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INTRODUCTION




This book has grown out of

studies begun twenty years ago in Italy, and continued fitfully, as I found the

mood and time for them, long after their original circumstance had become a

pleasant memory. If any one were to say that it did not fully represent the

Italian poetry of the period which it covers chronologically, I should applaud

his discernment; and perhaps I should not contend that it did much more than

indicate the general character of that poetry. At the same time, I think that

it does not ignore any principal name among the Italian poets of the great

movement which resulted in the national freedom and unity, and it does form a

sketch, however slight and desultory, of the history of Italian poetry during

the hundred years ending in 1870.




Since that time, literature has

found in Italy the scientific and realistic development which has marked it in

all other countries. The romantic school came distinctly to a close there with

the close of the long period of patriotic aspiration and endeavor; but I do not

know the more recent work, except in some of the novels, and I have not

attempted to speak of the newer poetry represented by Carducci. The

translations here are my own; I have tried to make them faithful; I am sure

they are careful.




Possibly I should not offer my

book to the public at all if I knew of another work in English studying even with

my incoherence the Italian poetry of the time mentioned, or giving a due

impression of its extraordinary solidarity. It forms part of the great

intellectual movement of which the most unmistakable signs were the French

revolution, and its numerous brood of revolutions, of the first, second, and

third generations, throughout Europe; but this poetry is unique in the history

of literature for the unswerving singleness of its tendency.




The boundaries of epochs are very

obscure, and of course the poetry of the century closing in 1870 has much in

common with earlier Italian poetry. Parini did not begin it, nor Alfieri; it

began them, and its spirit must have been felt in the perfumed air of the soft

Lorrainese despotism at Florence when Filicaja breathed over his native land

the sigh which makes him immortal. Yet finally, every age is individual; it has

a moment of its own when its character has ceased to be general, and has not

yet begun to be general, and it is one of these moments which is eternized in

the poetry before us. It was, perhaps, more than any other poetry in the world,

an incident and an instrument of the political redemption of the people among

whom it arose. “In free and tranquil countries,” said the novelist Guerrazzi in

conversation with M. Monnier, the sprightly Swiss critic, recently dead, who

wrote so much and so well about modern Italian literature, “men have the

happiness and the right to be artists for art's sake: with us, this would be

weakness and apathy. When I write it is because I have something to do;

my books are not productions, but deeds. Before all, here in Italy we must be

men. When we have not the sword, we must take the pen. We heap together

materials for building batteries and fortresses, and it is our misfortune if

these structures are not works of art. To write slowly, coldly, of our times

and of our country, with the set purpose of creating a chef-d'oeuvre,

would be almost an impiety. When I compose a book, I think only of freeing my

soul, of imparting my idea or my belief. As vehicle, I choose the form of

romance, since it is popular and best liked at this day; my picture is my

thoughts, my doubts, or my dreams. I begin a story to draw the crowd; when I

feel that I have caught its ear, I say what I have to say; when I think the

lesson is growing tiresome, I take up the anecdote again; and whenever I can

leave it, I go back to my moralizing. Detestable aesthetics, I grant you; my

works of siege will be destroyed after the war, I don't doubt; but what does it

matter?”




II




The political purpose of

literature in Italy had become conscious long before Guerrazzi's time; but it

was the motive of poetry long before it became conscious. When Alfieri, for

example, began to write, in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, there was

no reason to suppose that the future of Italy was ever to differ very much from

its past. Italian civilization had long worn a fixed character, and Italian

literature had reflected its traits; it was soft, unambitious, elegant, and

trivial. At that time Piedmont had a king whom she loved, but not that free

constitution which she has since shared with the whole peninsula. Lombardy had

lapsed from Spanish to Austrian despotism; the Republic of Venice still

retained a feeble hold upon her wide territories of the main-land, and had

little trouble in drugging any intellectual aspiration among her subjects with

the sensual pleasures of her capital. Tuscany was quiet under the Lorrainese

dukes who had succeeded the Medici; the little states of Modena and Parma enjoyed

each its little court and its little Bourbon prince, apparently without a dream

of liberty; the Holy Father ruled over Bologna, Ferrara, Ancona, and all the

great cities and towns of the Romagna; and Naples was equally divided between

the Bourbons and the bandits. There seemed no reason, for anything that priests

or princes of that day could foresee, why this state of things should not

continue indefinitely; and it would be a long story to say just why it did not

continue. What every one knows is that the French revolution took place, that

armies of French democrats overran all these languid lordships and drowsy

despotisms, and awakened their subjects, more or less willingly or unwillingly,

to a sense of the rights of man, as Frenchmen understood them, and to the

approach of the nineteenth century. The whole of Italy fell, directly or

indirectly, under French sway; the Piedmontese and Neapolitan kings were driven

away, as were the smaller princes of the other states; the Republic of Venice

ceased to be, and the Pope became very much less a prince, if not more a

priest, than he had been for a great many ages. In due time French democracy

passed into French imperialism, and then French imperialism passed altogether

away; and so after 1815 came the Holy Alliance with its consecrated

contrivances for fettering mankind. Lombardy, with all Venetia, was given to

Austria; the dukes of Parma, of Modena, and Tuscany were brought back and

propped up on their thrones again. The Bourbons returned to Naples, and the Pope's

