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Abstract 

Escaping `the fetters of custom': Victorian Women in Florence 

Between 1800 and 1900, travel to the Italian city of Florence developed as a significant part of English 

life, as transport became modernised and travel generally easier. My aim has been to amplify our 

knowledge of particular Victorian women, at the important mid-way point of the Victorian age, who 

travelled to, and embraced Florence as a liberating environment, and who experienced Florence as a 

unique site for professional work. In Florence they discovered a way to escape the hampering gender 

ideology of 'home'. 

This thesis then is a focused study of individual writers and their publications. While much has been 

published on writers and Italy generally, to date there has been no book-length study of the specific 

connection between Victorian women writers and Florence. This study treats four significant women 

writers - Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot and Margaret Oliphant - and details 

their careers in the context of the impact Florence had on their thinking and their publications. These 

women are significant in that the most important productions of all four continued to be published often 

well into the twentieth century, and they continue to be the focus of much modern scholarship. 

Whether as long-term residents, like Elizabeth Barrett Browning, or as short-term but returning visitors, 

like Anna Jameson, George Eliot and Margaret Oliphant, I explore the profound influence Florence 

exerted on the creativity of these important women writers whose work had an equally profound impact 

on the newly literate nineteenth-century British reading public. While Barrett Browning's Casa Guidi 

Windows or George Eliot's Romola are not generally regarded as travel narratives, I argue that travel 

generally, and Florence as a tourist destination in particular, becomes the generating factor in these 

literary productions. This study compares and contrasts their texts as 'travel' writings against the 

production, in ever-increasing numbers, of specialist travel literature, like John Murray's guidebooks, in 

the period. Perhaps more importantly still, I explore the ways in which Victorian women came to play a 

serious role in publishing and in the formation of a popular literary market. 
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A false idea of Florence grew up in the nineteenth century, thanks in great part 

to the Brownings and their readers – a tooled-leather idea of Florence as a dear 

bit of the old world. Old maids of both sexes – retired librarians, governesses, 

ladies with reduced incomes … – ‘fell in love’ with Florence and settled down 

to make it home … This sickly love (‘our Florence’, ‘my Florence’) on the part 

of the foreign residents implied, like all such loves, a tyrannous resistance to 

change. 

Mary McCarthy1 

 

Focussing on just one geographical location, the Italian city of Florence, I will  

explore in depth the experiences of four English women who looked to nineteenth-

century Florence, not so much that they might resist change, as Mary McCarthy 

suggests in her twentieth-century dismissal of the Victorian experience of Florence in 

The Stones of Florence (1959), but rather that they might initiate change, using Florence 

as a site for professional work and as a scene of escape.2 Drawing upon the extensive 

evidence of their letters, journals, travel-books, guidebooks, novels, histories, essays 

and poems, I argue that for Anna Jameson and Elizabeth Barrett Browning in the first 

half of the nineteenth century and George Eliot and Margaret Oliphant in the second 

part, Florence represented a unique opportunity for change: a new way of thinking and 

behaving. In particular I will address the inspiration, expertise, confidence and authority 

                                                 
1 Mary McCarthy, The Stones of Florence (1959. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1963), 14-16. 
2 It is worth noting that throughout the nineteenth century the terms ‘British’ and ‘English’ were used 
indiscriminately, but the latter predominated and as a result, ‘English’ is the term I will use in my work. 
For further discussion, see Frederic Harrison, “A Word for England,” repr. in Memories and Thoughts 
(London: Macmillan, 1906), 277-82; Eric Evans, “Englishness and Britishness 1790-1870,” in Alexander 
Grant and Keith Stringer (eds), Uniting the Kingdom? The Making of British History (London: 
Routledge, 1995); Simon Gikandi, Maps of Englishness: Writing Identity in the Culture of Colonialism 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); Robert Colls and Philip Dodd (eds), Englishness: Politics 
and Culture, 1880-1920 (London: Croom Helm, 1986). 
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these women writers gained through their experiences in Florence to write and publish 

on subjects like art, history and contemporary political and social issues. 

Scholars in recent years have examined a wide range of nineteenth-century 

women’s writing by those who travelled abroad as a means of crossing and exploring 

cultural and ideological as well as physical borders.3 The prevailing assumptions and 

expectations in England at this time had barely altered from the late eighteenth century, 

when Hannah More, despite her radical approval of female education and improvement, 

upheld in Strictures on a Modern System of Female Education (1799) that “The 

Profession of ladies, to which the bent of their instruction should be turned, is that of 

daughters, wives, mothers, and mistresses of families”.4 Even Mary Wollstonecraft, the 

first major feminist and author of Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) advocated 

that a woman become “an active citizen … equally intent to manage her family, educate 

her children, and assist her neighbours”.5 By the mid-nineteenth century, not much had 

changed concerning the restrictions English social and cultural customs placed upon all 

women.  

The respected writer and feminist campaigner, Frances Power Cobbe describes 

her frustration with the standard of education and employment opportunities being 

offered to young women in England in her 1864 travel account of Italy titled, Italics.6 

The subject of Cobbe’s work is travel, but the author’s focus is unmistakable – a call to 

                                                 
3 See, in particular, John Pemble, The Mediterranean Passion: The Victorians and the Edwardians in the 
South (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987); Shirley Foster, Across New Worlds: Nineteenth-Century Women 
Travellers and their Writings (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990); Maria Frawley, A Wider Range: 
Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England (London: Associated University Presses, 1994); and 
Karen R. Lawrence, Penelope Voyages: Women and Travel in the British Literary Tradition (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1994). 
4 Hannah More, Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education; with a View of the Principles and 
Conduct Prevalent among Women of Rank and Fortune 2 vols  (1799. Oxford and New York: 
Woodstock, 1995), 107. 
5 Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), 264. 
6 The importance of education and work for women was a theme that leading writer, journalist and 
feminist campaigner Harriet Martineau pursued throughout her life. See Gayle Graham Yates (ed.), 
Harriet Martineau on Women (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1985) and especially 
Martineau’s articles “On Female Education”, 88-93, and “The Woman Question”, 81-83. 
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English society to expand the range of possibility for all women, particularly regarding 

literary and artistic freedom. According to Cobbe, and despite a certain degree of 

education and improved opportunities since More’s time, women in Victorian England 

were typically denied a sound education and any true sense of personal and intellectual 

development, often by male relatives who “look on a young woman as on a beautiful 

child, and wish it may never grow older lest it lose some infantine grace or simple 

charm”.7 She writes: 

Breadth of knowledge, largeness of culture, general mental soundness and 

power? I confess I hardly ever yet heard of a father who dreamed of looking for 

such qualities in the instructress of his daughter. On the contrary, multiplicity 

and brilliancy of superficial acquirements are the qualities in demand … - no 

encouragement to read or think, no useful guidance to the mode of supplying, by 

self-culture, the terrible blanks left in her mental education” (Cobbe, 242-3). 

Women in England, so Cobbe maintains, could only fulfil certain rigid roles determined 

by male concepts.8  

For English women living abroad, however, it was quite another matter. The 

English poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning (encouraged as she was by her father to read 

and write) discovered in Italy far greater freedom to live and work on her own terms. 

Her letter to Eliza Ogilvy on 12 May 1861 reveals: “Oh – how deeply my inclination is,  

… never to set foot out of Italy again! … I can live here my own way, & work my own 

                                                 
7 Frances Power Cobbe, Italics: Brief Notes on Politics, People, and Places in Italy, in 1864 (London: 
Trubner, 1864), 245. All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the 
body of the text. There is an interesting double-play going on with Cobbe’s title Italics. According to the 
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Italic means 1. Of or pertaining to Ancient Italy; 2. Italian; 3. printing 
type which slopes to the right. As we know, italic printing is now used especially for emphasis or 
distinction and in foreign words. 
8 The Victorian ideology of separate spheres is located firmly in John Ruskin’s ‘Of Queens’ Gardens’. 
According to Ruskin, man is “eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender”; his “intellect 
is for speculation and invention; his energy for adventure, for war, and for conquest …”. Woman, in 
contrast, is for “sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision”; she must be “enduringly, incorruptibly 
good” and by “her office, and place … protected from all danger and temptation”. John Ruskin, “Of 
Queens’ Gardens,” Sesame and Lilies (1865. London: Allen and Unwin, 1915), 98. 



 5

work, & enjoy my own silence”.9 Living beyond the immediate scrutiny of their society, 

women could transcend the roles which patriarchy prescribed for them. Contemporary 

accounts show that in foreign countries, like Italy, their very Englishness which imbued 

them with a sense of superiority, meant that oppressive social constraints and cultural 

barriers were easily negotiated and even removed, enabling women to participate freely 

in a wide range of activities, including those usually reserved for men. Cobbe keenly 

points out that, in Italy, there were women, as well as men, leading interesting 

professional lives. As she stresses: “[t]here are litterateurs high and low, from great 

poets and scholars down to newspaper correspondents. There are sculptors, painters, 

cameo-cutters, singers, musicians, actors” (Cobbe, 374). The long list of inspiring 

professional careers emphasizes the immense range of literary and artistic vocations that 

were pursued by women and men. Cobbe also suggests that, in Italy, the opportunity for 

women to determine their own way of life, that is, to “lead real lives – lives which they 

have carved out for themselves and have not merely fitted into” is as readily accessible 

to them as it is to men (374). Indeed Cobbe waxes lyrical about all the expatriate 

women she has seen with “the courage to break away from the fetters of custom” (374). 

Her comments are pertinent; she argues implicitly that nineteenth-century Italy, and 

especially the city of Florence, as quoted earlier, was an ideal place for unconventional 

English women, and particularly for women who wanted to work.   

“The term separate spheres” has been employed by twentieth-century literary 

critics investigating women and nineteenth-century society to signify “the ostensibly 

rigid separation of nineteenth-century social life into a private [female] sphere of home 

… [and] family … and a public [male] sphere of work and politics”.10 In recent decades, 

scholars including John Pemble, Shirley Foster, Maria Frawley and Karen R. Lawrence, 
                                                 
9 Peter N. Heydon and Philip Kelley (eds), Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Letters to Mrs. David Ogilvy 
(New York: Quadrangle/ The New York Times Book Co and The Browning Institute, 1973), 171. 
10 Frawley, 25.  
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have challenged the tradition of separate spheres ideology, demonstrating the flexibility 

of such boundaries and centring their analyses on the “evidence of … women’s 

participation in public activities”.11 As Frawley has commented in A Wider Range 

(1994), “Victorian women’s travel writing has played a crucial role in this critical 

reassessment”.12 Travel and living abroad were two ways women could negotiate 

ideologically-framed gender barriers and take advantage of greater freedom of 

expression in public as well as in their personal lives. 

This study considers the Italian city of Florence as an alternative space within 

which women like Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot and 

Margaret Oliphant might abandon some of the social, cultural and spatial conventions 

enforced on them within nineteenth-century England. In particular the conventions 

associated with constraints on those middle-class women who needed to earn a living 

and the quest of the particular women who feature in this study to achieve due 

recognition and status in their chosen profession as writers, untrammelled by ideologies 

of gender. Cobbe astutely observes in Italics that there are many “young women in 

Florence … admirably working their way; some as writers, some as artists of one kind 

or another, bright, happy, free and respected by all” (398). Beyond her valuable and 

perspicacious observations on nineteenth-century Florence, Cobbe leaves us important 

testimony that for striving professional women, Florence represented an uplifting site 

for work. For the writers in this study, and for working women generally who were 

attracted to Florence then, the city was not only a fashionable travel destination: it 

typically represented a new way of thinking and behaving too. Politically, this included 

the impact which English women writers’ contact with a culture infused with the 

struggle for national identity and liberation from foreign oppression made on their 

                                                 
11 Frawley, 25.  
12 Frawley, 25. 
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work, and on themselves. Separated from home and family by geography and culture, as 

well as experience and learning, Florence offers women the possibility to escape from 

the stereotypical role of ‘angel in the house’ and to develop their own literary interests 

and artistic talents instead. Late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century scholars like 

Maria Frawley, Karen Lawrence and Shirley Foster have already critiqued the value of 

travel for women in testing out cultural freedoms and restraints in the nineteenth 

century. My decision to focus on travel writing about Florence specifically allows me to 

treat my topic with far more depth than scholars studying the broader terrain of 

women’s travel writing. The purpose of this study is to illuminate the relationship 

between nineteenth-century women writers and Florence and to examine some of the 

ways in which English women found Florence creatively liberating.  

Florence, both through the legacy of the Renaissance and its contemporary 

milieu, offered writers and artists unique and seemingly unlimited sources of rich 

material for their creative works. It was therefore a magnet for artists and writers. Most 

importantly, however, creative sources and artefacts – be they original works of art in 

churches, galleries and museums, manuscripts in libraries, architecture or landscapes – 

were reasonably accessible to women. Mary Shelley, Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, Theodosia Garrow Trollope, George Eliot, Frances Power Cobbe, Susan and 

Joanna Horner, Margaret Oliphant, Ouida and Vernon Lee all travelled to Florence and 

the influence of Florentine history, politics, art and literature on their works is 

considerable. This study will look at English women writers who felt confident to focus 

on professional work in Florence, without openly challenging the masculine culture of 

home, and who kept returning to Florence and to its culture for new inspiration.   

In seeking to convey the sense of Florence as offering a particular set of 

experiences and not others it is illuminating to compare it with another Italian city, 
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Rome. Like Florence, Rome was celebrated for its important art, architecture, history 

and accessibility of the past. But where Florence was also, in A. Richard Turner’s 

words, a “city dedicated to banking, manufacture, and international trade”,13 Rome was, 

in contrast, inseparable from its connection with the Roman Catholic Church. Jameson, 

for example, was very aware of religion in Rome as an integral part of that city’s power 

and attraction. In Diary she writes:  

To see the high priest of an ancient and wide-spread superstition publicly 

officiate in his sacred character, in the grandest temple in the universe, and 

surrounded by all trappings of his spiritual and temporal authority, was an 

exhibition to make sad a reflecting mind, but to please and exalt a lively 

imagination: I wished myself a Roman Catholic for one half hour only14 

By comparison, when she attended a service at the English ambassador’s chapel in 

Florence she complained, “to-day, in that hot close crowded room, among those fine 

people flaunting in all the luxury of dress, I felt suffocated, feverish, and my head 

ached”.15 The first quotation clearly indicates Jameson’s consciousness of treading a 

careful line so that her readership cannot accuse her of being too inclined towards 

Roman Catholicism. Despite its immense popularity as a tourist site, Rome was apt to 

provoke diatribes from nineteenth-century English writers who found the contrast 

between displays of ecclesiastical wealth and the abject poverty to be found in the Papal 

states morally offensive and an excuse for denunciations of Roman Catholicism as a 

system. Florence did not provoke criticism in the same way. The fact that Florence was 

a more secular site than Rome – mercantile rather than religious – was almost certainly 

                                                 
13 A. Richard Turner, The Renaissance in Florence. The Birth of a New Art (London: Everyman, 1997), 
15. 
14 Jameson, Diary, 165. 
15 Jameson, Diary, 75. 
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a source of its appeal.16 Jameson provides further interesting testimony to this in the 

following quotation in which she states that the more secular ideas of love and music 

are placed first in Florence in what she terms a ‘tria juncta in uno’: “I am told that 

Florence retains its reputation of being the most devout capital in Italy, and that here 

love, music, and devotion, hold divided empire”.17 

There has been no book-length study of the connection between English women 

writers and Florence in the nineteenth century, although there have been several studies 

of the relationship between English writers and Florence as my bibliography indicates. 

The most important single study thus far is Giuliana Artom Treves's 1953 investigation, 

Anglo-Fiorentini di cento anni fa (The Golden Ring: The Anglo-Florentines 1847-1862, 

translated by Sylvia Sprigge in 1956); a substantial account of English writers in 

Florence in the nineteenth century. Thirty-one years later, a collaborative effort by 

Oreste del Buono, Gherardo Frassa and Luigi Settembrini, published in Florence in 

1987, and titled Gli Anglo-Fiorentini, una storia d’amore,18 catalogues the presence of 

the English in Florence from the beginning of the nineteenth century through to the first 

half of the twentieth century. The volume’s written content is offset by a fascinating 

array of pictures, photographs, sketches and advertisements that help to narrate the 

English presence in Florence. For example, a sketch of the “Garibaldi” satchel amongst 

other fashionable Anglo-Florentine travel items serves to highlight the popularity of 

Italian politics (and particularly General Garibaldi) amongst the English.19 It is also 

worth mentioning Olive Hamilton’s two books, Paradise of Exiles: Tuscany and the 

British (1974) and The Divine Country. The British in Tuscany 1372 –1980 (1982), for 

                                                 
16 Even prior to the Renaissance, Florence had “developed the most sophisticated economic methods in 
Europe”, according to Turner, 13. 
17 Jameson, Diary, 81. 
18 Transl. “The Anglo-Florentines, a love story”. All translations from Italian are my own. 
19 Oreste del Buono, Gherardo Frassa and Luigi Settembrini, Gli Anglo-Fiorentini, una storia d’amore 
(Florence: Edifir, 1987), 62. 
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the rich insight they offer into the Anglo-Florentine colony, even though they do not 

focus exclusively on the nineteenth century. Five additional academic publications 

explore the impact of Florence – actual and imagined – upon foreign travellers, 

expatriates, writers and artists (with a particular emphasis on English and American): 

L’idea di Firenze. Temi e interpretazioni nell’arte straniera dell’Ottocento20 (1989) 

edited by Maurizio Bossi and Lucia Tonini; A Literary Companion to Florence (1991) 

by Francis King; Gli anglo-americani a Firenze. Idea e costruzione del Rinascimento21 

(2000), a collection of essays, some in Italian, some in English, edited by Marcello 

Fantoni; The Poetics of Place. Florence Imagined (2001), edited by Irene Marchegiani 

Jones and Thomas Haeussler; and Florence, A Delicate Case (2002) by David Leavitt, a 

vibrant account of expatriate life in Florence during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Although numerous published studies have centred upon the Anglo-

Florentine connection, none focus exclusively on nineteenth-century women.  

Books about the relationship between English writers and Italy are legion. Of 

these, the most illuminating are Unfolding the South. Nineteenth-century British women 

writers and artists in Italy (2003), edited by Alison Chapman and Jane Stabler, a recent 

and scholarly investigation into the relationships of English women writers and artists 

with Italy in the nineteenth century; John Pemble’s The Mediterranean Passion (1987), 

which provides a valuable examination of the influence of Italy, and the Mediterranean 

generally, upon the lives of the Victorians; and Frawley’s book, A Wider Range, for its 

insightful chapter on Victorian women travel writers and Italy titled, “Into the Temple 

of Taste: Victorian Women in Italy”. Some other important studies include Maura 

O’Connor’s The Romance of Italy and the English Political Imagination (1999) and 

Hilary Fraser’s The Victorians and Renaissance Italy (1992). It is also worth noting 

                                                 
20 Transl. “The idea of Florence. Themes and interpretations in nineteenth-century foreign art”. 
21 Transl. “The Anglo-Americans in Florence. The idea and construction of the Renaissance”. 
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Charles Peter Brand’s Italy and the English Romantics: The Italianate Fashion in Early 

Nineteenth-Century England (1957), Kenneth Churchill’s Italy and English Literature 

1764-1930 (1980) and Michael L Ross’s Storied Cities: Literary Imaginings of 

Florence, Venice, and Rome (1994) for their significant contributions to the criticism of 

English writers and Italy, though their examples are dominated by male writers. To 

date, and as I have indicated, relatively few critical texts have concentrated on English 

women writers and Florence, or for that matter, English women writers and Italy in the 

nineteenth century. 

This study recovers what has been lost in many more general studies of English 

writers and Florence: the awareness that as well as being a site of professional work for 

women, nineteenth-century Florence was very much a scene of escape.22 Cobbe’s 

observation that the women she has met in Florence are ‘bright, happy, free and 

respected by all’ bestows upon Florence a precise and powerful significance as a 

liberating environment. Despite featuring just briefly in Italics, Florence fulfils a vital 

and symbolic role as a city that is capable of nurturing the creative and intellectual 

potential of women.23 Cobbe’s characterization of women in this way, as women who 

lead unconventional, independent and ultimately self-fulfilling lives (or ‘real lives’) 

rather than lives they’ve ‘merely fitted into’ encourages her readers to re-think their 

preconceptions about women, work and Florence, and importantly, offers the Italian 

city of Florence as an alternative space to England, as a haven of renewed life. It is 

precisely this freedom to live and work creatively and independently as well as 

                                                 
22 That Italy was perceived simultaneously as a site of work and scene of escape will come as no surprise 
to most readers. In Frawley’s discussion of Victorian women who represented their travel experiences in 
Italy as professional work, she observes that “all, curiously also thought of it as escape from work”, 47. 
However, my decision to focus on Florence specifically counters the scholarly tendency to treat Italy 
homogenously, and allows for in depth analysis of this particular city as a locus of energy, and the idea of 
an English colony of women writers in Florence.  
23 In the same way that Florence features so favourably, albeit briefly, in Madame de Staël’s Italian novel 
Corinne (1801), as I will discuss in Chapter One. 
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effectively and profitably, which I aim to explore in the following chapters. It is also for 

this reason that I have chosen to ground my analysis of the relationship between English 

women writers and Florence on the ways in which Florence greatly supported the 

flowering of women’s literary lives in the nineteenth century.  

In the following chapters, I want to explore some of the ways Florence offered 

women possibilities for personal endeavour and due recognition in their chosen 

professions, as well as to argue that Florence, despite the restrictions on Italian women, 

offered English women like Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot 

and Margaret Oliphant the opportunity for self-discovery.24 In giving such a focus to 

this project, I am pursuing the suggestion implicitly made by Cobbe that Florence was 

already known to English women as a site of personal rejuvenation and individualism 

by mid-century. At the time she was writing, there were a number of English women 

already living and working in Florence – women who were celebrated for leading 

independent and self-satisfying lives – most notably, the poet Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning and the popular travel writer Frances Trollope – and in the years to come this 

number would include other long-term residents like the prolific and eccentric novelist, 

Ouida (Louisa Rame), Leader Scott (Lucy Baxter) and the intellectual, Vernon Lee 

(Violet Paget). Janet Wolff in Resident Alien (1995), usefully looks at women writers in 

the twentieth century, and examines “the growing evidence that becoming a stranger 

(for example by going abroad) is a crucial liberating step in self-discovery”.25 In 

particular, she is: 

                                                 
24 Here it is worth mentioning that while English women might have found freedom in Italy, Italian 
women certainly did not, as argued by Mary Carpenter in her article “Women in Italy” in 1858. The 
author describes her frustration with the standard of education and opportunities offered to Italian women 
in Florence, writing that “At a very early period of my residence in Tuscany, the mockery of the mis-
called system of feminine education in Italy, became to me most strikingly apparent”. Mary Carpenter, 
“Women in Italy,” English Woman’s Journal 2 (1858), 33-45; 37. 
25 Janet Wolff, Resident Alien. Feminist Cultural Criticism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 2-3. All 
subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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interested in the biographies of women who have ‘escaped’, and in the 

contemporary accounts of some women who have stressed the crucial 

importance of overseas travel and, sometimes, foreign language, as a catalyst in 

change, in development, and, often, in literary and other forms of creativity 

(Wolff, 2-3). 

Leading on from Wolff’s view that “social disengagement … has often worked against 

those constraints of gender which inhibit the discovery of self” (2-3), my argument is 

that nineteenth-century Florence held specific benefits for English women who wanted 

to lead uninhibited and self-fulfilling lives, both on personal and professional levels 

and, at times, contesting and reinventing ideologies of domesticity.  

In this study, I will argue that nineteenth-century Florence became a popular 

destination for English women lured by the prospect of crossing gendered ideological as 

well as physical boundaries and, furthermore, that Florence held specific benefits for 

women who wanted to work professionally. In particular, I want to look at the 

intellectual and productive advantages of social marginality including exile (often self-

exile) and geographical mobility. It should be noted that there are different kinds of 

foreign residence (or exile) – some voluntary, some not – as Wolff and others have 

proposed. Edward Said, in his article, “Reflections on Exile” (1984), argues that 

“anyone prevented from returning home is an exile”, but advocates that some crucial 

distinctions “be made between exiles, refugees, expatriates and émigrés”.26 Expanding 

on the distinction, Said argues that,  

Expatriates voluntarily live in an alien country, usually for personal or social 

reasons. [Ernest] Hemingway and [F. Scott] Fitzgerald were not forced to live in 

                                                 
26 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” Granta 13 (1984), 159–72, 166. All subsequent references are to 
this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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France. Expatriates may share in the solitude and estrangement of exile, but they 

do not suffer under its rigid proscriptions (166-7). 

In this study, I concentrate on women who consider travelling to, and living in Florence 

a welcome and liberating experience (with the partial exception of Margaret Oliphant, 

whose first residence in Florence in 1859 was surrounded by tragedy but whose 

subsequent visit to Florence in 1874 was motivated entirely by literary and financial 

opportunity). Here, I agree with Said’s distinction between voluntary and involuntary 

exile, and with Stoddard Martin’s definition of an expatriate writer as “a voluntary 

exile” in his book The Expatriate Tradition (1992).27 Already, by the early to mid-

nineteenth century, English women in Florence were establishing themselves as 

professional writers and artists to be respected and engaged with in their own right, as 

contemporary accounts attest. These women returned to England with self-fashioned 

identities as professional writers, art critics, historians, novelists, essayists and social 

and political commentators.28  

To the issue of exile I link the concept of colonialism as the two are related in 

some ways. My analysis of English women’s writing about Florence will take into 

consideration the diverse elements, both socio-political and textual, which contribute to 

the construction of each text, in particular, the overtones of colonial and gender 

constraints. Florence, in the nineteenth century, was commonly and affectionately 

referred to as an English colony or, as Barrett Browning less enthusiastically describes 

“the English society at Florence”: a “coterie-society” – even though it was of course 

                                                 
27Stoddard Martin, The Expatriate Tradition (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and London: 
Macmillan, 1992), 1. 
28 Writing about Victorian women and Italy, Frawley has commented that, “Whereas some women … 
used their experiences in Italy to fashion professional identities as art historians, the majority of women 
who traveled there wrote about their impressions in a much more general way …”, 44. In this study, I 
want to expand upon Frawley by focussing on just one geographical location, the Italian city of Florence. 
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never actually colonised by Britain.29 In the late twentieth-century, the Italian critic 

Oreste Del Buono continues to describe nineteenth-century Florence as “La colonia 

inglese”, as do David Leavitt and R.W.B. Lewis, referring to the Italian city as “the 

Anglo-Florentine colony” and the “English colony” respectively.30 Throughout the 

century, Italy’s Roman Empire was one of the key cultures against which England with 

its imperial thrust, defined itself,31 and this differential system of representation is in 

many ways close to a form of Orientalism as defined by Said in his book Orientalism. 

Western Conceptions of the Orient (1978). According to Said,  

Orientalism is a style of thought based upon ontological and epistemological 

distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’ … 

in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and 

having authority over the Orient.32  

For the purposes of this study, Orientalism may also be described as a discourse which 

seeks to institute England in flexible superiority over its Others including Italy. Said’s 

work serves to demonstrate the ways in which all nineteenth-century English (European 

and American) culture was informed by imperialist ideology. In recent years, feminist 

critics have focused upon Orientalism’s place in women’s travel writing and on the 

ways that English imperial identity affected the world view of women writers as they 

came to identify themselves with this power and ‘authority’ that was imperialism.33  

                                                 
29 Meredith B. Raymond and Mary Rose Sullivan, The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mary 
Russell Mitford 1836-1854, vol. 3 (Winfield: Wedgestone Press, 1983), 319. 
30 See Oreste Del Buono, Gherardo Frassa and Luigi Settembrini, Gli Anglo-Fiorentini, una storia 
d’amore (Florence: Edifir, 1987), 24; David Leavitt, Florence, A Delicate Case (London: Bloomsbury, 
2002), 171; and R.W.B. Lewis, The City of Florence (London and New York: IB Taurus, 1995), 182. 
31 Simon Gikandi believes that, “The essence of Englishness … is predicated on a certain affiliation with 
the romantic history of empire”. Simon Gikandi, Maps of Englishness: writing identity in the culture of 
colonialism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 103. 
32 Edward Said, Orientalism. Western Conceptions of the Orient (1978. London: Penguin, 1995), 2-3. 
33 See, for example, Sara Mills, Discourses of Difference: women’s travel writing and colonialism 
(London: Routledge, 1991); and Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation 
(London; New York: Routledge, 1992). 
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Imperialism is not simply about territorial control and economic exploitation, as 

Said suggests, nor is it just about particular events or moments in history, but rather it is 

a continuous, interdependent discourse between subject peoples and the dominant 

imperial ideology. Applying this definition, it is possible to argue that women writers 

reflected, perhaps even unintentionally, the assumptions of cultural superiority already 

widespread in nineteenth-century England. The women writers in this study certainly 

did not see themselves as aliens or outsiders or in any sense Other. They never doubted 

their right to live and work in Florence on equal terms or questioned the existence of an 

exclusive, self-sustaining community of expatriate and itinerant English writers, artists 

and scholars. Although they drew upon local Florentine history and culture to inspire 

their works, they continued to write for an English audience and their professional 

frame of reference – publishers, peers and prestige – remained entirely British. On the 

other hand, there was never any serious suggestion of the writers regarding Florence as 

an English colony or dependency or themselves as colonists. 

Interestingly, neither was there any serious suggestion of the women in this 

study worrying about the turbulent political changes that Florence was experiencing 

mid-century. As I discuss in more detail in Chapter Three, prior to the 1861 unification 

of Italy into a modern nation, Italy was made up of separate states under foreign control. 

