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			Introduzione


			Bisogna avere il coraggio di [...] viaggiare sugli scaffali e fermarsi su un libro quasi fosse un cuore pulsante da indossare. E poi uscire a viverlo, fiero ed umile come solo chi legge può essere.


			[Nicolò Gaudino]


			Qualche anno fa, mentre lo sguardo passava in rassegna le costole rigide di alcuni libri di viaggio allineati sugli scaffali di una biblioteca, l’attenzione fu attratta da una copertina vecchia e polverosa. Lettere dorate componevano il titolo del volume: 


			Through Dante’s Land. Impressions in Tuscany.


			Presi il libro e lo aprii. Sulla prima pagina un’incisione del Ponte Santa Trinita di Firenze mi ricordò che quello era il luogo in cui, si dice, Dante per la prima volta incontrò Beatrice. In quel periodo stavo conducendo le mie ricerche per Il Viaggio Dantesco. Viaggiatori dell’Ottocento sulle orme di Dante e sia il titolo che l’immagine accesero in me un certo interesse. Che fosse il punto di partenza di un viaggio? Qualche pagina dopo, la conferma: 


			I wanted Italy generally and vaguely, and felt that my first halting place must be where Dante first met Beatrice.


			...sentivo che la prima tappa dovesse essere il luogo in cui Dante incontrò Beatrice per la prima volta. Questo il desiderio espresso dalla giovane ragazza inglese, Persis Revel, una dei quattro protagonisti di questo coinvolgente romanzo ambientato nell’Italia di primo Novecento. Il sottotitolo poi, Impressions in Tuscany, mi incuriosì ancora di più. La Toscana viene designata da tutti i viaggiatori stranieri come la regione italiana in cui maggiormente si sente la presenza di Dante. Qui l’itinerario dantesco si inserisce nel più generico “itinerario ai santuari”, tra Firenze ed Arezzo, escursione da farsi durante il soggiorno fiorentino ai monasteri di Vallombrosa, Camaldoli e La Verna.


			Conoscevo già altri itinerari in Italia sulle orme di Dante, viaggi ispirati dalla ricerca del suo genius loci, dal desiderio di verificare l’esistenza, a distanza di tanti secoli, di luoghi in cui la sua memoria è ancora viva. Questo tipo di viaggio letterario trovò le sue origini nei primi anni dell’Ottocento, quando la Divina Commedia iniziò ad essere diffusa in tutto il mondo, grazie alle numerose traduzioni che vennero pubblicate. Prima di allora, infatti, solo alcuni canti erano conosciuti e popolari, come il V dell’Inferno, che racconta la sventurata sorte di Paolo e Francesca, o il XXXII che confina, sempre nell’Inferno, il Conte Ugolino. Per viaggio letterario si intende un pellegrinaggio verso quei luoghi o paesaggi letterari che sono divenuti famosi grazie ad un’opera letteraria o alla presenza dell’autore in quanto genius loci. Il primo viaggiatore a compiere un viaggio attraverso i luoghi che Dante menziona nella Divina Commedia fu Jean-Jacques Ampère, autore di Voyage dantesque, che visitò l’Italia nel 1830 e nel 1834: egli scelse come punto di partenza del suo itinerario Pisa, che richiama alla memoria proprio l’episodio del Conte Ugolino. 


			Chiusi il libro e decisi di prenderlo e proseguire la lettura.


			Pubblicato a Londra nel 1912 da John Long, il romanzo dell’americana Mrs. Colquhoun Grant è per lei il secondo testo ambientato in Italia, dopo Their Hearts’ Desire. L’autrice, brillante e piacevole nello stile, è molto abile nel tratteggiare il carattere dei suoi personaggi e nel presentarli al lettore nella particolare cornice dei luoghi danteschi per eccellenza, tra Firenze ed il Casentino. 


			Nel 1813 in A Tour through Italy, il Reverendo John Chetwode Eustace sostenne di scrivere per una élite di giovani, ricchi e colti che viaggiavano carichi di ricordi letterari, attraverso una continua ricerca del passato nel presente. Un secolo dopo, Mark e Persis Revel, fratello e sorella inglesi protagonisti di questo romanzo, giovani, ricchi e colti − viaggiatori ideali per il Reverendo Eustace − decidono di visitare l’Italia, accompagnati da tutte quelle memorie letterarie ed artistiche apprese sui libri nelle fredde sere invernali. Il loro arrivo in Italia è programmato per un periodo dell’anno insolito per il turista: definendosi amanti del pittoresco, preferiscono visitare questi luoghi prima dell’arrivo dei turisti americani o di quelli di Cook, e delle tante famiglie inglesi che arrivano in primavera e per Pasqua. Benché l’amante del pittoresco prediliga la primavera, quando i giardini sono in fiore ed il verde delle nuove foglie spicca sugli scuri cipressi, mentre gli usignoli cantano giorno e notte sulle colline, Mark e Persis giungono a Firenze in inverno, per avere la tranquillità di visitare i luoghi ed apprezzare le opere d’arte prima, appunto, dell’invasione dei turisti.