temporal glory and power were restored to him. This condition of affairs

endured, with more or less disturbance from the plots of the Carbonari and many

other ineffectual aspirants and conspirators, until 1848, when, as we know, the

Austrians were driven out, as well as the Pope and the various princes small

and great, except the King of Sardinia, who not only gave a constitution to his

people, but singularly kept the oath he swore to support it. The Pope and the

other princes, even the Austrians, had given constitutions and sworn oaths, but

their memories were bad, and their repute for veracity was so poor that they

were not believed or trusted. The Italians had then the idea of freedom and

independence, but not of unity, and their enemies easily broke, one at a time,

the power of states which, even if bound together, could hardly have resisted

their attack. In a little while the Austrians were once more in Milan and

Venice, the dukes and grand-dukes in their different places, the Pope in Rome,

the Bourbons in Naples, and all was as if nothing had been, or worse than

nothing, except in Sardinia, where the constitution was still maintained, and

the foundations of the present kingdom of Italy were laid. Carlo Alberto had

abdicated on that battle-field where an Austrian victory over the Sardinians

sealed the fate of the Italian states allied with him, and his son, Victor

Emmanuel, succeeded him. As to what took place ten years later, when the

Austrians were finally expelled from Lombardy, and the transitory sovereigns of

the duchies and of Naples flitted for good, and the Pope's dominion was reduced

to the meager size it kept till 1871, and the Italian states were united under

one constitutional king—I need not speak.




In this way the governments of

Italy had been four times wholly changed, and each of these changes was

attended by the most marked variations in the intellectual life of the people;

yet its general tendency always continued the same.




III




The longing for freedom is the

instinct of self-preservation in literature; and, consciously or unconsciously,

the Italian poets of the last hundred years constantly inspired the Italian

people with ideas of liberty and independence. Of course the popular movements

affected literature in turn; and I should by no means attempt to say which had

been the greater agency of progress. It is not to be supposed that a man like

Alfieri, with all his tragical eloquence against tyrants, arose singly out of a

perfectly servile society. His time was, no doubt, ready for him, though it did

not seem so; but, on the other hand, there is no doubt that he gave not only an

utterance but a mighty impulse to contemporary thought and feeling. He was in

literature what the revolution was in politics, and if hardly any principle

that either sought immediately to establish now stands, it is none the less

certain that the time had come to destroy what they overthrew, and that what

they overthrew was hopelessly vicious.




In Alfieri the great literary

movement came from the north, and by far the larger number of the writers of

whom I shall have to speak were northern Italians. Alfieri may represent for us

the period of time covered by the French democratic conquests. The principal

poets under the Italian governments of Napoleon during the first twelve years

of this century were Vincenzo Monti and Ugo Foscolo—the former a Ferrarese by

birth and the latter a Greco-Venetian. The literary as well as the political

center was then Milan, and it continued to be so for many years after the

return of the Austrians, when the so-called School of Resignation nourished

there. This epoch may be most intelligibly represented by the names of Manzoni,

Silvio Pellico, and Tommaso Grossi—all Lombards. About 1830 a new literary life

began to be felt in Florence under the indifferentism or toleration of the

grand-dukes. The chiefs of this school were Giacomo Leopardi; Giambattista

Niccolini, the author of certain famous tragedies of political complexion;

Guerrazzi, the writer of a great number of revolutionary romances; and Giuseppe

Giusti, a poet of very marked and peculiar powers, and perhaps the greatest

political satirist of the century. The chief poets of a later time were Aleardo

Aleardi, a Veronese; Giovanni Prati, who was born in the Trentino, near the

Tyrol; and Francesco Dall Ongaro, a native of Trieste. I shall mention all

these and others particularly hereafter, and I have now only named them to show

how almost entirely the literary life of militant Italy sprang from the north.

There were one or two Neapolitan poets of less note, among whom was Gabriele

Rossetti, the father of the English Rossettis, now so well known in art and

literature.




IV




In dealing with this poetry, I

naturally seek to give its universal and aesthetic flavor wherever it is

separable from its political quality; for I should not hope to interest any one

else in what I had myself often found very tiresome. I suspect, indeed, that

political satire and invective are not relished best in free countries. No

danger attends their exercise; there is none of the charm of secrecy or the

pleasure of transgression in their production; there is no special poignancy to

free administrations in any one of ten thousand assaults upon them; the poets

leave this sort of thing mostly to the newspapers. Besides, we have not, so to

speak, the grounds that such a long-struggling people as the Italians had for

the enjoyment of patriotic poetry. As an average American, I have found myself

very greatly embarrassed when required, by Count Alfieri, for example, to hate

tyrants. Of course I do hate them in a general sort of way; but having never

seen one, how is it possible for me to feel any personal fury toward them? When

the later Italian poets ask me to loathe spies and priests I am equally at a

loss. I can hardly form the idea of a spy, of an agent of the police, paid to

haunt the steps of honest men, to overhear their speech, and, if possible,

entrap them into a political offense. As to priests—well, yes, I suppose they

are bad, though I do not know this from experience; and I find them generally

upon acquaintance very amiable. But all this was different with the Italians:

they had known, seen, and felt tyrants, both foreign and domestic, of every

kind; spies and informers had helped to make their restricted lives anxious and

insecure; and priests had leagued themselves with the police and the oppressors

until the Church, which should have been kept a sacred refuge from all the

sorrows and wrongs of the world, became the most dreadful of its prisons. It is

no wonder that the literature of these people should have been so filled with

the patriotic passion of their life; and I am not sure that literature is not

as nobly employed in exciting men to heroism and martyrdom for a great cause as

in the purveyance of mere intellectual delights. What it was in Italy when it

made this its chief business we may best learn from an inquiry that I have at

last found somewhat amusing. It will lead us over vast meadows of green baize

enameled with artificial flowers, among streams that do nothing but purl. In

this region the shadows are mostly brown, and the mountains are invariably

horrid; there are tumbling floods and sighing groves; there are naturally

nymphs and swains; and the chief business of life is to be in love and not to

be in love; to burn and to freeze without regard to the mercury. Need I say

that this region is Arcady?


