In 1865 Florence became the capital of Italy, although it would remain so for only a few 

months. When Barrett Browning moved to Florence in 1847, she began to notice the 

early stages of the city’s slow rebellion against Austrian rule – on 12 September 1847, 

for instance, she witnessed forty thousand political demonstrators celebrate the first step 

towards independence – so famously recorded in Part Two of Barrett Browning’s poem 

Casa Guidi Windows. Almost twelve years later, Oliphant was present in Florence when 

over thirty thousand people demonstrated against the commander of the Tuscan troops. 
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However, these street manifestations did not deter female residents and visitors because 

they felt safe in their Englishness and separate from everyday Florentine concerns, as I 

have stated. Oliphant, who was in Florence during the revolution of the 27th April 

1859, recollects in her Autobiography that it “was more like a popular festa than 

anything else”.34 Downplaying any real concern or fear for her safety, she comments 

that “the delight of the people, and the air of universal holiday, had none of the graver 

features that one expected”.35  

In the following chapters, I will show how the travel accounts of women in the 

nineteenth century were not only expressions of personal endeavour and individualism 

but part of a larger enterprise as well.36 In particular, I am interested in the relationship 

between women writers and the Italian city of Florence they are describing and the part 

they played in a very different form of colonialism. There are obvious parallels between 

gender oppression and oppression based on race (or class), and postcolonial theory has 

enabled us to analyse these links. I will look at some of the ways in which English 

women in Florence set about the ideological reconstruction of their appropriated 

‘colony’, bearing with them the gender ideologies, the racial hierarchies and the class 

distinctions of England into the quite different social and racial context of Florence. As 

Sara Mills has shown in Discourses of Difference: women’s travel writing and 

colonialism (1991), nineteenth-century women’s travel texts like men’s travel writing of 

the period are “about the colonial situation, although their relation to the dominant 

discourses differs”.37 In this study, I consider the relationship between gender issues and 

the study of colonial discourse.38  

                                                 
34 Oliphant, Autobiography, 71. 
35 Oliphant, 72. 
36 Within these texts there are statements both upholding and criticising colonial rule. 
37 Mills, 39. 
38 As I argue in the following chapters, there is a textual clash between the constraints of colonial 
discourse and other discourses such as femininity and feminism.  
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Primarily my work is focussed, as I have said, on Anna Jameson, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, George Eliot, and Margaret Oliphant, and their individual Florentine 

experiences as revealed through their travel experiences, their reading, their letters, 

journals and publications, as well as biographies and autobiographies. The treatment 

given to each is generally chronological, though I have not attempted to give an 

exhaustive survey of their contact with Florentine life and culture. Rather I have 

concentrated on those elements which seem to me to be of significance for their writing 

about the city, or which convey a sense of their engagement with Florence, and 

especially, with the flowering of their literary lives. It has a loose but not binding 

chronological structure. The first chapter establishes the relationship between English 

women and Florence in the nineteenth century. Discussion in this chapter draws 

attention to the reasons why there were rising numbers of English women in Florence 

and to the amount of writing they produced as a result of their experiences. Taking as a 

convenient starting point the city’s emblem, the lily, I will explore the ways in which 

Florence, the historical cradle of (male) artistic genius, greatly supported the flowering 

of English women’s literary lives in the nineteenth century.  

Chapter Two explores Anna Jameson’s life-long professional association with 

Florentine art and offers an examination of the highly influential five-volume series The 

Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art (1848-1864) as well as her earlier, preliminary to 

this work, Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters, and the Progress of Painting in Italy 

(1845). Notably, I will demonstrate how from her earliest encounter with Florence in 

1821 until her death in 1860, Florence was imagined by Jameson as a gallery: a gallery 

through which nineteenth-century travellers proceeded – rather than as a city to visit, 
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and a culture to imbibe. By seeing Florence as a gallery versus seeing it as a tourist site 

Jameson was capable of revivifying even the most hackneyed of tourist sites. 

Importantly, she provided readers of her books with a new way of conceiving Florence. 

Grant Allen, for example, provides testimony to the continuing influence Jameson’s 

way of seeing Florence had on readers, travellers and writers throughout the century, in 

his 1897 guide Florence, by saluting Sacred and Legendary Art and Legends of the 

Madonna as the two most useful handbooks for a tourist to carry in Florence.39 This 

chapter explores why Jameson’s contact with Florence meant so much to her and how 

the knowledge she acquired there affected her writing, particularly on early Italian art 

for which she is most remembered. I will reveal how Jameson’s visits to Florence and 

the skills she acquired there were the greatest imaginative stimulus of her life, providing 

material and inspiration for many books and facilitating a long and independent writing 

career. So important were the Florentine visits for Jameson, that she might never have 

become a major art critic and historian had she missed them. 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning is the focus of my third chapter in which I explore 

her representation of the political aspirations of the Florentines in her popular poem, 

Casa Guidi Windows (1851). My discussion of Casa Guidi Windows concentrates on 

the poem as a travel narrative of the kind that is more traditionally although 

erroneously, classified as non-fiction. Travel writing, as Karen Lawrence has indicated 

in Penelope Voyages (1988), can offer an alternative model for women’s place in 

society; in Barrett Browning’s case, it allows her to discuss historical and political 

                                                 
39 Grant Allen, Florence (London: Grant Richards, 1897), 9. Jameson’s influence on Allen is clear; 
especially when he explains that the purpose of his handbook “is not to direct the stranger through the 
streets and squares … towards the buildings or sights which he may desire to visit; still less is it my 
design to give him practical information about hotels … and … every-day material conveniences. For 
such details,” he adds, “the traveller must still have recourse to the trusty pages of his Baedeker, his 
Joanne, or his Murray” (5). In fact, Allen offers a guide that reproduces Jameson’s way of seeing 
Florence – as a gallery not a tourist site: “I desire rather to supply the tourist who wishes to use his travel 
as a means of culture with such historical and antiquarian information as will enable him to understand, 
and therefore to enjoy, the architecture, sculpture and painting, and minor arts” (5). 
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issues in Italy. As I will show, Barrett Browning’s poem allows her to deal with 

important contemporary political matters like other women authors of traditional travel 

narratives, for example, Harriet Martineau’s Social Life in America (1837), Margaret 

Fuller’s At Home and Abroad (1856) or Lady Lucie Duff Gordon’s Letters from Egypt 

(1869), which first appeared as articles in Macmillan’s Magazine between 1865 and 

1868. Examining some of the ways in which Barrett Browning’s domestic life abroad 

fosters a day-to-day discussion of Florence’s (and wider Italy’s) public life, I will also 

assess the implications of her emigration upon her cultural identity (‘how she sees 

herself’) as represented in Casa Guidi Windows and her letters. In particular, this 

chapter will consider the ways in which the poet shifts between an English identity and 

an Italian one.  

Chapter Four concentrates on the textualisation of Florence and its fifteenth 

century history in George Eliot’s fifth novel Romola (1863), drawing often on her 

retrospective journal Recollections of Italy 1860, the many letters to her friends, and 

especially on those to her publisher, John Blackwood. This chapter explores in detail 

the impact of Florence on Eliot’s work habits, output and creativity. In her lifetime, 

Eliot made several trips to Europe but Florence more than any foreign city, remained a 

powerful literary and visual influence upon the novelist. It seems that for Eliot, as for so 

many English travellers before and after her, Florence was a touchstone; and she credits 

her first visit with inspiring her to write a historical romance. Romola represents a 

crucial turning point in Eliot’s fiction, and as I will discuss later, in her career as well.  

The subject of my fifth chapter, Margaret Oliphant, is not usually associated 

with Italy. However, notwithstanding this, I point out that she persistently and 

effectively marketed Florence and its key historical figures to the English reading 

public, resulting in the highly successful publication of The Makers of Florence: Dante, 
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Giotto, Savonarola, and their City (1876) as well as numerous articles and reviews in 

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Between 1859 and 1897, she published on at least 

seven Florentine subjects. Although, her writing varies widely in subject matter, as well 

as genre, Oliphant draws upon Florence time and time again as a subject to be promoted 

to the new class of readers who sought to be ‘guided’ along the path to self-

improvement and self-education and, as a site of literary and financial opportunity.    

 

None of the women who are the subjects of this study were 'old maids' as 

McCarthy would have it, and if they write fondly of 'our Florence' or 'my Florence' it is 

because the journey to Florence afforded them a very different kind of resistance: the 

ability to embrace change and the opportunity to subvert the tyranny of ideology. 



 

 

Chapter One 

 

English Women Writers and Florence 1800-1900 
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The relationship between English women writers and Florence in the nineteenth 

century is the focus of this chapter. The recent proliferation of books on female 

travellers and explorers has exposed the vast scope contained in the topic.1 I have 

chosen, however, to narrow the discussion to the treatment of those women who 

travelled to Italy, and more specifically Florence, and to offer an analysis of a 

remarkable band of English women writers who published works throughout the 

century as a result of their experiences in Florence.  

Interestingly, the name of Florence derived from the notion that the city could be 

represented as a ‘city of flowers’, according to the fourteenth-century Florentine artist 

and writer Benvenuto Cellini. In his Autobiography Cellini attributes Caesar’s choice of 

name to records that state: “the natural fertility of the soil encouraged an abundant 

growth of flowers in the place where he [Caesar’s first-ranking officer] had his camp. 

So Caeser decided to call the … city of Florence (Fiorenze), as it was a very beautiful 

name and very apposite, and it seemed, with its suggestion of flowers, to make a good 

omen”.2 Or, as Marcello Vannucci has more recently suggested in The History of 

Florence (1988), Florence is “a city that flowers”.3 Leading on from the city’s name and 

emblem, the lily, I will address in depth the ways in which Florence greatly supported 

the flowering of English women’s literary lives in the nineteenth century.  

                                                 
1 Late twentieth, early twenty-first century studies about nineteenth-century English women travellers 
include: Alexandra Allen’s Travelling Ladies: Victorian Adventuresses (1980), Leo Hamalian’s Ladies 
on the Loose: Women Travellers of the 18th and 19th centuries (1981), Mary Russell’s The Blessings of a 
Good Thick Skirt (1986), John Pemble’s The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and Edwardians in the 
South (1987), Maria Aitken’s A Girdle Round the Earth (1987), Dea Birkett’s Spinsters Abroad: 
Victorian Lady Explorers (1989), Jane Robinson’s Wayward Women: A guide to women travellers (1990) 
and Unsuitable for Ladies: an anthology of women travellers (1994), Shirley Foster’s Across New 
Worlds. Nineteenth-Century Women Travellers and their Writing (1990), Maria Frawley’s A Wider 
Range: Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England (1994), Karen R. Lawrence’s Penelope Voyages 
(1994), Elizabeth A. Bohls’s Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics 1716-1818 (1995), 
Brian Dolan’s Ladies of the Grand Tour (2001), Katherine Turner’s British Travel Writers in Europe 
1750-1800 (2001) and Barbara Hodgson’s No Place for a Lady: Tales of Adventurous Women (2002). 
2 Benevenuto Cellini, The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini trans. and intro by George Bull (1956. 
Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1966), 16. 
3 Marcello Vannucci, The History of Florence (Rome: Newton Compton, 1988), 9. 
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For nineteenth-century English women writers, Florence’s attractions included 

its magnificent collections of Renaissance art, rich culture, inspiring libraries, and a 

well-established literary and artistic tradition, which could serve as a viable educative 

reason for travelling there.4 In this study, furthermore, I consider Florence as a 

topographical, geographical and literary space that enabled women writers to abandon 

some of the social and spatial conventions enforced within England. In using this term 

‘enabled’ it is worth mentioning that Frances Power Cobbe writes about English men 

and women who “find themselves enabled in Italy to enjoy nearly all the pleasures and 

quite all the honour and independence conveyed by wealth in England” in her 1864 

travel account of Italy, Italics.5 Significantly, Cobbe notes that Italics was inspired by 

“five visits to Italy, and especially a residence in Tuscany” (11). The nineteenth-century 

English women writers discussed in this chapter all looked to Florence not only as an 

attractive travel destination but also, importantly, as an enabling space, often using 

Florence as site of professional work and as a scene of escape. 

 First popularized as a place of escape for nineteenth-century English women by 

the French Romantic novelist Germaine de Staël (1766-1817) with her publication 

Corinne, or Italy in 1807,6 in the decades that followed, Italy generally became a 

fashionable destination for women lured by similar expectations of crossing gendered 

ideological, as well as physical, boundaries. In Staël’s novel, the half-Italian and half-

English eponymous heroine is presented as leading an unconventional, independent and 

ultimately self-fulfilling life. Corinne’s decision, made towards the end of the novel, to 

reside in Italy, is crucial to her becoming all that she has the ability to be: “Corinne-

                                                 
4 There were other reasons as well. Later in this chapter I will address attractions like climate, economy 
and accessibility. 
5 Frances Power Cobbe, Italics (London: Trubner, 1864), 374. All subsequent references are to this 
edition, and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. My emphasis added to ‘enabled’, Cobbe’s 
own emphasis on ‘quite’.  
6 Staël, who was born in Paris in 1766, always thought of herself as French, even though she was of 
Swiss-German parentage. 
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poet, writer, improvisatrice” and even a prophet and guide to the Italian people.7 Staël’s 

unique vision of Italy as a country capable of nurturing the female genius was an 

inspiration to women in England. An indication of the novel’s influence upon English 

attitudes to Italy is its significant contribution to the literary apprehension of Italy in 

nineteenth-century England, as Joanne Wilkes has discussed in her study Lord Byron 

and Madame de Staël (1999). In England, Staël’s admirers included Jane Austen, Mary 

Shelley, Felicia Hemans, Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot. 

For Barrett Browning Corinne was “an immortal book” as she writes to her friend, the 

Greek scholar Hugh Stuart Boyd on 9 June 1832, “& deserves to be read three score & 

ten times – that is, once every year in the age of man”.8 By 1830, Corinne had directly 

influenced Shelley’s novel Valperga (1823) and Jameson’s first major work, The Diary 

of an Ennuyée (1826) as well as Hemans’s popular poem “Corinne at the Capitol” 

(1830). In the second half of the century, Barrett Browning reflects upon the novel in 

her narrative poem, Aurora Leigh (1857), as does Eliot in her novels, The Mill on the 

Floss (1860) and Middlemarch (1871). 

 Despite featuring just briefly in Staël’s Italian novel, Florence fulfils a vital and 

symbolic role as the burial place of illustrious writers, artists and scientists in the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, including Niccolo Machiavelli, Michael Angelo 

Buonarroti, Lorenzo Ghiberti, Aretino and Galileo Galilei. As she walks in their 

footsteps, Corinne draws inspiration from the fascinating people – all men – who helped 

to create and nurture one of the world’s most literary and artistic cities.9 Florence is 

                                                 
7 Germaine de Staël, Corinne, or Italy (1807. New Brunswick and London: Rutgers University Press, 
1987), 19. Transl. “female improvisator” sic improvvisatrice. All subsequent references are to this edition 
and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
8 Philip Kelley and Ronald Hudson, The Brownings’ Correspondence, vol. 3 (Winfield: Wedgestone 
Press, 1984), 25. 
9 They are all buried at Santa Croce, sometimes referred to by the English as the Westminster Abbey of 
Florence. Significantly, many of these distinguished figures were not born in Florence but were drawn 
there seeking patrons at a time when Florence was a powerful political and commercial republic, driven 
by the wealth of the guilds all seeking prestige and power through discovery, invention and culture. 
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highlighted too, as contemporary home to many of Italy’s most important collections of 

art. Already in Staël’s time the Uffizi Gallery was easily accessible to the public at 

large. In Corinne she explains that “The gallery in Florence has an immense collection 

… you could spend many days there and still not come to know it all” (Staël, 367). 

Staël points to the educative and acculturative value that her female protagonist has 

derived from her familiarity with Italian art, literature and history. Staëlian Italy, where 

“paintings, monuments, and all the art of classical antiquity, as well as a certain level of 

literary achievement, are a national preoccupation” (19), has assisted Corinne in the 

development of her “imagination”, “feeling” and expression (50).10 Staël does indeed 

imply that early Italian art is essential for the unleashing and development of women’s 

minds – “Painting and sculpture, because they usually imitate the human form or some 

object existing in nature, awaken perfectly clear and defined ideas in our souls” (57) – 

and in Corinne, “statues and paintings are readily accessible” in Florence, it seems, 

more than anywhere else in Italy (57). Interestingly, it might also be noted that although 

Corinne is set mainly in Rome (and for brief periods in England and Scotland), 

Florence is where Corinne can “detach herself … from existence” when she is 

“suffering” (362) and “fragile” (368) following Lord Oswald Nelvil’s rejection of her in 

Book XVIII. Staël’s conceptualization of Florence in this way led to [English] imitators. 

Jameson employs Florence in a similar manner in her fictional account The Diary of an 

Ennuyée in 1826, an issue I address in Chapter Two.11 In both instances, albeit briefly, 

                                                 
10 In Corinne’s letter to Lord Oswald Nelvil, in which she offers to be his guide in Rome, she speaks of 
“the masterpieces of our art” and “the ancient ruins that teach history through imagination and feeling” 
(Staël, 50). 
11 Echoing Corinne’s melancholy experience in Florence, Jameson’s ennuyée also records her “languid 
indifference, “heart-rending compassion for oneself” and “self-upbraiding”, Jameson, The Diary of an 
Ennuyée (London: Saunders and Otley, 1838), 78-9. 
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Florence features as a site in which rebirth seems possible for the female protagonist: 

where they may “begin [again] by living alone far from friends” (Staël, 362).12 

 Corinne presented its English readers with the first remarkable woman to be 

portrayed in a novel: a woman who reaches her creative and intellectual potential while 

living in Italy.13 Oswald’s contemplation in Book VI of “how little such a woman [as 

Corinne] fit[s] in with the English way of life” serves to point to the restrictions English 

social and cultural customs place upon all women (Staël 89), whilst consolidating 

further the notion of Italy as a liberating space. Oswald’s awareness of how English 

gender ideology will fetter Corinne represents the dilemma for women generally living 

in England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and seeking personal development 

and independent achievement. Importantly, his comments indicate the crucial role Italy 

performs in providing Corinne with an alternative physical and psychological space. 

Corinne is able to preserve her independence from both Italian and English cultures to a 

large degree, however it is necessary to be aware that such an alternative space is only 

available to ‘alien’ or culturally displaced women, as suggested earlier in my 

introduction. It is unsurprising then, given Staël’s construction of Italy as an enabling 

space for women, and the popularity of her novel in England – Corinne was translated 

into English the same year it was written, and went through forty editions between 1807 

and 1872 – that in the early years of the nineteenth century, mounting numbers of 

English women were journeying south to Italy, seeking greater opportunities and 

freedoms than English domestic ideology typically allowed them. 

 Before I begin to outline further what attracted English women to Florence in 

the nineteenth century it is worth pointing out that in the eighteenth century, Italy was 

already regarded as an intellectual and romantic rite of passage for a small group of 
                                                 
12 Florence is also represented as a site of renewed life in Eliot’s Florentine novel Romola (1863), a topic 
I return to in Chapter Four. 
13 Corinne was published at a time when the novel was still a relatively new genre. 
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English women. By the close of the eighteenth century a number of female tourists had 

visited the Continent, involving essentially a trip to Paris and a tour of Italy. Rather in 

the style of the Grand Tour – which, according to Jeremy Black in The British Abroad: 

The Grand Tour in the Eighteenth Century (1992) “involved essentially a trip to Paris 

and a tour of the principal Italian cities, namely Rome, Venice, Florence and Naples” – 

these women went to Italy with the expectation of gaining an acculturative experience.14 

The real education was, of course, being able to see important art and architecture, and 

celebrated landscape and gardens for themselves. Brian Dolan in his publication, Ladies 

of the Grand Tour (2001), traces a variety of English women who sought to elevate 

themselves through continental travel in the eighteenth century. In his study, just two 

women travel writers focus exclusively on Italy: Lady Anna Miller in her three-volume 

epistolary account, Letters from Italy, Describing the Manners, Customs Antiquities, 

Paintings, and of that Country, In the Years MDCCLXX and MDCCLXXI, to a Friend 

residing in France (1776)15 and later, Mariana Starke in another epistolary account, 

Letters from Italy, Between the years 1792 and 1798 (1800), her two-volume Travels in 

Italy, Between the Years 1792 and 1798 (1802) and in the following century, Travels in 

Europe between the years 1824 and 1828; … comprising an historical account of Sicily, 

with a guide for strangers in that island (1828).16 Another eighteenth-century woman 

traveller who turned her travel experiences in Italy into professional work was Hester 

Piozzi, an English woman married to an Italian husband and famous as the great friend 

                                                 
14 Jeremy Black, The British Abroad: The Grand Tour in the Eighteenth Century (New York: St Martin’s 
Press, 1992), xi. The habit of Italian travel for the purpose of learning dates effectively from the 
Renaissance, as C.P. Brand observes, when English male scholars began to study at Italian universities, 
and in the eighteenth century the Grand Tour of Holland, Germany, Italy and France became a firmly 
established institution. See C.P. Brand, Italy and the English Romantics. The Italianate Fashion in Early 
Nineteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 137. 
15 Lady Anna Miller, Letters from Italy, Describing the Manners, Customs Antiquities, Paintings, and of 
that Country, In the Years MDCCLXX and MDCCLXXI, to a Friend residing in France. By an English 
Woman, 3 vols., (London: for Edward and Charles Dilly,1776). 
16 Mariana Starke, Letters from Italy, Between the years 1792 and 1798, 2 vols. (London: for R. Phillips, 
1800); Travels on the Continent: written for the Use and Particular Information of Travellers, 2 vols. 
(London: John Murray, 1820). 
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of Samuel Johnson. Piozzi published Observations and Reflections on a Journey 

Through France, Italy and Germany in 1789 and was one of the first women to 

experience success as a travel writer. The travel accounts written by these women 

record diverse experiences concerned with independence, personal development, and 

health as well as describing sites and routes. For Piozzi, Italy brought uplifting 

emancipation from the social and moral restrictions of life at home. In particular, Italy 

represented for her a scene of escape from her family and friends’ disapproval of her 

unconventional life – marrying her Catholic husband – and, crucially, a site of 

renovation. Although there were a relatively small number of women travelling to Italy 

and writing about their experiences in the eighteenth and early nineteenth-centuries, as 

ladies of letters these women played an important role in shaping Italy as a place of 

work and as a site of renewal – and escape –which was developed by English women in 

the nineteenth century. 

 Letters from Italy gained Starke a literary reputation and lucrative career as a 

professional travel writer, and was the precursor to the multiple editions of her 

informative guidebooks, which were issued throughout the nineteenth century. In 

contrast with other travel accounts which were explicitly written for young gentlemen 

and described the experiences of men, Starke clearly wrote for women about her own 

encounters. Her guides set the standard for the genre, including her publisher’s own 

highly successful tourist books – John Murray’s famous travel bible the Red Book – 

which first appeared in 1836.17 Starke set the standard for future women seeking to 

carve out professional careers for themselves as published writers in England, as this 

study shows. Increasing numbers of English women quickly followed in Starke’s 

footsteps, travelling to Italy and producing an imposing range of Italian travel 

                                                 
17 John Murray, Red Book (London: John Murray, 1836).  
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narratives. Within three decades, no fewer than nine English women had visited Italy 

and written about their experiences: Harriet Campbell, Maria Graham, Lady Sydney 

Morgan, Selina Martin, Charlotte Anne Eaton, Mary Shelley, Anna Jameson and Mrs C. 

D. Burdett all produced travel writing focusing on Italy by 1830. A steady flow of travel 

books on Italy by women writers was maintained throughout the century.18 While the 

connection between Italy and canonical women writers like the novelist Eliot and the 

poet Barrett Browning has been explored and critiqued extensively, interestingly, there 

are no scholarly, book-length accounts of nineteenth-century English women writers 

who were inspired by Italy, although the recent study Unfolding the South. Nineteenth-

century British women writers and artists in Italy (2003), edited by Alison Chapman 

and Jane Stabler, offers a useful and illuminating analysis of English women who wrote 

and painted in Italy. 

 The rise in women travellers to Italy in the nineteenth century registered a shift 

in general travel practice in England as well. In the eighteenth century, mainly English 

men travelled abroad, either for work or leisurely travel. Given the gendered restrictions 

on work for women and the inadmissibility of women travelling without male escort, it 

was not until the era of mass tourism in the nineteenth century that travel became 

accessible to women in a major way.19 A great deal of critical attention has already been 

paid to the enormous growth in English travel during the period. Tourism in the 

nineteenth century, as James Buzard has explored in his book The Beaten Track (1993), 

was “represented as a broadly accessible form of leisure travel no longer based in the 

                                                 
18 Countess Marguerita of Blessington, Catherine Taylor, Frances Trollope, Mrs G Gretton, Frances 
Power Cobbe, Kate Crichton, Mrs Newman Hall, Frances Elliot, Margaret Oliphant, Elizabeth Eastlake, 
Ouida, Anne W Buckland, Susan and Joanna Horner and Vernon Lee all published on Italy. See the 
Appendix for a full overview. 
19 This includes the new urban classes as well. In the nineteenth century, tourism entered a new phase in 
which the dominant characteristics had changed: it was no longer an enterprise primarily belonging to 
wealthy young gentlemen. The introduction of railways helped to bring about the age of the package tour 
and guidebook. 
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overt class and gender prerogatives of the Grand Tour”.20 In 1830, Samuel Rogers 

describes this trend in a note on “Foreign Travel” to his popular poem, Italy: “Ours is a 

nation of travellers … If rich, they go to enjoy; if poor, to retrench; if sick, to recover; if 

studious to learn; if learned, to relax from their studies”.21 Later, in 1869, Eliot 

concluded that, “The only remarkable thing people can tell of their doings these days is 

that they stayed at home”.22 Contemporary accounts give emphasis to the enduring 

popularity of travel in nineteenth-century England. Margaret Oliphant, for example, 

describes the trend in her 1873 novel Innocent: A Tale of Modern Life. In the opening 

chapter Mrs Eastwood scarcely groans, “Dear me! Why can’t people stay at home? one 

hears of nothing but Italy”, when she notices an Italian postmark on one of the letters 

she is holding in her hand.23 Interestingly, by the end of the century, general travel 

practice in England had virtually turned full circle, with “more women tourists than men 

in southern Europe” as Ian Littlewood has commented in Sultry Climates. Travel and 

Sex since the Grand Tour (2001).24 

 Foreign travel was increasingly common in the nineteenth century, with Italy 

becoming one of the most popular destinations among English tourists. By the end of 

the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, the English were going to Italy in large numbers and this 

fashionable interest in Italy became affectionately known as “Italomania” as the cultural 

                                                 
20 James Buzard, The Beaten Track. European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to ‘Culture’, 1800-1918 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 18. 
21 Samuel Rogers, Italy, A Poem (1830. London: Edward Moxon, 1854), 177. See, especially, “Foreign 
Travel”, 176-181. Italy was first published anonymously in 1822, and enjoyed only limited success until 
it was republished in 1830, with illustrations by Turner. Rogers’s poem is famous for inspiring John 
Ruskin to journey to Italy. 
22 Gordon S. Haight, The George Eliot Letters, vol. 5  (New Haven: Yale University Press; London: 
Oxford University Press, 1954-1978), 67. All subsequent references are to this edition and page and 
volume numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
23 Margaret Oliphant, Innocent: A Tale of Modern Life (London: King, 1873), 8. 
24 Ian Littlewood, Sultry Climates. Travel and Sex since the Grand Tour (London: John Murray, 2001), 
62. 
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historian John Pemble describes in his book, The Mediterranean Passion (1987).25 As 

early as 1826 Mary Shelley remarks in her article “The English in Italy” for the 

Westminster Review that: “We fly to Italy; we eat the lotus; we cannot tear ourselves 

away”.26 Shelley’s term sums up concisely the nature of the relationship of Italy and the 

English in the nineteenth century. Combining the idea of the lotus, a plant represented 

in ancient Greek legend as inducing luxurious dreaminess which she associates with 

Italy, and the insatiable taste of the English for it, Shelley’s concept indicates the special 

relationship between the English with Italy: that of voracious English travellers in 

search of some sort of paradise or sanctuary. Vast numbers of English writers 

throughout the nineteenth century expressed their fondness for Italy – from John Keats, 

Percy and Mary Shelley, Lord Byron, Anna Jameson and Charles Dickens in the first 

half to Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning, John Ruskin, George Eliot, Frances 

Elliot and Vernon Lee in the second half.27 Italy was enormously popular too, as a 

subject and setting for English poetry, novels, travel narratives and art with Charles 

Dickens observing, in 1846, in his own travel account, Pictures from Italy, that already 

“many books have been written upon Italy”.28 Significantly, Dickens ends his Italian 

travel book with a vista of Florence: “Let us look back on Florence while we may, and 

when its shining Dome is seen no more, go travelling through cheerful Tuscany, with a 

                                                 
25 John Pemble, The Mediterranean Passion (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1987), 40. 
26 Mary Shelley, “The English in Italy,” Westminster Review 6 (October 1826), 342. 
27 Percy Shelley had an ambivalent relationship with Italy, as Alan Weinberg has discussed in Shelley’s 
Italian Experience (1991). See Weinberg, Shelley’s Italian Experience (Houndsmills: Macmillan, 1991), 
5. This ambivalence is most strongly expressed in a letter in which Shelley describes two Italies:  

There are two Italies; one composed of the green earth & transparent sea and the mighty ruins of 
antient times, and aerial mountains, & the warm & radiant atmosphere which is interfused 
through all things. The other consists of the Italians of the present day, their works & ways. The 
one is the most sublime & lovely contemplation that can be conceived by the imagination of 
man; the other the most degraded, disgusting & odious. 