			Nel testo di Mrs. Colquhoun Grant compare spesso il concetto di ‘great memory’ e dell’importanza del passato che rivive costantemente in questi luoghi: questo passato è sempre attuale e si ritrova ad ogni passo mosso sulle orme di Dante. L’incontro fortuito con gli altri due protagonisti, Rupert e Adèle Steynings, anch’essi fratello e sorella, ma di nazionalità americana, aggiungerà un elemento che renderà ancora più originale l’escursione attraverso le terre di Dante. Gli Steynings infatti, stanchi delle feste mondane con gli amici, del comfort, degli alberghi e di tutto ciò che la modernità offre, decidono di acquistare un barroccino da latte e di visitare l’Italia con questo insolito mezzo di trasporto, trainato da Diavolo, il loro cavallo. Animati dai ricordi letterari degli immortali versi di poeti romantici inglesi, e di Dante stesso, i quattro ragazzi organizzano un originale tour del Casentino in un continuo alternarsi di passato e presente, antico e moderno: i Revels in una moderna autovettura, e gli Steynings con il caratteristico barroccino.


			Percorrere il Casentino significa entrare in una duplice dimensione, quella dello spazio e soprattutto del tempo, attraverso foreste secolari, antichi castelli, pievi e monasteri, luoghi ricchi di eco dantesche. Tutta la storia del Casentino appartiene al Medioevo, il progresso ha inciso poco in questi luoghi: qualche fabbrica è sorta lungo il fiume, così come la ferrovia, ma i fianchi delle montagne che la proteggono sono stati appena sfiorati. Ciò che colpisce è che abbia mantenuto nei secoli il suo scenario naturale originario ed il suo fascino risiede proprio in questo, e nel fatto che nel Casentino non ci si senta mai soli, che ad ogni passo si venga trascinati nella storia, nella memoria degli eroi del passato. 


			Sebbene non si conoscano con esattezza i luoghi del Casentino dove Dante ha effettivamente abitato, l’intera vallata è colma di tradizioni e di memorie della sua presenza. Sembra che le sue orme si incontrino ad ogni svolta e che subito si perdano, esse ci fuggono dinnanzi per perdersi nel buio dei castelli; rocce e foreste [...] Egli è qui, vicino alle fonti dell’Arno, e guarda laggiù, alla città in trono, nella pianura fosca, al di là delle montagne, mentre ai suoi piedi il fiume serpeggia per la “fossa ria” per andare alla sua meta lontana. Tutti i ruscelli che scendono all’Arno da Romena narrano di quando consolavano il suo orecchio con il loro canto, allorché il poeta saliva faticosamente alla cima, rovente di sole, della collina.


			[Ella Noyes, The Casentino and its Story, 1905].


			Dante infatti trascorse qui alcuni degli anni del suo esilio fiorentino e scrisse parte della Divina Commedia, godendo dell’asilo dei Conti Guidi in quei castelli che ancora oggi sembrano restare a guardia della valle. Attraversare la vallata di per sé offre un’atmosfera incantevole: qui la storia del Medioevo ha lasciato tracce indelebili. Dai paesaggi del Casentino e dalle montagne, Dante trasse probabilmente l’ossatura e lo scenario dell’Inferno e del Purgatorio; è qui che ebbe origine la sua opera monumentale, considerata una vasta enciclopedia del Medioevo in quanto a notizie storiche e culturali. 


			Nonostante il romanzo di Mrs. Colquhoun Grant sia ambientato in un’Italia di ormai un secolo fa, le descrizioni dei luoghi danteschi ed il sentimento che muove questi viaggiatori, è pur sempre molto attuale e la sua riedizione, in occasione del 750° anniversario della nascita di Dante Alighieri, è molto significativa. L’evocazione dantesca si ritrova infatti ad ogni passo mosso dai protagonisti attraverso la valle, in particolare attraverso lo sguardo e le parole di Persis, definita hero-worshipper, colei che venera la memoria di un eroe. L’emozione di raggiungere la fonte dell’Arno, il fiume tanto amato e cantato dal Poeta, lo stesso fiume che passa sotto i ponti della “regina delle città”, Firenze, è qualcosa di straordinario. Persis siede ad immaginare Dante, cosa avrebbe fatto lì sulla cima del Falterona, a cosa avrebbe pensato, dove si sarebbe seduto. E intanto cerca nella memoria qualche verso del poeta che illustri meglio la scena che mentalmente si va ricostruendo. Ai suoi occhi la fonte dell’Arno, i castelli di Romena e di Poppi, le foreste di Camaldoli, acquistano un’importanza particolare non tanto per la loro antichità, quanto perché vi ha vissuto Dante. Il Falterona è “la montagna di Dante”, il luogo in cui maggiormente si può sentire aleggiare lo spirito del poeta, che tante volte deve essersi recato sul monte in cui ha origine quel piccolo rivoletto, lì, dove ancora nella sua culla è stato per sempre immortalato nella memoria collettiva con questi versi:


			“Per mezza Toscana si spazia


			Un fiumicel che nasce in Falterona,


			E cento miglia di corso nol sazia.