 




ARCADIAN SHEPHERDS




One day, near the close of the

seventeenth century, a number of ladies and gentlemen—mostly poets and

poetesses according to their thinking were assembled on a pleasant hill in the

neighborhood of Rome. As they lounged upon the grass, in attitudes as graceful

and picturesque as they could contrive, and listened to a sonnet or an ode with

the sweet patience of their race,—for they were all Italians,—it occurred to

the most conscious man among them that here was something uncommonly like the

Golden Age, unless that epoch had been flattered. There had been reading and

praising of odes and sonnets the whole blessed afternoon, and now he cried out

to the complaisant, canorous company, “Behold Arcadia revived in us!”




This struck everybody at once by

its truth. It struck, most of all, a certain Giovan Maria Crescimbeni, honored

in his day and despised in ours as a poet and critic. He was of a cold, dull

temperament; “a mind half lead, half wood”, as one Italian writer calls him;

but he was an inveterate maker of verses, and he was wise in his own

generation. He straightway proposed to the tuneful abbés, cavalieri

serventi, and précieuses, who went singing and love-making up

and down Italy in those times, the foundation of a new academy, to be called

the Academy of the Arcadians.




Literary academies were then the

fashion in Italy, and every part of the peninsula abounded in them. They bore

names fanciful or grotesque, such as The Ardent, The Illuminated, The

Unconquered, The Intrepid, or The Dissonant, The Sterile, The Insipid, The

Obtuse, The Astray, The Stunned, and they were all devoted to one purpose,

namely, the production and the perpetuation of twaddle. It is prodigious to

think of the incessant wash of slip-slop which they poured out in verse; of the

grave disputations they held upon the most trivial questions; of the inane

formalities of their sessions. At the meetings of a famous academy in Milan, they

placed in the chair a child just able to talk; a question was proposed, and the

answer of the child, whatever it was, was held by one side to solve the

problem, and the debates, pro and con, followed

upon this point. Other academies in other cities had other follies; but

whatever the absurdity, it was encouraged alike by Church and State, and

honored by all the great world. The governments of Italy in that day, whether

lay or clerical, liked nothing so well as to have the intellectual life of the

nation squandered in the trivialities of the academies—in their debates about

nothing, their odes and madrigals and masks and sonnets; and the greatest

politeness you could show a stranger was to invite him to a sitting of your

academy; to be furnished with a letter to the academy in the next city was the

highest favor you could ask for yourself.




In literature, the humorous

Bernesque school had passed; Tasso had long been dead; and the Neapolitan

Marini, called the Corrupter of Italian poetry, ruled from his grave the taste

of the time. This taste was so bad as to require a very desperate remedy, and

it was professedly to counteract it that the Academy of the Arcadians had

arisen.




The epoch was favorable, and, as

Emiliani-Giudici (whom we shall follow for the present) teaches, in his History

of Italian Literature, the idea of Crescimbeni spread electrically throughout

Italy. The gayest of the finest ladies and gentlemen the world ever saw,

the illustrissimi of that polite age, united with monks,

priests, cardinals, and scientific thinkers in establishing the Arcadia; and

even popes and kings were proud to enlist in the crusade for the true poetic

faith. In all the chief cities Arcadian colonies were formed, “dependent upon

the Roman Arcadia, as upon the supreme Arch-Flock”, and in three years the

Academy numbered thirteen hundred members, every one of whom had first been

obliged to give proof that he was a good poet. They prettily called themselves

by the names of shepherds and shepherdesses out of Theocritus, and, being a

republic, they refused to own any earthly prince or ruler, but declared the

Baby Jesus to be the Protector of Arcadia. Their code of laws was written in

elegant Latin by a grave and learned man, and inscribed upon tablets of marble.




According to one of the articles,

the Academicians must study to reproduce the customs of the ancient Arcadians

and the character of their poetry; and straightway “Italy was filled on every

hand with Thyrsides, Menalcases, and Meliboeuses, who made their harmonious songs

resound the names of their Chlorises, their Phyllises, their Niceas; and there

was poured out a deluge of pastoral compositions”, some of them by “earnest

thinkers and philosophical writers, who were not ashamed to assist in

sustaining that miserable literary vanity which, in the history of human

thought, will remain a lamentable witness to the moral depression of the

Italian nation.” As a pattern of perfect poetizing, these artless nymphs and

swains chose Constanzo, a very fair poet of the sixteenth century. They

collected his verse, and printed it at the expense of the Academy; and it was

established without dissent that each Arcadian in turn, at the hut of some

conspicuous shepherd, in the presence of the keeper (such was the jargon of

those most amusing unrealities), should deliver a commentary upon some sonnet

of Constanzo. As for Crescimbeni, who declared that Arcadia was instituted

“strictly for the purpose of exterminating bad taste and of guarding against

its revival, pursuing it continually, wherever it should pause or lurk, even to

the most remote and unconsidered villages and hamlets”—Crescimbeni could not do

less than write four dialogues, as he did, in which he evolved from four of

Constanzo's sonnets all that was necessary for Tuscan lyric poetry.




“Thus,” says Emiliani-Giudici,

referring to the crusading intent of Crescimbeni, “the Arcadians were a sect of

poetical Sanfedista, who, taking for example the zeal and performance of San

Domingo de Gruzman, proposed to renew in literature the scenes of the Holy

Office among the Albigenses. Happily, the fire of Arcadian verse did not really

burn! The institution was at first derided, then it triumphed and prevailed in

such fame and greatness that, shining forth like a new sun, it consumed the

splendor of the lesser lights of heaven, eclipsing the glitter of all those

academies—the Thunderstruck, the Extravagant, the Humid, the Tipsy, the

Imbeciles, and the like—which had hitherto formed the glory of the Peninsula.”