See Frederick Jones (ed.), The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 
67. This contrast between the ‘two Italies’ was to confront other English travellers throughout the 
nineteenth century too. For the most part, however, Italy was especially popular for its relation to the past, 
Renaissance art and natural landscape. 
28 Charles Dickens, Pictures from Italy (1846. London: Penguin, 1998), 5. 
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bright remembrance of it; for Italy will be the fairer for the recollection”.29  

Interestingly, in the 1840s there were new travel books on Italy appearing at the rate of 

four a year.30 In 1867 Thomas Cook began to bring English tour groups to Florence.31  

 This fashionable and popular interest in Italy reflected a wider contemporary 

response to the Mediterranean as well. The works of the English Romantic poets John 

Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Lord Byron and the painters of Italian landscape such 

as Claude Lorrain, Nicholas Poussin and Salvator Rosa, inspiring English artists like 

Turner, were instrumental in enhancing a general interest in “the enchanting south”,32 to 

use Jameson’s term, amongst the English in the nineteenth century. As Buzard has 

observed, the “intellectual currents of Romanticism played an important part in shaping 

the development of tourism, both in England and abroad”.33 Italy, accordingly, was not 

only a travel destination: for English visitors, whether as enthusiasts or career-minded 

writers, it typically acquired a symbolic meaning too, specifically as a touchstone and 

inspiration. This, of course, was enhanced by the connection between Italy and the 

English Romantic poets – many of whom spent long periods in Italy, sojourns which 

permitted them to live cheaply, to outface scandal around their personal lives, and 

where they could produce at times, revolutionary poetry focusing on England which 

distance geographically and poetically helped to sharpen and enhance.  

In their notebooks and diaries, English writers and travellers even referred to 

their journeys as pilgrimages and thought of themselves as pilgrims. Barrett Browning, 

for example, turns an unpublished poem in her notebook from 1840-44 into a homage 

                                                 
29 Dickens, 187. 
30 Brand, 17. 
31 As cited in Oreste Del Buono, Gherardo Frassa and Luigi Settembrini, Gli Anglo-Fiorentini, una storia 
d’amore (Florence: Edifir, 1987), 9. 
32 Anna Jameson uses this term in The Diary of an Ennuyée. Italics are Jameson’s own. See The Diary of 
an Ennuyée, 218. 
33 Buzard, 19. 
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addressed to Italy on behalf of the “poets’ tongues” “which ceased upon thy shore”.34 In 

the manuscript poem, the speaker actually sings directly beside the graves of those 

exiled poets who “died in youth”. Presumably, the graves are those of the English poets 

Keats and Shelley in Rome, as Alison Chapman has suggested.35 Barrett Browning’s 

association of Italy with the graves of young English poets, as shown by Chapman, 

implicitly figures Italy as a land strongly tied to England, and to England’s poetic 

tradition as well. England was constructed as the guardian of Italian nationalism, as 

Alison Milbank argues in Dante and the Victorians (1998), and, in turn, Italy 

guaranteed English poetic validity. “The presence of the remains of Shelley and Keats 

in Italian graves” Milbank notes “gave this symbolic alliance a certain sacrificial 

resonance”.36 Samuel Rogers, in his celebrated poem Italy, also writes about English 

travel to Italy as a kind of pilgrimage. In his essay on foreign travel included in Italy, he 

writes: 

We set out, as it were, on our adventures; and many are those that occur to us, 

morning, noon, and night. The day we come to a place which we have long 

heard and read of, and in ITALY we do so continually, it is an era in our lives; 

and from that moment the very name calls up a picture.37 

                                                 
34 All references to Barrett Browning’s unpublished manuscript poem are taken from Alison Chapman. 
See Chapman, “Risorgimenti: spiritualism, politics and Elizabeth Barrett Browning,” in Unfolding the 
South (New York: Manchester Press, 2003), 70-89, 82. 
35 Chapman’s analysis of Barrett Browning’s relationship with Florence centres upon the poet’s interest in 
spiritualism and her investment in the reunification of Italy, which Chapman argues are closely inter-
related risorgimenti that attempt to resurrect both body and nation. Unlike Chapman, I consider the ways 
in which Barrett Browning’s Florentine poetry, as a form of travel writing, demonstrates her various 
attempts to identify as a Florentine in her adopted home. However, Chapman draws out the implications 
of Barrett Browning’s spiritualist contact with two precursor poets, Dante and Keats, with interesting 
significance for her role as public orator in both Italian and English literary circles.  
36 Alison Milbank, Dante and the Victorians (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998), 58. 
37 Rogers, 179. Pemble examines the influence of the Mediteranean upon the lives of Victorian and 
Edwardian tourists, travellers, writers and artists in his invaluable study, The Mediterranean Passion. In 
short, Pemble concludes that: 

No understanding of the lives of the Victorian and Edwardian leisured and literary classes can be 
complete without some knowledge of how they travelled to the South, where they went in the 
South, why they went, how their experiences shaped their attitude, and how their attitudes 
shaped their experiences (14). 
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Italy, so Rogers maintains, was already a part of readers and travellers before they left 

England, and fulfilled a crucial and symbolic role as a realm open to personal growth 

and experiences, as well as a place associated with English culture and inspiration. 

 Italy has been portrayed as a utopian space for English men by a number of 

nineteenth-century writers including Rogers, Shelley and Byron among others and, for 

English women, Italy also acquired an important symbolic meaning, particularly as a 

site of female empowerment. Cobbe notably fashions Italy into a space of female 

rejuvenation and dream in Italics, as discussed in my introduction. Within other 

nineteenth-century texts like Corinne, and later, Aurora Leigh and Romola, Italy is 

ultimately represented as a feminine realm where the heroines are allowed to emerge 

with their own fully realized identities. Contemporary social critics like Cobbe have 

demonstrated that part of Italy’s unique appeal was the ample opportunity for women to 

escape socially-prescribed roles at home in England and to lead self-determining lives 

instead. As early as 1822, the twenty-six year old governess Jameson considers her trip 

to Italy as an opportunity for acculturation: “I cannot be so absurd as to suppose that I 

am abroad merely to walk about where and when I like, instead of performing those 

duties which belong to my situation; but all I could see and learn, I have seen and 

learnt”.38  

Interestingly, it is only when we re-examine Staël’s seminal novel Corinne that 

we sense the full force of her construction of Italy as an utopian space for women upon 

nineteenth-century English women, as the twentieth-century literary critic Ellen Moers 

has explored in her pioneering study Literary Women (1963). Moers proposes: “Why 

Italy for women? Is a question to which Corinne, or Italy provided the most important 

                                                 
38 Mrs Beatrice Erskine, Anna Jameson: Letters and Friendships 1812-1860 (London: Unwin, 1915), 66. 
All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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answer”.39 The eponymous heroine Corinne, after all, guides her own life in every 

sense: she uses her own, invented name instead of a family name; she has independent 

means and she is talented and famous in her own right. For English women, Italy took 

on precise and powerful significance as a site where they too might live freely. In 

particular, they might abandon some of the social and spatial conventions enforced on 

them within nineteenth-century England, especially those conventions associated with 

the restrictions on middle-class women who needed to earn a living and the quest of the 

particular women who feature in this study to achieve due recognition and status in their 

chosen profession as writers, untrammelled by ideologies of gender. According to the 

nineteenth-century actress and writer Fanny Kemble in her Record of a Girlhood 

(1878), Corinne and English imitations of Corinne like Jameson’s Diary of an Ennuyée, 

encouraged a passionate “desire” within their readers “for isolation and independence 

such a passionate longing to go to Italy, … and there leading a solitary life of literary 

labour”.40 The twentieth-century critic Shirley Foster in her study, Across New Worlds: 

Nineteenth-Century Women Travellers and their Writings (1990) argues that for English 

women in the nineteenth century Italy became a metaphor “[s]tanding  for the 

fulfillment of desire” and , further still, “the possibility of spiritual expansion beyond 

the confines of normal life, it promised release from the prosaic conditions of 

domesticity and enjoyment of an alternative reality which both permitted and 

encouraged self-gratification”.41 Women in the nineteenth century, as suggested by both 

Foster and Moers, had clear and definite expectations of encountering new ways of 

thinking and behaving in Italy, even before they left England: ‘an alternative reality’ 

that included a spiritual as well as physical journey.  

                                                 
39 Ellen Moers, Literary Women (1963. New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 201. 
40 Fanny Kemble, Record of a Girlhood, vol. 1 (London: Bentley, 1878), 202-3, qtd. in Moers, 188. 
41 Shirley Foster, Across New Worlds: Nineteenth-Century Women Travellers and their Writings (New 
York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990), 30. 
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The relationship between Italy and the English in the nineteenth century has 

been explored and critiqued at length, but comparatively little critical attention has 

focused on the immense popularity of Florence as a travel destination and place of 

residence for the English – even though at mid-century there was “a stream of English” 

running through Florence, as Eliot informs her publisher on 18 May 1860 (Haight 3: 

294).42 Three years later, when Elizabeth Gaskell writes from Florence to her eldest 

daughter Marianne on 20 May 1863, she confirms that: “All the [English] world is 

here”.43 In Diary, upon her arrival in Florence, Jameson’s ennuyée reports: “We saw 

few native Italians, but great numbers of English walking and riding” (71-2). 

Interestingly, it was because Mary and Percy Shelley were staying in Florence in 1819 

that they named their son after his birthplace – Percy Florence Shelley. The following 

year, Fanny and William Nightingale also found themselves in Florence for the birth of 

their daughter who was christened Florence. Cecil Woodham-Smith, in her biography 

of Florence Nightingale, Lady-in-Chief (1953), suggests that Fanny Nightingale chose 

Florence for the birth of her second child because she “loved gaiety, and Florence had 

the reputation of being the gayest city in Europe”.44 Woodham-Smith’s comment here is 

supported by Anna Jameson’s description of Florence in the 1820s in Diary. Her 

protagonist relates Florence’s reputation as the liveliest city in Europe when she writes: 

“Our stay at Florence promises to be far gayer than either Milan or Venice, or even 

Paris: more diversified by society, as well as affording a wider field of occupation and 

amusement” (Jameson 77).  

The same year as Nightingale’s birth, on 17 January 1820, Percy Shelley sent a 

letter to his childhood friend and cousin Tom Medwin from Florence in which he 

                                                 
42 In the same letter Eliot describes Florence as one of  “the main tracks of travel” (Haight 3: 294). 
43 J.A.V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard, The Letters of Mrs Gaskell (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1966), 933. 
44 Cecil Woodham-Smith, Lady-in-Chief (1953. London: Methuen & Co, 1956), 1. 
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famously proclaimed: “Italy is the place for you – the very place – The paradise of 

exiles – the retreat of Pariahs”.45 Ironically, despite this term the ‘paradise of exiles’ – 

which in Shelley’s letter (and in his poem Julian and Maddalo) is synonymous with 

Italy – the poet in fact feels himself to be “an outcast in search of refuge” as Weinberg 

has commented in Shelley’s Italian Experience.46 Nevertheless, Shelley’s repetition of 

the term indicates its personal significance for him. As Weinberg has written, the phrase 

the ‘paradise of exiles’ “sums up concisely the nature and complexity of his Italian 

experience. Combining the idea of perfection, associated with place (paradise), and the 

idea of alienation, associated with person (exile)”.47 For Shelley, as for many 

nineteenth-century English visitors, Florence was a utopian space. However, an 

encounter with the city also involved some complex and painful anxieties about national 

identity, loss, abandonment and the idea of exile. 

Twentieth- and twenty-first-century discussion of what Florence meant to the 

nineteenth-century English is usually subsumed into the broader discussion of the 

English and the Mediterranean, or the English and Italy;48 however, contemporary 

published accounts attest to the explicit popularity of Florence among English 

travellers, readers and writers. “Of all the fairest Cities of the Earth” declares Rogers in 

his celebrated poem, “None is so fair as FLORENCE”.49 Throughout the nineteenth 

century, English travellers continued to celebrate and to describe Florence’s immense 

beauty. “This Florence is unspeakably beautiful” Barrett Browning wrote to Mary 

                                                 
45 F.L. Jones, The Letters of Percy Bsysshe Shelley, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 158.  
46 Weinberg, 15. 
47 Weinberg, 15. 
48 For a full investigation into the reasons why the English travelled to Italy and the Mediterranean, see 
Pemble’s The Mediterranean Passion, in particular Part Two: “Motives”: 51-110. Pemble’s study takes 
up these ideas to explore some of the reasons why English women were attracted to Florence and 
secondly, some of the outcomes of their experiences in Florence. 
49 Rogers, 106. Possibly replicating Rogers’ response, Ouida describes Florence as “the fairest city of all 
the empires of the world” in her novel Pascarèl. See Ouida, Pascarèl (1873; London: Chatto and Windus, 
1910), 101. 
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Russell Mitford on 20 August 1847 “by grace both of nature & art”.50 Ten years later, 

Jameson too wrote that “Florence is beautiful” in a letter to her sister Charlotte on 23 

July 1857 (Erskine 309). Barrett Browning’s attachment to Florence, combined with her 

relatively new experience of happily married life, fostered a unique and intense 

response to the Italian city, as described in a letter she sent on 15 July 1853 in which 

she writes, “I confess to loving Florence” (Raymond and Sullivan 3: 389). 

Similar responses to Florence proliferated English journals, letters, essays, 

novels and poems written in the nineteenth century. “Florence … the brightest city in all 

the world”, “Florence the Beautiful – Florence the City of the Lily – Florence the 

Conqueror”, so Cobbe writes in Italics (451-2). In Pascarèl, her paean of praise to 

Florence, Ouida dedicates her Florentine novel to readers who are passionately devoted 

to Florence. Her dedication reads in Italian: “Se Non Ami Firenze, Questo Libro Ti 

Nojera”.51 Florence was, after all, so freighted with history, so self-evidently the 

repository of some of Italy’s, and the Continent’s, best art collections, that it had 

interested English travellers since the eighteenth century, and continued to attract 

dramatically increasing numbers of them in the nineteenth century.52 It was not just the 

city that lured and fascinated English tourists, but almost anything Florentine: art, 

history, architecture, language, literature, music, landscape, economy, the ease of life 

and even the political aspirations of the modern Florentines.53 English writing is full of 

references to the magical charm of Florence. Writing about Florence in his poem Italy, 

                                                 
50 Meredith B. Raymond and Mary Rose Sullivan, The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mary 
Russell Mitford 1836-1854, vol. 3 (Winfield: Wedgestone Press, 1983), 216. All subsequent references 
are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
51 Transl. “If you do not love Florence, this book will bore you”. 
52 William Lee, for example, writes admiringly of Florence in 1752: “a most agreeable place abounding in 
every species of virtu that one can wish to see, sculpture, painting and the arts carrying to the greatest 
perfection”. Quoted in Black 46. 
53 The Florentine cuisine is described by Eliot in her 'Florentine Notes (for Romola), as food producing 
Utopian bliss’. 
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for instance, Rogers observes: “Search within,/ Without; all is enchantment!” (106).54 In 

Pascarèl, Ouida depicts Florence as a voluptuous, feminine city with a timeless magical 

quality about it. She asks rhetorically: “Where lies the secret of the spell of Florence? – 

a spell that strengthens, and does not fade with time?”(102). Barrett Browning too refers 

to the magical charm of Florence in a letter to Jameson, postmarked 7 August 1847. In 

the letter, she observes that “Florence ‘holds us with a glittering eye;’ there’s a charm 

cast round us, and we can’t get away”.55  

Just one year prior to this, on 18 June 1846, her then fiancée Robert Browning 

was unable to fathom “why do the English all live at Florence?”56 The simple answer, 

of course, is that there is no single answer. The appeal of Florence was multifarious. 

Well-distanced from the bustling metropolis of commercialized London,57 Florence 

offered all that the rest of Italy (and for that matter, the South) were celebrated for (and 

more) – Romantic landscapes, Renaissance art, architecture and history, Mediterranean 

climate and affordable living – enshrined within one compact and accessible city. 

Jameson refers to this characteristic of the Italian city when she describes “the 

advantage of a small but magnificent capital” in a letter written to her sisters on 30 

October 1857 (Erskine 314). Naples, by comparison, “being of immense size, all the 

principal objects are at a great distance” Jameson notes in a letter to her mother on 13 

February 1822 (Erskine 60). John Murray recommends that at least one week be 

devoted to Florence in his handbook to Northern Italy (1883). Venice, the other major 

attraction in Italy, by comparison, Murray suggests might be done in one day, though 

                                                 
54 Rogers, 106. 
55 Frederic Kenyon (ed.), The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, vol. 1 (London: John Murray, 1898), 
332. A reference incidentally to Coleridge’s ‘Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner’. All subsequent references 
are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
56 Philip Kelley and Scott Lewis (eds), The Brownings’ Correspondence, vol. 13 (Winfield, KS: 
Wedgestone Press, 1984), 65. Kelley and Lewis note that the date of the letter is provided by a postmark. 
All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
57 Owing in great part to the shift of population towards the cities and towns, as a direct result of 
industrialization. 
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five days will allow time enough for all “principle Objects of Interest” to be visited.58 

The enormous status of Florence amongst the English is perhaps nowhere better 

illustrated than by the necessary requirement to preface the 1874 edition of Murray’s 

Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy with the directive that “Tuscany is not 

included in this volume”.59 

 By the second half of the nineteenth-century, English tourism was – to borrow 

Buzard’s terminology – “remaking” Florence into the colony it is so often labelled.60 

According to Alan Sillitoe in his chapter on “Northern Italy” in Leading the Blind: A 

Century of Guidebook Travel 1815-1911 (1995), in Florence from approximately mid-

century there was a steady development in the provision of services specifically for the 

local English expatriates, residents and tourists: “five English doctors”; “three English 

dentists”; “an English nurse”; “three English chemists”; “three English bankers”; “two 

English grocers”; “an English baker”; an English “picture dealer and a tailor”; an 

“English sculptor” and “English painter” both in residence; and “four English 

forwarding agents”.61 In addition, there was an English consul; an English club named 

‘the Florence’; an English golf club; and the Church of England or a Presbyterian 

church each made available for English worship. Interestingly, after Queen Victoria 

visited Florence, the Florentines renamed a road down which she supposedly drove to 

and from the city centre, “Viale Regina Vittoria”.62 Although many English tourists in 

                                                 
58 John Murray, A Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy (1846; London: John Murray, 1883), 331. 
59 John Murray, Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy (London: John Murray, 1874), i. Instead, 
Florence and Tuscany were included in Murray’s Handbook to Central Italy, Florence, Tuscany, Lucca, 
Umbria, The Marches, and the Patrimony of St. Peter (London: John Murray, 1875). 
60 Buzard, 11. 
61 Alan Sillitoe, Leading the Blind: A Century of Guidebook Travel 1815-1911 (London: Macmillan, 
1995), 84. See, especially, Ch 7 “Northern Italy”, 74-91. While Sillitoe is not precise about dates, most of 
the guides to which he refers appear to be published in the 1880s and 1890s. 
62 Transl. “Queen Victoria Avenue”. In the spring of 1888 Queen Victoria, at the age of sixty-eight, 
arrived for the first time in Florence. She returned to Florence in 1893, and again in 1894. See Michael 
Nelson, Queen Victoria and the Discovery of the Riviera. Foreward by Asa Briggs (London and New 
York: IB Taurus, 2001) 51 and 78. According to Clarissa Catherine Goff in Florence and some Tuscan 
Cities Painted by Col. R. C. Goff (1905), Queen Victoria stayed twice at Villa Palmieri in Tuscany, in 



 42

Florence had some sort of an understanding of the Italian language, by the second half 

of the century this had become almost unnecessary. Florentine businesses, including 

large hotels and privately owned galleries, were vying for valuable English business 

with aggressive advertising in English handbooks that assured tourists that “N.B. – 

English spoken” and “everybody speaks English”.63 The English were visiting Florence 

– not as tourists on an exotic, foreign journey – but rather as regular visitors ‘returning 

to Florence’, their home away from home. During her second trip to Florence, for 

instance, Eliot records on 17 May 1861, “[we] have had great satisfaction in finding our 

impressions of admiration more than renewed in returning to Florence: the things we 

cared about when we were here before, seem even more worthy than they did in our 

memories” (Haight 3: 416). 

Scholars in Italy, and Florence in particular, have conducted many significant 

studies of the strong Anglo-Florentine connection, beginning with Giuliana Artom 

Treves’ pioneering study, Anglo-Fiorentini di cento anni fa in 1953. An exhibition held 

in Florence in July 1986 called Gli Anglo-Fiorentini, una storia d’amore culminated in 

an illuminating book of the same name by Oreste del Buono, Gherardo Frassa and Luigi 

Settembrini, published in 1987. The study examines various aspects of English life in 

Florence, ranging from Anglo-Florentine home-wares, sport, fashion, music and travel 

companions.64 The authors explain that, 

Il nostro argomento sono gli anglo-fiorentini per così dire storici, quelli che 

vennero detti Angloflorentines dai loro connazionali, ma dai fiorentini furon 
                                                                                                                                               
1888, and again in 1893. Giles St. Aubyn notes in Queen Victoria. A Portrait that, “Like all good tourists, 
the Queen inspected the Churches of San Marco and Santa Croce, and spent several hours being wheeled 
round the Uffizi … she was a tireless sightseer and occupied her leisure with grueling expeditions …”. 
See Giles St. Aubyn, Queen Victoria. A Portrait (New York: Atheneum, 1992) 507. 
63 'Murray’s Handbook Advertiser', Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy (London: John Murray, 
1874) 29-30. 
64 Interestingly, the study also highlights the strong connection between the English and Garibaldi, 
showing photographs of English Garibaldian Volunteers, an English colonel under Garibaldi and Anglo-
Florentine friends of Garibaldi. Significantly, a popular model of travel bag was called “The Garibaldi”, 
highlighting the popularity of this Italian hero of the Risorgimento among the Anglo-Florentines. 
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piuttosto detti anglobeceri, e poi gli abitanti della Florence per un certo periodo 

predominante su Firenze ovvero i protagonisti e le vittime di quella 

“infiammazione benigna”, di un amore accidentato, ma così influente sul 

costume, sul comportamento, sulla moda della città.65 

The relationship between Florence and the English seems obvious; and yet, surprisingly 

there are few book-length studies of this vital connection between Florence and the 

English in the nineteenth century as I have said in my introduction. Perhaps 

unsurprising too, considering the fairly limited understanding of this topic, are the 

questions that remain unanswered about women writers and Florence. Between 1800 

and 1900 countless English women visited Florence and more than thirty published 

accounts about their experiences.66 For the remainder of this chapter I will examine 

some key reasons why so many English women writers assembled in Florence 

throughout the nineteenth century.  

The climate was, of course, a magnet to them. Barrett Browning hoped to 

recover her health in balmy Florence and, for the same reason, Oliphant accompanied 

her sick husband to Florence, “of which they knew nothing except that it was warm”.67 

Earlier in the century Jameson recommends Florence for a “melancholy invalid” in her 

travel narrative The Diary of Ennuyée (96). Three decades later, on 12 May 1857, 

Jameson writes to her sisters from Rome explaining, “I should like to stay here if my 

                                                 
65 Oreste del Buono, Gherardo Frassa and Luigi Settembrini, Gli Anglo-Fiorentini, una storia d’amore 
(Florence: Edifir, 1987), 24. Transl. 'Our discussion centres on the history of the Anglo-florentines so to 
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victims of that “benign inflammation”, an accidental and fortuitous love, so influential on our customs, 
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66 Mabel Sharman Crawford’s Life in Tuscany (1859), Countess Blessington’s The Idler in Italy (1839-
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Described in a Series of Letters (1842), Frances Elliot’s Diary of an Idle Woman in Italy (1871), 
Elizabeth Missing Sewell’s anonymously published, Impressions of Rome, Florence, and Turin (1862), 
Mariana Starke’s Letters from Italy (1800), Frances Trollope’s A Visit to Italy (1842), Mary Shelley’s 
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67 Merryn Williams, Margaret Oliphant: A Critical Biography (London: Macmillan, 1986), 28. 
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health would permit, but the languor caused by the Roman climate warns me, already, 

not to tempt the Malaria and as soon as I can get the Etchings finished I shall be off to 

Florence” (Erskine 305). English women writers were often keen to avoid other Italian 

cities like Rome because of their associated health risks. Barrett Browning, for example, 

was also keen to leave Rome because of the risk of yellow fever. Writing to her friend, 

the writer Mary Russell Mitford from Florence on 6 June 1854, she directly attributes 

her son’s illness with Rome and his recovery with Florence. Barrett Browning explains: 

I left Rome with joy. … My darling Penini was more unwell there than ever I 

saw him – he had three separate fits of diarrhœa & feverishness, & his roses 

faded, & blue marks fixed themselves under his languid eyes, & his dimples 

dropped away – That climate is pestilential, I do hold. Scarcely had we left it 

when he began to revive, & a week at Florence has produced a great change for 

the better (Raymond and Sullivan 3: 411-12). 

The following year, she also associates her own swift recovery from an illness with 

Florence. Barrett Browning is entirely convinced that: “There’s something vital about 

this Florentine air, for, though much given to resurrection, I never made such a leap in 

my life after an illness” (Kenyon 2: 192). The climate in Florence was especially 

favoured for the autumn months; being warmer than northern Italian cities like Milan 

and Venice; better protected from environmental extremes, such as the strong winds 

found in the Appenines and Nice; and yet milder than southern cities like Naples, where 

popular travel writer Starke believes the air was also prone to high concentrations of 

sulphur, probably as a result of the volcanic eruptions from Vesuvius, and then believed 

to be the way in which disease spread. Accordingly, numerous hoteliers in Florence 

capitalised on the English attraction to a mild Mediterranean climate, with some of them 
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advertising their “airy Bed-rooms”, “Southern Aspect” and “many sunny Rooms” in the 

1874 edition of Murray’s Handbooks for Travellers in Northern Italy.68 

 The light and sunshine, both in summer and in winter, were a particularly strong 

attraction. They provided a welcome and captivating contrast to England’s dark and 

overshadowing skies. Describing a late autumn day in Florence, Jameson’s ennuyée in 

Diary writes: “I spread my shawl upon the bank and basked like a lizard in the 

sunshine. It was a lovely day, a summer-day in England. In this paradise of a country, 

the common air, and earth, and skies, seem happiness enough” (80). Furthermore, for 

nineteenth-century visitors from England the unique light and blue cloudless skies in 

Florence became symbolic of artistic and intellectual enlightenment. As Rogers writes 

of Florence in his poem Italy, “’Tis a gem/ Of purest ray; and what a light broke forth,/ 

When it emerged from darkness!”.69 In this passage, Rogers reveals that he 

conceptualises Florence first as a place of light and secondly as the spiritual birthplace 

of the Renaissance. Nineteenth-century English women were also lured to Florence in 

search of this kind of experience. For writers such as Jameson, Barrett Browning and 

Eliot, Florence is woven with both light and enlightenment. This perception that had 

developed among most English travellers, however, was also challenged by the 

experiences of some, writers like Oliphant, who, based on their own personal 

experiences of Florence, rejected this commonly accepted image of the city. 

Economy was another frequent motive for English women writers to visit and 

even relocate to Florence. Indeed, Murray’s Handbook (1864) recommends Florence as 

“perhaps the cheapest” of all the Italian cities as a place of residence. In her letters, 

Barrett Browning praises “the cheapness of everything” and confirms that Rome holds 

“a reputation of being dearer” than Florence (Kelley and Lewis, 48-9). Writing again to 

                                                 
68 'Murray’s Handbook Advertiser', Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy (1874), 29-30. 
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Mitford on 4 July 1848, Barrett Browning declared that she could live in Florence 

“much like the Grand Duchess” on just three hundred pounds a year, the equivalent of 

the rent on a modest house back in London (Kenyon 1: 373). This factor greatly 

contributed to her decision to establish and maintain her residence in Florence with her 

family. Cobbe, who shared the apartment of her friend Isa Blagden in 1860, also 

comments upon the cheapness of living in Florence. She recollects in her 

autobiography, Life of Frances Power Cobbe (1894): “We were both of us poor, but in 

those days poverty in Florence permitted us to rent 14 well-furnished rooms in a 

charming villa, and to keep a maid and a man-servant … We divided everything exactly 

and it never exceeded £10 a-piece [per month]”.70 The cheap cost of living was also a 

motive that had attracted Jameson, and also Frances Trollope, mother of Anthony, to 

Florence. Nineteenth-century Florence became known as “the most residential city in 

Italy” according to one twentieth-century cultural historian.71 Contemporary accounts, 

including those by Barrett Browning and Cobbe as well as Jameson, concur. As early as 

1826, Jameson recommends that “there cannot be a more delightful residence: it is gay 

without tumult – quiet, yet not dull” (96). For Barrett Browning, “there’s no place in the 

world like Florence I am persuaded, for a place to live in. Cheap, tranquil, cheerful, 

beautiful, within the limit of civilization yet out of the crush of it” (Raymond and 

Sullivan 3: 412). 

 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Florence was also revered for its 

superb and extensive collection of artwork, as highlighted by Staël in her novel 

Corinne, and as mentioned earlier. Art galleries like the Ufizzi Gallery and the 

Accademia della Bella Arte; palaces such as the Palazzo Pitti and San Lorenzo; and 

churches and cloisters like Santa Maria Novella, San Marco, Santa Maria del Fiore (the 

                                                 
70 Frances Power Cobbe, Life of Frances Power Cobbe (London: Richard Bentley & Son, 1894), 14. 
71 Pemble, 40. 
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Duomo), San Michele and Santa Croce and the Carmine are a selection of the 

impressive art collections that attracted visitors to Florence. English women writers 

were passionately devoted to understanding and interpreting Florentine and Renaissance 

art. For example, on Eliot’s first visit to Florence in 1860, she steadfastly refuses to 

redirect her attention from the city’s “great and truthful art” to more pressing local 

political issues (Haight 3: 294). Writing to her publisher John Blackwood on 18 May 

1860, she insists that: “On a first journey to the greatest centres of art, one must be 

excused for letting one’s public spirit go to sleep a little” (Haight 3: 294). The 

contemporary interest in Florentine art is well illustrated by the weighting of the 

material in nineteenth-century guidebooks, novels and letters.72 By the 1840s, 

publishers in England had caught on to this trend, publishing guides to Italian art, like 

Jameson’s series Sacred and Legendary Art and Dr Jacob Burckhardt’s The Cicerone; 

or, Art Guide to Painting in Italy. 

Art in Florence occupied much of the attention of English women writers, as a 

direct consequence of that proverbial nineteenth-century passion for improvement. 

