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A FLORENTINE MOSAIC




 




I.




 




FROM Turin to Bologna there was

snow all the way down; not, of course, the sort of snow we had left on the

other side of the Alps, or the snow we remembered in America, but a snow picturesque,

spectacular, and no colder or bleaker to the eye from the car window than the

cottonwoolly counterfeit which clothes a landscape of the theatre. It covered

the whole Lombard plain to the depth of several inches, and formed a very pretty

decoration for the naked vines and the trees they festooned. A sky which

remained thick and dun throughout the day contributed to the effect of winter,

for which, indeed, the Genoese merchant in our carriage said it was now the

season. 




But the snow grew thinner as the

train drew southward, and about Bologna the ground showed through it in

patches. Then the night came on, and when we reached Florence at nine o'clock

we emerged into an atmosphere which, in comparison with the severity of the

transalpine air, could only be called mildly reproachful. For a few days we

rejoiced in its concessive softness with some such sense of escape as must come

to one who has left moral obligation behind; and then our penalty began. If we

walked half a mile away from our hotel, we despaired of getting back, and

commonly had ourselves brought home by one of the kindly cabdrivers who had

observed our exhaustion. It came finally to our not going away from our hotel

to such distances at all. We observed with a mild passivity the vigor of the

other guests, who went and came from morning till night, and brought to the

table d'hôte minds full of the spoil of their day's sight-seeing. We confessed

that we had not, perhaps, been out that day, and we accounted for ourselves by

saying that we had seen Florence before, a good many years ago, and that we

were in no haste, for we were going to stay all winter. We tried to pass it off

as well as we could, and a fortnight had gone by before we had darkened the

doors of a church or a gallery. 




I suppose that all this lassitude

was the effect of our sudden transition from the tonic air of the Swiss

mountains; and I should be surprised if our experience of the rigors of a

Florentine December were not considered libelous by many whose experience was

different Nevertheless, I report it; for the reader may like to trace to it the

languid lack of absolute opinion concerning Florence and her phenomena, and the

total absence of final wisdom on any point, which I hope he will be able to

detect throughout these pages. 




 




II.




 




It was quite three weeks before I

began to keep any record of impressions, and I cannot therefore fix the date at

which I pushed my search for them beyond the limits of the Piazza Santa Maria

Novella, where we were lodged. It is better to own up at once to any sin which

one is likely to be found out in, for then one gains at least the credit of candor

and courage; and I will confess here that I had come to Florence with the

intention of writing about it. But I rather wonder now why I should have

thought of writing of the whole city, when one piazza in it was interesting

enough to make a book about. It was in itself not one of the most interesting

piazzas of Florence in the ordinary way. I do not know that anything very

historical ever happened there; but that is by no means saying that there did

not There used, under the early Medici and the late grand dukes, to be chariot-races

in it, the goals of which are the two obelisks by John of Bologna, set upon the

backs of the bronze turtles which the sympathetic observer will fancy gasping

under their weight at either end of the irregular space; and its wide floor is

still unpaved, so that it is a sop of mud in rainy weather, and a whirl of dust

in dry. At the end opposite the church is the terminus of the steam tramway

running to Prato, and the small engine that drew the trains of two or three

horse-cars linked together was perpetually fretting and snuffing about the base

of the obelisk there, as if that were a stump and the engine were a boy's dog

with intolerable conviction of a woodchuck under it. From time to time the

conductor blew a small horn of a feeble, reedy note, like that of the horns

which children find in their stockings on Christmas morning; and then the poor

little engine hitched itself to the train, and with an air of hopeless

affliction snuffled away toward Prato, and left the woodchuck under the obelisk

to escape. The impression of a woodchuck was confirmed by the digging round the

obelisk which a gang of workmen kept up all winter; they laid down waterpipes,

and then dug them up again. But when the engine was gone, we could give our

minds to other sights in the piazza. 




 




III




 




One of these was the passage of

troops, infantry or cavalry, who were always going to or from the great railway

station behind the church, and who entered it with a gay blare of bugles,

extinguished midway of the square, letting the measured tramp of feet or the

irregular clank of hoofs make itself heard. This was always thrilling, and we

could not get enough of the brave spectacle. We rejoiced in the parade of

Italian military force with even more than native ardor, for we were not taxed

to pay for it, and personally the men were beautiful; not large or strong, but

regular and refined of face, rank and file alike, in that democracy of good

looks which one sees in no other land. They marched with a lounging, swinging

step, under a heavy burden of equipment, and with the sort of quiet patience to

which the whole nation has been schooled in its advance out of slavish

subjection to the van of civilization. 




They were not less charming when

they came through off duty, the officers in their statuesque cloaks, with the

gleam of their swords beneath the folds, striding across the piazza in twos or

threes, the common soldiers straggling loosely over its space with the air of

peasants let loose amid the wonders of a city, and smoking their long,

straw-stemmed Italian cigars, with their eyes all abroad. I do not think they

kept up so active a courtship with the nursemaids as the soldiers in the London

squares and parks, but there was a friendliness in their relations with the

population everywhere that spoke them still citizens of a common country, and

not alien to its life in any way. They had leisure just before Epiphany to take

a great interest in the preparations the boys were making for the celebration

of that feast, with a noise of long, slender trumpets of glass; and I remember

the fine behavior of a corporal in a fatigue-cap, who happened along one day

when an orange-vendor and a group of urchins were trying a trumpet, and

extorting from it only a few stertorous crumbs of sound. The corporal put it

lightly to his lips, and blew a blast upon it that almost shivered our

window-panes, and then walked off with the effect of one who would escape

gratitude; the boys looked after him till he was quite out of sight with mute

wonder, such as pursues the doer of a noble action. 




One evening an officer's funeral

passed through the piazza, with a pomp of military mourning; but that was no

more effective than the merely civil funeral which we once saw just at

twilight. The bearers were in white cowls and robes, and one went at the head

of the bier with a large cross. The others carried torches, which sometimes

they inverted, swinging forward with a slow processional movement, and chanting

monotonously, with the clear dark of the evening light keen and beautiful

around them. 