I




Giuseppe Torelli, a charming

modern Italian writer, in a volume called Paessaggi e Profili (Landscapes

and Profiles), makes a study of Carlo Innocenzo Frugoni, one of the most famous

of the famous Arcadian shepherds; and from this we may learn something of the

age and society in which such a folly could not only be possible but

illustrious. The patriotic Italian critics and historians are apt to give at

least a full share of blame to foreign rulers for the corruption of their

nation, and Signor Torelli finds the Spanish domination over a vast part of

Italy responsible for the degradation of Italian mind and manners in the

seventeenth century. He declares that, because of the Spaniards, the Italian

theater was then silent, “or filled with the noise of insipid allegories”;

there was little or no education among the common people; the slender

literature that survived existed solely for the amusement and distinction of

the great; the army and the Church were the only avenues of escape from

obscurity and poverty; all classes were sunk in indolence.




The social customs were mostly

copied from France, except that purely Italian invention, the cavaliere

servente, who was in great vogue. But there were everywhere in the cities

coteries of fine ladies, called preziose, who were formed upon the

French précieuses ridiculed by Molière, and were, I suppose,

something like what is called in Boston demi-semi-literary ladies—ladies who

cultivated alike the muses and the modes. The preziose held weekly receptions

at their houses, and assembled poets and cavaliers from all quarters, who

entertained the ladies with their lampoons and gallantries, their madrigals and

gossip, their sonnets and their repartees. “Little by little the poets had the

better of the cavaliers: a felicitous rhyme was valued more than an elaborately

constructed compliment.” And this easy form of literature became the highest

fashion. People hastened to call themselves by the sentimental pastoral names

of the Arcadians, and almost forgot their love-intrigues so much were they

absorbed in the production and applause of “toasts, epitaphs for dogs, verses

on wagers, epigrams on fruits, on Echo, on the Marchioness's canaries, on the

Saints. These were read here and repeated there, declaimed in the public

resorts and on the promenades”, and gravely studied and commented on. A strange

and surprising jargon arose, the utterance of the feeblest and emptiest

affectation. “In those days eyes were not eyes, but pupils; not pupils, but

orbs; not orbs, but the Devil knows what,” says Signor Torelli, losing patience.

It was the golden age of pretty words; and as to the sense of a composition,

good society troubled itself very little about that. Good society expressed

itself in a sort of poetical gibberish, “and whoever had said, for example,

Muses instead of Castalian Divinities, would have passed for a lowbred person

dropped from some mountain village. Men of fine mind, rich gentlemen of

leisure, brilliant and accomplished ladies, had resolved that the time was come

to lose their wits academically.”




II




In such a world Arcadia

nourished; into such a world that illustrious shepherd, Carlo Innocenze

Frugoni, was born. He was the younger son of a noble family of Genoa, and in

youth was sent into a cloister as a genteel means of existence rather than from

regard to his own wishes or fitness. He was, in fact, of a very gay and mundane

temper, and escaped from his monastery as soon as ever he could, and spent his

long life thereafter at the comfortable court of Parma, where he sang with

great constancy the fortunes of varying dynasties and celebrated in his verse

all the polite events of society. Of course, even a life so pleasant as this

had its little pains and mortifications; and it is history that when, in 1731,

the last duke of the Farnese family died, leaving a widow, “Frugoni predicted

and maintained in twenty-five sonnets that she would yet give an heir to the

duke; but in spite of the twenty-five sonnets the affair turned out otherwise,

and the extinction of the house of Farnese was written.”




Frugoni, however, was taken into

favor by the Spanish Bourbon who succeeded, and after he had got himself

unfrocked with infinite difficulty (and only upon the intercession of divers

princes and prelates), he was as happy as any man of real talent could be who

devoted his gifts to the merest intellectual trifling. Not long before his

death he was addressed by one that wished to write his life. He made answer

that he had been a versifier and nothing more, epigrammatically recounted the

chief facts of his career, and ended by saying, “of what I have written it is

not worth while to speak”; and posterity has upon the whole agreed with him,

though, of course, no edition of the Italian classics would be perfect without

him. We know this from the classics of our own tongue, which abound in marvels

of insipidity and emptiness.




But all this does not make him

less interesting as a figure in that amusing literarified society; and we may

be glad to see him in Parma with Signor Torelli's eyes, as he “issues smug,

ornate, with his well-fitting, polished shoe, his handsome leg in its neat

stocking, his whole immaculate person, and his demure visage, and, gently

sauntering from Casa Caprara, takes his way toward Casa Landi.”




I do not know Casa Landi; I have

never seen it; and yet I think I can tell you of it: a gloomy-fronted pile of

Romanesque architecture, the lower story remarkable for its weather-stained,

vermiculated stone, and the ornamental iron gratings at the windows. The porte-cochère stands

wide open and shows the leaf and blossom of a lovely garden inside, with a

tinkling fountain in the midst. The marble nymphs and naiads inhabiting the

shrubbery and the water are already somewhat time-worn, and have here and there

a touch of envious mildew; but as yet their noses are unbroken, and they have

all the legs and arms that the sculptor designed them with; and the fountain,

which after disasters must choke, plays prettily enough over their nude

loveliness; for it is now the first half of the eighteenth century, and Casa

Landi is the uninvaded sanctuary of Illustrissimi and Illustrissime. The

resplendent porter who admits our melodious Abbate Carlo, and the gay lackey

who runs before his smiling face to open the door of the sala where

the company is assembled, may have had nothing to speak of for breakfast, but

they are full of zeal for the grandeur they serve, and would not know what the

rights of man were if you told them. They, too, have their idleness and their

intrigues and their life of pleasure; but, poor souls! they fade pitiably in the

magnificence of that noble assembly in the sala. What coats of silk and

waistcoats of satin, what trig rapiers and flowing wigs and laces and ruffles;

and, ah me! what hoops and brocades, what paint and patches! Behind the chair

of every lady stands her cavaliere servente, or bows before her with a cup of

chocolate, or, sweet abasement! stoops to adjust the foot-stool better to her

satin shoe. There is a buzz of satirical expectation, no doubt, till the abbate

arrives, “and then, after the first compliments and obeisances,” says Signor

Torelli, “he throws his hat upon the great arm-chair, recounts the chronicle of

the gay world,” and prepares for the special entertainment of the occasion.