Throughout the century, it was common for women travellers to expect, and to record, 

an acculturative experience, as Staël’s eponymous heroine Corinne does, and as 

twentieth-century critics Foster and Maria Frawley among others, have highlighted.73 

Such educative experience was limited to the public galleries of art in England and for 

                                                 
72 Popular fiction novelist and Florentine resident Ouida, for instance, trades on the contemporary interest 
in Florentine art in her novel, In A Winter City (1876). When the protagonist Lady Hilda decides to stay 
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women not always available through private tutoring. On the contrary, in Italy as 

Frawley has pointed out, and in Florence even more specifically, women had 

accessibility to the past, and consequentially to acculturative experiences. Jameson’s 

ennuyée, for instance, declares a strong sense of relief and satisfaction that she has 

witnessed in Florence “the gradual improvement of my own taste” (284). Disqualified 

from any kind of formal education in England, an appetite for learning was, of course, 

liberally catered for in Florence with magnificent collections of Renaissance art, rich 

culture and history and inspiring libraries. It was for this very reason that Jameson 

decided to take her niece Gerardine Bate to Florence in September 1846. In a letter 

written by Barrett Browning to her then fiancé Robert Browning, the poet explains her 

friend’s “scheme of going to Florence for two years … taking her niece with her in 

order to [sic] an ‘artistical education’” (Kelley and Lewis 13:6). Mary Shelley too, 

discusses the cultural and ‘artistical education’ that is possible in Florence. Reflecting 

on her trip to Florence in January 1843, Shelley eagerly emphasises Florence as the site 

for valuable and unique learning. In her travel narrative Rambles in Germany and Italy 

(1844) she writes that, “To read sublime poetry, to hear excellent music, to view the 

finest pictures, the most admirable statues, and harmonious and stately architecture, is 

the best school in which to learn”.74 It was not unusual for English women writers in 

Florence to express their feelings of gratification, excitement even, over the educational 

value of their visits. Furthermore, since the cultural associations of Florence were often 

known prior to their travels abroad, women travellers were usually desperate to acquaint 

themselves personally with as many celebrated sites as possible immediately upon their 

arrival in Florence. Shelley, for instance, records that, “If I could, I would visit every 

spot mentioned in Florentine history – visit its towns of old renown; and ramble amid 
                                                 
74 Mary Shelley, Rambles in Germany and Italy, in 1840, 1842, and 1843, 2 vols. (London: Edward 
Moxon, 1844), 140. All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the 
body of the text. 
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scenes familiar to Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch, and Machiavelli” (134). In their letters 

and diaries, English women writers noted their close vicinity to wonderful art galleries, 

churches and cathedrals. Fortunately, everything was conveniently within walking 

distance; as Lewes writes, describing his and Eliot’s “daily programme” in Florence: 

“we trot out, visit a church or two, or a picture gallery, look over bookstalls, and poke 

into the curiosities of old Florence. Then we go to the Magliabecchian Library …” 

(Haight 3: 414). 

Nineteenth-century travellers commonly reported their sense of obligation to a 

demanding routine and their travel narratives refer repeatedly to the traveller’s ‘task’, 

‘duty’ or ‘labour’ as Andrew Szegedy-Maszak has shown in his article “Rambles in 

Rome”: Some Nineteenth-Century Travellers and Photographers” (2001).75 Hans 

Magnus Enzensberger, in his “A Theory of Tourism” in New German Critique (1958), 

explains that, “A sight is something that one is expected to see. Fulfilling this duty 

delivers the tourist from the guilt that is implicitly recognized in taking flight from 

society”.76 In Florence, the English women writers in this study felt particularly obliged 

to familiarize themselves with a gargantuan collection of artworks, historic sites and 

cultural monuments. Their challenging routine was seen to form a rite of passage, as I 

will discuss in the following chapters. As Szegedy-Maszak explains, nineteenth-century 

travellers “are not simply having a good time, which would be trivial and somewhat 

undignified; they are doing something meaningful and worthy of respect”.77 For 

instance, on her first visit to Italy working as a governess, Jameson is careful to 

emphasize to her family at home in England that she is not an idle traveller (in spite of 
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the fact that she has been employed to look after the children of the family she is 

accompanying). In an undated letter to her mother, probably around April 1822, 

Jameson stresses:  

I have never failed noting down exactly and sincerely in my journal the 

impressions of every day … I have always a notebook and a journal; in the first I 

merely put down dates and occupations of the day; the other, which is secured 

by lock and key contains all my remarks on the characters, scenes and incidents 

I meet with … I have filled one note book and half another and have quite filled 

two thick journals (Erskine, 65). 

Jameson’s allusions here to ‘the work’ involved in her Italian tour convey a moralistic 

and self-justifying overtone. (It is worth noting how Jameson is differentiating between 

the notebook – containing her governessing duties and available for public scrutiny and 

her journal – containing her illicit non-governessing activities, which is kept under lock 

and key and is strictly private). Literary composition, Szegedy-Maszak suggests, was 

typically the principal activity by means of which the nineteenth-century traveller was 

able to link tourism, labour and virtue. For the English women writers in this study – 

especially Jameson, Eliot and Oliphant – it was their primary motivation. All three 

women travelled to Florence precisely to research their writing for publication. 

Szegedy-Maszak shows that, “writing shared with travel the edifying effects of both 

self-improvement and of self-justification”.78 In this study, I argue that women returned 

from Florence with self-fashioned identities as professional tourists/travellers, writers, 

art critics and social and political commentators.  

There was a strong correlation between increasing tourism during the nineteenth 

century and the broadening market for travel works by women. With a ready audience – 
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women travellers who could travel vicariously by purchasing travel books written by 

women for women – writers like Shelley, Jameson and Oliphant sought to satisfy the 

taste much desired by their audience. Shelley, for example, capitalized on her various 

travel experiences in Florence and wider Italy by representing them as professional 

work at times when her need for money was urgent. “Recollections in Italy” (1824) was 

published in The London Magazine two years after her husband’s drowning accident 

and, in 1826 and 1829, “The English in Italy” and “Modern Italy” respectively appeared 

in the Westminster Review. Later, in 1844 and once again in need of financial 

assistance, Shelley published a travel narrative that was based upon letters she had 

written whilst she was away on two separate trips in 1840 and 1842-3, Rambles in 

Germany and Italy (1844). For the writers in my study, particularly Jameson and 

Oliphant, the discovery that they could capitalize on the popularity of travel writing 

amongst an increasing female readership by turning their personal travel experiences in 

Florence, and in Italy generally, into professional work, provided them with a 

practicable solution when their need to earn a living was urgent. 

In addition to the aforementioned attractions – climate, health, economy, art and 

learning – English women were often passionately drawn to Florence for its strong 

connection to the past. “The past”, so Ouida reveals in her novel Pascarèl, “is so close 

to you in Florence” (103). On her first visit to Florence, Eliot had grand expectations of 

being immersed in the art, history, literature and architecture of the fifteenth century, as 

I will show in Chapter Four. History and the past in Florence occupied much of the 

attention of English women travellers, as a direct consequence of their expectation of an 

acculturative experience. Florence, with its long history of republican government and 

prosperity was still very much tied to the classical past of Italy. Fiorentia, in its Roman 

days, contained a forum, capitol, temple, baths and aqueduct. Interestingly, for many 



 52

English women, Florence, with its cyclical rise and fall from political power, science 

and the arts, represented the coexistence of past and present, and furthermore, for 

woman herself. There was a strong parallel to be drawn between the fate of Florence 

and the fate of women, as Eliot and others show. Ouida’s description of Florence as 

“the nursing mother of liberty and of aspiration” in Pascarèl, for instance, might 

equally be applied to the fate of women as it is to the political fate of Florence (102). In 

this study, I wish to investigate how Florence represented a unique space in which 

English women could initiate change, by using the Italian city as a scene of escape from 

the strict social and spatial conventions enforced on them within nineteenth-century 

England. Against the dramatic background of a city’s – and nation’s – political struggle 

for liberty, English women in Florence were emancipating themselves from the 

constrictions of life at home in England, and using Florence as a site for professional 

work. 

Modern Florence too, offered unlimited stores of social and political issues to 

English women who were determined to elevate themselves through travel, or who 

sought new writing subjects upon which to publish. Shelley, Barrett Browning, 

Theodosia Garrow Trollope, Cobbe and Ouida were all drawn to contemporary 

Florence. Unlike the English writers who travelled to Florence at the turn of the century, 

drawn to Florence as a Romantic setting and “an oasis of peace”,79 the women in this 

study came to Florence at a major turning point in its political history. Although when 

Barrett Browning first arrived in 1846 (the same year Dickens published Pictures from 

Italy), Tuscany was still a “sleepy little Grand Duchy”,80 Florence and the rest of Italy 

underwent a dramatic transformation during and after the revolutionary events of 1848. 

Shelley, for instance, in her 1844 travel narrative offers an analysis of Florence and 
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wider Italy’s political and social issues in an effort to broach subjects that have not been 

previously covered in other travel volumes, as she loosely indicates in her preface to 

Rambles in Germany and Italy, and in spite of a disclaimer in her introduction that her 

book “does not pretend to be a political history or dissertation” (Shelley xvi). Take, for 

example, Letter XV in which she raises such topics as the government in Tuscany, the 

class system and Florence’s political history. For Barrett Browning ten years later, 

Florence’s modern political concerns, including the foreign domination of Tuscany and 

the wider struggle in Italy for national unification, provided the subject for regular 

conversations and discussions in letters and provided the basis for her Florentine poem, 

A Meditation in Tuscany, which was finally published in 1851 as the two-part political 

poem, Casa Guidi Windows. Interestingly, and as Richard Cronin has recently pointed 

out, in his chapter “Casa Guidi Windows: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Italy and the 

poetry of citizenship” in Unfolding the South (2003), Barrett Browning turned down the 

opportunity to write about a political issue back in London in 1845 and it was not until 

she escaped to Florence that she became comfortable to write so confidently and freely 

about controversial, contemporary political issues. 

In addition to the aforementioned attractions to Florence, English women were 

also drawn for individual reasons. As a self-prescribed remedy, travelling for health 

provided a legitimate excuse to venture abroad. However, reasons like health and 

economy, art and history, learning and culture sometimes served as explanations for 

motives that were less eagerly divulged as well.81 “Pilgrimage, culture, and health were 

part of the special language of … travellers”, writes Pemble, adding that often these 

were “not motives but either rationalizations of motives that were less easily defined or 
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excuses for motives that were less readily admitted”.82 This ‘special language’ of 

travellers at times masked an equally compelling desire to break with strict English 

custom, especially for women. Pemble also suggests that moral exiles, eccentrics, 

“fugitive homosexuals” and “[e]loping heterosexual couples often ended up in Italy” to 

escape uncomfortable or dishonourable situations and to dissociate themselves from 

English society.83 By contrast, Florence allowed the English women in this study to 

invent selves better adjusted to the individuals they had become. This freedom Florence 

grants each of them, the opportunity to re-imagine themselves. It is the city’s virtue. 

Barrett Browning’s abandonment of England, her home of forty years, can be 

explained by a long list of motives, ranging from health and climate to economy, but 

letters written between herself and Robert Browning, as well as to family and friends, 

explicitly document her need to distance herself from her father, Edward Barrett, and to 

remove herself from English society. Prior to her departure, Barrett Browning reassures 

her fiancé and, it would seem, herself, that in Italy “we should be … further from the 

world … out of hearing of the great storm of gossiping”.84 Even before women left 

England, they often had clear and definite expectations of escaping from the malicious 

gossip, scandal and hypocrisy about morals that were such a part of English patriarchal 

society. Barrett Browning discovered greater personal (and professional) freedom in 

Florence, as I will discuss in Chapter Three, and her letters strongly suggest that she 

was happier and more creative there than she was in London. Years later, in Aurora 

Leigh (1856), she speaks of “This perfect solitude of foreign lands!” where one is free 

“To be, as if you had not been till then,/ And were then, simply what you chose to be”.85  
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For strict English custom and separate spheres ideology, London was 

undoubtedly the place to remain; but for personal growth and professional freedom, 

English women at various stages throughout the nineteenth century chose Florence. For 

Corinne, and for the English women who faithfully followed in her footsteps, the result 

of these special conditions of Florentine society was that of leading an independent life 

as a woman of genius, and developing talents to the full with the support rather than the 

disapproval of society. Like Staël’s heroine, English women felt relatively comfortable 

and free to move around Florence and its environs without an escort. Jameson, for 

example, on her first visit to Florence at the age of twenty-six, made secret and 

unaccompanied trips to galleries and churches around Florence, which she later boasts 

about in letters home to her family. In Naples, by contrast, she is afraid to venture out 

alone, writing to her mother on 13 February 1822 that, “the shoals of beggars, loungers, 

and ruffian lazzaroni86 exceed all belief and all description; in short I am here a kind of 

prisoner, which does not at all agree with me” (Erskine 60). The English ‘colonisation’ 

of Florence, as described earlier in this chapter, probably later added to the confidence 

of women like Jameson in Florence, and to the ease of living for female residents there. 

Living beyond the immediate scrutiny of English society and their families, women in 

Florence could transcend the roles which patriarchy prescribed for them, without 

foregoing the English comforts. In this way, Florence fulfilled a crucial and symbolic 

role as a realm open to personal growth and experiences, as well as a place familiarly 

associated with the required aspects of English culture and none of the negative 

restrictions. In particular, Florence offered the women in this study a new and valuable 

variety of perspectives and, especially a suitable environment for work. A significant 

number of English women, including the women in this study, came to Florence 
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throughout the nineteenth century with expectations of leading interesting, 

unconventional, independent and ultimately self-fulfilling lives as professional writers 

and artists. In Florence, the women writers in this study were free to work on their 

books for publication in England and America.  

Women in England were restricted as to the sort of writing they might publish 

but the following chapters consider the ways that by writing from a position of 

displacement the middle-class women in this study were able to establish the authority 

to write in areas traditionally outside the sphere gendered female. Travel writing, which 

at this time was a hybrid of genres (letters, guidebooks and poetry) and participated in a 

number of discourses like art history, history and sociology as well, presented a rare 

opportunity for nineteenth-century English women to articulate views on the world 

around them and their responses to it. The writings discussed in this study present a 

social, political and literary portrait of Florence. Partly personal, biographical and 

intimate, these Florentine writings were often also political, descriptive, forthright and 

polemical. Through their foreign travel experiences the women in this study could 

fashion themselves into informed, discriminating observers, reliable social 

commentators and reputable art historians. Jameson, for instance, in her first published 

travel narrative, Diary, produced an intimate and vividly personal account of early 

Italian art.87 

The women in this study were all passionately drawn to Florence as a site for 

work. Jameson, for example, who returned to Florence numerous times throughout her 

life, found in Florence, a place in which to concentrate on her professional development 

as an art historian. The profusion of galleries, museums and libraries and their 

associated accessibility to women visitors had important implications for Jameson’s 
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emerging identity as an authority on early Italian art. Letters to her family from 

Florence often confirm the progress of Jameson’s research and writing and even 

describe her reluctance to return to England, as I will explore in Chapter Two. 

Jameson’s journeys to Florence were always explicitly motivated by work. As her 

friend, Barrett Browning suggests to Mitford on 5 November 1846: “She [Jameson] 

goes to Florence, to Sienna, to Rome, to complete her work upon [Sacred and 

Legendary] Art, which is the object of her Italian journey” (Raymond and Sullivan 3: 

195). 

For Jameson’s friend, the poet Barrett Browning, Florence became a permanent 

place of residence from the age of forty and, until her death, a site for much professional 

work. Largely confined to her apartment, Barrett Browning experiences Florence 

differently to Jameson, and for that matter, Eliot and Oliphant. She consciously leads “a 

solitary life” (Raymond and Sullivan 3: 222), having only minimal contact with 

Florence, its environs and the local Florentine people. Interestingly, once Barrett 

Browning is settled permanently in Casa Guidi, her sense of belonging to Florence 

strengthens, far outweighing that of any other writer in this study. And, unlike the other 

women in this study, Barrett Browning is interested in Florence’s present, not in the 

past. In particular, she is more interested in Florence’s inhabitants than in the art and 

culture the city has to offer. Her new ‘Florentine’ perspective inspires her to write 

poems from fresh points of view; ones that allow her to ‘see’ and understand herself, 

England and Italy differently, as I will discuss in Chapter Three. 

An inspirational first tour of Florence in 1860 provided Eliot, the focus of my 

fourth chapter, the stimulus for a new novel. At the time of Eliot’s trip, professionally 

she was ready to move away from the provincial novels for which she was already 

famous and the Italian city of Florence unexpectedly provided her with a means through 
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which to achieve this. Romola, published in 1863, is largely based upon research 

conducted by Eliot during this and a second visit to Florence the following year. She 

made repeated visits to Fiesole, San Miniato and Bellosguardo as well as to various 

galleries, museums, churches and libraries in order to achieve as accurate a rendition of 

fifteenth-century Florence in her novel as possible. Eliot’s trips to Florence, 

furthermore, provided her with an original and innovative, if radical, approach to the 

male-dominated genre of historical romance. At the same time, she uses both this 

geographical and historical distance to write about the condition of women in England, 

despite the novel’s Florentine setting. 

For Oliphant, the subject of my fifth chapter, Florence represented a rich quarry 

from which to mine subject matter she could successfully market to a ready audience: 

the English reading public. Interestingly, Oliphant’s personal view of Florence was 

permanently shaped by her first ill-fated trip in 1859 and, consequently, her future 

association with the city was solely motivated by financial opportunity. Oliphant’s 

familiarity with Florence provided considerable cultural ‘capital’ for later articles and 

guidebooks. In 1874 Oliphant’s primary motive for visiting Florence was as a site for 

professional work. During the visit, the shrewd writer allowed herself just three weeks 

in which to research her 430-page guidebook, The Makers of Florence. For the popular 

writer, and for the readership Oliphant cultivated, the accuracy of detail was not nearly 

as important as the suitability of subject matter and writing style.  

To varying degrees, the women in this study found in Florence both a subject for 

writing – its rich history, art and culture – and a liberating spirit of place which called 

forth more creative and, especially in Oliphant’s case, profitable, writing. In particular, 

Florence represented for English women in the nineteenth century something freer than 

the confining space of home. Well-distanced from the domestic ideology of the day in 
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which women remained, ideologically at least, confined to the private sphere, Florence 

became a unique locus of energy, particularly for women who wanted to work such as 

the professional women writers in this study. In the following chapters I will explore 

some of the ways in which these particular English women in Florence found the 

freedom to live and work creatively and independently as well as effectively and 

profitably. In particular, I will look at the ways in which Florence effected both personal 

and professional transformations in the lives of Jameson, Barrett Browning, Eliot and 

Oliphant. As Janet Wolff in the twentieth century has observed, “dislocation can also 

facilitate personal transformation”.88 The facilitation of personal, and importantly, 

professional, transformations are the very elements I wish to explore.   

 

                                                 
88 Janet Wolff, Resident Alien (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 9. 
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 In 1848 the writer and art historian, Anna Brownell Jameson, née Murphy 

(1794-1860), aged fifty-four, declared in the preface to the first volume of her magnum 

opus The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art, “I am on the outside, not the inside, of 

the door I open”.1 Ironically, Jameson’s position as a Victorian authority on Italian art 

was already confirmed by the popularity of her earlier writings on medieval and 

Renaissance art, and moreover, it was upheld by the author’s long personal affiliation 

with Italy and its celebrated artworks.2 An encounter with Florence, almost three 

decades earlier in 1821, was to result in a life-long professional association with early 

Italian art. Compounded by exhaustive research and self-education, Jameson utilized 

her first and future travel experiences to kindle a writing career and a professional 

interest in art history.3 In 1826, a fictionalized account of her first visit to France and 

Italy was published, titled The Diary of an Ennuyée. In addition to its fictional content 

and travel detail, Diary contains anecdotal accounts of Italian artists and their works of 

art. Jameson’s book reveals the early imaginative investment she made in Italy – 

particularly in the art capital of Florence – one that would continue to inform her 

writing throughout her working life. Between 1843-5, Jameson wrote a series of essays 

on the early Italian artists for the Penny Magazine, and these were republished as 

Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters, and the Progress of Painting in Italy in 1845. 

Finally, the five-volume series The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art, published 

between 1848 and 1864 and reissued multiple times in England and the United States, 

                                                 
1 Anna Jameson, Sacred and Legendary Art, vol. 1 (1848. London: Longmans, 1866), 58. All subsequent 
references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
2 Jameson was the first Victorian art historian, however it was not until the publication of her final, five 
volume series, The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art that she reached the peak of her career. For 
further discussion, see Adele Holcomb, “Anna Jameson: The First Professional English Art Historian,” 
Art History 6 (1983), 171-87. It should be noted that Adele Holcomb publishes later scholarly work on 
Jameson as Adele Ernstrom. 
3 In addition to books on art, Jameson’s publications covered diverse topics including a travel account of 
Canada and various histories of women. Jameson’s writings amounted to many articles and essays and 
around 20 books. See the Cambridge Bibiliography of English Literature which lists all Jameson’s 
publications with reviews. 
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won Jameson enormous popular acclaim for her expertise in Italian art history and 

criticism.4 

 Jameson first experienced Florence at the age of twenty-six, when she travelled 

to Italy as a governess in 1821; it was the first of numerous visits throughout Jameson’s 

life, the last in 1859, just months before her death on 17 March 1860. As her letters 

reveal, Florence offered the young traveller a new and valuable variety of perspectives, 

which she also recorded in travel journals and in notebooks.5 The daughter of a painter 

of miniatures, Anna Murphy was immediately drawn to Florence’s art galleries, which 

were unrivalled in their collections of late medieval and early Renaissance works. The 

countless artworks also held in the churches, chapels, palaces and piazzas of Florence 

further impressed upon the governess’s imagination. The genesis of Jameson’s 

professionalization as an art historian seems to have come out of this trip to Florence. 

Throughout her life she returned to Italy on various occasions and her publications were 

often derived from these repeated visits. Indeed, several months before her death 

Jameson revisited Florence to research the final volume of Sacred and Legendary Art 

called The History of Our Lord (completed and published by Lady Elizabeth Eastlake in 

May 1864). In this chapter, I will demonstrate how from her earliest encounter with 

Florence until her death, Italy, and most especially Florence, was imagined by Jameson 

as a gallery: a gallery through which nineteenth-century travellers proceeded – rather 

than as a city to visit, and a culture to imbibe. Furthermore, I will establish how 

Jameson’s visits to Florence and Italy and the skills she acquired there were the greatest 

stimulus of her life, providing material and inspiration for many books and facilitating a 

long and independent writing career. 

                                                 
4 The most successful volume of the series, Sacred and Legendary Art (1848), remained in print until the 
early years of the twentieth century. There were ten editions of this volume. 
5 For a broader discussion of this, Jameson’s first significant publication, see Judith Johnston, “Fracturing 
Perspectives of Italy in Anna Jameson’s Diary of an Ennuyée,” Women’s Writing 11 (2004), 11-24. 
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 Jameson’s letters to her family from Florence often confirm the progress of her 

research and writing and describe her reluctance to return to England. In part, Jameson’s 

partiality to Florence must have been due to the low cost of living there in comparison 

with England and even Rome, as discussed in Chapter One. Writing to her sister 

Charlotte on 23 July 1857 she exclaims: “It is such comparatively cheap living here!”.6 

On 30 October later the same year, Jameson explains to her four sisters that, “on the 

whole I am living at one half the expense of England & one third less than at Rome & I 

am working as well as I can – needs must!” (Erskine 314). The following year, on 25 

January 1858 she again assures them that, “I do not spend so much [in Florence] as in 

England, so I go on with a good conscience” (Erskine 316). By this time, Jameson had 

also discovered in Florence an ideal place in which to concentrate on her work. The 

profusion of galleries, museums and libraries and their associated accessibility to 

women travellers had important implications for Jameson’s professional development, 

as I explain in this chapter. In a letter dated 25 June 1857 Jameson writes to her sisters: 

“there is an excellent library – both for amusing books in all languages & books on art 

&c. I pay an expensive subscription 1 scudo a month - & they let me have very valuable 

books of engravings & for reference, & I go on, laying up studies & notes for future 

use” (Erskine 307-8). Of course the cathedrals, churches, chapels and monasteries were 

also rich sources of early art. In January 1858, Jameson visited “a monastery about 3 

miles from Florence, called ‘Certosa’” as part of her research for the final volume of 

Sacred and Legendary Art (Erskine 316). “My object”, she explains in a letter to her 

sisters dated 25 January, “was to see some very fine and peculiar Sculpture as well as 

the place itself … the sculpture and pictures were as fine as I had expected” (Erskine 

316-17). As the letter reveals, Jameson perceived the monastery as a kind of gallery, 

                                                 
6 Beatrice Steurt Erskine, Anna Jameson: Letters and Friendships 1812-1860 (London: Unwin, 1915), 
310. All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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home to original examples of Medieval and Renaissance art. Throughout her life, 

Jameson’s visits to Florence and its surroundings proved to be pivotal in her writing 

career. Under dedicated self-education but no formal tutelage, Jameson subsumed her 

role as a governess, tourist or traveller by writing books and essays on early Italian art 

based upon her experiences at the art galleries and other havens of art such as 

monasteries, churches, museums and libraries. This chapter explores how and why this 

contact with Florence meant so much to Jameson and how the knowledge she acquired 

there influenced her writing, particularly on early Italian art for which she is most 

remembered. 

 It has been well documented that the Victorians developed an obsession with the 

idea of Italy as a repository of ‘high art’,7 on account of its lavish Renaissance art 

heritage. Hilary Fraser, among others, writes about the English notion of ‘high art’ in 

her study The Victorians and Renaissance Italy (1992). I use the term ‘high art’ as a 

catch-all phrase indicating the superiority attributed to Renaissance artists in the 

Victorian age. In Jameson’s Companion to the Most Celebrated Private Galleries of Art 

in London (1844), she refers to “the highest style of art” that is found in Italy.8 

Jameson’s term is an adaptation of Sir Joshua Reynolds’ concept of “the great style”,9 

described in ‘Discourse Three’ of his influential series Discourses on Art, which he first 

delivered in December 1770 to the students of the Royal Academy. In his Discourses, 

Reynolds asserts that the “idea of the perfect state of nature, which the Artist calls the 

Ideal Beauty, is the leading principle, by which works of genius are conducted” 

(Reynolds 44-5). He adds that, “[e]very language has adopted terms expressive of this 

                                                 
7 See, for example, Hilary Fraser, The Victorians and Renaissance Italy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 59-
60. 
8 Anna Jameson, Companion to the Most Celebrated Private Galleries of Art in London (London: 
Saunders and Otley, 1844), xxviii. 
9 Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses on Art (1769-90), Robert R. Wark (ed.) (New Haven and London: Yale 
University, 1975), 43. 
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excellence. The gusto grande of the Italians, the beau idéal of the French, and the great 

style, genius, and taste among the English” (Reynolds 43). This late eighteenth-century 

attitude to art was upheld by Jameson’s nineteenth-century idea of ‘the highest style of 

art’ and it contributed to English responses to art until the middle of the nineteenth 

century. 

 Italy was revered as home to the original masterpieces of countless Renaissance 

artists and ‘high art’ crowded Italian galleries, museums, churches, cathedrals, chapels, 

palaces and piazzas. The sheer multitude of nineteenth-century publications about 

Italian art history is testimony to the popularity of the subject throughout English 

society. Kenneth Churchill discusses this broad interest in his chapter, “The Victorians 

and the Renaissance” in Italy and English Literature 1764-1930 (1980).10 The Victorian 

notion of ‘high art’ however, did not extend to artwork by contemporary Italian artists. 

Jameson, for example, offers a critical approach to the works of the modern artists and 

students on show at the school of Fine Arts in Florence. In Diary her ennuyée reports: 

Were I to judge from the specimens I have seen here and elsewhere, I should say 

that a cold, glaring, hard tea-tray style prevails … No soul, no grandeur, no 

simplicity; a meager insipidity in the conception, a nicety of finish in the detail; 

affectation instead of grace, distortion instead of power, and prettiness instead of 

                                                 
10 The exclusion of Jameson from this chapter is disturbing, considering the success of her books on art 
during the Victorian period. Jameson does, however, receive recognition in an earlier chapter, 
“Developments in the 1830s” in which she is acknowledged for the new attitudes she represents in her 
Venetian essay, “The House of Titian” compared with her earliest work Diary. Her series “Essays on the 
Lives of the Remarkable Painters” (1843-5) and their republication in 1845 as Memoirs of the Early 
Italian Painters and the Progress of Painting in Italy are not mentioned and Jameson is largely 
overlooked throughout the book because she is “terribly limited”. Kenneth Churchill, “The Victorians and 
the Renaissance,” Italy and English Literature 1764-1930 (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 
1980), 75. See Judith Johnston, Anna Jameson: Victorian, feminist, woman of letters’ (1997), for a 
discussion of Jameson’s so-called ‘limitations’, and especially, Chapter 6 ‘Invading the House of Titian: 
the Colonisation of Italian Art’.  
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beauty … Are they [the artists] sans eyes, sans souls, sans taste, sans everything, 

but money and self-conceit?11 

Jameson’s response is typical of nineteenth-century responses to modern Italian art. The 

glory of Italian art was restricted to the past. “Modern Italian art could rarely find an 

apologist”, as Charles Brand has argued in his study Italy and the English Romantics,12 

“The glory of Italy lay all in the past – her painting was dead” (Brand 147-8). 

 Galleries, museums and churches were not the only repositories of ‘high art’ in 

Italy. The Victorian reverence for Italy extended beyond traditional forms of art such as 

painting, sculpture, architecture and frescoes, to Italy itself as a landscape invested with 

its own artistic qualities and inspiration. The appeal of Italy to the Victorians was 

strengthened by its particularly ‘picturesque’ qualities. The Victorian perception of Italy 

had been popularized and informed by the Romantic picturesque point of view located 

in the seventeenth-century painters of Italian landscapes, Claude Lorrain, Nicolas 

Poussin and Salvator Rosa, as stated in Chapter One, and more particularly in the 

writings of Byron, and in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). The importance of these 

romantic influences upon Jameson’s first experience of Italy in 1821 is surely all the 

more pronounced for the fact that she stayed in the same neighbourhood in Rome where 

Claude and Poussin once lived. A letter home to her sister Charlotte confirms the 

significance for Jameson. In a letter dated 19 January 1822 Jameson notes that, “Claude 

lived in a small house at the end of our street and Poussin close to him. I never pass by 

their houses without looking up at them” (Erskine 57). With its picturesque scenery and 

landscape, historic architecture, unique atmosphere and natural light, Italy was rendered 

                                                 
11 Anna Jameson, The Diary of an Ennuyée (London: Saunders and Otley, 1838), 87. All subsequent 
references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
12 Charles Peter Brand, Italy and the English Romantics: The Italianate Fashion in Early Nineteenth-
Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 147. 
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‘known’ to English travellers like Jameson through artworks and literature long before 

any personal experience of Italy. 

