for a less rigid way of life, a softer life—not only in terms of the climate—which allowed them to enjoy art and culture without the sudden frosts of the New England Puritan tradition.




 





This world is present in James’s letters, but also in the letters of the Curtises, which cannot—and must not—be compared with the wonderful writing in James’s letters. We present here some unpublished letters by Daniel and Ariana to Daniel’s sister, Mary, because these letters too offer curious glimpses of that strange “garden of social flowers” which was the Anglo-Venetian society of that epoch. These are family letters that also tell—insisting on secrecy!—of the hoped-for purchase of Palazzo Barbaro (III), of the objects bought at an auction to embellish it, and of the secret staircase that has been discovered in the palace (IV). Together with Ariana’s notes, written in 1908, in a quick summarizing perspective, these letters not only give information on the people who frequented the Barbaro, but also on the restoration of the palace.


The quiet and familiar letters of Daniel and Ariana are followed by those of their son Ralph, the painter, all addressed to Isabella Stewart Gardner, sparkling with vivacious news and suggestions. Ralph’s is an intense fin de siècle life, with endless travelling between Paris and London, Marienbad and the Côte d’Azur (where he had a villa), Spain and Germany, for art and music, but also for hunts and dances and thermal cures, or to hear Wagner’s Tristan in Bayreuth. Ralph seems to live intensely, to want to enjoy life quickly, at all costs, while there is time. Ralph’s letters seem to foresee that the world in which Daniel and Ariana live peacefully, imagining it will last for ever, will come to an abrupt and tragic end. In May 1914 Ralph Curtis, writing to Isabella Stewart Gardner, still declares that everything is going on as usual, that there is nothing new; but in the following letter, dated September 2, 1915, in the midst of war, everything has inexorably changed. The description of Venice, seen as a “primadonna in mourning”, with all its hotels and shops closed, the golden angels covered with grey sackcloth, seems to place the final seal on the brilliant personal life of Ralph and on the more general history of a whole society. The sense is of an ending: the very sense that James expressed in a letter to Jessie Allen in 1907, beneath the discursive, even gossipy surface, James must tell Miss Allen “of the new heartbreak it is to feel this enchantress (I allude now to the terrible old Venice herself !) weave her spell just again supremely to lose her”.
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