At other times we heard the

jangle of a small bell, and looking out we saw a priest of Santa Maria, with

the Host in his hand and his taper-bearing retinue around him, going to

administer the extreme unction to some passing soul in our neighborhood. Some

of the spectators uncovered, but for the most part they seemed not to notice

it, and the solemnity had an effect of business which I should be at some loss

to make the reader feel. But that is the effect which church ceremonial in

Italy has always had to me. I do not say that the Italians are more indifferent

to their religion than other people, but that, having kept up its shows, always

much the same in the celebration of different faiths, — Etruscan, Hellenic,

Hebraic, — so long, they were more tired of them, and were willing to let it

transact itself without their personal connivance when they could. 




 




IV




 




All the life of the piazza was

alike novel to the young eyes which now saw it for the first time from our

windows, and lovely in ours, to which youth seemed to come back in its

revision. I should not know how to give a just sense of the value of a man who

used to traverse the square with a wide wicker tray on his head, piled up with

Chianti wine-flasks that looked like a heap of great bubbles. I must trust him

to the reader's sympathy, together with the pensive donkeys abounding there,

who acquired no sort of spiritual pride from the sense of splendid array,

though their fringed and tasseled harness blazed with burnished brass. They

appeared to be stationed in our piazza while their peasant-owners went about

the city on their errands, and it may have been in an access of homesickness

too acute for repression that, with a preliminary quivering of the tail and

final rise of that member, they lifted their woe-begone countenances and broke

into a long disconsolate bray, expressive of a despair which has not yet found

its way into poetry, and is only vaguely suggested by some music of the minor

key. 




These donkeys, which usually

stood under our hotel, were balanced in the picture by the line of cabs at the

base of the tall buildings on the other side, whence their drivers watched our

windows with hopes not unnaturally excited by our interest in them, which they

might well have mistaken for a remote intention of choosing a cab. From time to

time one of them left the rank, and took a turn in the square from pure

effervescence of expectation, flashing his equipage upon our eyes, and snapping

his whip in explosions that we heard even through the closed windows. They were

of all degrees of splendor and squalor, both cabs and drivers, from the young

fellow with false, floating blue eyes and fur-trimmed coat, who drove a shining

cab fresh from the builder's hands, to the little man whose high hat was worn

down almost to its structural pasteboard, and whose vehicle limped over the

stones with querulous complaints from its rheumatic joints. When we began to

drive out, we resolved to have always the worldlier turnout; but we got it only

two or three times, falling finally and permanently — as no doubt we deserved,

in punishment of our heartless vanity — to the wreck at the other extreme of

the scale. There is no describing the zeal and vigilance by which this driver

obtained and secured us to himself. For a while we practiced devices for

avoiding him, and did not scruple to wound his feelings; but we might as well

have been kind, for it came to the same thing in the end. Once we had almost

escaped. Our little man's horse had been feeding, and he had not fastened his

bridle on when the portiere called a carriage for us. He made a snatch at his

horse's bridle; it came off in his hand and hung dangling. Another driver saw

the situation, and began to whip his horse across the square; our little man

seized his horse by the forelock, and dragging him along at the top of his

speed, arrived at the hotel door a little the first What could we do but laugh?

Everybody in the piazza applauded, and I think it must have been this fact

which confirmed our subjection. After that we pretended once that our little

man had cheated us; but with respectful courage he contested the fact, and

convinced us that we were wrong; he restored a gold pencil which he had found

in his cab; and, though he never got it, he voluntarily promised to get a new

coat, to do us the more honor when he drove us out to pay visits. 




 




V.




 




He was, like all of his calling

with whom he had to do in Florence, amiable and faithful, and he showed that

personal interest in us from the beginning which is instant with most of them,

and which found pretty expression when I was sending home a child to the hotel

from a distance at nightfall. I was persistent in getting the driver's number,

and he divined the cause of my anxiety. 




"Oh, rest easy!" he

said, leaning down toward me from his perch. " I, too, am a father I

" 




Possibly a Boston hackman might

have gone so far as to tell me that he had young ones of his own, but he would

have snubbed in reassuring me; and it is this union of grace with sympathy

which, I think, forms the true expression of Italian civilization. It is not

yet valued aright in the world; but the time must come when it will not be

shouldered aside by physical and intellectual brutality. I hope it may come so

soon that the Italians will not have learned bad manners from the rest of us.

As yet, they seem uncontaminated, and the orange-vendor who crushes a plump

grandmother up against the wall in some narrow street is as gayly polite in his

apologies, and she as graciously forgiving, as they could have been under any

older regime. 




But probably the Italians could

not change if they would. They may fancy changes in themselves and in one

another, but the barbarian who returns to them after a long absence cannot see

that they are personally different from all their political transformations.

Life, which has become to us like a book which we silently peruse in the

closet, or at most read aloud with a few friends, is still a drama with them,

to be more or less openly played. This is what strikes you at first, and

strikes you at last. It is the most recognizable thing in Italy, and I was

constantly pausing in my languid strolls, confronted by some dramatic episode

so bewilderingly familiar that it seemed to me I must have already attempted to

write about it. One day, on the narrow sidewalk beside the escutcheoned

cloister-wall of the church, two young and handsome people stopped me while

they put upon that public stage the pretty melodrama of their feelings. The

bareheaded girl wore a dress of the red and black plaid of the Florentine

laundresses, and the young fellow standing beside her had a cloak falling from

his left shoulder. She was looking down and away from him, impatiently pulling

with one hand at the fingers of another, and he was vividly gesticulating,

while he explained or expostulated, with his eyes not upon her, but looking

straight forward; and they both stood as if, in a moment of opera, they were

confronting an audience over the footlights. But they were both quite

unconscious, and were merely obeying the histrionic instinct of their race. So

was the schoolboy in clerical robes, when, goaded by some taunt, pointless to

the foreign bystander, he flung himself into an attitude of deadly scorn, and

defied the tormenting gamins; so were the vendor of chestnut-paste and his

customer, as they debated over the smoking viand the exact quantity and quality

which a soldo ought to purchase, in view of the state of the chestnut

market and the price demanded elsewhere; so was the little woman who deplored,

in impassioned accents, the non-arrival of the fresh radishes we liked with our

coffee, when I went a little too early for them to her stall; so was the

fruiterer who called me back with an effect of heroic magnanimity to give me

the change I had forgotten, after beating him down from a franc to seventy

centimes on a dozen of mandarin oranges. The sweetness of his air, tempering

the severity of his self-righteousness in doing this, lingers with me yet, and

makes me ashamed of having got the oranges at a just price. I wish he had

cheated me. 