			Di sovr’esso rech’io questa persona:


			dirvi ch’io sia, saria parlare indarno,


			ché il nome mio ancor molto non suona.”


			“Se ben lo intendimento tuo accarno


			con lo intelletto”, allora mi rispuose


			Quei che diceva pria, “tu parli d’Arno”


			E l’altro disse a lui: “Perché nascose


			Questi il vocabol di quella riviera.


			Pur co’uom fa dell’orribili cose?”


			E l’ombra che di ciò domandata era,


			Si sdebitò così: “Non so; ma degno


			Ben è il nome di tal valle pèra!


			Ché dal principio suo, ov’è sì pregno


			L’alpestro monte ond’è tronco Peloro,


			Che in pochi luoghi passa oltra quel segno,


			Infin là ’ve si rende per ristoro


			Di quel che il ciel della marina asciuga,


			Ond’hanno i fiumi ciò che va con loro,


			Virtù così per nimica si fuga


			Da tutti, come biscia, o per sventura


			Del loco, o per mal uso che li fruga;


			Ond’hanno si mutata lor natura


			Gli abitator della misera valle,


			Che par che Circe li avesse in pastura.


			Tra tutti porci, più degni di galle


			Che d’altro cibo fatto in uman uso,


			Dirizza prima suo povero calle.


			Botoli trova poi, venendo giuso,


			Ringhiosi più che non chiede lor si possa,


			E da lor, disdegnosa, torce il muso,


			Vassi caggendo; e quanto ella più ingrossa,


			Tanto più troa di can farsi lupo


			La maledetta e sventurata fossa.


			Discesa poi per più pelaghi cupi,


			Trova le volpi, sì piene di froda,


			che non temono ingegno che le occùpi.


			Né lascerò di dir, perch’altri m’oda;”


			(Purgatorio, XIV, 16-54).


			Rupert siede ad ammirare il volto ed il profilo di Persis, mentre prova ad immaginare se lì, molti secoli prima di lui, lo stesso Dante avesse rivolto il pensiero alla sua amata Beatrice. Scene di un romanzo molto evocativo e letterariamente ricco di spunti. 


			Ancor oggi, viaggiare sulle orme di Dante implica un viaggio nel viaggio, una sorta di mise en abîme, significa, per dirla con Jean-Jacques Ampère, vedere ciò ch’egli ha veduto, vivere ov’egli visse, e porre il piede sull’orma impressa dal suo. In tal guisa il genio di lui non rimane più esclusivamente in relazione con le idee e l’istoria del suo secolo, ma appare per noi stessi come cosa vivente, intima, familiare: in una parola, il passato ritorna presente. L’invito implicito rivolto al lettore, così come al turista colto di oggi, stanco delle strade battute, del comfort, e dei viaggi smart, è di lasciarsi andare al fascino ed all’incanto di questi luoghi, in cui il tempo sembra essersi fermato e che stupisce ancora per la somiglianza con le descrizioni dei versi danteschi, attraverso un itinerario dal gusto tutto nuovo.


			Ogni estimatore di Dante dovrebbe desiderare di potersi trovare in questi luoghi.


		


	

		

			Introduction


			We should have the courage […] to travel through the bookshelves and choose a book as if it were a beating heart to wear. And then go out and live it, proud and humble as only a reader can be.


			[Nicolò Gaudino]


			Some years ago, while I was wandering in a library, a dusty and ancient cover of a book got my attention. Golden letters composed its title: 


			Through Dante’s Land. Impressions in Tuscany.


			I took the book from the shelf and opened it. On the first page I saw an engraving of Trinita’s Bridge in Florence. It reminded me that this was probably the place where Dante first met his beloved Beatrice. At that time I was doing some research for Il Viaggio Dantesco. Viaggiatori dell’Ottocento sulle orme di Dante. Both the picture and the title caught my interest. Was it the beginning of a journey? My impression was confirmed as I turned some pages and read: 


			I wanted Italy generally and vaguely, and felt that my first halting place must be where Dante first met Beatrice.


			A young English girl, Persis Revel, is one of the four main characters of this charming novel set in the early twentieth century Italy. And this was her desire. The subtitle then, Impressions in Tuscany, intrigued me even more. Foreign travelers consider Tuscany the Italian region where Dante’s presence is still alive. Here, the itinerary through Dante’s land is part of a more general journey to discover the famous monasteries of Vallombrosa, Camaldoli and La Verna, between Florence and Arezzo. This is an excursion to take during a stay in Florence.