“'What is there new on

Parnassus?' he is probably asked.




“'Nothing', he replies, 'save the

bleating of a lambkin lost upon the lonely heights of the sacred hill.'




“'I'll wager,' cries one of the

ladies, 'that the shepherd who has lost this lambkin is our Abbate Carlo!'




“'And what can escape the

penetrating eye of Aglauro Cidonia?' retorts Frugoni, softly, with a modest

air.




“'Let us hear its bleating!'

cries the lady of the house.




“'Let us hear it!' echo her

husband and her cavaliere servente.




“'Let us hear it!' cry one, two,

three, a half-dozen, visitors.




“Frugoni reads his new

production; ten exclamations receive the first strophe; the second awakens

twenty evvivas; and when the reading is ended the noise of the

plaudits is so great that they cannot be counted. His new production has cost

Frugoni half an hour's work; it is possibly the answer to some Mecaenas who has

invited him to his country-seat, or the funeral eulogy of some well-known cat.

Is fame bought at so cheap a rate? He is a fool who would buy it dearer; and

with this reasoning, which certainly is not without foundation, Frugoni

remained Frugoni when he might have been something very much better.... If a

bird sang, or a cat sneezed, or a dinner was given, or the talk turned upon

anything no matter how remote from poetry, it was still for Frugoni an invitation

to some impromptu effusion. If he pricked his finger in mending a pen, he

called from on high the god of Lemnos and all the ironworkers of Olympus, not

excepting Mars, whom it was not reasonable to disturb for so little, and

launched innumerable reproaches at them, since without their invention of arms

a penknife would never have been made. If the heavens cleared up after a long

rain, all the signs of the zodiac were laid under contribution and charged to

give an account of their performance. If somebody died, he instantly poured

forth rivers of tears in company with the nymphs of Eridanus and the Heliades;

he upraided Phaethon, Themis, the Shades of Erebus, and the Parcae.... The

Amaryllises, the Dryads, the Fauns, the woolly lambs, the shepherds, the

groves, the demigods, the Castalian Virgins, the loose-haired nymphs, the leafy

boughs, the goat-footed gods, the Graces, the pastoral pipes, and all the other

sylvan rubbish were the prime materials of every poetic composition.”




III




Signor Torelli is less severe

than Emiliani-Giudici upon the founders of the Arcadia, and thinks they may

have had intentions quite different from the academical follies that resulted;

while Leigh Hunt, who has some account of the Arcadia in his charming essay on

the Sonnet, feels none of the national shame of the Italian critics, and is

able to write of it with perfect gayety. He finds a reason for its amazing

success in the childlike traits of Italian character; and, reminding his

readers that the Arcadia was established in 1690, declares that what the

Englishmen of William and Mary's reign would have received with shouts of

laughter, and the French under Louis XIV, would have corrupted and made

perilous to decency, “was so mixed up with better things in these imaginative

and, strange as it may seem, most unaffected people, the Italians,—for such

they are,—that, far from disgusting a nation accustomed to romantic impulses

and to the singing of poetry in their streets and gondolas, their gravest and

most distinguished men and, in many instances, women, too, ran childlike into

the delusion. The best of their poets”, the sweet-tongued Filicaja among

others, “accepted farms in Arcadia forthwith; ... and so little transitory did

the fashion turn out to be, that not only was Crescimbeni its active officer

for eight-and-thirty years, but the society, to whatever state of

insignificance it may have been reduced, exists at the present moment”.




Leigh Hunt names among Englishmen

who were made Shepherds of Arcadia, Mathias, author of the “Pursuits of

Literature”, and Joseph Cowper, “who wrote the Memoirs of Tassoni and an

historical memoir of Italian tragedy”, Haly, and Mrs. Thrale, as well as those

poor Delia Cruscans whom bloody-minded Gifford champed between his tusked jaws

in his now forgotten satires. Pope Pius VII. gave the Arcadians a suite of

apartments in the Vatican; but I dare say the wicked tyranny now existing at

Rome has deprived the harmless swains of this shelter, if indeed they had not

been turned out before Victor Emmanuel came.




In the chapter on the Arcadia,

with which Vernon Lee opens her admirable Studies of the Eighteenth Century in

Italy, she tells us of several visits which she recently paid to the Bosco

Parrasio, long the chief fold of the Academy. She found it with difficulty on

the road to the Villa Pamphili, in a neighborhood wholly ignorant of Arcadia

and of the relation of Bosco Parrasio to it. “The house, once the summer resort

of Arcadian sonneteers, was now abandoned to a family of market-gardeners, who

hung their hats and jackets on the marble heads of improvvisatori and crowned

poetesses, and threw their beans, maize, and garden-tools into the corners of

the desolate reception-rooms, from whose mildewed walls looked down a host of

celebrities—brocaded doges, powdered princesses, and scarlet-robed cardinals,

simpering drearily in their desolation,” and “sad, haggard poetesses in

sea-green and sky-blue draperies, with lank, powdered locks and meager arms,

holding lyres; fat, ill-shaven priests in white bands and mop-wigs;

sonneteering ladies, sweet and vapid in dove-colored stomachers and embroidered

sleeves; jolly extemporary poets, flaunting in many-colored waistcoats and

gorgeous shawls.”