We, too, can be honest if we try,

but the effort seems to sour most of us. We hurl our integrity in the teeth of

the person whom we deal fairly with; but when the Italian makes up his mind to

be just, it is in no ungracious spirit. It was their lovely ways, far more than

their monuments of history and art, that made return to the Florentines

delightful. I would rather have had a perpetuity of the cameriere's

smile when he came up with our coffee in the morning than Donatello's San

Giorgio, if either were purchasable; and the face of the old chamber-maid,

Maria, full of motherly affection, was better than the facade of Santa Maria

Novella. 




 




VI




 




It is true that the church bore

its age somewhat better; for though Maria must have been beautiful, too, in her

youth, her complexion had not that luminous flush in which three hundred years

have been painting the marble front of the church. It is this light, or this color,

— I hardly know which to call it, — that remains in my mind as the most

characteristic quality of Santa Maria Novella; and I would like to have it go

as far as possible with the reader, for I know that the edifice would not

otherwise present itself in my pages, however flatteringly entreated or

severely censured. I remember the bold mixture of the styles in its

architecture, the lovely sculptures of its grand portals, the curious sundials

high in its front; I remember the brand-new restoration of the screen of

monuments on the right, with the arms of the noble patrons of the church carved

below them, and the grass of the space enclosed showing green through the

cloister-arches all winter long; I remember also the unemployed laborers

crouching along its sunny base for the heat publicly dispensed in Italy on

bright days — when it is not needed; and they all gave me the same pleasure,

equal in degree, if not in kind. While the languor of these first days was

still heavy upon me, I crept into the church for a look at the Ghirlandajo

frescos behind the high altar, the Virgin of Cimabue, and the other objects

which one is advised to see there, and had such modest satisfaction in them as

may come to one who long ago, once for all, owned to himself that emotions to

which others testified in the presence of such things were beyond him. The old

masters and their humble acquaintance met shyly, after so many years; these

were the only terms on which I, at least, could preserve my self-respect; and

it was not till we had given ourselves time to overcome our mutual diffidence

that the spirit in which their work was imagined stole into my heart and made

me thoroughly glad of it again. Perhaps the most that ever came to me was a

sense of tender reverence, of gracious quaintness in them; but this was enough.

In the meanwhile I did my duty in Santa Maria Novella. I looked conscientiously

at all the pictures, in spite of a great deal of trouble I had in putting on my

glasses to read my "Walks in Florence" and taking them off to see the

paintings; and I was careful to identify the portraits of Poliziano and the

other Florentine gentlemen and ladies in the frescos. I cannot say that I was

immediately sensible of advantage in this achievement; but I experienced a

present delight in the Spanish chapel at finding not only Petrarch and Laura,

but Boccaccio and Fiammetta, in the groups enjoying the triumphs of the church

militant. It will always remain a confusion in our thick Northern heads, this

attribution of merit through mere belief to people whose lives cast so little

luster on their creeds; but the confusion is an agreeable one, and I enjoyed it

as much as when it first overcame me in Italy. 




 




VII




 




The cicerone who helped me about

these figures was a white-robed young monk, one of twelve who are still left at

Santa Maria Novella to share the old cloisters now mainly occupied by the

pupils of a military college and a children's school. It was noon, and the

corridors and the court were full of boys at their noisy games, on whom the

young father smiled patiently, lifting his gentle voice above their clamor to

speak of the suppression of the convents. This was my first personal knowledge

of the effect of that measure, and I now perceived the hardship which it must

have involved, as I did not when I read of it, with my Protestant satisfaction,

in the newspapers. The uncomfortable thing about any institution which has survived

its usefulness is that it still embodies so much harmless life that must suffer

in its destruction. The monks and nuns had been a heavy burden no doubt, for

many ages, and at the best they cumbered the ground; but when it came to a

question of sweeping them away, it meant sorrow and exile and dismay to

thousands of gentle and blameless spirits like the brother here, who recounted

one of many such histories so meekly, so unresentfully. He and his few fellows

were kept there by the piety of certain faithful who, throughout Italy, still

maintain a dwindling number of monks and nuns in their old cloisters wherever

the convent happened to be the private property of the order. I cannot say that

they thus quite console the sentimentalist who would not have the convents

re-established, even while suffering a poignant regret for their suppression;

but I know from myself that this sort of sentimentalist is very difficult, and

perhaps he ought not to be too seriously regarded. 




 




VIII




 




The sentimentalist is very abundant

in Italy, and most commonly he is of our race and religion, though he is rather

English than American. The Englishman, so chary of his sensibilities at home,

abandons himself to them abroad. At Rome he already regrets the good old days

of the temporal power, when the streets were unsafe after nightfall and unclean

the whole twenty-four hours, and there was no new quarter. At Venice he is

bowed down under the restorations of the Ducal Palace and the church of St

Mark; and he has no language in which to speak of the little steamers on the

Grand Canal, which the Venetians find so convenient. In Florence, from time to

time, he has a panic prescience that they are going to tear down the Ponte

Vecchio. I do not know how he gets this, but he has it, and all the rest of us

sentimentalists eagerly share it with him when he comes in to the table d'hôte

luncheon, puts his Baedeker down by his plate, and before he has had a bite of

anything calls out: " Well, they are going to tear down the Ponte Vecchio!