			I was already familiar with other itineraries in Italy following on Dante’s footsteps, inspired by the research of its genius loci, the desire to verify the existence of places where his memory is still alive, after all these centuries. This literary travel found its origins in the early nineteenth century, when the Divine Comedy was translated in multiple languages and sold throughout the world. Before, only a few cantos were widely known such as the canto V of the Inferno, telling the unfortunate love between Paolo and Francesca, or the XXXII in which Dante confined the Count Ugolino in the Inferno. A literary travel is a sort of pilgrimage through those places, or literary landscapes, that have become famous thanks to some literary works or with the presence of the author and his genius loci. The first traveler who decided to undertake a journey through the places mentioned by Dante in the Divine Comedy was Jean-Jacques Ampère, author of Voyage Dantesque. He was in Italy in 1830 and 1834, and he chose Pisa as the starting point of his itinerary. The city brings back to our memory Count Ugolino’s episode. Then, I closed the book and took it with me to continue reading it.


			Published in London in 1912 by John Long, Through Dante’s Land. Impressions in Tuscany is Mrs. Colquhoun Grant’s novel. This is her second work of fiction set in Italy, after Their Hearts’ Desire. The American author has a bright and pleasant writing style; she is very skilled at drawing characters and presenting them to the reader in such a particular setting as Dante’s land. The novel takes place between Florence and the Casentino valley. In 1813, A Tour through Italy, by Reverend John Chetwode Eustace, illustrated how the young, wealthy, educated elite people used to travel with a collection of classic memories taken from books, in search of past and present elements in the landscape they went through.


			A century later, Mark and Persis Revel, the young, rich British siblings protagonists of the novel − the ideal travelers in Reverend Eustace’s mind − set of to visit Italy, influenced by all those literary and artistic references they read about during cold winter evenings. Their arrival in Italy is planned for an unusual period for tourists. Considering themselves lovers of the picturesque, they prefer to visit Italy before the rush of American sightseers and Cook’s tourists, and the many English families who come for spring and Easter. Though the lover of the picturesque prefer to wander through Florence in springtime, when its gardens are full of flowers, and the tender green of the fresh foliage shows up against the dark cypresses, while the nightingales sing day and night on the hills, Mark and Persis arrive in Florence during the winter. They will be able to visit places and appreciate the works of art before the invasion of tourists.


			The concept of great memory, the importance of past memories, and the echoes of Dante’s words constantly appear in Through Dante’s Land. Impressions in Tuscany. They are part of these places, something to be found at every step moved following Dante’s traces.


			The fortuitous encounter with Rupert and Adèle Steynings, two American travellers, adds a new perspective to the British siblings’ excursion through Dante’s land. Tired of celebrations with friends, bored with hotels and all the comfort that modernity offers, the Steynings decide to buy a barroccino, a cart used to transport and sell milk. They visit Italy with this unusual means of transport pulled by their horse named Devil. Animated by memories of literary immortal lines of English Romantic poets, and by Dante himself, the four young travelers organized their original tour through the Casentino: the Revels decide to go across the valley by a modern car, while the Steynings get the original barroccino. 


			To enter the Casentino valley means to live in a double dimension of space and time, through ancient forests, castles, churches and monasteries, but also listening to the echo of Dante’s words. The history of the Casentino valley belongs to the Middle Ages. Modernity does not seem to have reached this area: few factories are along the river, as well as the local railway. Yet, the mountains, still protecting the valley, have been barely touched. Surprisingly, over the centuries the valley has maintained its natural scenery and its original charm, which lies on the fact that in Casentino one never feels alone... at every step one feels drawn into history and the memory of the past heroes.


			Though nothing is known as to Dante’s actual whereabouts when he was in the Casentino, the whole Valley is penetrated with the memory and tradition of his presence. One seems to come upon his footsteps at every turn, and to lose them as often; they flee before you into the obscurity of castle or rock or forest, as elusive as that light unattainable lady of his own odes, whom he was ever pursuing, if only to catch sight of the shadow of her vanishing garments. Sometimes standing within a ruined tower, when the phases of the past crowd upon you charged with dead passions, with memories of lives begun and lived and ended here, unprescient of the roofless days to come, with visions of long monotonous years that are now but flashes in the revolving scenes, it happens that your mind is suddenly aware of the moment when he stood here, leaning idly, surrounded by the friends and followers of the Count, yet alone, his soul moving in eternity, aware of the great silence, while the voices around clattered and tinkled without meaning.


			[Ella Noyes, The Casentino and its Story, 1905]. 