 The Victorian taste for Italy’s art heritage represented a new shift in the English 

literary response to Italy, and created a dramatic transformation in the stereotype of the 

English tourist. As Alexander Bradley argues in his book Ruskin and Italy (1987), in the 

century that preceded the Victorian era the English literary response to Italy had shifted 

many times over. In his study, Bradley identifies three distinct stages in the English 

literary response to Italy throughout the century prior to the Victorian era. Firstly, he 

describes “the eighteenth-century rationalist view of Italy”, recognizable as “the Italy of 

the Grand Tour”.13 A second stage, best typified by the “Gothick” novel era, replaced 

the first toward the end of the eighteenth century (Bradley 3). Thirdly, there developed 

“romantic” Italy” (Bradley 4), which may have been initiated by Madame de Staël’s 

novel Corinne, or Italy, as Bradley suggests, and is also characterized by Samuel 

Rogers’ poem Italy (1830). In the Victorian era, John Ruskin initiated a reaction against 

the “romantic excesses” of this third phase, “in favor of a more thorough scholarship 

and greater historical understanding” as Bradley suggests (Bradley 5). Thus, the 

wealthy, aristocratic young men on the Grand Tour, who might have travelled to Siena 

to enjoy a better standard of living and to Lucca for its acclaimed purity of speech, gave 

way by the end of the eighteenth century to groups of middle-class families seeking 

gothic thrills and scenic raptures. In the early nineteenth century, the awakening in 

England to an appreciation of landscape spearheaded by the Romantic movement led to 

an increased enthusiasm for Italy in England and in Europe, but as Brand has observed 

in Italy and the English Romantics, the focus remained on seeking an Italy long past, 

the Italy of the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries. 

                                                 
13 Alexander Bradley, Ruskin and Italy (London: UMI Research Press, 1987), 3. See also 1-6. 
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 Throughout the nineteenth century, middle-class intellectuals and family groups 

(like the Rowles family for whom Jameson was a governess) were travelling to Italy. 

The changing English interpretation of Italy culminated in a widespread appreciation of 

the country’s artistic and architectural treasures. Italian cities like Rome, Florence and 

Venice were viewed by the Victorians as galleries unto themselves, within the larger 

gallery of Italy itself. Clara Thomas, the author of Jameson’s 1967 biography, Love and 

Work Enough: The Life of Anna Jameson accurately describes the sweeping trail of 

British and American expatriates to these havens of Italian historical art when she 

observes: 

They were all pilgrims to the monuments of Roman and Renaissance artistic 

achievement, they were all searching for inspiration for their own artistic 

endeavours and they basked in the reflected warmth of past culture as they did in 

the actual warmth of the Mediterranean sun.14 

It is also worth noting that even earlier, in 1826, Henri Beyle Stendhal complained in 

his Italian travel guide titled Rome, Naples and Florence that, “Florence is nothing 

better than a vast museum full of tourists”.15 In a manner which seems more typical of a 

Romantic age, the Victorians continued to promote a conception of Italy, and Florence 

even more specifically, that was dominated by historic art, sculpture and architecture, 

and even tourists, but devoid of its nineteenth-century inhabitants.16Writing at the end 

of the century, Grant Allen continued to capitalize on Florence as the “richest of art-

cities” as discussed briefly in my Introduction,17dedicating his guide to Florence (1897) 

                                                 
14 Clara Thomas, Love and Work Enough: The Life of Anna Jameson (Macdonald: University of Toronto 
Press, 1967), 212. 
15 Stendhal (Henri Beyle), Rome, Naples, and Florence (London: Braziller, 1959), 317. 
16 Samuel Rogers was an important intermediary between the Romantic and Victorian interpretations of 
Italy and his poem Italy influenced and inspired many, including John Ruskin. Bradley, 1. See also 
Johnston, chapter 6 of Anna Jameson. 
17 Grant Allen, Florence (London: Grant Richards, 1897), 15. 
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to teaching tourists “how to see [and understand] Florence” as a gallery 18 containing 

paintings and sculpture rather than a tourist site.19 

 Despite her subservient position as a governess to the Rowles family, their tour 

of France and Italy in 1821-2 gave Jameson the privileged opportunity to witness – 

first-hand – Renaissance art and architecture in situ, as well as the romantic landscapes 

of Tuscany that had been so famously depicted by the seventeenth-century painters and 

the English Romantic poets. This personal experience of Italy provided the young 

governess with the authority to write about Italian travel, art and artists – first in her 

journals and letters and later in her published works. Jameson felt compelled to record 

what she saw; and she chronicled the tour in two types of travel diary, which she 

describes in an undated letter (probably April 1822) as I noted in Chapter One, and 

earlier in a letter to her mother dated 1 November 1821: 

I keep two journals – one contains merely notes of the places we stop at and 

everything we see – the other which I always keep under lock and key, contains 

an exact and faithful account of my own impressions with all the little 

anecdotes, sketches of character etc., which I pick up from my own observations 

and those of others and also descriptions of scenery taken down on the spot. I 

have been very careful to be exact and accurate and true in every respect … I 

describe as I see (Erskine 43). 

Significantly, as a young governess Jameson imagines the potential of her foreign travel 

experiences, actually expressing her intention of becoming a professional working 

writer. Rather than mere “scribbles” to take back to England “to amuse you all, dear 

girls and Mamma and Papa” (Erskine 65), Jameson’s journals served as written 

preparation for a future published account. In 1822 she reveals to her sisters her bold 

                                                 
18 Allen, 257. 
19 Allen, 5. 
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plans to complete and publish a chronicle of her travels. In an undated letter, probably 

in April, she writes: “I have collected enough material which, if I live and Heaven 

grants me health and that peace to which I have been a stranger, I will turn to good 

account” (Erskine 65). 

 Jameson’s letters during 1821-2 offer vivid documentation of her first overseas 

journey and impart a candid insight into her initial, personal impressions of Italy. Judith 

Johnston, in her recent article “Fracturing Perspectives of Italy in Anna Jameson’s 

Diary of an Ennuyée” in Women’s Writing 11 (2004), has commented that Jameson’s 

letters to her family during this period “reflect a desire to project a particular, highly 

dramatised version of the self to her family which contains a degree of deceptive 

posturing” (Johnston, “Fracturing Perspectives” 12). Importantly, they also provide a 

valuable backdrop to her first published account of Italy, The Diary of an Ennuyée. 

Notably, in these letters Jameson encapsulates the image of Florence as an artistic site. 

Impatient of her dependent and subordinate position in the Rowles family, the young 

governess confides to her sister Louisa of a secret and unaccompanied visit to the Uffizi 

Gallery in Florence. She writes on 4 November 1821: “We have not been to the Gallery 

yet, but I have on the sly; my impatience would not wait” (Erskine 45). In another 

example, three days earlier, Jameson boasts to her mother that, “I visited the Church of 

Santa Croce yesterday alone – it is the Westminster Abbey of Florence” (Erskine 43-4). 

For the daughter of a painter of miniatures and quintessential tourist, the idea of Italy 

was always inseparable from art, and aside from her professional responsibilities, 

Jameson’s main preoccupation during the 1821-2 journey was to see as much of the 

artwork on offer as possible. For Jameson, this trip served as a fortuitous opportunity to 

visit the celebrated Florentine art galleries as many times as possible. So important was 

this experience of Florence for Jameson, that she might never have become a major art 
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historian had she missed it. Moreover, her determination not to waste the opportunity 

afforded her reveals a woman already ambitious to develop a professional life as a 

writer. 

 On her first visit to the Uffizi Gallery, Jameson recounts the powerful impact of 

Boticelli’s master work “The Birth of Venus” upon her “English eyes” (Erskine 311) – 

to use Jameson’s term – “I saw the Venus and only the Venus; I would not, after 

looking at her, efface or weaken the impression on my imagination for worlds” (Erskine 

45). Observing the perfection of the Venus, she reports to her sister Louisa that, “[n]o 

statue, no cast or copy would ever give a perfect idea of it … the whole is perfection; 

had she walked off her pedestal I should have been delighted, but scarcely astonished” 

(Erskine 46). This effusive reaction is a very standard, commonplace one, which sets 

the tone for some decades. In 1858, George Eliot describes a similar response to another 

Renaissance work, Raphael’s Sistine Madonna which she saw in Dresden. In her 

journal, Eliot remembers: “I sat down on the sofa opposite the picture for an instant, but 

a sort of awe, as if I were suddenly in the living presence of some glorious being, made 

my heart swell too much to remain comfortably, and we hurried out of the room”.20 The 

following year, in 1859, Margaret Oliphant was a lonely, pregnant wife in Florence who 

made consolatory visits to the Pitti Palace to see Albertinelli’s ‘Visitation’. In her 

Autobiography, Oliphant recollects: 

I for my part used to stray into one small room in the Pitti, I think, where at that 

time the great picture of the Visitation – Albertinelli’s – hung alone. By that 

time I knew another baby was coming, and it seemed to do me good to go and 

look at these two women, the tender old Elizabeth, and Mary with all the awe of 

her coming motherhood upon her. I had little thought of all that was to happen to 

                                                 
20 Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston (eds), The Journals of George Eliot (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 325. 
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me before my child came, but I had no woman to go to, to be comforted – 

except these two.21 

 It should be mentioned that what is particularly interesting in these responses by 

Jameson, Eliot and Oliphant is the desire to evoke a living presence – to establish a 

personal and intimate relation with the past. 

 For Jameson, on her first visit to Florence, the Uffizi Gallery is “the chief 

attraction” as she informs her sister Camilla on 12 November 1821 and she revisits it 

five times over eight days (Erskine 46). She is clearly struck by the collection of 

Renaissance art which exceeds anything she has seen before, even though English art 

collections, with which she was familiar, contained a significant number of Italian 

Renaissance painters, including the Caracci and the Venetians.22 Even after six visits to 

the Uffizi Gallery, Jameson believes: “I have not seen the half of what I wish to see; I 

have scratched a sort of plan of it” (Erskine 46). Jameson is particularly attracted to the 

painters with whom she has only just become acquainted during her stay in Florence. 

She reports to Camilla in the same letter: “I have seen, since I came to Italy, such 

exquisite pictures by painters one hardly hears of in England!” (Erskine 47). These 

include Carlo Dolce’s depiction of Mary Magdalene in the Uffizi Gallery as well as his 

painting of a head representing Poetry displayed in the Corsini Palace. Such effusions 

are representative of the wider, ongoing response to early Italian art throughout the 

century, as my comparison with Eliot demonstrates. In the letter Jameson explains that, 

“in books of travel they put off a few chef d’œuvres, of which one hears till one is sick 

of them. I have been most pleased with the very things I never heard of before” (Erskine 

47). This statement with its critical approach to travel guides of the day, and specifically 
                                                 
21 Jay, Elisabeth (ed), The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Complete Text (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), 73. 
22 In the early years of the nineteenth century, English art collections represented a significant number of 
Italian painters including the Caracci, the Venetians, and later drawings by Raphael, Michel Angelo and 
Leonardo da Vinci. See Brand, 137-58. 
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their canonical approach to Italian art (little has changed in this regard) strongly 

suggests that the genesis of Jameson’s professionalization as an art historian transpired 

from her first visit to Florence.  

 Another of Jameson’s contemporaries and a close friend, the poet Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, also eulogises Florence’s galleries in her writings – even before 

visiting them. Recovering from a miscarriage, Barrett Browning is prevented from 

viewing the city’s artistic treasures the first week she is there. Her disappointment is 

expressed in a letter to Mary Russell Mitford, in which she laments that despite being 

“within a stone’s throw of the Venus and the Raphaels” she has not yet managed an 

excursion to the galleries.23 “I scarcely have recovered at this moment though we came 

to Florence nine days ago”, Barrett Browning writes, “and I hope in two more days to 

be able to get into the galleries & see a little of the wonders of our beautiful city here” 

(Raymond and Sullivan 198). These comments by Barrett Browning and Jameson in the 

mid-nineteenth century show how a journey to Florence was viewed first and foremost 

as a pilgrimage to one of the greatest monuments of artistic achievement. As Joanna 

Porter and Steve Ellis point out in their article, “Some of the Uses of Florence in the 

Victorian Novel”, the “shift of attention from Rome and Venice and their High 

Renaissance achievements to the late medieval and early Renaissance works in which 

Florence was unrivalled” took place predominantly in the 1840s, and coincided “with 

the growth in England of ‘Pre-Raphaelitism’”.24 

 Jameson discovers that the Italian landscape itself also functions as an 

aestheticised object because it is the origin and inspiration behind great artistic and 

literary works. All over Italy the sensitive, or perhaps I should say the Romantic 

                                                 
23 Meredith B Raymond and Mary Rose Sullivan (eds), Women of Letters: Selected Letters of Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning and Mary Russell Mitford (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1987), 198. 
24 Joanna Porter and Steve Ellis, “Some Uses of Florence in the Victorian Novel,” Journal of European 
Studies 15 (1995), 49-64, 49. 
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Victorian traveller, found places that would evoke in his or her mind images of art and 

literature.25 According to Brand, this was mainly due to the fact that, since the Romantic 

period, the “visual appeal of the Italian scene was widely recognized, because people 

had become accustomed to looking for pictures in landscape” (168). Brand provides an 

interesting discussion of the effect of the Italian landscape on the nineteenth-century 

imagination in his chapter, “The Appeal of the Italian Scene”, in which he observes:  

If a picturesque landscape was one that appealed for its visual qualities, a  

‘romantic’ scene was, on the whole, one that stimulated the imagination. And 

we shall see that if Italy’s visual appeal was strong, even stronger was her 

attraction to the imagination of the traveller (169). 

Jameson discusses the correlation between Italy’s romantic scene, the imagination and 

the fine arts in a letter she wrote to her father in 1821. In the letter, dated 29 November, 

she suggests that, the natural landscape, light and climate all help to activate the English 

traveller’s imagination so as to enhance the overall enjoyment and appreciation of “the 

ideal beauties” that are located in early Renaissance art (Erskine 48). “It is in Italy that 

one most feels the influence of the fine arts”, Jameson tells her father (Erskine 48). She 

adds that, 

I think the climate and the scenery, by exciting the imagination, prepares it to be 

more sensible to … the ideal beauties, which are presented to the eye in painting 

and sculpture; for here (as some author says) the loves and the graces have 

descended to inhabit the hard marble and to dwell in the presentments of lights 

and shadows (Erskine 48). 

                                                 
25 ‘Romantic’ is not used here as a synonym for ‘sensitive’ (in which case a small ‘r’ would be preferable) 
but because many Victorian travelers were also in the habit of reading Italy through the eyes of popular 
literature. For a discussion about the popular habit of using Byron’s Childe Harold as a guide to Italy, see 
Charlotte Yonge, The Heir of Redclyffe, vol. 2 (1853. London: Garland, 1975), 125-27. 
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Importantly, Jameson believes that “no one can enjoy more than I do the beauties 

around me” (Erskine 48), once more enforcing the notion that as early as 1821 she had 

already begun to fashion herself as an authority on early Italian art. Jameson’s 

references to ‘the beauties’ and ‘ideal beauties’ are an appropriation of Reynolds’ 

concept of ‘Ideal Beauty’, which contributes to, even explicates, the notion of ‘high art’ 

(44). Furthermore, Jameson is familiar with Reynolds’ argument for art that appeals to 

the “high” intellect versus the “common” senses in Discourses on Art.26 Jameson’s 

letters reveal the new and varied perspectives Italy offered the nineteenth-century 

traveller; in particular, the discovery of intellectual stimulation in the ‘high art’ and the 

romantic landscape. 

 In 1822, Jameson returned to England, where she continued to work as a 

resident governess. In November the same year, the London Magazine published her 

poem “Farewell to Italy”. Jameson’s poem, which was written on leaving Genoa in 

May, is a paean of praise and farewell to a “Romantic Italy”.27 Her association of Italy 

with the Romantic tradition, implicitly figures the country as strongly tied to England, 

to her readers, and to England’s poetic tradition as well. Notwithstanding the trite vision 

of Italy that is portrayed in the poem, “Farewell to Italy” is significant as Jameson’s first 

publication on Italy and as representative of Jameson’s early admiration for the country. 

Notably, “Farewell to Italy” was to appear four years later in The Diary of an Ennuyée. 

Three years later, in 1825, she married Robert Jameson with whom she had conducted a 

somewhat erratic courtship, including a broken engagement, since the winter of 1820-

21. Jameson ceased her work as a governess. However, in spite of her marriage, she 

                                                 
26 For an excellent discussion of Reynolds and landscape aesthetics, see Elizabeth A. Bohls, “Landscape 
aesthetics and the paradox of the female picturesque,” Women Travel Writers and the Language of 
Aesthetics 1716-1818 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 66-107. 
27 Anna Brownell Murphy (Jameson), “Farewell to Italy,” London Magazine 6 (1822), 387.  
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continued to seek work to support herself and her family and embarked upon a writing 

career. 

 In 1826 Jameson’s first important work, The Diary of an Ennuyée, was 

published anonymously under its original title A Lady’s Diary, “a title which is less 

suggestive of fiction than the revised title which privileges the fiction” as Johnston has 

noted (“Fracturing Perspectives” 15). The highly fictional account capitalizes on 

Jameson’s travel experiences with the wealthy Rowles family. The journey in 1821 

imbued the young governess with the confidence and the ability to adopt the persona of 

an upper-class English woman on a Grand Tour of France and Italy in her book. 

Subsequently retitled The Diary of an Ennuyée, the work chronicles the fictional 

diarist’s travels through France and Italy, offering detailed descriptions of the 

landscape, culture, art and artists, as well as personal insights. In writing Diary, 

Jameson was directly influenced by Corinne, or Italy, as I have discussed in Chapter 

One. This is not surprising, since in Diary and in letters home, Jameson notes the 

widespread popularity of Staël’s romantic travel book. In Diary she comments that, 

“Corinne” I find is a fashionable vade mecum for sentimental travelers in Italy; and that 

I too might be á la mode, I brought it from Molini’s today” (Jameson, Diary, 90). 

Jameson also writes home to her father on 29 November 1821 that, “[t]he best 

description of Florence was in Corinne; Madame de Stael has seized the most striking 

points and thrown them together like a painter”  (Erskine 49). In imitation of Staël’s 

novel, Jameson’s book is a somewhat uncomfortable fusion of fiction and non-fiction, 

an awkward juxtaposition of travel writing and art commentary against fictional 

romance passages. Johnston has recently discussed the work’s “schizoid tendency” in 

her article “Fracturing Perspectives of Italy” (11). 
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 Throughout Jameson’s travel account “the strongest, most vital elements of the 

writing are the predominating non-fictional passages” as Johnston has suggested in 

Anna Jameson: Victorian, feminist, woman of letters (1997).28 These sections include 

interesting commentary on Italian culture, art history and art criticism and an anecdotal 

illumination of historical art and artists. Despite a disclaimer that she is “no 

connoisseur” of art (Jameson, Diary 284), the young ennuyée describes art as one of her 

favourite occupations whilst traveling through Italy, even though in the fiction it is 

downplayed as a means of distracting her from a broken heart. The diarist explains that 

in Florence: “it has been one of my favourite occupations to go to the Gallery or the 

Pitti Palace, and placing my portable seat opposite to some favourite pictures, minutely 

study and compare the styles of different masters” (Jameson, Diary 283). In her quest to 

see as many examples of Renaissance art as she can, she hurries eagerly between 

galleries, churches, palaces and the school of the Fine Arts in Florence. At the same 

time as leading the reader through numerous Florentine churches, including the 

Carmine, the Masuccio at the Annunciata and the Santa Croce with its celebrated 

frescoes of Andrea del Sarto as well as other havens of ‘high art’, the Diary imparts 

detailed critiques of Florentine artists and their works. 

 Jameson’s erudition, which could so easily have been overwhelming, services an 

intimate, vividly personal account of Florentine and early Italian art. The ennuyée 

demonstrates an original and thoughtful, though at times unsophisticated, understanding 

of art, as she pauses to examine each painter’s “style” and “manner” (Jameson, Diary 

283). She recounts her inspection of Michel Angelo’s four celebrated statues ‘the 

Morning’, ‘the Noon’, ‘the Evening’ and ‘the Night’ at the San Lorenzo chapel in 

                                                 
28 Judith Johnston, Anna Jameson: Victorian, feminist, woman of letters (Aldershot: Ashgate Press, 1997), 
1. See also Johnston, “Fracturing Perspectives of Italy in Anna Jameson’s Diary of an Ennuyée” in which 
she discusses in detail the split between the lachyrmose fictional ennuyée and the busy, intrepid pre-
Victorian traveller. 
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Florence, which she observed with “admiration rather than pleasure” (Jameson, Diary 

83). The ennuyée’s descriptions of these art collections in Florence mirror many of the 

author’s own accounts in letters home between 1821-2. For example, on the fictional 

diarist’s third day in Florence she hurries to the Uffizi Gallery where she is “so dazzled 

with excellence, and so distracted with variety” (Jameson, Diary 71). She is struck by 

Boticelli’s painting, “The Birth of Venus”, as I have suggested Jameson was, and claims 

that after this first visit to the famous gallery: 

I retained no distinct recollection of any particular object except the Venus; 

which of course was the first and great attraction … I think I can understand 

why no copy, cast, or model, however accurate, however exquisite, can convey 

the impression of tenderness and sweetness, the divine and peculiar charm of the 

original (Jameson, Diary 71). 

As I noted earlier, the description of Boticelli’s Venus as the dominant attraction at the 

Uffizi Gallery had excited Jameson’s response in 1821, when she ‘saw the Venus and 

only the Venus’ causing her to pronounce that ‘No statue no caste or copy’ could ever 

replicate the original. In the letter, dated 4 November 1821, Jameson concentrates on 

her initial, overwhelming impression of the Venus: “I cannot describe her, I can only 

say that my mind was satisfied with beauty; those were the expressions which first 

occurred to me when I could speak of it” (Erskine 45-6). Jameson’s preference for 

beauty in art is examined by Thomas in her essay, “Anna Jameson: Art Historian and 

Critic” (1980). Thomas describes Jameson’s tendency in the Diary to become “engaged 

in the misleading … pastime of judging the quality of the painter’s character by the 

attractive qualities she finds in his paintings”.29 Certainly, Jameson’s preference for 

‘Ideal Beauty’ reflects the attitudes of the day to art, and as her early letters show, it was 

                                                 
29 Clara Thomas, “Anna Jameson: Art Historian and Critic,” Woman’s Art Journal 1 (1980), 20-22, 21. 
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a practice established early on, doubtless in the education she received from her artist 

father. Jameson’s diarist, however, is usually systematic in her approach to the analysis 

of each painter’s work, revealing a focus that is not confined to beauty alone. For 

example, she advises her readers that, “By the style of any particular painter, I presume 

we mean to express … first, his peculiar conception of the subject; secondly, his 

peculiar method of executing that conception, with regard to colouring, drawing, and 

what artists call handling” (Diary, 283). Jameson’s decision to incorporate her personal 

impressions of the Florentine galleries into Diary exposes her immediate realization of 

the potential for personal and professional self-fashioning in travelling to Italy. Fine 

Arts specialist, Adele Holcomb, insists that prior to her own chapter, “Anna Jameson 

(1794-1860): Sacred Art and Social Vision”(1981): “What has not been noticed in the 

Diary is the evidence of close and thoughtful scrutiny of works of art”.30 These sections 

of the Diary, with their emphasis on guiding the reader toward a thoughtful and 

intelligent consideration of Renaissance art, provide an early example of Jameson’s 

fashioning of her role as art guide, and demonstrate the direction her future works will 

take.31 

 In literary criticism about women’s writing during the nineteenth century, it has 

often been observed that in the years leading up to the Victorian era professional writing 

by women was severely constrained. Anne Mellor, Dorothy Mermin and Mary Poovey 

offer detailed examinations of the ways in which social constructions of gender 

difference served to exclude women from culture during the nineteenth century. And 

yet, although early nineteenth-century attitudes toward women affected writing by 

                                                 
30 Adele Holcomb, “Anna Jameson (1794-1860): Sacred Art and Social Vision,” in Women as 
Interpreters of the Visual Arts, 1820-1979, eds. Claire Richter Sherman and Adele Holcomb (Westport, 
Conn: Greenwood, 1981), 93-121, 96.  
31 For example, a brief reference to “the gates of Florence” in Diary forms the main subject of one of 
Jameson’s essays in 1843 (Jameson, Diary, 71). 
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women, they did not “necessarily inhibit” them as Mermin writes.32 In the Diary 

according to Johnston, there are “[i]n fact two separate, and distinct narratorial voices” 

(Anna Jameson 101): that of the ennuyée, the romantic and fictional diarist, and the 

non-fictional voice that is the emerging art critic, Jameson. In this way, Diary is 

Jameson’s earliest attempt at negotiating a space in which to write publicly and 

professionally about art. Diary was strategically written within nineteenth-century 

constraints, and Jameson’s own views on the early Italian artists and their work are 

presented, though carefully veiled, via conventional measures such as disclaiming 

techniques. Furthermore, they are protected by the genre of the publication, since the 

diary was a traditional and socially-accepted form of writing by women, and because 

Jameson’s art criticism has been placed alongside travel writing and fictional romance. 

Even so, the first edition of Diary (A Lady’s Diary) was published anonymously as I 

have noted. 

Maria Frawley pertinently suggests that the Diary “had been a testing ground for 

Jameson’s emerging identity as an art critic and historian”.33 Away from England, 

nineteenth-century women often felt compelled to write about their foreign travel 

experiences, as Frawley’s study demonstrates, and sometimes they used these 

experiences away from home to establish the authority to write in areas traditionally 

outside of the woman’s sphere. Notably, the Diary is Jameson’s single attempt at 

fictional writing, after which she only published non-fictional works, including 

importantly, eleven studies of the fine arts. Art writing, for Jameson, became a medium 

in which to work out “the relations between the public sphere and the private one, 

                                                 
32 Dorothy Mermin, Godiva’s Ride. Women of letters in England, 1830-1880 (Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993), xiv. 
33 Maria Frawley, A Wider Range: Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England (London: Associated 
University Presses, 1994), 83. 
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between a public culture and personal cultivation”, as Laurie Kane Lew has 

demonstrated.34  

In spite of the modest earnings Jameson received for the publication of her first 

book, she gained much interest – notoriety even – by its publication.35 The controversy 

surrounding The Diary’s author was due mainly to the reported death of the anonymous, 

young ennuyée at the end of the diary (she allegedly dies of love), and the uproar 

Jameson’s subsequent revelation as author caused in literary circles in England. 

Nevertheless, the various reviews that appeared in some of the most important and 

influential journals of the day, and the considerable public response that was created 

towards Jameson’s book were instrumental in placing her directly in the public eye as 

the author of the work. As Ainslie Robinson has convincingly argued in her article 

“Stalking through the literary world: Anna Jameson and the Periodical Press, 1826-

1860” in Victorian Periodicals Review (2000), the reception of Diary “by major 

contemporary British reviews was vital to her career”. 36 Interestingly, in the preface of 

Jameson’s next semi-biographical work, The Loves of the Poets (1829), she proudly 

declares herself to be “Mrs. Jameson, authoress of The Diary of an Ennuyée”.37 

Johnston has suggested that at this time, Jameson had “begun to consider her earlier 

publication something of an embarrassment” by showing how Jameson had 

disingenuously attempted “to disclaim those elements in the work about which critics 

had used such harsh words as false, deception and imposture” (Anna Jameson 102). In 

spite of this, and as Robinson has argued, Jameson took “full credit” for the success of 

                                                 
34 Laurie Kane Lew, “Cultural Anxiety in Anna Jameson’s Art Criticism,” Studies in English Literature 
1500-1900 36 (1996). 829-58, 830. 
35 Jameson’s first book-length publication was A First or Mother’s Dictionary for Children in 1825. 
36 Ainslie Robinson, “Stalking through the literary world: Anna Jameson and the Periodical Press, 1826-
1860,” Victorian Periodicals Review 33:2 (2000), 165-77. 
37 Anna Jameson, The Loves of the Poets (London: Henry Colburn, 1829). 
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Diary’s second issue (which was reissued as fiction) during the promotion of The Loves 

of the Poets (Robinson, “Stalking through the literary world” 170). 