" 




The first time that this happened

in our hotel, I was still under the influence of the climate; but I resolved to

visit the Ponte Vecchio with no more delay, lest they should be going to tear

it down that afternoon. It was not that I cared a great deal for the bridge

itself, but my accumulating impressions of Florentine history had centered

about it as the point where that history really began to be historic. I had

formed the idea of a little dramatic opening for my sketches there, with

Buondelmonte riding in from his villa to meet his bride, and all that spectral

train of Ghibelline and Guelphic tragedies behind them on the bridge; and it

appeared to me that this could not be managed if the bridge were going to be

torn down. I trembled for my cavalcade, ignominiously halted on the other side

of the Amo, or obliged to go round and come in on some other bridge without

regard to the fact; and at some personal inconvenience I hurried off to the

Ponte Vecchio. I could not see that the preparations for its destruction had

begun, and I believe they are still threatened only in the imagination of

sentimental Anglo-Saxons. The omnibuses were following each other over the

bridge in the peaceful succession of so many horsecars to Cambridge, and the

ugly little jewelers' booths glittered in their wonted security on either hand

all the way across. The carriages, the carts, the foot-passengers were swarming

up and down from the thick turmoil of Por San Maria; and the bridge did not

respond with the slightest tremor to the heel clandestinely stamped upon it for

a final test of its stability. 




But the alarm I had suffered was

no doubt useful, for it was after this that I really began to be serious with

my material, as I found it everywhere in the streets and the books, and located

it from one to the other. Even if one has no literary designs upon the facts,

that is incomparably the best way of dealing with the past. At home, in the

closet, one may read history, but one can realize it, as if it were something

personally experienced, only on the spot where it was lived. This seems to me

the prime use of travel; and to create the reader a partner in the enterprise

and a sharer in its realization seems the sole excuse for books of travel, now

when modern facilities have abolished hardship and danger and adventure, and

nothing is more likely to happen to one in Florence than in Fitchburg. 




In this pursuit of the past, the

inquirer will often surprise himself in the possession of a genuine emotion; at

moments the illustrious or pathetic figures of other days will seem to walk

before him unmocked by the grotesque and burlesquing shadows we all cast while

in the flesh. I will not swear it, but it would take little to persuade me that

I had vanishing glimpses of many of these figures in Florence. One of the

advantages of this method is that you have your historical personages in a sort

of picturesque contemporaneity with one another and with yourself, and you

imbue them all with the sensibilities of our own time. Perhaps this is not an

advantage, but it shows what may be done by the imaginative faculty; and if we

do not judge men by ourselves, how are we to judge them at all? 




 




IX




 




I took some pains with my

Florentines, first and last, I will confess it. I went quite back with them to

the lilies that tilted all over the plain where they founded their city in the

dawn of history, and that gave her that flowery name of hers. I came down with

them from Fiesole to the first marts they held by the Arno for the convenience

of the merchants who did not want to climb that long hill to the Etruscan

citadel; and I built my wooden hut with the rest hard by the Ponte Vecchio,

which was an old bridge a thousand years before Gaddi's structure. I was with

them all through that dim turmoil of wars, martyrdoms, pestilences, heroisms,

and treasons for a thousand years, feeling their increasing purpose of

municipal freedom and hatred of the one-man power (il governod'un solo)

alike under Romans, Huns, Longobards, Franks, and Germans, till in the eleventh

century they marched up against their mother city, and destroyed Fiesole,

leaving nothing standing but the fortress, the cathedral, and the Caffe Aurora,

where the visitor lunches at this day, and has an incomparable view of Florence

in the distance. When, in due time, the proud citizens began to go out from

their gates and tumble their castles about the ears of the Germanic counts and

barons in the surrounding country, they had my sympathy almost to the point of

active co-operation; though I doubt now if we did well to let those hornets

come into the town and build other nests within the walls, where they continued

nearly as pestilent as ever. Still, so long as no one of them came to the top

permanently, there was no danger of the one-man power we dreaded, and we could

adjust our arts, our industries, our finances to the state of street warfare,

even if it lasted, as at one time, for forty years. I was as much opposed as

Dante himself to the extension of the national limits, though I am not sure now

that our troubles came from acquiring territory three miles away, beyond the

Ema, and I could not trace the bitterness of partisan feeling even to the

annexation of Prato, whither it took me a whole hour to go by the stream-tram.