			In Casentino Dante spent several years of his exile from Florence. Here he wrote part of the Divine Comedy, wandering through the valley and enjoying the protection of the Counts Guidis’ family in the castles that still seem to be the guardians of this lovely atmosphere: here the history of the Middle Ages has left its indelible traces. This landscape and the mountains that surround the valley may have inspired the Poet to draw the structure and the scenery of Inferno and Purgatory. Here we find the origins of such a monumental work, considered as a complete encyclopedia of the Middle Ages for what concern history and culture.


			Even if Mrs. Colquhoun Grant’s novel is set in Italy in 18th century, the descriptions of Dante’s places and the feeling moving these travelers, are still very present and this publication on the occasion of Dante’s 750th birth anniversary is very significant. Dante’s voice follows the protagonists of Through Dante’s Land through the valley, in particular through the descriptions and words of Persis, defined as a hero-worshipper. The excitement she felt reaching the Arno’s water source, the river so loved and sung by the poet, which passes under the bridges of Florence, the queen of the cities, is something extraordinary. Persis sits imagining Dante, thinking about what he could have done or thought there, on the top of Mount Falterona. She tries to recollect the lines that better describe the scene. In her eyes the source of the Arno Romena and Poppi’s castles, the forests in Camaldoli, are very important, not only for their antiquity, but because Dante lived there. Falterona is the mountain of Dante, the place where the spirit of the Poet is perceived at most: he might have visited many times the top of that mountain, where the Arno originated... that little trickling stream in its cradle, forever immortalized in the collective memory with these lines:


			“There stretches through the midst of Tuscany,”


			I straight began: “a brooklet, whose well-head


			Springs up in Falterona, with his race


			Not satisfied, when he some hundred miles


			Hath measur’d. From his banks bring, I this frame.


			To tell you who I am were words misspent:


			For yet my name scarce sounds on rumour’s lip.”


			“If well I do incorp’rate with my thought


			The meaning of thy speech,” said he, who first


			Addrest me, “thou dost speak of Arno’s wave.”


			To whom the other: “Why hath he conceal’d


			The title of that river, as a man


			Doth of some horrible thing?” The spirit, who


			Thereof was question’d, did acquit him thus:


			“I know not: but ‘tis fitting well the name


			Should perish of that vale; for from the source


			Where teems so plenteously the Alpine steep


			Maim’d of Pelorus, (that doth scarcely pass


			Beyond that limit,) even to the point


			Whereunto ocean is restor’d, what heaven


			Drains from th’ exhaustless store for all earth’s streams,


			Throughout the space is virtue worried down,


			As ‘twere a snake, by all, for mortal foe,


			Or through disastrous influence on the place,


			Or else distortion of misguided wills,


			That custom goads to evil: whence in those,


			The dwellers in that miserable vale,


			Nature is so transform’d, it seems as they


			Had shar’d of Circe’s feeding. ‘Midst brute swine,


			Worthier of acorns than of other food


			Created for man’s use, he shapeth first


			His obscure way; then, sloping onward, finds


			Curs, snarlers more in spite than power, from whom


			He turns with scorn aside: still journeying down,


			By how much more the curst and luckless foss


			Swells out to largeness, e’en so much it finds


			Dogs turning into wolves. Descending still


			Through yet more hollow eddies, next he meets


			A race of foxes, so replete with craft,


			They do not fear that skill can master it.


			Nor will I cease because my words are heard


			By other ears than thine.


			(Purgatory, XIV, 16-54).


			Rupert, instead, sits and admires the face and the profile of Persis, and tries to imagine if, many centuries before him, Dante himself standing in the same place, had thought about his beloved Beatrice. All these scenes are taken from this very evocative and literarily interesting novel.


			Even today traveling through Dante’s footsteps implies a journey within a journey, a mise en abyme. In Jean-Jacques Ampère’s words, it is to see what Dante saw, to live where he lived, and to walk in the footprints he impressed. His spirit no longer remains exclusively in connection with the ideas and the history of his century, but it appears to ourselves as something still alive, intimate, familiar. In other words, the past becomes present. The implicit invitation addressed to the reader, as well as to the contemporary learned tourist, tired of the beaten track, comfort, and smart travels, is to be inspired by the charm of these places, where time seems to be immutable, places that still amaze for their similarity with the descriptions of Dante’s lines, through an innovative literary itinerary.


			All lovers of the ‘Divina Commedia’ must wish to wander through this country which he has for ever immortalized. 
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			“Tis the past 


			Contending with the present; and in turn 


			Each has the mastery”


			Roger: Italy


		


	

		

			Chapter I


			The city of the lily


			“O Florence, with thy Tuscan fields and hills;


			Thy famous Arno, fed with all the rills;


			Thou brightest star of starbright Italy.”