In 1829, Robert Jameson was appointed puisne judge to Dominica. His wife, 

however, chose not to accompany him, instead travelling the same year on the 

Continent with her father, Denis Brownell Murphy and Sir Gerard Noel and his 

daughter. It is doubtful whether Jameson’s father was now receiving an income38 and 

with certainty, her mother and two unmarried sisters, Eliza and Charlotte, did not earn 

sufficient livings for themselves. Consequently, the onus was placed upon Jameson to 

secure enough money to support her entire family and although she received an 

(irregular) income from her husband in Dominica, she undoubtedly required an 

independent income as well in order to help her family. Accordingly, Jameson decided 

to research new and engaging subjects for publication. Interestingly, it was not until 

several years later that Jameson’s confidence as a professional writer developed, and 

after her first major publishing success, Characteristics of Women (1832), she indicated 

to her close friend Ottilie von Goethe, daughter-in-law of the famous German writer and 

natural philosopher, “for the first time in my life I think of earning money by my 

books”.39 

In the decade or so between the publication of the Diary and the 1840s, Jameson 

travelled throughout Europe and Canada whilst continuing to write books about travel, 

women and art, as well as various articles for the New Monthly Magazine and the 

Monthly Chronicle.40 In 1843, Jameson’s association with Italian art was revived when 

                                                 
38 Johnston advises that Jameson’s father is unlikely to have earned an income after 1828. Consequently, 
it is likely that Jameson was her family’s main provider after 1828.  
39 G. H. Needler (ed.), Letters of Anna Jameson to Ottilie von Goethe (London: Oxford University Press, 
1939), 55. 
40 Jameson’s publications during this period include: The Loves of the Poets (1829), Memoirs of the 
Celebrated Female Sovereigns (1831), Characteristics of Women, Moral, Poetical and Historical (1832), 
Beauties of the Court of King Charles the Second; a series of Portraits (1833), Visits and Sketches at 
Home and Abroad (1834) and Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada (1838), an account of her 
travels in Canada during 1836-7. 
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the Penny Magazine, published and edited by Charles Knight for the Society for the 

Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, invited her to write a series of articles on the early 

painters. The series of short, biographical essays marks a significant shift in Jameson’s 

approach to, and analysis of, Renaissance art. In Diary, the fictional diarist chooses “to 

leave to catalogues to particularize; … [I] am content to admire and to remember” 

(Jameson, 71), whereas in the essays Jameson herself assumes the role of cataloguer 

and critic as an authority on early Italian artists. The series titled, “Essays on the Lives 

of Remarkable Painters” appeared in the Penny Magazine between 1843-45, and 

signifies Jameson’s increasing confidence and growing reputation as an authority on art. 

There were forty-seven instalments, with articles about Florentine artists Cimabue, 

Giotto and Fra Filippo Lippi, as well as Bellini, Perugino, Raphael, Titian and the 

Venetian school.41 While Jameson repeatedly challenges Vasarian views, her series of 

essays still owes its format and its information to Vasari’s famous Le Vite de’ piu 

eccelenti Pittori, Scultori, e Architettori (1550), most widely known in English as Lives 

of the Painters, as Johnston has suggested. Even so, and as Johnston argues, “the 

dominant critical intelligence is Jameson’s own considerable firsthand knowledge of 

paintings and sculpture … in galleries in Britain and Italy” (Anna Jameson 158). 

Significantly, in the essays Jameson serves as a nineteenth-century guide to 

many of the great Renaissance artists and their work. She presents major and minor 

works of art to her readers who may or may not have visited the galleries in Italy, and 

she typically chooses for her discussion paintings by popular Italian artists – ones she 

expects her audience to recognize and admire. Lew explores Jameson’s use of art 

writing as a medium to construct alternative forms of access to art for England’s 

expanding middle classes. Her portrayal of Jameson as an art historian who “worked to 

                                                 
41 See both ‘chronology’ and ‘appendix’ in Johnston’s Anna Jameson. Victorian, feminist, woman of 
letters. 
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educate and habituate a wider public to art through her criticism” is an apt description 

of the writer at the time she wrote “Essays on the Lives of the Remarkable Painters” 

(Lew 829). The main function of the series for the Penny Magazine was, after all, to 

educate and inform the English reading public. As Janet Percival reports in her Handlist 

of the Society’s Correspondence and Papers (1978), education and information was the 

mainstay of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (SDUK), their 

philosophy being to impart “useful information to all classes of society”.42 In the essays, 

this intention is made clear through Jameson’s various references to artworks held in 

England, and in particular, to the National Gallery collections. Fourteen years later, in 

the introduction to the second edition of Memoirs of Early Italian Painters, a 

republication of the collection of essays in book-form, Jameson points out the lasting 

educational value of her art writings. Jameson informs her readers that, 

[t]he references to examples have been made, wherever it has been possible, to   

our National Gallery; and the number of valuable early pictures which have been 

lately added to our collections has rendered these references and descriptions 

much more intelligible and interesting to the young student than they were a few 

years ago.43  

In another example of Jameson meeting the needs of her audience and developing her 

writing as a tool for popular education, she also refers to the English poet Samuel 

Rogers, well-known to English readers as I have mentioned in Chapter One, in her 

article on Giotto, quoting from his popular poem, Italy, to remind her readers, 

pedagogically, about Giotto’s adoption by the artist, Cimabue. 

                                                 
42 Janet Percival, The Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, 1826-1848: A handlist of the 
Society’s correspondence and papers (London: University College Library, 1978), 1. 
43 Anna Jameson, Memoirs of Early Italian Painters, and the Progress of Painting in Italy (1848. 
London: John Murray, 1859), x. All subsequent references are to the second edition, published in 1859, 
and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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 Without Jameson’s knowledge, Knight collated “Essays on the Lives of 

Remarkable Painters” into a two-volume book in 1845, which he called Memoirs of 

Early Italian Painters and Progress of Painting in Italy. The contemporary periodical 

press and readers welcomed the volumes alike. The Athenaeum’s warm reception of 

Jameson’s book includes an enthusiastic recommendation to readers in a review titled 

“Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters” (1845) that the volumes have been “published 

just when wanted, just at the right cost … and just in the right style – being well printed, 

written, and illustrated, yet without any pretensions to anything but instructiveness of a 

popular nature”.44 As the review suggests, affordable publications written with the 

general public in mind were highly sought after in the 1840s, particularly as a result of 

the expansion of England’s middle classes and the increased educational opportunities 

in the working classes. Mermin explains that, 

the extension of education combined with increased efficiency in the production 

and distribution of reading matter enormously enlarged the market for novels, 

stories, poems, and educational and edifying materials, providing opportunities 

for publication at many levels (xv). 

Memoirs of Early Italian Painters was published with the general public in mind, as 

with the earlier series of essays, and largely in response to the inaccessibility of popular 

literature about early Italian art in England. The volumes are deliberately unpretentious, 

with Jameson citing her familiarity with the Italian galleries and her regular visits to 

Italy as certification of her reliability and expertise. She explains, for example, in the 

volumes’ second edition that, “the author has profited by two recent visits to Italy” 

(Jameson, Memoirs of Early Italian Painters x). Jameson’s attempt to domesticate ‘high 

art’ via manageable and “necessarily brief” sections, as she herself characterizes them, 

                                                 
44 “Memoirs of the Early Painters,” the Athenaeum 929 (1845): 817-18, 817. 
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is largely symptomatic of the public demand for such material (Memoirs of Early 

Italian Painters ix). As Lew notes, Jameson’s writing on early art anticipates the 

development of what has come to be known as “middlebrow” culture (Lew 832).   

 Fourteen years later, a revised and prefaced edition of Memoirs of Early Italian 

Painters was published by John Murray. The new preface clearly states Jameson’s 

intention to produce an art history that is suitable “as a companion for the young” 

(Memoirs of Early Italian Painters ix). In particular, she seeks to guide her readers 

toward an understanding of early Italian art by steering them towards an appreciation of 

the paintings as well as of the artists’ lives. Jameson explains, 

The intention was to afford to young travellers, young students in art, young 

people generally, some information relating to celebrated artists who have filled 

the world with their names and their renown; some means of understanding their 

characters, as well as comparing their works (Memoirs of Early Italian Painters 

ix). 

Jameson’s repetition of the word, ‘young’, highlights her decision this time to meet the 

needs of an expanding audience which sought educational opportunities. 

Simultaneously, as Jameson incites her readers to question: “What was … in the 

painter’s mind …?” as he painted his work (Memoirs of Early Italian Painters xi), she 

is careful to discourage her readers from placing their curiosity about the artist’s life 

above their interest in the painting itself. Instead, she encourages her readers to 

understand art as clearly as possible by questioning its function: “What does it mean?” 

and “What is it about?” (Jameson, Memoirs of Early Italian Painters xi). Jameson 

demonstrates her objective most effectively when she draws a parallel between a gallery 

of artwork and a library of books, in order to show how the reader is “able to read a 

picture as we read a book” (Memoirs of Early Italian Painters xi). The new preface also 
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demonstrates Jameson’s didactic approach for her series of articles which, given they 

appeared in a SDUK publication is neither inappropriate nor unusual. From this period 

on, Jameson begins to apply her foreign experiences and extensive research in Italy, and 

especially in Florence, to assume a professional and public role guiding Victorian 

readers through Italy’s gallery of Renaissance art. She responds to the public interest in 

Italy, and its early art, by writing for a general readership, instead of the more specific, 

intellectual readership assumed by such (male) writers as John Ruskin, John Addington 

Symonds and Walter Pater. 

 It is around this time, the 1840s, that Porter and Ellis argue “the monuments and 

topography of Florence begin to receive a much more rigorous examination from 

visitors and art historians” (Porter and Ellis 49). Significantly, Porter and Ellis partially 

attribute the new Victorian focus on Florence to Jameson’s Memoirs of Early Italian 

Painters as well as to Lord Lindsay’s Sketches of the History of Christian Art (1847), 

both of which were important in drawing attention to the art capital in the mid to late 

1840s. As a result of the continuing interest in Italy and its early art, countless volumes 

about Renaissance Italy and early art were being published throughout the nineteenth 

century, as Kenneth Churchill has observed in Italy and English Literature 1764-1930. 

Florentine settings and characters were also featuring in English fiction of the period.45 

Italy had, of course, already been a subject for English poets since the Romantic period. 

Porter and Ellis note that, “[t]he fictional possibilities of Florence were largely 

discovered by the Victorians” (49), a topic I will return to in Chapter Four when I 

discuss George Eliot’s novel, Romola. The main attraction of Florence to Victorian 

                                                 
45 Nineteenth-century novels that are set entirely in Florence, or that make extensive use of the Florentine 
setting include: The English in Italy (1825) by Lord Normandy, The Siege of Florence (1840) by Daniel 
McCarthy, La Beata (1861) and Marietta (1862) by Thomas Adolphus Trollope, Romola (1863) by 
George Eliot, Pascarèl (1873) and In A Winter City (1876) by Ouida, The Portrait of a Lady (1881) by 
Henry James and Indian Summer (1885) by William Dean Howell. 
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writers, Porter and Ellis suggest, “was that it possessed in abundance the two 

fundamental antitheticals of ‘art’ and ‘life’” (50). They note that, although: 

other Italian cities had great works of art and picturesque inhabitants too … 

what characterizes Florence is the peculiar historical and geographical density of 

its heritage … and its great period of political and artistic activity was similarly 

“shut in” within a period of about three hundred years, from say 1250 to 1550 

(Porter and Ellis 51). 

As Porter and Ellis suggest, there were two main differences between Florence and 

other Italian cities. Firstly, and as I discussed in Chapter One, Florence’s heritage 

(Renaissance art and architecture and romantic landscapes) was uniquely enshrined 

within one compact and accessible city. Secondly, Florence’s artistic and political 

heritage is principally limited to the three centuries, 1300-1600.  

 In an 1858 review of Memoirs of Early Italian Painters, that appeared in the 

Saturday Review, the author powerfully claims that: “Mrs. Jameson is most deservedly 

a very favourite author with the public, and whatever she writes is sure to command a 

large audience”.46 Two years later, in 1860, The Gentlemen’s Magazine and Historical 

Review gushes that Jameson’s “fascinating work” “stands in so little need of any 

recommendation” since it “is so well known and so justly esteemed”.47 There is no 

doubt that around this time Jameson was already highly regarded by the critics (and the 

public) as a writer on art. Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters marked Jameson’s 

crucial transition from a writer whose work makes “no pretense to completeness, logical 

coherence, or generic consistency” – as Mermin suggests – “the kind of writing that was 

expected of women during most of the nineteenth century” (xiii), to a professional art 

historian who was read by men as well as women. Memoirs of Early Italian Painters 

                                                 
46 “Mrs. Jameson’s Early Italian Painters,” Saturday Review 5 (1858): 593-4, 593. 
47 “Early Italian Painters,” The Gentleman’s Magazine and Historical Review NS8 (1860): 315-321, 315. 
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was widely read by the general reading public, as noted by these two reviews, as well as 

by an intellectual and artistic audience that included Dante Gabriel Rossetti. David A. 

Ludley documents the significant, yet essentially unexplored, influence of Jameson on 

Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelite movement in his article, “Anna Jameson and D.G. 

Rossetti: His Use of Her Histories”, published in Women’s Art Journal (1992). 

 Adele M. Ernstrom (Holcomb) suggests that during Jameson’s early years as a 

writer (pre-1840) she might be compared with Mary Wollstonecraft, whose own early 

writing experiences were fraught with “[t]he difficulty of forming ideas of vocation for 

women”.48 Although, Ernstrom concentrates on Jameson’s Canadian travel book, 

Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada (1838), I believe this comment is 

pertinent to other works completed by Jameson during the 1840s and 1850s, especially 

the books on art. Jameson’s professionalization as an art historian during this later 

period, arguably the strongest period in her writing career, signals the most decisive 

shift in Jameson’s professional writing career, and represents the period in which she 

felt most comfortable translating her enthusiasm for art into a professional role.  

 Jameson’s impressions of Florence over a forty-year period are best traced in her 

letters to friends and family as I have noted. The letters bear witness to the power 

Florence exercised over Jameson’s imagination, and importantly, they explore the 

capacity in which Florence helped foster her professional career and personal as well as 

financial independence. In a letter to Lady Noël Byron dated 15 October 1846, for 

instance, Jameson joyously describes herself as “free as air” during a visit to Italy the 

previous year.49 Italy, as revealed by Jameson’s personal correspondence, seems to have 

helped support her sense of independence, most probably in terms of its distance from 

England and Canada (now home to her husband Robert Jameson), and as a result of its 
                                                 
48 Adele M. Ernstrom, “The Afterlife of Mary Wollstonecraft and Anna Jameson’s Winter Studies and 
Summer Rambles in Canada,” Women’s Writing 4 (1997): 277-299, 284. 
49 George K. Boyce, ed, 'From Paris to Pisa with the Brownings', New Colophon 3(1950):110-119, 119. 
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stimulating and liberating intellectual and artistic atmosphere.50 Italy, and particularly 

Florence, regularly provided Jameson with interesting and popular topics on which to 

research and publish. Towards the end of her career, Jameson made clear her preference 

for Florence over Rome, informing her friend Bessie Rayner Parkes on 14 July 1857 

that “Florence agrees with me better than Rome”.51 In part, this was because Florence 

offers her ‘an alternative reality’ in which she can escape the busy day-to-day living of 

England and Canada and concentrate quietly and directly on her work instead. Again in 

July 1857, from Casa Guidi, Jameson writes to her publisher John Murray declaring 

that, “I am here at Florence as quiet as if I were out of the world yet with all the world 

can give of most beautiful & interesting around me”.52 She expresses her relief to be 

away from “tumultuously busy” England and to be temporarily rid of all her “friends 

full cares, affairs, - engagements – Rushing this life with a rail way hurry”. More than 

anything else, Florence appears to have provided Jameson with a unique and personal 

space in which to research and write her books, far away from the social expectations 

awaiting her in England and Canada. 

 Over the decades, Jameson, first in letters and later in published writings, 

constructs the Italian cities of Florence and Rome as galleries through which she, as 

tourist and then as guide, wanders. Notably, she peoples nineteenth-century Florence 

and Rome with Renaissance artists instead of nineteenth-century inhabitants, and 

focuses on Renaissance artworks far more than contemporary art and culture. In May 

1857, Jameson describes the vista from her room in Rome. Through the windows are 

framed, uninterrupted views of Roman and Renaissance artistic sites – like a series of 

valuable artworks. She writes to her sisters on 12 May 1857: 
                                                 
50 For further discussion of Italy’s unique artistic atmosphere, see Brand and Pemble. 
51 Parkes Correspondence, Girton College Library, BRP VI: 21, Anna Jameson to Bessie Rayner Parkes, 
14 July 1857. 
52 Jameson correspondence, John Murray Archive, Anna Jameson to John Murray, 1857. This Archive is 
presently closed. The National Library of Edinburgh hope to purchase it.  
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my room has two windows – looking south and west. From the first I see the 

whole of Ancient Rome & beyond … From the other window, … I look down 

… towards … the famous old Christian Churches which I have described in 

Legendary Art (Erskine 304). 

In October later that year, Jameson writes from her lodgings in Florence (the 

Brownings’ Casa Guidi on Via Maggio) that, “I am near the Palace – near the Arno – 

and not far from the Cathedral and the Gallery; as if I had the Queen’s Gallery (always 

open, observe) the House of Parliament & the Westminster &  Bridgewater Gallery – 

always open – and within a street or two” (Erskine 314). It is clear from these letters 

that in Florence and Rome, Jameson expects to be – and is – surrounded by art 

treasures, which are ‘always open’, always available. 

 The Italian churches are among Jameson’s favourite haunts more for the 

paintings and frescoes upon their walls and ceilings than their religious and architectural 

significance, although she is always respectful regarding religious services. By this 

time, the churches in Italy were already fashionable stamping grounds for English 

tourists, as Jameson and a contemporary of hers, the novelist Anthony Trollope, 

discovered. In his novel, The Bertrams (1859), Trollope exposes the inappropriate and 

discourteous behaviour of many English visitors to Italian churches. His narrator 

censures such characteristic behaviour, observing: 

Let us go into some church … in Italy, … where the walls of churches still boast 

of the great works of the great masters. Look at that man standing on the very 

altar-step while the priest is saying mass; look at his gray shooting-coat … while 

he holds his opera-glass to his eyes. How he shuffles about to get the best point 

of sight, quite indifferent as to clergy or laity! … he has come to see that fresco, 

and see it he will … The lover of art … merely turns his eye to his Murray … 
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and goes on studying his subject. All the world - … all men of all nations know 

that that ugly gray shooting-coat contains an Englishman.53 

Three decades or so earlier, Jameson makes a similar comment in the Diary about “the 

shameful conduct” of her countrymen and women at St. Peter’s in Rome (Diary 127). In 

the Diary, Jameson’s ennuyée despondently recounts her “feeling of disgust” at finding 

St. Peter’s Cathedral “crowded with English, who every Sunday convert St. Peter’s into 

a kind of Hyde Park, where they promenade arm in arm, show off their finery, laugh 

and talk aloud” (Diary 126). These comments by Jameson and Trollope show the 

disturbing tendency of tourists to divorce the art from its setting and religious purpose 

and indicate the continuing preoccupation with Italy as a cache of fine art throughout 

the nineteenth century. It is a notion that was started by the (early) Victorians, and that 

has continued for tourists ever since.54  

 In the preface to Sacred and Legendary Art, the first volume of her four volume 

series, The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art, Jameson remarks upon what she 

perceives to be contemporary “ignorance” regarding early Italian art, which she claims 

as all the more “curious” since “it has become a reigning fashion among us” (Sacred 

and Legendary Art 1: 8). She adds that, “We find no such ignorance with regard to the 

subjects of Classical Art, because the associations connected with them form a part of 

every liberal education” (Sacred and Legendary Art 1: 8). She refers, of course, to 

middle-class male education. In writing the volumes, Jameson is responding to the 

popular interest in Italy and its early art amongst the dramatically increasing numbers of 

middle-class readers, both women and men, a subject I discuss in great detail in Chapter 

Five. Jameson is prompted, furthermore, by her impression that there is an undersupply 

of books on Medieval and Renaissance art specifically directed at middle-class readers. 
                                                 
53 Anthony Trollope, The Bertrams (1859. London: Penguin, 1993) 84. 
54 In contemporary times, the queues in Florence to visit the Uffizi Gallery or to see Michelangelo’s 
‘David’ at the Accademia testify to that. 
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In fact, in the six months since she began her project, various new books about Italian 

art have been published as Jameson notes,55 however, she can confidently assert that, 

“the particular ground I had chosen remained unoccupied” and thus, she decided to 

pursue the completion of her first volume of the series, stating that “such a work has 

long been wanted by those who are not contented with a mere manual of reference, or a 

mere catalogue of names” (Sacred and Legendary Art 1: vii). Jameson set out to 

produce a useful and informative guide, in the style of her Memoirs of Early Italian 

Painters and Progress of Painting in Italy published three years earlier. It is worth 

noting that men’s formal education was currently dominated by the Classics and 

mathematics, and that academic specialization in new disciplines like art history had 

only just begun. Therefore, Jameson, self-taught at Italian galleries and libraries, could 

participate in intellectual discourse without challenging ideologically-framed gender 

barriers, and earn money servicing the increasing public appetite for instruction. At the 

time Jameson was writing her volumes on art, new intellectual disciplines like art 

history “had not yet erected educational or institutional barriers that would keep women 

out” as Mermin has argued (xv).  

In a letter, dated 21 November 1848, a contemporary of Jameson’s, the writer 

Maria Edgeworth writes appreciatively to Jameson: 

I am reading your book with admiration … It will be a book of reference, a 

standard book in all good libraries and a companion to all Travellers who have 

any taste for the arts, or any desire to obtain information now absolutely 

necessary to both ladies and gentlemen in good society, abroad and at home. 

What large classes of readers are comprised in this view (Erskine, 256). 

 

                                                 
55 Including various essays, guidebooks and reviews and John Ruskin’s Modern Painters volumes one 
and two published in 1843 and 1846 respectively. 
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Edgeworth’s comments celebrate Jameson’s success as an art historian writing for an 

audience that spans women and men, readers in England and abroad, students and 

travellers. In the preface to Sacred and Legendary Art, Jameson states her intention to 

provide a practical and educational guide, as I have said. A century after the publication 

of Sacred and Legendary Art, the literary critic Churchill describes the volumes as 

“fascinating and useful” (75). Much has been written about Jameson’s series as a tool of 

popular education, as I will discuss later. 

 Identifying the gap between the public demand for material and the availability 

of publications on early Italian art, Jameson set out to produce an informal series that 

satisfied the appetite of the general reading public. Early on, Jameson announces her 

intention to provide a guide to art that “is not formal, nor technical” (Sacred and 

Legendary Art 1: viii), designed to meet the needs of average readers rather than to fill a 

gap in formal education. Jameson’s prefatory declaration that Sacred and Legendary Art 

is dedicated to the “unlearned” and is designed to be read and to be “worth reading” and 

not a reference book “to consult” reveals her attempt to educate other readers who have 

not received any formal education (vii), just as she intended with her earlier series of 

essays on Italian artists and their republication as Memoirs of Early Italian Painters. 

Sacred and Legendary Art extends the discussion in Jameson’s earlier writings on 

Italian art, in which she touches upon motivating her readers to look fully into the 

artworks, and not more emphatically upon the artist. Jameson is critical of past 

commentators on art, in whose works “the names of the painters were pedantically used 

instead of the name of the subject” (Sacred and Legendary Art 1: 8). She adds that, in 

these works “the only question at issue was, whether such a painter was a genuine 

‘Raphael?’ such another a genuine ‘Titian?’” (Sacred and Legendary Art 1: 8). In 

Sacred and Legendary Art, Volume One, Jameson is intent upon explicating what she 
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calls, “The spirit of the work” (8), by showing and teaching her readers “what to look 

for” in paintings (8). 

 The series centres on the venerable and canonical artworks of ‘high culture’. 

Jameson’s ideas on ‘high art’ are not particularly original and they do not question 

many existing ideas about ‘high art’, nor does the series embrace a genuinely popular 

culture. The volumes advocate a copious, orderly and determinedly rational argument 

for art for morality’s sake. She clearly explains that her work is written less “with the 

idea of instructing, than from a wish to share with others those pleasurable associations 

… as exhibited in Art” (Jameson, Sacred and Legendary Art 1: vii). Jameson equates art 

and poetry, and advocates that, although ‘high art’ can transcend, and even cease to be, 

religious artwork, it “cannot cease to be Poetry” (Sacred and Legendary Art 1: vii). 

Jameson’s attitudes to art are informed by Reynold’s premise that “high art” epitomises 

“intellectual dignity” and “[i]t is this intellectual dignity … that … produces those great 

effects in an instant, which eloquence and poetry, by slow and repeated efforts, are 

scarcely able to attain” (Reynolds 43). 

 Jameson’s prefatory declaration that Sacred and Legendary Art, Volume One, 

“has been written for those who are, like myself, unlearned” reveals her primary 

objective is to educate readers without any formal education (vii). The statement recalls 

Jameson’s own predicament years earlier, when she set about educating herself on art in 

Italy, first as a young governess and later as a working writer. In writing her volumes on 

early Italian art, Jameson provides the opportunity for other women to improve their 

minds via accessible and affordable learning tools. Thomas has argued that Jameson’s 

success as an art historian and critic “depended on the great and growing readership of 

women, a phenomenon of the 19th century” (“Anna Jameson: Art Historian and Critic” 

21). In writing Sacred and Legendary Art, Jameson seeks to consolidate the passionate 
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interest of growing numbers of nineteenth-century readers, travellers and students in 

early artworks by providing a ‘clear idea of their meaning’. She observes, 

We have learned, perhaps, after running through half the galleries and churches 

in Europe, to distinguish a few of the attributes and characteristic figures which 

meet us at every turn, yet without any clear idea of their meaning, derivation, or 

relative propriety (Jameson, Sacred and Legendary Art 1: 9). 

Jameson reminds us of her own humble beginnings as an art enthusiast who, with an 

appreciation of art from her father, travelled to Italy, first as a governess, and later as an 

art historian researching her specialized academic subject. 

 In response to the conspicuous lack of books about art for the growing middle 

class and female readership, Jameson’s art criticism between 1843 and 1860, with its 

“unpretentious, unprophetic manner” as described by Mermin (98), was always directed 

at the popular readership. Fundamentally, her books served as tools to educate and 

improve readers’ minds. Jameson’s opinions were popularised and her books sold 

largely as a result of the “ease and warmth with which she expressed them and because 

of her continuing intense personal reactions to art”, as Thomas has suggested (“Anna 

Jameson: Art Historian and Critic” 22). Jameson’s art criticism appealed to other 

audiences as well. Ludley details the influence Jameson’s two series on art, Memoirs of 

Early Italian Painters and The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art, exercised upon the 

Pre-Raphaelite artists, as mentioned earlier. Rossetti, according to Ludley, kept an 

annotated copy of the Sacred and Legendary Art in his studio in which he had scribbled 

“Spit Here” next to all the references to the artist Rubens, and in accordance with 

Jameson’s own strong disapproval of the artist (Ludley 29). 

 As the years progress, Jameson is increasingly comfortable with her authority as 

a leading art historian and guide, expressing her opinions with less hesitation, making 
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greater claims for her own powers of observation and analysis, and less frequently 

justifying her decision to publish her work. In Godiva’s Ride, Mermin accurately claims 

that Jameson’s increasing confidence as an expert on art history affected her writings, 

however, Mermin is not correct in implying that “the apologetic tone of her earlier 

works” completely “disappeared” (98). Although Jameson’s later works were imbued 

with increased confidence, they actually continue to display forms of apologia, 

particularly in their prefaces, as Johnston has suggested. Disclaiming techniques must 

be regarded as part of Jameson’s standard writing practice as Johnston has argued 

“since all of her publications include them” and are prefaced with some form of 

apologia (106). Significantly, in Sacred and Legendary Art, Volume One, Jameson 

identifies herself with her untrained readers, reminding us of the young governess in 

1821-2 when in the Preface she introduces herself as “a child”, who 

has sprung on a little way before its playmates, and caught a glimpse through an 

opening portal of some varied Eden within, all gay with flowers and musical 

with birds, and haunted by divine shapes which beckon onward; and, after one 

rapturous survey, runs back and catches its companions by the hand and hurries 

them forwards to share the new-found pleasure, the yet unexplored region of 

delight; even so it is with me:- I am on the outside, not the inside, of the door I 

open (57-8). 

Importantly, and in spite of this claim, Jameson directs her reader’s responses to Italian 

art throughout the book, guiding them towards a moralistic view of ‘high art’. With 

three successors, Legends of the Monastic Orders (1850), Legends of the Madonna 

(1852) and History of Ours Lord (completed by Lady Elizabeth Eastlake and published 

in 1864 after Jameson’s death), the volumes formed the popular and celebrated series, 

The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art, which was reissued many times over in 
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England and the United States. Thomas reports that contemporary reviews of the series 

“were always favourable, often enthusiastic” and that three of the most significant and 

enduring periodicals of the day, the “Athenaeum, Blackwood’s and the Edinburgh 

Review all gave lengthy and flattering notices to her work” (“Anna Jameson: Art 

Historian and Critic” 20). The series introduced to a wide readership ways of viewing 

and understanding Italy as a nineteenth-century gallery of Renaissance art, and served to 

promote Italy as a timeless monument of art.   

Jameson died in 1860, however it was four years later when Lady Eastlake, 

encouraged by Jameson’s sisters, completed the unfinished manuscript of Jameson’s 

final work, History of Our Lord. Another significant female art historian of the 

Victorian period, Lady Eastlake infused her own views on religious art amongst 

Jameson’s fragmentary text. Volume one contains a significant amount of Jameson’s 

material, but volume two consists almost entirely of Lady Eastlake’s work. 

Interestingly, and as Robinson has argued in her article ‘The History of Our Lord as 

Exemplified in Works of Art: Anna Jameson’s coup de grace”, published in Women’s 

Writing (2003), this presence of two separate, female voices in Jameson’s last 

publication recalls the “slippage” identified by Johnston in the author’s early work, 

Diary (Johnston, “Fracturing Perspectives of Italy” 11). Whereas the double-voiced 

narrative in Diary is due primarily to the alternating fictional and factual positions of 

the writer, in History of Our Lord the “slippage” is predominantly the result of two 

separate women narrators. In spite of its marked deviation from the first three volumes 

of the series, History of Our Lord is important as the culminating work of Jameson’s 

five-volume project. 

 The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art marks the highest point in Jameson’s 

career as a Victorian mediator of Italy to middle-class English and American audiences. 
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Begun in 1848, with the last volume published posthumously in 1864, the volumes 

represent continuous self-education, resourcefulness and increasing confidence, in spite 

of Jameson’s prefatory disclaimer: “Let none imagine, however, that, in placing before 

the uninitiated these unpretending volumes, I assume any such superiority as is here 

implied” (Sacred and Legendary Art 1: 57). Via her own personal experiences and 

careful and continuous research in Italy over several decades, Jameson had 

unquestionably acquired the expertise to act as a Victorian authority on Italian 

Renaissance art. Compounded by an enthusiasm for art that actually preceded 

Jameson’s travels to Italy, particularly the interest in art she had inherited from her 

father, Jameson’s passionate interest in, and understanding of, early Italian art 

recommended her as the author of such a project. Moreover, Jameson had rehearsed her 

role as a Victorian guide and even gallery curator with her recent publications about 

English art, the Handbook to the Public Galleries of Art in and near London (1842) and 

Companion to the Most Celebrated Private Galleries of Art in London (1844). 