But when the factions were divided under the names of Guelph and Ghibelline,

and subdivided again into Bianchi and Neri, I was always of the Guelph and the

Bianchi party, for it seemed to me that these wished the best to the

commonwealth, and preserved most actively the traditional fear and hate of the

one-man power. I believed heartily in the wars against Pisa and Siena, though

afterward, when I visited those cities, I took their part against the

Florentines, perhaps because they were finally reduced by the Medici, — a

family I opposed from the very first, uniting with any faction or house that

contested its rise. They never deceived me when they seemed to take the popular

side, nor again when they voluptuously favored the letters and arts, inviting

the city full of Greeks to teach them. I mourned all through the reign of

Lorenzo the Magnificent over the subjection of the people, never before brought

under the one-manpower, and flattered to their undoing by the splendors of the

city and the state he created for him. When our dissolute youth went singing

his obscene songs through the moonlit streets, I shuddered with a good

Piagnone's abhorrence; and I heard one morning with a stern and solemn joy that

the great Frate had refused absolution to the dying despot who had refused

freedom to Florence. Those were great days for one of my thinking, when

Savonarola realized the old Florentine ideal of a free commonwealth, with the

Medici banished, the Pope defied, and Christ king; days incredibly, dark and

terrible, when the Frate paid for his goodwill to us with his life, and

suffered by the Republic which he had restored. Then the famous siege came, the

siege of fifteen months, when Papist and Lutheran united under one banner

against us, and treason did what all the forces of the Empire had failed to

effect. Yet Florence, the genius of the great democracy, never showed more

glorious than in that supreme hour, just before she vanished forever, and the

Medici bastard entered the city out of which Florence had died, to be its liege

lord where no master had ever been openly confessed before. I could follow the

Florentines intelligently through all till that; but then, what suddenly became

of that burning desire of equality, that deadly jealousy of a tyrant's

domination, that love of country surpassing the love of life? It is hard to

reconcile ourselves to the belief that the right can be beaten, that the spirit

of a generous and valiant people can be broken; but this is what seems again

and again to happen in history, though never so signally, so spectacularly, as

in Florence when the Medici were restored. After that there were conspiracies

and attempts of individuals to throw off the yoke; but in the great people, the

prostrate body of the old democracy, not a throe of revolt. Had they outlived

the passion of their youth for liberty, or were they sunk in despair before the

odds arrayed against them? I did not know what to do with the Florentines from

this point; they mystified me, silently suffering under the Medici for two

hundred years, and then sleeping under the Lorrainese for another century, to

awake in our own time the most polite, the most agreeable of the Italians

perhaps, but the most languid. They say of themselves, "We lack initiative;

" and the foreigner most disposed to confess his ignorance cannot help

having heard it said of them by other Italians that while the Turinese,

Genoese, and Milanese, and even the Venetians, excel them in industrial

enterprise, they are less even than the Neapolitans in intellectual activity;

and that when the capital was removed to Rome they accepted adversity almost

with indifference, and resigned themselves to a second place in everything. I

do not know whether this is true; there are some things against it, as that the

Florentine schools are confessedly the best in Italy, and that it would be hard

anywhere in that country or another to match the group of scholars and writers

who form the University of Florence. These are not all Florentines, but they live

in Florence, where almost anyone would choose to live if he did not live in

London, or Boston, or New York, or Helena, Montana T. There is no more

comfortable city in the world, I fancy. But you cannot paint comfort so as to

interest the reader of a book of travel. Even the lack of initiative in a

people who conceal their adversity under very good clothes, and have abolished

beggary, cannot be made the subject of a graphic sketch; one must go to their

past for that. 




X




 




Yet if the reader had time, I would

like to linger a little on our way down to the Via Borgo Santi Apostoli, where

it branches off into the Middle Ages out of Via Tornabuoni, not far from

Vieusseux's Circulating Library. For Via Tornabuoni is charming, and merits to

be observed for the ensemble it offers of the contemporary Florentine

expression, with its alluring shops, its confectioners and cafes, its florists

and milliners, its dandies and tourists, and, ruggedly massing up out of their

midst, the mighty bulk of its old Strozzi Palace, mediaeval, somber, superb,

tremendously impressive of the days when really a man's house was his castle.

Everywhere in Florence the same sort of contrast presents itself in some degree;

but nowhere quite so dramatically as here, where it seems expressly contrived

for the sensation of the traveler when he arrives at the American banker's with

his letter of credit the first morning, or comes to the British pharmacy for

his box of quinine pills. It is eminently the street of the tourists, who are

always haunting it on some errand. The best shops are here, and the most

English is spoken; you hear our tongue spoken almost as commonly as Italian,

and much more loudly, both from the chest and through the nose, whether the one

is advanced with British firmness to divide the groups of civil and military

loiterers on the narrow pavement before the confectioner Giacosa's, or the

other is flattened with American curiosity against the panes of the jewelers'

windows. There is not here the glitter of mosaics which fatigues the eye on the

Lungarno or in Via Borgognissanti, nor the white glare of new statuary — or

statuettary, rather — which renders other streets impassable; but there is a

sobered richness in the display, and a local character in the prices which will

sober the purchaser. 




Florence is not well provided

with spaces for the outdoor lounging which Italian leisure loves, and you must

go to the Cascine for much Florentine fashion if you want it; but something of

it is always rolling down through Via Tornabuoni in its carriage at the proper

hour of the day, and something more is always standing before Giacosa's

English-tailored, Italian-mannered, to bow, and smile, and comment. I was glad

that the sort of swell whom I used to love in the Piazzi at Venice abounded in

the narrower limits of Via Tornabuoni. I was afraid he was dead; but he graced

the curbstone there with the same lily-like disoccupation and the same

sweetness of aspect which made the Procuratie Nuove like a garden. He was not

without his small dog or his cane held to his mouth; he was very, very patient

and kind with the aged crone who plays the part of Florentine flower-girl in

Via Tornabuoni, and whom I after saw aiming with uncertain eye a boutonniere of

violets at his coat-lapel; there was the same sort of calm, heavy-eyed beauty

looking out at him from her ice or coffee through the vast pane of the

confectioner's window, that stared sphinx-like in her mystery from a cushioned

corner of Florian's; and the officers went by with tinkling spurs and sabers,

and clicking boot-heels, differing in nothing but their Italian uniforms and

complexions from the blonde Austrian military of those far-off days. I often

wondered who or what those beautiful swells might be, and now I rather wonder

that I did not ask someone who could tell me. But perhaps it was not important;

perhaps it might even have impaired their value in the picture of a

conscientious artist who can now leave them, without a qualm, to be imagined as

rich and noble as the reader likes. Not all the frequenters of Doney's famous

café were both, if one could trust hearsay. Besides those who could afford to

drink the first sprightly runnings of his coffee-pot, it was said that there

was a genteel class, who, for the sake of being seen to read their newspapers

there, paid for the second decantation from its grounds, which comprised what

was left in the cups from the former. This might be true of a race which loves

a goodly outside perhaps a little better than we do; but Doney's is not the

Doney's of old days, nor its coffee so very good at first hand. Yet if that

sort of self-sacrifice goes on in there, I do not object; it continues the old

Latin tradition of splendor and hunger which runs through so many pleasant

books, and is as good in its way as a beggar at the gate of a palace. It is a

contrast; it flatters the reader who would be incapable of it; and let us have

it. It is one of the many contrasts in Florence which I spoke of, and not all

of which there is time to point out. But if you would have the full effect of

the grimness and rudeness of the Strozzi Palace (drolly parodied, by the way,

in a structure of the same street which is like a Strozzi Palace on the stage),

look at that bank of flowers at one corner of its base, — roses, carnations,

jonquils, great Florentine anemones, — laying their delicate cheeks against the

savage blocks of stone, rent and burst from their quarry, and set here with

their native rudeness untamed by hammer or chisel. 
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The human passions were wrought