			Coleridge


			It was a lovely afternoon in early winter. Two English visitors to Florence were seated in the beautiful Boboli Gardens, and, neglectful of the fact that the sun’s rays were rapidly approaching the western horizon, were enjoying the rare view to be seen from those quaint surroundings. Unlike ordinary ornamental grounds, these old-world gardens on the slope of a steep hill are laid out in a strangely formal manner that always was pleasing to the taste of a bygone age. Great clipped hedges of ilex and bay, grown to an immense height, intersect this garden in all directions, and give an aspect of maze-like mystery to the winding paths which interlace each other, all gradually mounting to the apex of the hill. These mysterious glades, affording in summer a dense and grateful shade, with only a fleck of golden sunshine here and there, and far overhead a glimpse of turquoise sky, were almost too sombre now that the sun was sinking to rest, at such an early hour of the afternoon, with that chill which pervades the sunset hour everywhere in the South of Europe. 


			“How delicious this must be in summer! What a grateful shade these green walls must give on scorching days to the inhabitants!” said the girl, a radiant young creature, looking herself like an impersonation of spring, and brightness, and sunshine. Her companion was a tall, thin man, with a delicate, refined face and well-made figure, but somewhat bent. His wavy dark hair, growing thick and low on his forehead, was sprinkled with grey, and there were deep lines on his pale face. A casual passer-by might have taken them for father and daughter; but it was suffering, not age, that had laid its traces on him. He shivered slightly as he became aware that the warmth was no longer to be felt, although it was still to be seen, like a painted picture of summer before his eyes.


			In the soft haze of distance the lovely Valley of the Arno lay before them, with his rolling hills and slopes, covered with white villas rising on all sides; while the city lay, a packed grey mass, on each side of the sluggish river flowing under its many bridges. Dome and campanile, graceful spire and ancient tower – these rose above the old buildings and stood outlined against the pale clearness of the sky; and the beauty of the view was further enhanced by the fact that it was seen through a frame, for an archway was cut in the solid mass of verdure of the great clipped hedge, and the panorama was thus pictured in an exquisite setting of green, which deepened the soft tints of departing daylight, and the wonderful melting atmosphere which transfigures the world at that mystic hour.


			“We must go,” said the man, rising. “I had no idea, sitting talking here, how late it was; it is very risky remaining here.”


			They rose from the seat, where, absorbed in the beauty spread before their eyes, they had forgotten the fleeting moments, and began to descend slowly to where the gardens open out into a circular space among the alleys. A deep pond in the centre, filled with goldfish, was surrounded by a stone balustrade. From a fountain in the middle, surmounted by a graceful statue of Neptune with his trident, the water trickled down with a pleasant sound. 


			Straight in front the grounds sloped sharply down through a mimic amphitheatre, ornamented with statues, to where the old Pitti Palace, half fortress, half royal residence, stood, surrounded by terraces. On each side a row of dark sentinel cypresses descended in graduated line from the top of the hill to the gates below.


			“Why are we not clever enough to lay out our gardens in this style?” asked the girl, as they walked slowly downwards.


			“Like a maze!” replied the man, smiling. “You would enjoy Hampton Court, then! The old Dutch gardens were very formal, and full of high trimmed hedges. This, however, is far more ancient. Beautiful as it is, such gardens need the atmosphere in which they were laid out, and they become filled with memories of the past. This Boboli Hill was open country beyond the city walls, and the fortress-house was built by a Florentine millionaire, possibly in imitation of or to surpass the great Medici palaces. He ruined himself, and in the end those wonderful rulers got possession of it, as they did of everything else. The first Grand Ducal Court was held here, and then these gardens were laid out. People argue over the meaning of the name: some say the word is of Etruscan origin; others hold it was the name of the family who originally owned the land. Oddly enough, no other gardens seem to have been copied from them, they are unique of their kind, and have been the admiration of generations. I can picture Eleanor of Toledo, wife of Cosimo di Medici, wandering about these terraces, when they came to make their home here. Doubtless she preferred it to the narrow streets of Florence, where they used to live, and it reminded her of her own stately Spanish palaces”.


			“Mark, I am so glad we came away from England, with its winter fogs and gloom. Crowshire is good for nothing but hunting-people at this season. Here we not only revel in sunshine, but in all that is beautiful in art and nature. I told you, Mark, it would do you all the good in the world, and I am sure you look tons better already.”


			Sir Mark Revel looked caressingly at his little half-sister – little to him, but in years only, for she was tall and straight like a young sapling. 


			Had he not carried out all her whims and fancies from her cradle to the present time? And when she had begged to go to Italy, he had acceded to her importunities.


			“You have made me neglect my duties as a conscientious English squire,” he said. “While, as to you, you ought to be getting ready to play the part of Lady Bountiful at Christmas on the estate.”


			“I have done it so often!” cried Persis. “Besides, it is vieux jeu nowadays, like what one reads about in a Christmas Annual. Everyone I care about, and who is really worth it, will be provided for; we arranged all that before we left, and I see no reason why you should be sacrificed to an imaginary rôle. Besides, our excellent tenants are so highly independent nowadays; they would quite resent the idea they owed anything to us.”