 Through her art criticism, Jameson wrote to educate and habituate a wider 

public on art, as I have commented. Lew provides an examination of Jameson as an 

arbiter of popular taste in her essay, “Cultural Anxiety in Anna Jameson’s Art 

Criticism”, suggesting that Jameson’s audience represented the new ‘middlebrow’ 

culture that had developed in England. Jameson’s writing is aimed neither at the “mass” 

reading public nor the intellectual (largely masculine) readership but to an audience in 

between, Lew argues (834). Jameson’s writings on early Italian art were directed at 

readers of no specific intellectual level, and in this way, they constitute a deliberate 

challenge to traditional writings on high art. Although Jameson’s work has encouraged 

some twentieth-century critics to believe that her views have been “diluted in the 

process of popularisation” as stated by Thomas (22), and led another, Lew, to “reject” 
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the characterization of Jameson as a “professional art historian” in Ernstrom’s writings 

on Jameson56 (Lew 853), Jameson’s art criticism must be valued for the way in which it 

affected and changed what the English-speaking public read, and how they viewed art, 

during the nineteenth century. 

 Much has been written about Jameson as a successful art historian and critic, 

including studies by Thomas, Ernstrom and more recently, Johnston and Lew. Jameson 

has been celebrated as the first Victorian art historian (Ernstrom); recognised as 

providing the final link between old and modern criticism (Steegman); and examined 

particularly through a gendered perspective as a coloniser of Italian art (Johnston). Little 

has been written, however, about the role Italy, and specifically Florence, played in 

shaping Jameson’s views on art, and particularly, on the capacity in which Florence 

enabled Jameson to develop a professional career as an art historian, and in so doing, to 

take financial control not only of herself but of her mother and sisters as well. Frawley’s 

chapter, “The Professionalization of Taste: Art Historians Abroad” in A Wider Range, 

offers an excellent examination of various nineteenth-century women art historians who 

“forged their professional careers” overseas (78). Jameson, Lucy Baxter (Leader Scott) 

and Violet Paget (Vernon Lee) all published writings on Italian art as a resulted of 

extended periods in Florence where they researched the city’s pre-eminent art 

collections for their books.57 As Frawley points out, foreign destinations like Florence 

“offered [women] better opportunity for work” than did England (74). 

 Throughout her lifetime, Jameson conceived of Italy, and specifically the art 

centre of Florence, as a site in which to situate her bid for public authority and cultural 

credibility. Jameson’s most successful books draw upon her experiences of Florence, 

                                                 
56 Adele Ernstrom has formerly published scholarly work on Jameson as Adele Holcomb. 
57 Leader Scott published many popular studies of the Italian Renaissance artists, and in recognition of 
her contribution to the study of Italian art and architecture, she was elected an honourary member of the 
Florentine Accademia delle Belle Arti in 1882. 
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and furthermore, her capacity to earn a sufficient living for both herself and her family 

was the result of this long professional association with Italy. Since the early Victorian 

era, Florence has continued to be glorified as one main gallery within the larger gallery 

of Italy, through which to proceed, observe, absorb, rather than as a foreign country 

through which to tour. The Victorians imagined Florence as an impressive gallery 

within the larger gallery of Italy, rather than as a foreign city to tour and a foreign 

culture to discover. Using the life and writings of Jameson, it is evident that both as the 

quintessential tourist Thomas describes as “enchanted, but superior, a commentator on 

[Italy’s] art treasures, but never an intimate of its people” (Love and Work Enough: The 

Life of Anna Jameson 76), and later as a Victorian writer who met the demand for books 

about Italian art, Jameson represented the Victorian force that appropriated Florence as 

a monument to its own notions of ‘high art’. Despite this narrow approach to Florence, 

for Jameson at least, the knowledge that she gains, and the confidence she develops, in 

actually seeing the original works, and often in situ, empowers her to believe in her 

ability to offer knowledge to her readership. Nothing substantiates this more 

emphatically, as Thomas suggests in her essay, “Anna Jameson: Art Historian and 

Critic”, than the following quotation from Henry James’s The American, published in 

1877, seventeen years after Jameson’s death. James writes, albeit tongue in cheek, 

“Poor Mr Babcock was extremely fond of pictures and churches, and carried Mrs. 

Jameson’s works about in his trunk; he delighted in aesthetic analysis, and received 

peculiar impressions from everything he saw”.58  

                                                 
58 Henry James, The American (New York: Rinehart, 1877) 63. 
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Introductory 

On her way to Italy in 1846 to research and make drawings for Sacred and 

Legendary Art (1848), Anna Jameson unexpectedly received a letter from her friend, the 

poet Elizabeth Barrett (1806-61), with the surprising information of her arrival in Paris. 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning was also on her way to Italy and newly married to the poet 

Robert Browning (1812-1889). The Brownings quickly moved to Italy – to Pisa and 

soon after to Florence, where – in spite of the rising revolutionary conflict1 – “we all 

know” as the twentieth-century writer Virginia Woolf notes in The Common Reader 

(1932), Barrett Browning “met health and happiness, freedom” and also established her 

permanent residence.2 Early on, Victorian England’s most celebrated female poet3 

attempted to affiliate herself with the local community in Florence who, she describes at 

various times as “My Tuscans”,4 “Our … Tuscans” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 357) and 

“our Florentines”5 and whose plight she sympathetically begins to record and critique. 

In March 1849, she gave birth to her only living child, which served to consolidate 

further the poet’s relationship with Florence. The earliest accounts of Barrett 

Browning’s experiences in Florence are recorded in her letters, and soon after in her 

first Italian poem, A Meditation in Tuscany (1848), which was finally published 

alongside a second instalment as Casa Guidi Windows in 1851. Parts One and Two of 
                                                 
1 Prior to the 1861 unification of Italy into a modern nation, Italy was made up of separate states under 
foreign control. Although Italy had been politically divided in one way or another for about fourteen 
centuries, the particular division existing in 1847 dated back, apart from minor modifications, to the 
Treaty of Vienna in 1815. See, in particular, A History of Italy 1700-1860 (1991) and The Italian 
Risorgimento (1969) by S.J Woolf. 
2 Virginia Woolf, The Common Reader (1932. London: The Hogarth Press, 1959) 202. 
3 As Alethea Hayter has commented, in the 1840s and 1850s, when Barrett Browning’s poetic reputation 
was at its height she was regarded as “a serious candidate for the Poet Laureateship” as William 
Wordsworth’s successor. See Alethea Hayter, Elizabeth Barrett Browning (London: Longmans, Green 
and Co, 1965) 9. 
4 See, for example, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Casa Guidi Windows, ed. Julia Markus (1851. New 
York: The Browning Institute, 1977) 1: 1084. All subsequent references are to this edition and part and 
line numbers will appear in the body of the text. Markus’s 1997 edition of Casa Guidi Windows (the 1856 
edition), the first modern critical edition of any of Barrett Browning’s work, is the text I refer to. 
5 As in her letter to Miss Mitford dated 16 December 1848. See Frederic G. Kenyon, ed., The Letters of 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1898) 391. All subsequent references are to 
this edition and volume and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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the poem serve as a form of autobiography because they reveal with such accuracy the 

poet’s views and feelings regarding the historical and political events she witnesses 

first-hand between 1847 and 1850. Considerable critical attention has already been 

given to Barrett Browning’s selection of the Italian struggle for political freedom as a 

subject for this and later poems like Poems Before Congress (1860).6 In recent years, 

feminist critics of Barrett Browning’s poetry have also focussed, to varying degrees, on 

the liberation she achieved in Florence against the backdrop of Italy’s public struggle 

for liberty, as a woman and a poet.7  

Unlike the English writers who travelled to Florence at the turn of the nineteenth 

century, drawn to Tuscany as a Romantic setting and a peaceful retreat, Barrett 

Browning came to Florence at a major turning point in its political history. When she 

first arrived in Italy in 1846, the same year Charles Dickens published his “magic-

lantern” portrayal of Italy in Pictures from Italy,8 Tuscany was still “un governo amico 

                                                 
6 Significant studies since those of Molmenti (1898) and Lubbock (1906) are those of Giuliana Artom 
Treves, Anglo-Fiorentini di cento anni fa (1953); Gardner B. Taplin, The Life of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning (1957); Alethea Hayter, Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1965); Julia Markus, introduction, Casa 
Guidi Windows, by Elizabeth Barrett Browning (New York: The Browning Institute, 1977) and Dared 
and Done. The Marriage of Elizabeth and Robert Browning (1995); and Dorothy Mermin, Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning. The Origins of a New Poetry (1989); as well as essays by Flavia Alaya, ‘The Ring, the 
Rescue, and the Risorgimento: Reunifying the Brownings’ Italy’ (1978), in Browning Institute Studies 6; 
Steve Dillon and Katherine Frank, ‘Defenestrations of the Eye: Flow, Fire, and Sacrifice in Casa Guidi 
Windows’ (1997), in Victorian Poetry; and Leigh Coral Harris, ‘From mythos to logos: political aesthetics 
and liminal poetics in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi Windows’ (2000), in Victorian Literature 
and Culture. 
7 There has been a growing recognition of Barrett Browning’s own struggle for freedom in her Italian 
poem. See, in particular, Markus (1977), (1995); Deirdre David, Intellectual Women and Victorian 
Patriarchy. Harriet Martineau, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot (1987); Helen Cooper, 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Woman and Artist (1988); Mermin, (1989); and Sandra Gilbert, ‘From 
Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Risorgimento’ in Victorian Women Poets. Emily Brontë, 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti (1995); as well as the essay by Dolores Rosenblum, ‘Casa 
Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh. The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Visionary Aesthetic’ 
(1985), in Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 4. 
8 Charles Dickens, Pictures from Italy (1846. London and New York: Penguin, 1998) 77. In his chapter 
titled “An Italian Dream”, Dickens observes: 

The rapid and unbroken succession of novelties that had passed before me, came back like half-
formed dreams; and a crowd of objects wandered in the greatest confusion through my mind, as 
I travelled on, by a solitary road. At intervals, some one among them would stop, as it were, in 
its restless flitting to and fro, and enable me to look at it, quite steadily, and behold it in full 
distinctness. After a few moments, it would dissolve, like a view in a magic-lantern; and while I 
saw some part of it quite plainly, and some faintly, and some not at all, would show me another 
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del quieto vivere”, according to Giuliana Artom Treves in Anglo-Fiorentini di cento 

anni fa (1953).9 However, following the revolutionary events of 1848, the whole 

country – made up of separate states under foreign control – underwent a dramatic 

transformation. Barrett Browning’s documentation of the political changes in Florence 

first appears within the characteristically domestic space and style of her epistolary 

accounts. Her first poetic response to Florence, begun in September 1847, describes 

political celebrations that took place in the city on 12 September 1847. As a new 

inhabitant of Florence, she can clearly see that the conventional English association 

between the Italian city and Renaissance art and culture is out of touch with the 

ascendancy of the republican movement there. Confident about her own authority as an 

eyewitness to document Florence’s political demonstrations and subsequent political 

events in her letters, Barrett Browning proceeded to bring together the details of her 

correspondence and the poetic authority she had established in England to make her 

personal observations public. Part Two of the poem was composed after the Italian 

defeat at Novara in 1849, though not completed and published until 1851. It provides an 

overview of the events that have passed since that initial celebratory night in September 

1847, when the poet first witnessed for herself the revolutionary activity in Florence. 

Parts One and Two of the poem were renamed, most appropriately, Casa Guidi 

Windows, and together they represent Barrett Browning’s first full poetic response to 

Italy. 

Despite the resurgence of critical readings of Casa Guidi Windows in recent 

years, Barrett Browning’s first Italian poem is rarely viewed as a travel narrative, even 

though her contemporary reviewers have complained that it resembles too closely 

                                                                                                                                               
of the many places I had lately seen, lingering behind it, and coming through it. This was no 
sooner visible than, in its turn, it melted into something else (Dickens 77). 

9 Giuliana Artom Treves, Anglo-Fiorentini di cento anni fa (1953. Florence: Sansoni Editore, 1982) 28. 
Transl. “a friendly and peace-loving [Grand Ducal] government”. 
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epistolary accounts of a personal nature, and have compared the poet to the “poetical 

Tourists”, as James Martineau suggests in his review of “Casa Guidi Windows” that 

appeared in The Prospective Review in 1851;10 and more lately, comparisons have been 

made between her early Florentine letters and the poem by critics like Julia Markus. 

Markus writes in her ‘Introduction’ to Casa Guidi Windows that the poem “is, in 

actuality, one of the most detailed accounts of the political happenings in Florence in 

1847 and 1849 that has come down to us. As such, the poem can be read as an 

illuminating and significant document of its time”.11 In 1997 Steve Dillon and 

Katherine Frank have assessed the poem’s “kinship with … documentary reports” from 

the late 1840s and early 1850s and have demonstrated the function the poem serves as 

“a most instructive act of historical inscription” in their essay “Defenestrations of the 

Eye: Flow, Fire, and Sacrifice in Casa Guidi Windows”.12 More recently, Leigh Coral 

Harris has argued that the poem “represents a sophisticated example of nineteenth-

century women’s writing on Risorgimento Italy” in her article “From Mythos to Logos: 

Political Aesthetics and Liminal Poetics in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi 

Windows” which appeared in Victorian Literature and Culture (2000).13 Harris believes 

                                                 
10 James Martineau, “Casa Guidi Windows” in the Prospective Review 7 (1851) 313-25, 317. In his 
review of Casa Guidi Windows, Martineau comments that: “It is narrative and descriptive, not 
incidentally or mixedly, but essentially and as of its fabric. It is letters to friends put into verse … A poet 
may write his prose in this way, as Wordsworth has written his – but it is not poetry – it is Poet’s Prose” 
(Martineau 319). 
11 Markus, ‘Introduction’, Casa Guidi Windows (New York: The Browning Institute, 1977) xv-xl, xxx. 
All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
Kenneth Churchill has suggested that the reason Casa Guidi Windows has evaded the interest of so many 
early to mid-twentieth-century critics is because the two parts have been valued mainly as “documents” 
and not for “any intrinsic merit”. See Kenneth Churchill, Italy and English Literature (London and 
Basingstoke, Macmillan Press, 1980) 100. 
12 Steve Dillon and Katherine Frank, “Defenestrations of the Eye: Flow, Fire, and Sacrifice in Casa Guidi 
Windows,” Victorian Poetry 4 (1997) 471-92, 472-3. Including reports like Charles MacFarlane’s A 
Glance at Revolutionized Italy (1848), Henry Lushington’s The Italian War 1848-49 (1849), James 
Whiteside’s Italy in the Nineteenth Century (1849), Mazzini’s Royalty and Republicanism in Italy (1850), 
L. Mariotti’s Italy Past and Present (1848) and Italy in 1848 (1851), Hamilton Geale’s Notes of a Two-
Years Residence in Italy (1849), R. Monckton Milnes’ The Events of 1848, Especially in Relation to 
Great Britain (1849), and Guglielmo Pepe’s Narrative of Scenes and Events in Italy, from 1847-1849, 
including the Siege of Venice (1850). Notably all these commentators are male. 
13Leigh Coral Harris, “From Mythos to Logos: Political Aesthetics and Liminal Poetics in Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi Windows,” Victorian Literature and Culture (2000) 109-31, 109. 
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Casa Guidi Windows “is, moreover, one of the most politically astute Victorian 

accounts of Italy written by either sex”.14 Her article also reveals the ways in which 

Casa Guidi Windows conveys a ‘new’ means of viewing Italy to Victorian England – 

positing Italy in ‘political’ terms, as opposed to a cliché Italy produced by Byron and 

Samuel Rogers in their poetry.  

My discussion of Barrett Browning’s poem focuses on Casa Guidi Windows as a 

travel narrative of the kind that is more traditionally, although erroneously, classified as 

non-fiction. Travel writing, as I have noted earlier in this study, can offer an alternative 

model for women’s place in society. For Barrett Browning, it allows her to discuss 

historical and political issues in Florence and wider Italy. Casa Guidi Windows enables 

Barrett Browning to deal with important contemporary political matters like other 

women authors of straightforward travel narratives, such as Harriet Martineau’s Society 

in America (1837), Mary Shelley’s Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 

1843 (1844) or Margaret Fuller’s posthumously published collection At Home and 

Abroad (1856) as I have mentioned in the Introduction. As Maria Frawley and Sara 

Mills, among others, have noted, English women experienced less feeling of restriction 

overseas than in England.15 I wish to link some of the ways in which Barrett 

Browning’s domestic life abroad fosters a day-to-day discussion of Florence’s, and 

wider Italy’s, public life with the implications that her emigration has upon her cultural 

identity (‘how she sees herself’) as represented in Casa Guidi Windows and in her 

letters. In particular, this chapter will consider the ways in which the poet shifts between 

an English identity and an Italian one.  

                                                 
14 Harris 109. 
15 See Maria Frawley, A Wider Range: Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England (1994) and Sara 
Mills, Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1991) 30. 
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Separated by geography and experience from her native English home of forty 

years,16 Barrett Browning faces the “need to reassemble an identity”, a phenomenon 

described by Edward Said in his essay “Reflections on Exile”.17 I will argue that Barrett 

Browning’s first Italian poem articulates the poet’s sense of a new life, and reveals “the 

boundaries between homelessness and origin, between exile and belonging” as 

described by Caren Kaplin in a different context and cited in Janet Wolff’s Resident 

Alien. Feminist Cultural Criticism (1995).18 Although any person prevented from 

returning home is an exile, as I have discussed in the Introduction, Said explains that 

“some distinctions can be made between exiles, refugees, expatriates and émigrés”, 

particularly because, though “expatriates may share in the solitude and estrangement of 

exile … they do not suffer under its rigid proscription” (Said 'Reflections', 166).  He 

continues that, “Expatriates voluntarily live in an alien country, usually for personal or 

social reasons” (Said 166), just as I argue the Brownings do. Said argues that expatriates 

can feel “an exaggerated sense of … solidarity” ('Reflections' 164) which usefully 

describes the poet’s relationship with her new Florentine neighbours, during her first 

two years living in Florence. Within the characteristically domestic space and style of 

her letters, which is later recreated in Casa Guidi Windows, Barrett Browning displays a 

range of changing, and at times conflicting, attitudes to the Florentine people. For the 

most part, she claims the local population in Florence as her neighbours and even her 

compatriots. Barrett Browning’s early support of Tuscany’s Grand Duke Leopold II, for 

instance, is clearly reflected in her proud and somewhat possessive descriptions of “our 

Grand Duke” both in her letters and in Part One of Casa Guidi Windows.19 There are 

times, however, when she seeks to distance herself from the local Italian community by 
                                                 
16 During her fourteen-year residence in Italy, Barrett Browning returned to England twice. 
17 Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile,” Granta 13 (1984) 157-72, 164. All subsequent references are to 
this article and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
18 Janet Wolff, Resident Alien. Feminist Cultural Criticism (Cambridge: Polity, 1995) 8. 
19 See, for instance, Kenyon 1: 332 and Casa Guidi Windows 1: 256. 
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asserting her own difference and superiority, a technique most often employed by 

colonial travel writers.20 In this light, Harris’s argument that Casa Guidi Windows is a 

“poetic treatise” that shapes “Italian identity” for a British audience might be extended 

to allow for an examination of Barrett Browning’s own cultural identification and self-

representation and the vacillation between her Englishness and Italianess that operates 

both in the poem and the letters during these early years in Florence (Harris 127). 

In recent decades, some literary critics have argued that the role Barrett 

Browning played as a Risorgimento poet has been underestimated throughout much of 

the twentieth century. Indeed, probably because of its political concerns, Casa Guidi 

Windows has been extremely unpopular and overlooked by many early to mid 

twentieth-century English and American academics. As Virginia Woolf observes in 

1932: “Nobody reads her, nobody discusses her” (202). More than three decades after 

Woolf relegated Barrett Browning to the “servants’ quarters” (203), Alethea Hayter in 

her 1965 study, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, has also pointed out that Barrett 

Browning’s poetry is “very much out of favour” as she pauses to contemplate “whether 

[her] fame as a poet will ever return”.21 By 1974 however, the poet is noted by Olive 

Hamilton precisely because “Tuscany became her home and the suffering of its people 

became her sufferings” in Paradise of Exiles: Tuscany and the British.22 Markus’ 

preface to Casa Guidi Windows discusses the anomaly of Barrett Browning’s literary 

reputation, explaining that the poet “is probably as well known now as she was in her 

own day, only now hardly anyone reads her poetry, while in the nineteenth century 

almost everyone was familiar with her work” (xi). Following on from Markus’ modern 

                                                 
20 Italy was never a colony of England, nevertheless the English are always referred to as colonisers of 
Italy, and in particular, Tuscany, as I have mentioned in earlier chapters. For further discussion, see 
Treves, Gli Anglo-Fiorentini (1953) and Olive Hamilton, Paradise of Exiles: Tuscany and the British 
(1974). Mills, in Discourses of Difference notes that similar strategies can be seen at work in the 
production of writing of British women about European countries, as in the colonial context. 
21 Alethea Hayter, Elizabeth Barrett Browning (London: Longmans, Green, 1965) 29. 
22 Olive Hamilton, Paradise of Exiles: Tuscany and the British (London: Andre Deutsch. 1974) 139. 
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edition of the poem, more recently Dolores Rosenblum has sought to rescue Casa Guidi 

Windows from the “presumed poetic wasteland” of Barrett Browning’s poetic works, as 

she characterises them in her essay on “Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh.23  

In spite of the poem’s conspicuous lack of popular success throughout much of 

the twentieth century, Casa Guidi Windows remains “one of the principal literary 

manifestations of the enormous English interest in Italian politics in mid-century”, 

according to Kenneth Churchill.24 Certainly, Barrett Browning’s poem, like Margaret 

Fuller’s dispatches written from Italy and published in the New-York Tribune between 

23 August 1846 and 6 January 1850, can be viewed as rare examples of historical 

narrative, revelations of the early years of the Italian revolution as lived out by two 

disparate but committed observers. The American journalist Fuller, who first arrived in 

Italy in 1847, the same year as Barrett Browning, established her residence in Florence 

but moved to Rome the following year. An important distinction to be made here is that 

although both Fuller and Barrett Browning brought their political observations in Italy 

to public scrutiny, Fuller came to Italy in the capacity of a foreign correspondent for the 

New-York Tribune and an advocate of socialism and women’s rights (her most 

influential publication being the 1845 work, Woman in the Nineteenth Century), 

whereas the poet Barrett Browning effectively fled England to enjoy married life at a 

distance from her father, to find health and a more financially-viable existence, as I 

discuss in Chapter One. Barrett Browning develops her views and feelings about Italy’s 

public life within the private sphere of her home, always protected by her window. In 

her ‘Advertisement’ or foreword to Casa Guidi Windows Barrett Browning describes 

her work as:  

                                                 
23 Dolores Rosenblum, “Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh. The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning’s Visionary Aesthetic,” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 4 (1985) 61-8, 62.  
24 Kenneth Churchill, Italy and English Literature (London: Macmillan Press, 1980) 101. 



 111

a simple story of personal impressions, whose only value is in the intensity with 

which they were received, as proving her warm affection for a beautiful and 

unfortunate country, and the sincerity with which they are related, as indicating 

her own good faith and freedom from partisanship (Casa Guidi Windows: 

‘Advertisement’).25  

Notwithstanding these important differences, both Fuller and Barrett Browning have 

been celebrated in Italian literary circles for the roles they played in the Italian 

Risorgimento. The Florentine literary critic Giuliana Artom Treves, for instance, writes 

in Anglo-Fiorentini di cento anni fa (1953) that Fuller is “una delle più elette eroine del 

nostro Risorgimento” and in the same study, Barrett Browning is fêted as “poetessa del 

Risorgimento Italiano”.26  

At a time when the travel-writing genre was popular and overworked, Barrett 

Browning is more interested in revolutionary Florence and its inhabitants than in the 

celebrated art and culture the Italian city has to offer. Dillon and Frank have shown, for 

example, that Casa Guidi Windows serves a “missionary” function in the way that many 

of George Eliot’s novels do. Moreover, Barrett Browning’s poem “takes witness of the 

suffering of the world,” Dillon and Frank argue “and meditates upon that life with what 

various spirit it is able”.27 Markus in particular in her ‘Introduction’ has demonstrated 

Barrett Browning’s interest in Tuscany’s present, not in the past, by emphasising the 

poet’s sustained pleas for sympathy from her English readers (xxxii). Dillon and Frank 

show that by “[c]ommunicating between Italy and England”, the poem serves 

metaphorically as ‘a bridge’: a bridge “between past and present, and present and 

future”. They argue that the poem is an attempt “to give hope to an Italy which, until 
                                                 
25 ‘Anon.’, ‘Advertisement’, Casa Guidi Windows, ed Markus (New York: The Browning Institute, 1977) 
no page number. 
26 Treves, 240 and 110. Transl. “one of the noblest heroines of our Risorgimento” and “Italian 
Risorgimento poet”.  
27 Dillon and Frank 488. 
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now, seemed only to possess a past”.28 Moving on from their discussion, it can be 

further argued that in the poem Barrett Browning seeks to represent the home she has 

created for herself, her husband and eventually her only living child. In this way, the 

poem is possible evidence of Barrett Browning’s need to fulfil a stronger sense of her 

own cultural and national identity, for herself and, by the completion of Part Two of 

Casa Guidi Windows, for her Anglo-Florentine child as well. 

In light of recent scholarship, Harris reaffirms that Barrett Browning’s first 

poetic response to Florence and Italy constitutes a shift in the representation of Italy in 

the British imagination “from mythos – a concept akin to Metternich’s “espressione 

geografica” – to nationalised logos as a unified, independent, and political reality”.29 

Unlike the array of literary critics who have examined Casa Guidi Windows as a 

personal/public account, Harris credits Barrett Browning’s poem with changing the 

representation and understanding of Italy in England “by facilitating a political idea of 

Italy to break through the aesthetic cliché”.30 Importantly, she treats Casa Guidi 

Windows as a “poetic treatise that itself participates in the dynamic nation-forming 

process by shaping Italian identity” and as a poem which “semantically constructs the 

British idea of Italian nationalism for Barrett Browning’s readers”.31 Harris is 

particularly interested in how Barrett Browning’s British identity continues to operate in 

Casa Guidi Windows, “especially how Barrett Browning’s British nationality (“My 

England”) operates coterminously with her embrace of “Italia”.32 This is an aspect I will 

continue to examine in this discussion.  

Following on from Harris’ article, my own work shifts the focus back to a 

consideration of the poem as a form of Victorian woman’s travel narrative. Unlike the 
                                                 
28 Dillon and Frank 472. 
29 Harris 109. 
30 Harris 110. 
31 Harris 127. 
32 Harris 127. 
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array of literary critics who have looked at the poem as a representation of the poet’s 

own struggle for liberty, I consider the ways in which Barrett Browning’s poem, as a 

form of travel writing, demonstrates her various attempts to identify as a Florentine in 

her adopted home and state of exile. The poem is grounded most specifically in the 

poet’s experiences in Florence at Casa Guidi after all, and there are few images in the 

poem that do not testify to life after her marriage, as Markus has shown. Living in 

Florence equips Barrett Browning with the means to see and understand social, political 

and historical issues differently. In discovering Florence she is discovering herself as 

well. Her experience of the revolution reinforces Barrett Browning’s own issues of 

cultural representation and identity, especially as she establishes herself more 

permanently in Florence. Barrett Browning’s determination to identify and sympathize 

with the Florentine community is demonstrated, for example, by her impassioned 

support of the Italian Question at the 12 September 1847 demonstration; her 

contribution of funds to Tuscany’s army in Lombardy in 1848; and in the same year, 

taking Casa Guidi unfurnished and purchasing her own furniture, and culminating in 

1849 with the birth of her only living child in Florence. Significantly, Barrett Browning 

ended her life in Florence, where she died and was buried in 1861. One year later, the 

Italians claimed Barrett Browning as their Risorgimento poet, as I will discuss later in 

this chapter. 

The image of Barrett Browning, as handed down by biographers, reviewers and 

critics, has tended to include very little about her struggle for cultural identity. Instead, 

she has been constructed as a romantic figure who eloped to Italy for love; and where 

she managed to discover a strong sense of personal liberation, as well as improved 

health and happiness. As literary critics have continued to show, Barrett Browning’s 

private life was no less intense than the public and political life of Italy that was being 
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played out around her. As this chapter will demonstrate, however, in Barrett 

Browning’s poetic and epistolary records of the period between 1847 and 1851, 

alongside her accounts of Italy’s public history there is a divergent private account of 

Barrett Browning’s life that documents the ways in which she shifts between her own 

Englishness and Italianess. As a consequence of the constant political upheaval in 

Florence and wider Italy, the poet was regularly questioning her own cultural 

identification. Evidently, in Casa Guidi Windows, and in her letters, Barrett Browning 

frequently shifts between her two identifications. Barrett Browning’s sense of Italianess 

– though never quite as strong as some colonial women travel writers like Catherine 

Parr Traill, whose sense of her own cultural identification for “my adopted country” is 

clearly demonstrated in The Backwoods of Canada (1836) on the birth of her son and is 

expressed strongly in terms of possession and appropriation: “you learn to love the spot 

that gave him birth, and to think with complacency upon the country, because it is his 

country; and in looking forward to his future welfare you naturally become doubly 

interested in the place that is one day to be his”33 – was nonetheless consolidated, most 

notably by the birth of the poet’s son Robert Wiedemann Barrett Browning (Penini) in 

Florence. In Barrett Browning’s Italian poem, as in her letters, there is striking evidence 

of the poet’s shifting between ways of seeing herself: traveller, political commentator, 

Italian citizen. In contrast to Fuller, however, who consciously and publicly takes 

ownership of the Italian struggle for liberty, and as she puts it in dispatch 24 published 

on 19 April 1848: “Here things are before my eyes worth recording, and, if I cannot 

help this work, I would gladly be its historian”,34 Barrett Browning’s poem is primarily 

an exercise in conveying Italy’s nationalistic endeavour to an English audience, 

                                                 
33 Catherine Parr Traill, The Backwards of Canada (1836. McClelland & Stewart, 1989) 141 and 217. 
34 Margaret Fuller, Dispatch 24, 15 June 1848, from “These Sad but Glorious Days”. Dispatches from 
Europe, 1846-1850. Ed. Larry J. Reynolds and Susan Belasco Smith. (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1991) 230. 
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ensconced as it is within the personal space of her domestic account, and it seems, a 

(poetic) display of Barrett Browning’s two-fold identification as both English and 

Italian. 