almost as primitive into the civic structure of Florence, down in the

thirteenth century, which you will find with me at the bottom of the Borgo

Santi Apostoli, if you like to come. There and thereabouts dwell the Buondelmonti,

the Amidei, the Uberti, the Lamberti, and other noble families, in fastnesses

of stone and iron as formidable as the castles from which their ancestors were

dislodged when the citizens went out into the country around Florence, and

destroyed their strongholds and obliged them to come into the city; and thence

from their casements and towers they carried on their private wars as

conveniently as ever, descending into the streets, and battling about among the

peaceful industries of the vicinity for generations. It must have been

inconvenient for the industries, but so far as one can understand, they

suffered it just as a Kentucky community now suffers the fighting out of a

family feud in its streets, and philosophically gets under shelter when the

shooting begins. It does not seem to have been objected to some of these

palaces that they had vaulted passageways under their first stories, provided

with trap-doors to let the besieged pour hot water down on the passers below;

these avenues were probably strictly private, and the citizens did not use them

at times when family feeling ran high. In fact, there could have been but

little coming and going about these houses for any who did not belong in them.

A whole quarter, covering the space of several American city blocks, would be

given up to the palaces of one family and its adherents, in a manner which one

can hardly understand without seeing it. The Peruzzi, for example, enclosed a

Roman amphitheater with their palaces, which still follow in structure the

circle of the ancient edifice; and the Peruzzi were rather peaceable people,

with less occasion for fighting-room than many other Florentine families, — far

less than the Buondelmonti, Uberti, Amidei, Lamberti, Gherardini, and others,

whose domestic fortifications seem to have occupied all that region lying near

the end of the Ponte Vecchio. They used to fight from their towers on three

corners of Por San Maria above the heads of the people passing to and from the

bridge, and must have occasioned a great deal of annoyance to the tourists of

that day. Nevertheless, they seem to have dwelt in very tolerable enmity

together till one day when a Florentine gentleman invited all the noble youth

of the city to a banquet at his villa, where, for their greater entertainment,

there was a buffoon playing his antics. This poor soul seems not to have been a

person of better taste than some other humorists, and he thought it droll to

snatch away the plate of Uberto degl' Infangati, who had come with

Buondelmonte, at which Buondelmonte became furious, and resented the insult to

his friend, probably in terms that disabled the politeness of those who

laughed, for it is recorded that Oddo di Arrigo dei Fifanti, " a proud and

resolute man," became so incensed as to throw a plate and its contents

into Uberto's face. The tables were overturned, and Buondelmonte stabbed Oddo

with a knife; at which point the party seems to have broken up, and Oddo

returned to Florence from Campi, where the banquet was given, and called a

family council to plot vengeance. But a temperate spirit prevailed in this

senate, and it was decided that Buondelmonte, instead of dying, should marry

Oddo's niece, Reparata degli Amidei, differently described by history as a

plain girl, and as one of the most beautiful and accomplished damsels of the

city, of a noble and consular family. Buondelmonte, a handsome and gallant

cavalier, but a weak will, as appears from all that happened, agreed to this,

and everything was happily arranged, till one day when he was riding by the

house of Forese Donati. Monna Gualdrada Donati was looking out of the window,

and possibly expecting the young man. She called to him, and when he had

alighted and come into the house, she began to mock him. 




" Cheer up, young lover!

Your wedding day is coming, and you will soon be happy with your bride." 




"You know very well,"

said Buondelmonte, "that this marriage was a thing I could not get out

of." 




" Oh, indeed! " cried

Monna Gualdrada. " As if you did not care for a pretty wife!" And

then it was, we may suppose, that she hinted those things she is said to have

insinuated against Reparata's looks and her fitness otherwise for a gentleman

like Buondelmonte. "If I had known you were in such haste to marry — but

God's will be done! We cannot have things as we like in this world!" And

Machiavelli says that the thing Monna Gualdrada had set her heart on was

Buondelmonte's marriage with her daughter, "but either through

carelessness, or because she thought it would do any time, she had not

mentioned it to anyone." She added, probably with an affected

carelessness, that the Donati were of rather better lineage than the Amidei,

though she did not know whether he would have thought her Beatrice as pretty as

Reparata. Then suddenly she brought him face to face with the girl, radiantly

beautiful, the most beautiful in Florence. " This is the wife I was

keeping for you," said Monna Gualdrada; and she must have known her ground

well, for she let the poor young man understand that her daughter had long been

secretly in love with him. Malespini tells us that Buondelmonte was tempted by

a diabolical spirit to break faith at this sight; the devil accounted for a

great many things then to which we should not now, perhaps, assign so black an

origin. "And I would very willingly marry her," he faltered, "if

I were not bound by that solemn promise to the Amidei; " and Monna

Gualdrada now plied the weak soul with such arguments and reasons, in such wise

as women can use them, that he yielded, and giving his hand to Beatrice, he did

not rest till they were married. Then the Amidei, the Uberti, the Lamberti, and

the Fifanti, and others who were outraged in their cousinship or friendship by

this treachery and insult to Reparata, assembled in the church of Santa Maria

sopra Porta to take counsel again for vengeance. Some were of opinion that

Buondelmonte should be cudgeled, and thus publicly put to shame; others that he

should be wounded and disfigured in the face; but Mosca Lamberti rose and said:

" There is no need of all these words. If you strike him or disfigure him,

get your graves ready to hide in. Cosa fatta capo ha!" With which

saying he advised them to make an end of Buondelmonte altogether. His words had

the acceptance that they would now have in a Kentucky family council, and they

agreed to kill Buondelmonte when he should come to fetch home his bride. On

Easter morning, in the year 1215, they were waiting for him in the house of the

Amidei, at the foot of the Ponte Vecchio; and when they saw him come riding,

richly dressed in white, on a white palfrey, over the bridge, and "

fancying," says Machiavelli, " that such a wrong as breaking an

engagement could be so easily forgotten," they sallied out to the statue

of Mars which used to be there. As Buondelmonte reached the group, — it must

have been, for all his courage, with a face as white as his mantle, — Schiatta

degli Uberti struck him on the head with a stick, so that he dropped stunned

from his palfrey. Then Oddo di Arrigo, whom he had stabbed, and Mosca Lamberti,

who had pronounced his sentence, and Lambertaccio Amidei, "and one of the

Gangolandi," ran and cut his throat 




There arose a terrible tumult in

the city, and the girl whose fatal beauty had wrought this horror, governing

herself against her woman's weakness with supernatural strength, mounted the

funeral car beside her lover's body, and taking his head into her lap, with his

blood soaking her bridal robes, was drawn through the city everywhere, crying

for vengeance. 