			“I am afraid you are right, Persis; and everybody who does not hunt or shoot tries to get out of England in winter. However, I can soothe my conscience by laying all the blame on your shoulders. You insisted on coming to Florence in the first instance. Are you quite satisfied now?”


			“Yes, quite. I wanted Italy generally and vaguely, and felt that my first halting-place must be where Dante first met Beatrice; but since I came here, I feel there is so much in this city, such an immensity of varied thing, I don’t want to go farther – at least, not yet. I only thought of Dante in connection with it before, and I find that all the impressions I had formed were very crude”.


			“I suppose you had visions of that meeting of the great poet and his love at the Trinita Bridge, which idea has been greatly fostered by that modern picture by an Englishman which has become so widely known. To begin with, the great bridge as we see it was built by Ammanati three hundred years after Dante’s time, the old one having been swept away in a destructive flood. It is moreover, futile to select a spot for the meeting of Dante and the divine Bice, seeing that he only saw her once as a child, and never again, if history is to be believed; some people deny even that. But I sometimes think that it is less wonderful that he composed that epic poem to the imaginary queen of his heart than if he had done so to one of real flesh and blood. Then she might have sooner or later descended into the commonplace, and he would have said, like many another man, ‘One more illusion gone!’ Dante was perhaps of opinion like Browning on the same spot centuries later, ‘that a man’s reach must exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?’.”


			“Ah! You can quote Browning when you like, Mark; though you laugh at me for doing so. That reminds me we have not yet been to see the house at the corner of the Via del Mandorlo and the Via Gino Capponi, where Andrea del Sarto, the ‘Faultless Painter’ lived – ‘the melancholy little house he built to be so gay in’.”


			“Do you hope to see the opposite Convent wall ‘where the last monk left the garden’, voicing the lament that exists in the heart of so many mortals, that ‘autumn grows, autumn in everything’? No, Persis; if you want to live in the dreamland of poets, il ne faut pas regarder de si près, as the French say. Via Gino Capponi is a terribly prosaic street, with a tramline running down the middle of it – and a tram, I take it, kills most romance. Browning speaks of their looking forth on ‘sober, pleasant Fiesole’, and of the watch-lights on the city walls. No doubt it was not far from them, though all trace of the encircling walls has vanished in that direction, and very little has been left elsewhere. Certainly we will go and look at it, but don’t blame me if you are disappointed!”.


			“Mark, you are horrid! What was the use of all our readings on Italian art, and our studies of her poets, and painters, and saints, if you try and knock down all my ideas like a pack of cards?”


			“The old masters remain,” said her brother, smiling.


			Persis made a whimsical face.


			“I think I have had a little too much of some of them lately. Why did so many of them devote their talents to such horrible subjects as those on which we have been feasting our eyes lately?”


			“You are thinking of the ghastly martyrdoms of St. Catherine and St. Sebastien – which are most unpleasant, I grant you – or the horrible frescoes we looked at in one of the churches yesterday of the torments of the infernal regions. But when looking at these old pictures, it is the art that we must admire. Just for one moment reflect upon the very early date when some of the finest work was done. The rich colours at the present day testify the value of the pigments they used. Remember also that these painters had probably rarely the choice of subjects for their pictures. For the most part they were ordered to do them by their patrons, noble or ecclesiastical, generally in glorification of their own importance, or of that of the saint of some particular convent church. 


			“The immensity of their talent always impresses me more and more each time I find myself in this world of Italian art. Some of the pictures as we see them have lost their atmosphere, having been removed from the places they were painted for; in others the artist has subtly inserted all sorts of mystical and symbolical additions, rendering their subject almost grotesque to our modern commonplace eyes. But I like you to judge for yourself. Everyone must look and admire according to his or her own taste, otherwise we should become mere echoes of the guide-books. But let me tell you for your comfort, your eye will become accustomed in time to perceive much beauty which at first is not realized or understood”.


			“Yes, I quite perceive that,” replied his sister, “and I love some of the pictures already, and want to see them again and again; and it is very true what you say about being more impressed by such paintings as remain in the places they were originally intended for; that is why I suppose the most faded frescoes are looked at with such venerations”.


			“Yes, they remain where the master’s hand created them so many centuries ago”, he answered, as they began to descend through the great gates and wend their way down among the narrow streets that crowd together between the lofty houses, close up to the old palace walls.


			As daylight was waning, so the darkening in these restricted spaces became deeper, twilight in the South being of such short duration. Darkness or cold seem to have had no terrors for the Italians of old days, and they built their narrow streets with a view of shade in the scorching summer heats. For defence too, when in the Middle Ages combats between conflicting parties raged within their walls. The barred windows on the ground-floor give the houses to this day the appearance of prisons, and testify to the need for protection.