But whatever the material

adversity of Arcadia, it still continues to reward ascertained merit by grants

of pasturage out of its ideal domains. Indeed, it is but a few years since our

own Longfellow, on a visit to Rome, was waited upon by the secretary of the

Arch-Flock, and presented, after due ceremonies and the reading of a floral and

herbaceous sonnet, with a parchment bestowing upon him some very magnificent

possessions in that extraordinary dreamland. In telling me of this he tried to

recall his Arcadian name, but could only remember that it was “Olympico

something.”


















 




GIUSEPPE PARINI




I




In 1748 began for Italy a peace

of nearly fifty years, when the Wars of the Succession, with which the

contesting strangers had ravaged her soil, absolutely ceased. In Lombardy the

Austrian rulers who had succeeded the Spaniards did and suffered to be done

many things for the material improvement of a province which they were content

to hold, while leaving the administration mainly to the Lombards; the Spanish

Bourbon at Naples also did as little harm and as much good to his realm as a

Bourbon could; Pier Leopoldo of Tuscany, Don Filippo I. of Parma, Francis III.

of Modena, and the Popes Benedict XIV., Clement XIV., and Pius VI. were all

disposed to be paternally beneficent to their peoples, who at least had repose

under them, and in this period gave such names to science as those of Galvani

and Volta, to humanity that of Beccaria, to letters those of Alfieri, Filicaja,

Goldoni, Parini, and many others.




But in spite of the literary and

scientific activity of the period, Italian society was never quite so

fantastically immoral as in this long peace, which was broken only by the

invasions of the French republic. A wide-spread sentimentality, curiously mixed

of love and letters, enveloped the peninsula. Commerce, politics, all the

business of life, went on as usual under the roseate veil which gives its hue

to the social history of the time; but the idea which remains in the mind is

one of a tranquillity in which every person of breeding devoted himself to the

cult of some muse or other, and established himself as the conventional admirer

of his neighbor's wife. The great Academy of Arcadia, founded to restore good

taste in poetry, prescribed conditions by which everybody, of whatever age or

sex, could become a poetaster, and good society expected every gentleman and

lady to be in love. The Arcadia still exists, but that gallant society hardly

survived the eighteenth century. Perhaps the greatest wonder about it is that

it could have lasted so long as it did. Its end was certainly not delayed for

want of satirists who perceived its folly and pursued it with scorn. But this

again only brings one doubt, often felt, whether satire ever accomplished

anything beyond a lively portraiture of conditions it proposed to reform.




It is the opinion of some Italian

critics that Italian demoralization began with the reaction against Luther,

when the Jesuits rose to supreme power in the Church and gathered the whole

education of the young into the hands of the priests. Cesare Cantù, whose book

on Parini ed il suo Secolo may be read with pleasure and

instruction by such as like to know more fully the time of which I speak, was

of this mind; he became before his death a leader of the clerical party in

Italy, and may be supposed to be without unfriendly prejudice. He alleges that

the priestly education made the Italians literati rather than

citizens; Latinists, poets, instead of good magistrates, workers, fathers of

families; it cultivated the memory at the expense of the judgment, the fancy at

the cost of the reason, and made them selfish, polished, false; it left a boy

“apathetic, irresolute, thoughtless, pusillanimous; he flattered his superiors

and hated his fellows, in each of whom he dreaded a spy.” He knew the beautiful

and loved the grandiose; his pride of family and ancestry was inordinately

pampered. What other training he had was in the graces and accomplishments; he

was thoroughly instructed in so much of warlike exercise as enabled him to

handle a rapier perfectly and to conduct or fight a duel with punctilio.




But he was no warrior; his career

was peace. The old medieval Italians who had combated like lions against the

French and Germans and against each other, when resting from the labors and the

high conceptions which have left us the chief sculptures and architecture of

the Peninsula, were dead; and their posterity had almost ceased to know war.

Italy had indeed still remained a battle-ground, but not for Italian quarrels

nor for Italian swords; the powers which, like Venice, could afford to have

quarrels of their own, mostly hired other people to fight them out. All the

independent states of the Peninsula had armies, but armies that did nothing; in

Lombardy, neither Frenchman, Spaniard, nor Austrian had been able to recruit or

draft soldiers; the flight of young men from the conscription depopulated the

province, until at last Francis II. declared it exempt from military service;

Piedmont, the Macedon, the Boeotia of that Greece, alone remained warlike, and

Piedmont was alone able, when the hour came, to show Italy how to do for

herself.




Yet, except in the maritime

republics, the army, idle and unwarlike as it was in most cases, continued to

be one of the three careers open to the younger sons of good family; the civil

service and the Church were the other two. In Genoa, nobles had engaged in

commerce with equal honor and profit; nearly every argosy that sailed to or

from the port of Venice belonged to some lordly speculator; but in Milan a

noble who descended to trade lost his nobility, by a law not abrogated till the

time of Charles IV. The nobles had therefore nothing to do. They could not go

into business; if they entered the army it was not to fight; the civil service

was of course actually performed by subordinates; there were not cures for half

the priests, and there grew up that odd, polite rabble of abbati,

like our good Frugoni, priests without cures, sometimes attached to noble

families as chaplains, sometimes devoting themselves to literature or science,

sometimes leading lives of mere leisure and fashion; they were mostly of

plebeian origin when they did anything at all besides pay court to the ladies.