From that hour, they tell us, the

factions that had long tormented Florence took new names, and those who had

sided with the Buondelmonti and the Donati for the Pope against the Emperor

became Guelphs, while the partisans of the Amidei and the Empire became

Ghibellines, and began that succession of reciprocal banishments which kept a

good fourth of the citizens in exile for three hundred years. 




 




XII




 




What impresses one in this and

the other old Florentine stories is the circumstantial minuteness with which

they are told, and their report has an air of simple truth very different from

the literary factitiousness which one is tempted to in following them. After

six centuries the passions are as living, the characters as distinct, as if the

thing happened yesterday. Each of the persons stands out a very man or woman,

in that clear, strong light of the early day which they move through. From the

first the Florentines were able to hit each other off with an accuracy which

comes of the southern habit of living much together in public, and one cannot

question these lineaments. Buondelmonte, Mosca Lamberti, Monna Gualdrada, and

even that " one of the Gangolandi," how they possess the imagination!

Their palaces still rise there in the grim, narrow streets, and seem no older

in that fine Florentine air than houses of fifty years ago elsewhere. They were

long since set apart, of course, to other uses. The chief palace of the

Buondelmonti is occupied by an insurance company; there is a little shop for

the sale of fruit and vegetables niched into the grand Gothic portal of the

tower, and one is pushed in among the pears and endives by the carts which take

up the whole street from wall to wall in passing. The Lamberti palace was

confiscated by the Guelph party, and was long used by the Art of Silk for its

guild meetings. Now it is a fire-engine house, where a polite young lieutenant

left his architectural drawings to show us some frescos of Giotto lately

uncovered there over an old doorway. 




Over a portal outside the arms of

the guild were beautifully carved by Donatello, as you may still see; and in a

lofty angle of the palace the exquisite loggia of the family shows its columns

and balustrade against the blue sky. 




I say blue sky for the sake of

the color, and because that is expected of one in mentioning the Florentine sky

, but, as a matter of fact, I do not believe it was blue hah a dozen days

during the winter of 1882-83. The prevailing weather was gray, and down in the

passages about the bases of these mediaeval structures the sun never struck,

and the point of the mediaeval nose must always have been very cold from the

end of November till the beginning of April. 




The tradition of an older life

continues into the present everywhere; only in Italy it is a little more

evident, and one realizes in the discomfort of the poor, who have succeeded to

these dark and humid streets, the discomfort of the rich who once inhabited

them, and whose cast-off manners have been left there. Monna Gualdrada would

not now call out to Buondelmonte riding under her window* and make him come in

and see her beautiful daughter; but a woman of the class which now peoples the

old Donati houses might do it. 




I walked through the Borgo Santi

Apostoli for the last time late in March, and wandered round in the winter,

still lingering in that wonderful old nest of palaces, before I came out into

the cheerful bustle of Por San Maria, the street which projects the glitter of

its jewelers' shops quite across the Ponte Vecchio. One of these, on the left

corner, just before you reach the bridge, is said to occupy the site of the

loggia of the Amidei; and if you are young and strong, you may still see them

waiting there for Buondelmonte. But my eyes are not very good anymore, and I

saw only the amiable modern Florentine crowd, swollen by a vast number of

English and American tourists, who at this season begin to come up from Rome.

There are a good many antiquarian and bric-a-brac shops in Por San Maria; but

the towers which the vanished families used to fight from have been torn down,

so that there is comparatively little danger from a chance bolt there. 
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One of the furious Ghibelline

houses of this quarter were the Gherardini, who are said to have become the

Fitzgeralds of Ireland, whither they went in their exile, and where they

enjoyed their fighting privileges long after those of their friends and

acquaintances remaining in Florence had been cut off. The city annals would no

doubt tell us what end the Amidei and the Lamberti made; from the Uberti came

the great Farinati, who, in exile with the other Ghibellines, refused with

magnificent disdain to join them in the destruction of Florence. But the

history of the Buondelmonti has become part of the history of the world. One

branch of the family migrated from Tuscany to Corsica, where they changed their

name to Buonaparte, and from them came the great Napoleon. As to that "one

of the Gangolandi," he teases me into vain conjecture, lurking in the

covert of his family name, an elusive personality which I wish some poet would

divine for us. The Donati afterward made a marriage which brought them into as

lasting remembrance as the Buondelmonti; and one visits their palaces for the

sake of Dante rather than Napoleon. They enclose, with the Alighieri house in

which the poet was born, 'the little Piazza Donati, which you reach by going up

the Corso to the Borgo degli Albizzi, and over against them on that street the

house of the Portinari stood, where Beatrice lived, and where it must have been

that she first appeared to the rapt boy who was to be the world's Dante, "

clothed in a most noble color, a modest and becoming crimson, garlanded and

adorned in such wise as befitted her very youthful age." The palace of the

Salviati — in which Cosimo I. was born, and in which his father, Giovanni delle

Bande Nere, taught the child courage by flinging him from an upper window into

the arms of a servitor below — has long occupied the site of the older edifice;

and the Piazza Donati, whatever dignity it may once have had, is now nothing

better than a shabby court. The back windows of the tall houses surrounding it

look into it when not looking into one another, and see there a butcher's shop,

a smithy, a wagon-maker's, and an inn for peasants with stabling. On a day when

I was there, a wash stretched fluttering across the rear of Dante's house, and

the banner of a green vine trailed from a loftier balcony. From one of the

Donati casements an old woman in a purple knit jacket was watching a man

repainting an omnibus in front of the wagon-shop; a great number of canaries

sang in cages all round the piazza; a wrinkled peasant with a faded green

cotton umbrella under his arm gave the place an effect of rustic sojourn; and a

diligence that two playful stable-boys were long in hitching up drove jingling

out, with its horses in brass-studded head-stalls, past where I stood under the

fine old arches of the gateway. I had nothing to object to all this, nor do I

suppose that this last state of his old neighborhood much vexes the poet now.