			But what houses! Built of blocks of stone, of noble proportions, with huge entrance-doors opening on to fine courtyards, showing glimpses of the trees of walled garden behind; while over the principal entrance was the proud stemmi, or great escutcheon, carved in stone, and surmounted by the coronet of the noble family who lived there. They left the dark and probably unsavoury lower rooms to their retainers, and lived themselves in lofty decorated apartments on the upper floors. Many a time the ladies of the families must have been reduced for relaxation and exercise to the roofs of their mansions. Hence the terraces and large loggia, with arches open to the air, and the upper roof-chambers. These still exist, and are still valued in hot weather, and are to be seen above houses of all classes. They add greatly to the picturesqueness of the mass of serried roofs breaking the skyline with their graceful forms, and open arches, through which the sunset colours gleam, or the bright blue of the midday shines clear, like a turquoise in an old grey setting.


			Although Sir Mark Revel and his sister had left the garden in the sunshine so short a time before, it was quite dusk as they threaded their way through the jostling crowds, the narrow pavements hardly affording even protection from the carts and carriages going through them, with much cracking of whips and many adjurations to the slow-moving, over-burdened animals. 


			Persis loved these side-streets with their ever-varied sights and sounds, and where the passer-by must range up against the wall to avoid danger to life and limb, and yet is hardly saved from a bespattering in the inclement weather. She liked slipping into some recess, and peering into its darkness for a glimpse at the old habitation within, where the dull, faint yellow ray of an oil-lamp would give but a poor notion of the trade or business carried on inside. Sometimes her investigations would lead her into an open court, which in spite of its present squalor, bore traces of having been part of a the great house which stood cheek by jowl with its humble neighbour. Open booths, with steaming frittura, or slabs of chestnut-pudding, were plentiful in such streets.


			Her special delight in that quarter was the Borgo S. Jacopo, because of the main open-air shops full of antique brass, lamps, and pots of old Etruscan patterns, hanging up among dimly-lit arches, and presenting an air of extreme age and value. But they were far from medieval in truth, and owed their picturesqueness to the cunning and greed of the modern Florentine bric-à-brac dealer, who, having learned the weakness of English and American tourists for old and apparently worthless articles, generously supplies them with any number of the same. 


			All this inner life of the streets appealed to her more than the modern shops, full of crude copies from the galleries and fancy articles of Florentine parchment, which fill the fashionable streets, to tempt the new-comers. After all, Revelstoke Hall was full of far finer things than these. She had lived among antiques, and fine pictures, and rare books and china, all her young life. It was the Italian setting of this home of art which enchanted her now. 


			Thanks to her brother’s knowledge and trainings she was no mean judge of such things, and therefore on this her first visit to Italy she had arrived with a fair amount of book-learning and a great deal of appreciation. 


			“This Borgo S. Jacopo is so fascinating”, she said, as they picked their way through the by no means clean throughfare. “I should like to penetrate up the rickety stairs of these old water-houses, whose backs on the river are one of the most picturesque sights in Florence. What tales these houses could tell, if walls could speak and retain the images of the scenes that had passed within them!”


			“They could indeed; but I fear now they are only infested with water-rats and smells. The old tower we have just passed is very fine, and so is the little church of S. Jacopo, which is rarely used now; but they point to this having been an important street in its day”, answered Sir Mark, as they emerged past one of those marble fountains and receptacle for water which ornament the corners or many a Florence street, which, if not from a master hand, is generally a graceful copy of some fine piece of work.


			Here there was light in the open space, the last glimmer of day dying beneath the illuminations of the hundreds of brilliant lamps that outline the river on both sides of the bridges, also their glittering reflections cast into the still waters below. In spite of the lateness of the hour for the semi-invalid, the brother and sister lingered on the great bridge, the outlook being too fascinating to be resisted.


			Even the red lights of the trams on the farther bridge became objects of admiration as they shed great shafts of crimson into the river as they passed; while in the west the cupola of S. Frediano stood out sharp and clear in the afterglow, a dark purple mass, with a background of the purest tints of lemon and pink.


			“I never tire of this river”, said Persis, leaning over the stone parapet. “Do all these Florentines who pass over it in a ceaseless stream from morning till night admire it as we do, I wonder? The lights and shades are too adorable! I don’t know which is the best – the dawn or the sunset”.


			“Both are best! But we must hurry in, Persis, for the latter, like many a beautiful thing, is not to be trusted. I have no business to be out at all at this hour”.


			Crossing over the Lung Arno, a few steps brought them out of the world of enchantment to the garish modern hotel where the Revels had taken up their abode on arrival. 


		

OEBPS/image/FrontespizioCavalieri.jpg





OEBPS/image/grant-cavalieri-cover.jpg
Through Dante’s Land:
Impressions in Tuscany

con un saggio introduttivo
in italiano e inglese di Raffaella Cavalieri

Robin Edizioni





OEBPS/font/GoudyBookletter1911.otf


OEBPS/image/Robin_logo.png