In Milan the nobles were exempt

from many taxes paid by the plebeians; they had separate courts of law, with

judges of their own order, before whom a plebeian plaintiff appeared with what

hope of justice can be imagined. Yet they were not oppressive; they were at

worst only insolent to their inferiors, and they commonly used them with the

gentleness which an Italian can hardly fail in. There were many ties of

kindness between the classes, the memory of favors and services between master

and servant, landlord and tenant, in relations which then lasted a life-time,

and even for generations. In Venice, where it was one of the high privileges of

the patrician to spit from his box at the theater upon the heads of the people

in the pit, the familiar bond of patron and client so endeared the old

republican nobles to the populace that the Venetian poor of this day, who know

them only by tradition, still lament them. But, on the whole, men have found it

at Venice, as elsewhere, better not to be spit upon, even by an affectionate

nobility.




The patricians were luxurious

everywhere. In Rome they built splendid palaces, in Milan they gave gorgeous

dinners. Goldoni, in his charming memoirs, tells us that the Milanese of his

time never met anywhere without talking of eating, and they did eat upon all

possible occasions, public, domestic, and religious; throughout Italy they have

yet the nickname of lupi lombardi (Lombard wolves) which their

good appetites won them. The nobles of that gay old Milan were very hospitable,

easy of access to persons of the proper number of descents, and full of

invitations for the stranger. A French writer found their cooking delicate and

estimable as that of his own nation; but he adds that many of these friendly,

well-dining aristocrats had not good ton. One can think of them at

our distance of time and place with a kindness which Italian critics,

especially those of the bitter period of struggle about the middle of this

century, do not affect. Emiliani-Giudici, for example, does not, when he calls

them and their order throughout Italy an aristocratic leprosy. He assures us

that at the time of that long peace “the moral degradation of what the French

call the great world was the inveterate habit of centuries; the nobles wallowed

in their filth untouched by remorse”; and he speaks of them as “gilded swine,

vain of the glories of their blazons, which they dragged through the mire of

their vices.”




II




This is when he is about to

consider a poem in which the Lombard nobility are satirized—if it was satire to

paint them to the life. He says that he would be at a loss what passages to

quote from it, but fortunately “an unanimous posterity has done Parini due honor”;

and he supposes “now there is no man, of whatever sect or opinion, but has read

his immortal poem, and has its finest scenes by heart.” It is this fact which

embarrasses me, however, for how am I to rehabilitate a certain obsolete

characteristic figure without quoting from Parini, and constantly wearying

people with what they know already so well? The gentle reader, familiar with

Parini's immortal poem——




The Gentle Reader.—His immortal poem? What is his immortal poem? I

never heard even the name of it!




Is it possible? But you, fair

reader, who have its finest scenes by heart——




The Fair Reader.—Yes, certainly; of course. But one reads so many things. I don't

believe I half remember those striking passages of——what is the poem? And who

did you say the author was?




Oh, madam! And is this undying

fame? Is this the immortality for which we waste our time? Is this the

remembrance for which the essayist sicklies his visage over with the pale cast

of thought? Why, at this rate, even those whose books are favorably noticed by

the newspapers will be forgotten in a thousand years. But it is at least

consoling to know that you have merely forgotten Parini's poems, the subject of

which you will at once recollect when I remind you that it is called The Day,

and celebrates The Morning, The Noon, The Evening, and The Night of a gentleman

of fashion as Milan knew him for fifty years in the last century.




This gentleman, whatever his

nominal business in the world might be, was first and above all a cavaliere

servente, and the cavaliere servente was the invention, it is said, of Genoese

husbands who had not the leisure to attend their wives to the theater, the

promenade, the card-table, the conversazione, and so installed

their nearest idle friends permanently in the office. The arrangement was found

so convenient that the cavaliere servente presently spread throughout Italy; no

lady of fashion was thought properly appointed without one; and the office was

now no longer reserved to bachelors; it was not at all good form for husband

and wife to love each other, and the husband became the cavalier of some other

lady, and the whole fine world was thus united, by a usage of which it is very

hard to know just how far it was wicked and how far it was only foolish;

perhaps it is safest to say that at the best it was apt to be somewhat of the

one and always a great deal of the other. In the good society of that day,

marriage meant a settlement in life for the girl who had escaped her sister's

fate of a sometimes forced religious vocation. But it did not matter so much

about the husband if the marriage contract stipulated that she should have her

cavaliere servente, and, as sometimes happened, specified him by name. With her

husband there was a union of fortunes, with the expectation of heirs; the

companionship, the confidence, the faith, was with the cavalier; there could be

no domesticity, no family life with either. The cavaliere servente went with

his lady to church, where he dipped his finger in the holy-water and offered it

her to moisten her own finger at; and he held her prayer-book for her when she

rose from her knees and bowed to the high altar. In fact, his place seems to

have been as fully acknowledged and honored, if not by the Church, then by all

the other competent authorities, as that of the husband. Like other things, his

relation to his lady was subject to complication and abuse; no doubt, ladies of

fickle minds changed their cavaliers rather often; and in those days following

the disorder of the French invasions, the relation suffered deplorable

exaggerations and perversions. But when Giuseppe Parini so minutely and

graphically depicted the day of a noble Lombard youth, the cavaliere servente

was in his most prosperous and illustrious state; and some who have studied Italian

social conditions in the past bid us not too virtuously condemn him, since,

preposterous as he was, his existence was an amelioration of disorders at which

we shall find it better not even to look askance.




Parini's poem is written in the

form of instructions to the hero for the politest disposal of his time; and in

a strain of polished irony allots the follies of his day to their proper hours.