It was eminently picturesque, with a sort of simple cheerfulness of aspect, the

walls of the houses in the little piazza being of different shades of buff,

with window-shutters in light green opening back upon them from those casements

where the shrieking canaries hung. The place had that tone which characterizes

so many city perspectives in Italy, and especially Florence — which makes the

long stretch of Via Borgognissanti so smiling, and bathes the sweep of Lungarno

in a sunny glow wholly independent of the state of the weather. As you stroll

along one of these light-yellow avenues you say to yourself, " Ah, this is

Florence! " And then suddenly you plunge into the gray-brown gloom of such

a street as the Borgo degli Albizzi, with lofty palaces climbing in vain toward

the sun, and frowning upon the street below with fronts of stone, rude or

sculptured, but always stern and cold; and then that, too, seems the only

Florence. They are in fact equally Florentine; but I suppose one expresses the

stormy yet poetic life of the old commonwealth, and the other the serene, sunny

commonplace of the Lorrainese regime. 




I was not sorry to find this the

tone of Piazza Donati, into which I had eddied from the austerity of Borgo

degli Albizzi. It really belongs to a much remoter period than the

older-looking street — to the Florence that lingers architecturally yet in

certain narrow avenues to the Mercato Vecchio, where the vista is broken by

innumerable pent-roofs, balconies, and cornices; and a throng of operatic

figures in slouch hats and short cloaks are so very improbably bent on any

realistic business, that they seem to be masquerading there in the mysterious

fumes of the cook-shops. Yet I should be loath, for no very tangible reason, to

have Piazza Donati like one of these avenues or in any wise different from what

it is; certainly I should not like to have the back of Dante's house smartened

up like the front, which looks into the Piazza San Martino. I do not complain

that the restoration is bad; it is even very good, for all that I know; but the

unrestored back is better, and I have a general feeling that the past ought to

be allowed to tumble down in peace, though I have no doubt that whenever this

happened I should be one of the first to cry out against the barbarous

indifference that suffered it. I dare say that in a few hundred years, when the

fact of the restoration is forgotten, the nineteenth-century medievalism of

Dante's house will be acceptable to the most fastidious tourist. I tried to get

into the house, which is open to the public at certain hours on certain days,

but I always came at ten on Saturday, when I ought to have come at two on

Monday, or the like; and so at last I had to content myself with the interior

of the little church of San Martino, where Dante was married, half a stone's cast

from where he was born. The church was closed, and I asked a cobbler, who had

brought his work to the threshold of his shop hard by, for the sake of the

light, where the sacristan lived. He answered me unintelligibly, without

leaving off for a moment his furious hammering at the shoe in his lap. He must

have been asked that question a great many times, and I do not know that I

should have taken any more trouble in his place; but a woman in a fruit-stall

next door had pity on me, knowing doubtless that I was interested in San

Martino on account of the wedding, and sent me to No. 1. But No. 1 was a house

so improbably genteel that I had not the courage to ring; and I asked the

grocer alongside for a better direction. He did not know how to give it, but he

sent me to the local apothecary, who in turn sent me to another number. Here

another shoemaker, friendlier or idler than the first, left off gossiping with

some friends of his, and showed me the right door at last in the rear of the

church. My pull at the bell shot the sacristan's head out of the fourth-story

window in the old way that always delighted me, and f perceived even at that

distance that he was a man perpetually fired with zeal for his church by the

curiosity of strangers, I could certainly see the church, yes; he would come

down instantly and open it from the inside if I would do him the grace to close

his own door from the outside. I complied willingly, and in another moment I

stood within the little temple, where, upon the whole, for the sake of the

emotion that divine genius, majestic sorrow, and immortal fame can accumulate

within one's average commonplaceness, it is as well to stand as any other spot

on earth. It is a very little place, with one-third of the space divided from

the rest by an iron-tipped wooden screen. Behind this is the simple altar, and

here Dante Alighieri and Gemma Donati were married. In whatever state the walls

were then, they are now plainly whitewashed, though in one of the lunettes

forming a sort of frieze half round the top was a fresco said to represent the

espousals of the poet. The church was continually visited, the sacristan told me,

by all sorts of foreigners, English, French, Germans, Spaniards, even

Americans, but especially Russians, the most impassioned of all for it. One of

this nation, one Russian eminent even among his impassioned race, spent several

hours in looking at that picture, taking his stand at the foot of the stairs by

which the sacristan descended from his lodging into the church. He showed me

the very spot; I do not know why, unless he took me for another Russian, and

thought my pride in a compatriot so impassioned might have some effect upon the

fee I was to give him. He was a credulous sacristan, and I cannot find any

evidence in Miss Horner's faithful and trusty "Walks in Florence"

that there is a fresco in that church representing the espousals of Dante. The

paintings in the lunettes are by a pupil of Masaccio's, and deal with the good

works of the twelve good men of San Martino, who, ever since 1441, have had

charge of a fund for the relief of such shamefaced poor as were unwilling to

ask alms. Prince Strozzi and other patricians of Florence are at present among

these Good Men, so the sacristan said; and there is an iron contribution-box at

the church door, with an inscription promising any giver indulgence,

successively guaranteed by four popes, of twenty-four hundred years; which

seemed really to make it worth one's while. 
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