The poet's apparent seriousness never fails him, but he does not suffer his

irony to become a burden to the reader, relieving it constantly with pictures,

episodes, and excursions, and now and then breaking into a strain of solemn

poetry which is fine enough. The work will suggest to the English reader the

light mockery of “The Rape of the Lock”, and in less degree some qualities of

Gray's “Trivia”; but in form and manner it is more like Phillips's “Splendid

Shilling” than either of these; and yet it is not at all like the last in being

a mere burlesque of the epic style. These resemblances have been noted by Italian

critics, who find them as unsatisfactory as myself; but they will serve to make

the extracts I am to give a little more intelligible to the reader who does not

recur to the whole poem. Parini was not one to break a butterfly upon a wheel;

he felt the fatuity of heavily moralizing upon his material; the only way was

to treat it with affected gravity, and to use his hero with the respect which

best mocks absurdity. One of his arts is to contrast the deeds of his hero with

those of his forefathers, of which he is so proud,—of course the contrast is to

the disadvantage of the forefathers,—and in these allusions to the past glories

of Italy it seems to me that the modern patriotic poetry which has done so much

to make Italy begins for the first time to feel its wings.




Parini was in all things a very

stanch, brave, and original spirit, and if he was of any school, it was that of

the Venetian, Gasparo Gozzi, who wrote pungent and amusing social satires in

blank verse, and published at Venice an essay-paper, like the “Spectator”, the

name of which he turned into l'Osservatore. It dealt, like the

“Spectator” and all that race of journals, with questions of letters and

manners, and was long honored, like the “Spectator”, as a model of prose. With

an apparent prevalence of French taste, there was in fact much study by Italian

authors of English literature at this time, which was encouraged by Dr.

Johnson's friend, Baretti, the author of the famous Frusta Letteraria (Literary

Scourge), which drew blood from so many authorlings, now bloodless; it was

wielded with more severity than wisdom, and fell pretty indiscriminately upon

the bad and the good. It scourged among others Goldoni, the greatest master of

the comic art then living, but it spared our Parini, the first part of whose

poem Baretti salutes with many kindly phrases, though he cannot help advising

him to turn the poem into rhyme. But when did a critic ever know less than a

poet about a poet's business?




III




The first part of Parini's Day is

Morning, that mature hour at which the hero awakes from the glories and

fatigues of the past night. His valet appears, and throwing open the shutters

asks whether he will have coffee or chocolate in bed, and when he has broken

his fast and risen, the business of the day begins. The earliest comer is

perhaps the dancing-master, whose elegant presence we must not deny ourselves:




 




                  He,

entering, stops




    Erect upon the threshold,

elevating




    Both shoulders; then

contracting like a tortoise




    His neck a little, at the

same time drops




    Slightly his chin, and,

with the extremest tip




    Of his plumed hat, lightly

touches his lips.




 




In their order come the

singing-master and the master of the violin, and, with more impressiveness than

the rest, the teacher of French, whose advent hushes all Italian sounds, and

who is to instruct the hero to forget his plebeian native tongue. He is to send

meanwhile to ask how the lady he serves has passed the night, and attending her

response he may read Voltaire in a sumptuous Dutch or French binding, or he may

amuse himself with a French romance; or it may happen that the artist whom he

has engaged to paint the miniature of his lady (to be placed in the same

jeweled case with his own) shall bring his work at this hour for criticism.

Then the valets robe him from head to foot in readiness for the hair-dresser

and the barber, whose work is completed with the powdering of his hair.




 




    At last the labor of the

learned comb




    Is finished, and the

elegant artist strews




    With lightly shaken hand a

powdery mist




    To whiten ere their time

thy youthful locks.




 




                           

Now take heart,




    And in the bosom of that

whirling cloud




    Plunge fearlessly. O

brave! O mighty! Thus




    Appeared thine ancestor

through smoke and fire




    Of battle, when his

country's trembling gods




    His sword avenged, and

shattered the fierce foe




    And put to flight. But he,

his visage stained,




    With dust and smoke, and

smirched with gore and sweat,




    His hair torn and tossed

wild, came from the strife




    A terrible vision, even to

compatriots




    His hand had rescued;

milder thou by far,




    And fairer to behold, in

white array




    Shalt issue presently to

bless the eyes




    Of thy fond country, which

the mighty arm




    Of thy forefather and thy

heavenly smile




    Equally keep content and

prosperous.




 




When the hero is finally dressed

for the visit to his lady, it is in this splendid figure:




 




    Let purple gaiters, clasp

thine ankles fine




    In noble leather, that no

dust or mire




    Blemish thy foot; down

from thy shoulders flow




    Loosely a tunic fair, thy

shapely arms




    Cased in its

closely-fitting sleeves, whose borders




    Of crimson or of azure

velvet let




    The heliotrope's color

tinge. Thy slender throat,




    Encircle with a soft and

gauzy band.




                     Thy watch

already




    Bids thee make haste to

go. O me, how fair




    The Arsenal of tiny charms

that hang




    With a harmonious tinkling

from its chain!




    What hangs not there of

fairy carriages




    And fairy steeds so

marvelously feigned




    In gold that every charger

seems alive?




 




This magnificent swell, of the

times when swells had the world quite their own way, finds his lady already

surrounded with visitors when he calls to revere her, as he would have said,

and he can therefore make the more effective arrival. Entering her presence he

puts on his very finest manner, which I am sure we might all study to our

advantage.




 




    Let thy right hand be

pressed against thy side




    Beneath thy waistcoat, and

the other hand




    Upon thy snowy linen rest,

and hide




    Next to thy heart; let the

breast rise sublime,




    The shoulders broaden

both, and bend toward her




    Thy pliant neck; then at

the corners close




    Thy lips a little, pointed

in the middle




    Somewhat; and from thy

month thus set exhale




    A murmur inaudible.

Meanwhile her right




    Let her have given, and

now softly drop




    On the warm ivory a double

kiss.




    Seat thyself then, and

with one hand draw closer




    Thy chair to hers, while

every tongue is stilled.




    Thou only, bending

slightly over, with her
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