In recent decades, literary critics have shifted the emphasis of the poem from its 

value as a historical and political document to its significance as a record of Barrett 

Browning’s own condition as both poet and woman. As Markus writes in her account of 

the marriage of the Brownings, Dared and Done. The Marriage of Elizabeth and Robert 

Browning (1995): “The poets who had left England to find personal freedom and 

fulfillment found in Florence a public correlative to their new lives”.35 In addition to 

Markus, a range of feminist and new historicist critics have shown to varying degrees, 

that Barrett Browning’s support of the Italian cause has been as much a personal gesture 

as a political one.36 Sandra Gilbert, for instance, accepts the explicitness and the success 

of Casa Guidi Windows as a political poem, but she favours a reading of the poem that 

considers it as a “preliminary working through of important psychological materials that 

had long haunted Barrett Browning” and as a precursor to the poet’s important mature 

poem, Aurora Leigh.37 Gilbert argues that Barrett Browning’s vision of a unified Italy is 

strongly connected with the poet’s femaleness and secondly, with her feminism. Barrett 

Browning’s autobiographical texts do support this reading of her relationship with Italy. 

However, in this chapter, I have employed them to shift the focus back to the Florentine 

political perspective of Casa Guidi Windows. Like Gilbert, I am drawn to the 

representation of Barrett Browning’s private and personal life in her apparently ‘public’ 

poem, Casa Guidi Windows. But, in a variety of ways, the poem more importantly 

                                                 
35 Julia Markus, Dared and Done. The Marriage of Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning (London: 
Bloomsbury, 1995) 124. 
36 See, in particular, Hayter, Alaya, Cooper, Forster, Markus, Mermin and Gilbert. 
37 Sandra Gilbert, “From Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Risorgimento” in Joseph 
Bristow, ed, Victorian Women Poets. Emily Brontë, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti (New 
York: St Martin’s Press, 1995) 132-166, 141. 
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offers ‘a window’ into Barrett Browning’s own anxiety over her own cultural 

identification and representation.  

On 12 May 1847 Barrett Browning informed Anna Jameson that she had left her 

Florentine apartment just once – only for a short drive – which “was like the trail of a 

vision in the evening sun” (Kenyon 1: 329). Exasperated that she has yet to investigate 

what Henry James would later christen “the little Tuscan treasure-city”,38 Barrett 

Browning resolves to “engage a carriage for a month’s service … for we must see 

[Florence], and I can’t walk and see” (Kenyon 1: 329). Barrett Browning’s resolution to 

defy her fragile health and confront the immense possibilities of the Tuscan capital was 

long coming it seems. As Barbara Dennis’s study of the poet’s formative years at Hope 

End in Herefordshire shows, she had read Corinne three times by the time she was 

twenty-four,39 Jameson’s The Diary of an Ennuyée (1826, the first year it was 

published), and Lord Normanby’s The English in Italy (1825), and was also familiar 

with the works of Dante, Boccaccio, Machiavelli, as her notebook indicates. By the 

time Barrett Browning visited Florence for the first time, two decades later, she was 

already informed, imaginatively and intellectually, by a variety of literary 

interpretations of the Italian city. 

Though Barrett Browning expresses an interest in visiting the celebrated art 

galleries at the outset of her residence in Florence, clearly Renaissance art does not hold 

the same attraction for her as it does for Jameson or George Eliot. When she is well 

enough to make plans to attend the galleries she is led by conventional expectations. For 

example, writing to her friend Julia Martin on 24 April 1847 she nervously exclaims: 

                                                 
38 Henry James, William Wetmore Story and his friends, 2 vols. (1903. London: Thames and Hudson, 
1957) 99. 
39 Barbara Dennis, Elizabeth Barrett Browning. The Hope End Years ed., John Powell Ward (Bridgend: 
Seren (Poetry Wales Press, 1996) 53. Dennis draws upon Elizabeth Barrett’s notebook, written when the 
poet was just fourteen and expanded and amended when she was in her early twenties. Notebook of 
Elizabeth Barrett 1822 –1824, Margaret Clapp Library (Special Collections), Wellesley College, 
Massachusetts. 



 117

“[t]hink of my having been in Florence since Tuesday, this being Saturday, and not a 

step taken into the galleries” and adding that, “[i]t seems a disgrace, a sort of 

involuntary disgraceful act, or rather no-act, which to complain of relieves one to some 

degree” (Kenyon 1: 326). Essentially, Barrett Browning’s enthusiasm for Italian art 

conforms to the period – for instance, she is convinced that she must see the painting of 

the “Venus de’ Medici” (Kenyon 1: 326), and as her comments to Hugh Stewart Boyd 

imply, her earliest commitment to Florence’s great art collection extends little further. 

On 26 May 1847 she writes: “I have seen the Venus, I have seen the divine Raphaels. I 

have stood by Michael Angelo’s tomb in Santa Croce. I have looked at the wonderful 

Duomo” (Kenyon 1: 331). Later, and with Jameson’s influence of course, she develops 

a far greater enthusiasm for Italian art. 

More importantly, an immediate attraction to Florence’s modern life and to its 

inhabitants informs Barrett Browning’s initial fondness for the city.  She discovers an 

affection for, and attachment to, the Florentines around her with their characteristic 

enjoyment of the ‘dolce vita’. She notes admiringly that, undeterred by Austrian rule, 

her new neighbours radiate gaiety and convivial disorder, as they are  “for ever at feast 

day and holiday celebrations” (Kenyon 1: 343). This is in direct contrast, she suggests, 

with her own compatriots who allow themselves to be made “grave” by their “Northern 

cares and taxes” (Kenyon 1: 343). In Barrett Browning’s writing what are considered 

Florentine values are often defined by their explicit contrast to English ones. Of course, 

this kind of perception is contrary to the more common response of English travellers 

and expatriates to the modern Italians. Even Mary Shelley, who argues in terms of the 

commonality – not separation – of the English and Italians with regard to social and 

political issues, has criticised the Italians for their ‘pleasant idleness’ in Rambles in 

Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 1843 (1844), advocating that “they must cast 
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away their dolce far niente”.40 As novels and travel accounts during the period attest, 

nineteenth-century English travellers and travel writers were typically overwhelmed by 

Florence’s past, never by the modern Florentines. Even Shelley’s Rambles is 

reminiscent of a somewhat passé romanticism, despite the important distinction that she 

places modern, nineteenth-century Italians in their own landscape. For Barrett 

Browning, however, it is the unbridled and “innocent gaiety of the people” in spite of 

foreign rule that “helps to charm here” (Kenyon 1: 343). Comments like these serve to 

forge an early bond between the poet and her new home.  

By this time, the Brownings had moved to a first-floor apartment on the corner 

of Via Maggio and Via Mazzetta, now famously known as Casa Guidi, the name given 

to the apartment by Barrett Browning herself.41 In August 1847 Barrett Browning’s 

letters are preoccupied with the details of the Palazzo Guidi apartment  – “a suite of 

[six] spacious rooms opening on a little terrace” overlooking Via Mazzetta – and though 

they only pay the same rent as for the previous apartment, it “looks quite beyond our 

means … rather to suit our predecessor the Russian prince than ourselves” (Kenyon 1: 

334). She mistakenly believes the exclusive neighbourhood to be relatively peaceful and 

secluded; but this street corner will soon become the site for the year’s most significant 

political event in Florence, as well as for the major episodes of Barrett Browning’s later 

life, both professional and personal.  

 

Casa Guidi Windows: Part One 

Barrett Browning had first become aware of the lively political situation in 

Florence while living in Pisa, based upon the information she had received from 

Jameson. The election of a new Pope, Pius IX (“Pio Nono”) in June 1846, had initiated 
                                                 
40 Mary Shelley, Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 1843 (London: E Moxon, 1844) 86. 
41 For a detailed guidebook to Casa Guidi, see Edward C. McAleer, The Brownings of Casa Guidi (New 
York: The Browning Institute, 1979). 
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a wave of liberalism throughout Italy, and the various Italian states were currently 

pressing their rulers to grant more liberal internal reforms.42 Describing the aims and 

origins of the Italian Risorgimento, Margaret Wicks explains that “[t]here was no rising 

of oppressed classes of workers against a tyrannical aristocracy; but the birth of a spirit 

of independence and nationality that sought to drive out the foreign power that stifled its 

growth”.43 As a resident of Florence, Barrett Browning begins to view for herself the 

vivacious celebrations of community identity and the piccola patria44 and the early 

stages of the city’s slow rebellion against Austrian rule. On 12 September 1847, around 

forty thousand political demonstrators from all over Italy as well as expatriates from 

other nations, marched along Via Maggio past Palazzo Guidi, toward the Pitti Palace. 

The demonstrators were in Florence to celebrate the decree of the Austrian Grand Duke 

Leopold II granting the Florentines the right to bear arms and form a militia to protect 

themselves.45 For the first time, the Florentines were allowed to form their own civic 

guard; it was a symbolic first step towards independence, one that would significantly 

lead to a constitution and coincide with the wider struggle for Italian unification.  

Seated high upon “a throne of cushions” beside one of Palazzo Guidi’s 

windows, Barrett Browning watches alongside other “gazers” for more than three hours 

as the parade of “forty thousand persons” flocks past in the street below (Kenyon 1: 

345). Barrett Browning’s direct experience of Tuscany’s “‘municipal’ identity” – its 

“national pride, collective sentiments” and “group passions” – to use Said’s words in 

another context, effectively makes a new and very different understanding possible 
                                                 
42 The Pope’s reforms included granting freedom of the press for the first time in centuries and giving 
amnesty to political prisoners. 
43 Margaret Wicks, The Italian Exiles in London 1816-1848 (1937. Freeport, New York: Books for 
Libraries Press, 1968) xiii. 
44 Albert Russell Ascoli and Krystyna von Henneberg, Making and Remaking Italy. The Cultivation of 
National Identity around the Risorgimento (Oxford: Berg, 2001) 27. Transl. “small country”. The 
meaning of “patria” is wide-ranging and encompasses ‘country’, ‘fatherland’, ‘native land’ and 
‘birthplace’. For further discussion on this, see Ascoli and von Henneberg 27. 
45 The Pope was continuing the work of his predecessor, the Grand Duke Leopold I of Tuscany, who had 
also pursued a policy of enlightened reform. 
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('Reflections', 162). Though she does not maintain a journal at the time, Barrett 

Browning’s letters document her responses to the incidents that are enacted before her. 

Harris has shown that through the “permeable framed space” of Palazzo Guidi’s front 

window46 – later represented in the title of the completed poem – Barrett Browning and 

her correspondents are carried beyond the domestic confines of her new home to the 

procession that occurred in the streets of Florence. With Harris’ comments in mind, I 

argue that one of the most interesting aspects of Barrett Browning’s travel writing is 

located precisely here in the development of a transformation of the public space of 

Florence’s political and social activity into a private space. The descriptions in her 

letters, and in the poem, turn the public sphere into the private.  

Her writing style, as she conveys her impressions of the 1847 event, is 

reminiscent of a (male-gendered) foreign correspondent’s report, complete with the 

exhaustive details belonging to an “eyewitness” account. It is important to note, 

however, that the ideological construction of a private, female space is validated by the 

protection offered by the building’s window. On this occasion, Barrett Browning never 

leaves the domestic interior of her home. In a letter she documents:  

[the] white handkerchiefs fluttering like doves, and clouds of flowers and laurel 

leaves  floating down on the heads of those who passed. Banners, too, with 

inscriptions to suit the popular feeling – Liberty – the Union of Italy – the 

Memory of the Martyrs – Viva Pio Nono – Viva Leopoldo Secondo – were quite 

stirred with the breath of the shouters (Kenyon 1: 345). 

Assuring her correspondents that “Robert and I and [Barrett Browning’s beloved dog] 

Flush sate the whole sight out at the window” (Kenyon 1: 346), she seeks to convince 

them of the authenticity of her report. Given the discursive frameworks of English 

                                                 
46 Harris 117. 
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middle-class domesticity, she is careful to represent herself as accompanied – not alone 

– in this scenario. She also composes a drawing of what she saw from the windows of 

Palazzo Guidi, which she sends to her sister Henrietta the following day.47 Barrett 

Browning is a sympathetic, even partisan, reporter and joyously describes “the 

expression of public sympathy … overflowing the city” (Kenyon 1: 345). It is highly 

unlikely, however, although she describes Leopold II standing beside his family at the 

palace window to receive the thanks of his people and “melting into tears”, that she 

actually saw first-hand his impassioned facial expressions (Kenyon 1: 345). Barrett 

Browning’s independent coverage of Florence’s revolutionary atmosphere on this day is 

restricted after all to the view that is framed by the window at Palazzo Guidi. However, 

she fulfils her role as a reliable Italian correspondent to her friends and family in 

England, and her epistolary travel accounts become a vehicle for serious political 

discussion.48  

The “most affecting” scene imbues Barrett Browning with a sense of confidence 

for the political future of Florence and the rest of Italy (Kenyon 1: 345). She quickly 

and accurately determines the implications this event will have for Italy, viewing the 

demonstration as a first step towards the birth of a modern and liberated nation. Her 

passionate excitement in witnessing the beginnings of the Italian Risorgimento comes 

through in almost all of her letters. As she attempts to articulate the “joy and exaltation” 

she has witnessed she decides that no comparison can be made because “a more frenetic 

gladness and a more innocent manifestation of gladness were never witnessed” (Kenyon 

                                                 
47 The Appendix to Markus’ edition of Casa Guidi Windows provides a facsimile of the first page of 
Barrett Browning’s letter to her sister, 13 September 1847, including her pictorial representation of the 
scene. 
48 Percy Lubbock’s book Elizabeth Barrett Browning in her letters (1906) hastily conjectures that prior to 
Barrett Browning’s “arrival in Florence, there is hardly a word to show that she took any interest in the 
making or unmaking of governments” (Lubbock, 234). In fact, while at Pisa she wrote The Runaway 
Slave at Pilgrim’s Point (1846), an anti-slavery poem commissioned by an American magazine as far 
back as 1845. Earlier poems too, such as “The Cry of the Children”, demonstrate the poet’s politics and 
sense of social injustice.  
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1: 345). She comments that she is especially “glad … to be in Italy at this moment, 

when such sights are to be seen” (Kenyon 1: 345). Her writing serves to reinforce that 

she is merely an observer, and to expose the discursive parameters implicit in women’s 

travel writing of the period. From this time on, although there is no allusion to it in the 

letters, Barrett Browning was engaged in writing about her experiences in Florence in 

an early version of Part One of her poem Casa Guidi Windows. Concerned with the 

function of the poet in society, as Deirdre David has shown in her study Intellectual 

Women and Victorian Patriarchy (1987), and as Markus has highlighted “always 

looking for a new subject … a new way to touch the world” (‘Introduction’, Casa Guidi 

Windows, 3), Barrett Browning must have felt obliged to report accurately and 

responsibly on these issues of great social and political importance, aware as she was of 

some influence on her English reading public.  

Florence’s political demonstration marks Barrett Browning’s own commitment 

to a free and united Italy. It also signifies her first serious engagement with the 

Florentine people. Interestingly, this occasion also leads to Barrett Browning’s most 

significant representation of her cultural affiliation with the Italians to date. Said 

explains that because “Exiles are cut off from their roots, their land, their past … [they] 

feel, therefore, an urgent need to reconstitute their broken lives” (Said, 'Reflections', 

167). There is the extensive evidence of her letters and her forthcoming poem to suggest 

that Barrett Browning is beginning to affiliate herself more strongly with her Florentine 

neighbours just months into her own expatriation in Italy. Already in August of 1847, 

she has noted that Florence “holds” her like “a charm”; and she “can’t get away” 

(Kenyon 1: 332), or at least separate herself, from her new community. It is not unusual, 

as Said indicates, for an exile/emigrant’s time to be “taken up with compensating for 

disorienting loss by creating a new world to rule” ('Reflections', 167), and in Barrett 
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Browning’s case, she firmly establishes a sense of her ownership of her Florentine 

neighbours as early as 12 September. This is probably because, Said argues, “No matter 

how well they may do” exiles and emigrants “always” “feel their difference … as a kind 

of orphanhood” (167). Even so, it is worth noting that Said believes that exiles will 

“frequently exploit” their difference (Said 167). As Said makes clear, readers must 

refrain from romanticizing exile; however, as Janet Wolff compellingly argues in 

Resident Alien (1995), displacement and deterritorialization can be strikingly productive 

as well. For Barrett Browning, dislocation facilitates her personal transformation – 

including a new cultural identification and representation – and enables her to discover 

“new forms of self-expression”, as Wolff puts it in another context (9). In this way, the 

beginning of Florence’s Risorgimento marks Barrett Browning’s own personal 

Risorgimento. 

The ideological construction of ‘woman’s place’ has been debated recently by 

feminist theorists as mentioned in my introduction, with Janet Wolff and Sara Mills 

among others, seeking to establish the construction as a distortion, or at least an 

oversimplification of women’s actual lives in the nineteenth century. The connection 

between femininity and the domestic, however, has an important basis in Barrett 

Browning’s encounters with Florence’s political life. Although she witnesses for 

herself, and consequently reports upon, the political demonstration that took place in 

Florence, Barrett Browning is always protected by a window, as I have commented, and 

never leaves the domestic interior of her ‘Anglicised’ Florentine residence. As Wolff 

has shown, however, “dislocation makes a different understanding possible” (2), 

enabling Barrett Browning to try to understand, and even to adopt, a new Florentine 

perspective. The Florentines had long experienced political oppression, and in a sense, 

they, like the rest of Italy, were disinherited or “childless among mothers”, as Barrett 
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Browning describes them in Casa Guidi Windows (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 22). In this 

way, they become a foil for the poet who has been disinherited by her father since 

leaving England, and who increasingly sees herself as exiled from England physically, 

but also intellectually. Early on, Barrett Browning hopes for, and even prophesises, the 

restitution of Florence and wider Italy from the verge of dissolution to triumphant 

rebirth, just as Mary Shelley had in 1844: 

If a revolutionary spark is lighted up any where in Europe, the fire bursts forth in 

Italy … We must not forget that the people are demoralised and degenerate. The 

present affords no glimmering light by which we may perceive how the 

regeneration of Italy will be effected. It is one of the secrets of futurity at which 

it is vain to guess. Yet the hour must and will come.49 

Barrett Browning assertively pledges herself to the political cause of the 

Florentines in a letter written to Mary Mitford the following month. In the letter dated 1 

October 1847 she explains that, “Robert and I and Flush … would not be reserved with 

the tribute of our sympathy” (Kenyon 1: 346). Distanced from her life-long home, it is 

likely she is experiencing anxiety about her own disinheritance, exile and sense of 

belonging. Relatively new to Florence, and for the most part confined to her apartment, 

Barrett Browning experiences only minimal direct contact with the local people, even as 

she attempts to align herself with their political cause. Happily settled in Florence, 

Barrett Browning’s sense of belonging appears to multiply daily. This feeling is 

strengthened too by her increasing knowledge of Italian – although she was to remain 

an outsider, with little first-hand experience of the city. Her destiny is now bound up 

with Florence’s destiny and forthwith she will chronicle Florence’s political state from 

September 1847 until her death in June 1861.  

                                                 
49 Shelley 249-50. 
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The two-months’ tenancy at Casa Guidi came to an end in late October 1847 and 

the Brownings decided to take another apartment close-by, significantly on Via Maggio 

once again.50 It was hardly the “shut-up … life” the Brownings project to Jameson in 

December (Kenyon 1: 355), though Barrett Browning does venture out only 

infrequently. The apartment is “precisely opposite the Grand Duke’s palace” and 

features five windows that look out upon the city’s main political stage, the Piazza Pitti 

(Kenyon 1: 350). Here, she continues to enjoy a grandstand view of Florentine life and 

politics from within the domestic realm. In November, she observes Florence’s new 

civic guard delighting the local crowd daily in the Piazza Pitti. She writes that: “The 

crowds come and come, like children to see rows of dolls, only the children would tire 

sooner than the Tuscans” (Kenyon 1: 350). Underlying this conventional description is 

Barrett Browning’s own sense of difference and superiority to the local people. In 

recent years, feminist criticism has centred upon imperialist interpretations of women’s 

travel and travel writing in the nineteenth century.51 As Sara Mills has shown in her 

analysis of women’s travel writing and colonialism, one way “of distancing a nation 

temporally is through describing the inhabitants of a country as children”.52 In this way, 

the Florentines in Barrett Browning’s description are considered different (that is, 

simple, loving children) from adult Englishmen and women. The distinction Barrett 

Browning implies between the Italians and the English (who, by comparison, she has 

already described as ‘grave’ and oppressed by the industrial revolution in England) is 

also reminiscent of Mary Shelley’s descriptions of the Italians in the 1820s and 1840s. 

Nevertheless, Barrett Browning is careful to point out that although she is drawn into 

“the triviality and innocent vanity” that she detects in Florentine nature, she is always 
                                                 
50 Owing to a misunderstanding with the real-estate agent over the lease, and the Brownings’ own 
indecision (they planned to spend winter in Rome), they committed only to a short lease at first.  
51 See, for instance, Mary Louis Pratt’s Imperial Eye: travel writing and transculturalation (1992) and 
Sara Mills’s Discourses of Difference. An analysis of women’s travel writing and colonialism (1991). 
52 Sara Mills, Discourses of Difference (London and New York: Routledge, 1991) 89. 
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mindful of the magnitude and significance of their plight, observing that: “at the real 

and rising feeling of the people by night and day one doesn’t laugh indeed. I hear and 

see with the deepest sympathy of soul” (Kenyon 1: 350). Ultimately, like Shelley’s 

travel narrative Rambles, Barrett Browning’s epistolary travel account is driven by her 

desire to invoke a compassionate response from the reader for the Italians and their 

plight.  

Barrett Browning attests to the immense popularity of the Grand Duke in 

Florence, writing to Mitford on 22 February 1848 that his “praise is in all the houses, 

streets, and piazzas” (Kenyon 1: 357). Earlier that month, he had granted the city a 

liberal constitution and was met with frenetic applause from the Florentine people. 

Barrett Browning recounts how one evening, when the Grand Duke was sighted at the 

opera by some jubilant supporters, he was escorted back to the Pitti Palace “in a burst of 

triumph and a glory of waxen torches” (Kenyon 1: 357). Clearly, it is important to 

Barrett Browning to maintain, and to be seen to maintain, a strong connection to 

Florentine politics. It is very much a part of Florence’s atmosphere at this time and it is 

a new element that the reclusive poet encourages and thoroughly embraces. It is perhaps 

significant that at this hopeful time for Florence, Barrett Browning was in fact expecting 

a child (though in early March she miscarried for a second time). Interestingly, this 

letter seems to offer a window into Barrett Browning’s own anxiety over her cultural 

identification and representation, particularly as the future mother of an Anglo-

Florentine child. She is careful to inform Mitford of her presence at the event, 

emphasising that: “So glad I was. I, too, stood at the window and clapped my hands. If 

ever Grand Duke deserved benediction this Duke does” (Kenyon 1: 357).   

Despite a gendered disclaimer that “I mustn’t, I suppose, write politics” 

(Kenyon 1: 357), Barrett Browning does slip back across the discursive barrier she 
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erects by focussing on the almost daily intrusion of Tuscan politics upon her domestic 

life. As Mills has shown, nineteenth-century women travelled and wrote “as gendered 

individuals with clearly delineated roles”. Thus, “women travel writers constantly 

allude to femininity, by producing statements which accord with the discursive rules”,53 

just as Barrett Browning does here with her disclaimer that she ‘mustn’t’, but will, 

‘write politics’. Of course, this is a troubled and fraught engagement because, as I have 

already noted, she rarely leaves her Florentine residence. Furthermore, the distance 

between Barrett Browning’s apartment and the Pitti Palace, combined with her 

nearsightedness, probably obscured her first-hand observance of events as they take 

place. Robert Browning, however, provided information as did her maid Elizabeth 

Wilson, so that Barrett Browning’s perpetual ill-health did not exclude her entirely from 

events on the street.  

Barrett Browning’s documentation of the political changes in Florence extends 

further than her epistolary accounts at this time, though they make no mention of it. Her 

first poetic response to Italy, eventually published as Part One of Casa Guidi Windows, 

describes the aforementioned political celebrations that took place in Florence. 

Confident about her own authority as an eyewitness to document the demonstration in 

her letters, she now brings together the details of her personal correspondence and the 

poetic authority she has established in England, to make these personal observations 

public. Barrett Browning is at ease with, and in control of her medium and of the 

didactic public voice in a way that is similar to Fuller in her dispatches. As Dorothy 

Mermin has shown, “The poetry itself – iambic pentameter firmly but unobtrusively 

rhyming abababab – is confident, graceful, flexible, easily accommodating changes of 

                                                 
53 Mills 103. 
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tone and relatively free of mannerisms”.54 Interestingly, these terms ‘confident’, 

‘graceful’, ‘flexible’ and ‘free’, which Mermin uses, might equally apply to travel 

writing as well, particularly travel writing that comes out of the creative, enabling space 

called Florence. 

Writing at a time when the liberation of Tuscany from Austrian rule seems 

possible to the Florentines, the poet opens Casa Guidi Windows with the following 

lines:  

I heard last night a little child go singing  

‘Neath Casa Guidi windows, by the church, 

O bella libertà, O bella!  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1-3). 

The child is rejoicing in Florence’s relief from foreign control, and by suggestion, his 

first and only experience of liberty. In the poem the child’s song represents Italy’s 

future or as the poet puts it, “our younger hope” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 241). In 

striking contrast, Barrett Browning then follows up the child’s song with:  

… the innumerous 

Sweet songs which still for Italy outrang 

From older singers’ lips … 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 14-16). 

At this time, hope for “liberty’s sweet sake” in Tuscany, and in wider Italy, seemed 

likely to be realized to Barrett Browning as well (Casa Guidi Windows: 1,154). As my 

discussion of her letters reveals, the new Pope is reputed to be anxious to introduce 

more liberal reforms, and to promote the formation of a united Italy. Furthermore, the 

Grand Duke of Tuscany has taken the first step in the direction of popular government 

                                                 
54 Dorothy Mermin, Elizabeth Barrett Browning. The Origins of a New Poetry (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989) 164-65. 
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by instituting a civic guard.55 Although Tuscany remains under Austrian occupation, 

Barrett Browning can certify the generosity, civility and understanding of the Grand 

Duke, having watched for herself from her window as he and his family:  

… stood in at the Pitti, to suggest 

They too should govern as the people willed  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 559-60). 

By beginning the poem with the sound of a child singing, Part One of Casa 

Guidi Windows demonstrates what Barrett Browning has seen and heard from her 

window at Casa Guidi. She recounts, for example:  

… How we gazed 

From Casa Guidi windows, while, in trains  

Of orderly procession – banners raised, 

And intermittent burst of martial strains 

Which died upon the shout, as if amazed 

By gladness beyond music – they passed on!  

 (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 470-5) 

The biographical elements are presented and reformulated in the poem in a number of 

ways: the speaker is female; she is English; she is a poet; and Robert Browning is the 

“beloved companion” included in the “we two” of the poem (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 

1129-30). Just as Barrett Browning’s involvement in the scene being enacted before her 

was a fervent one, as recorded in her letters, her heightened enthusiasm is made clear in 

the poem. She is especially fascinated with the act of witnessing, of being there to 

capture this single scene in detail both for herself and for the reader. The informal, 

autobiographical style of the poem here appears faithfully to retain the intimacy of the 
                                                 
55 Even the English government at the time was diplomatically advocating reform, and sent a 
representative, Lord Minto, on a special mission to Italy to bring this influence to bear on the rulers of the 
various Italian States. 
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original encounter. Barrett Browning re-presents her impressions in a dioramic style, a 

currently popular form of visual entertainment and education, as I examine in my 

discussion of George Eliot’s novel Romola in Chapter Four. Significantly, the position 

from which the representation is produced is clearly stated and reiterated: ‘from 

[behind] Casa Guidi windows’. This focus on a specific way of looking is especially 

important for the female speaker of the poem. She carefully explains that it is a private 

poem, based upon personal observations from within the private sphere of her home. It 

should also be noted that she is viewing the public demonstration without being seen 

herself, as she has already expressed in her letters. 

Despite her relatively distanced and protected position as witness, Barrett 

Browning suggests by referring explicitly to the windows of her private home ‘Casa 

Guidi windows’, and later, by re-entitling the completed poem, Casa Guidi Windows, 

that the boundary between spectacle and spectator is permeable. This is best illustrated 

when the poet joins the “cloud of kerchiefed hands” waving from the street’s 

“murmuring windows” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 491-2). The language of the poem 

emphasizes the perceiver as an active and alert supporter rather than a passive receptor. 

In her letters too, Barrett Browning repeatedly asserts her presence and indicates her 

involvement in Florence’s public affairs, as I have noted. This claim to facticity allows 

Barrett Browning to focus on the future of politics in Florence and wider Italy. The 

poet’s location is firmly established as central to the political events and the little child 

(the infant is Risorgimento Italy) singing for “bella liberta” is explicitly positioned 

“’Twixt church and palace of a Florentine street” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 10). The 

poet consciously employs these circumstances to validate her report on modern political 

affairs, a role she could never have undertaken effectively from her sick room in 50 

Wimpole Street, although she had attempted to do so with such publications as ‘The 
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Cry of the Children’ (1843).56 Although Mary Shelley, Frances Power Cobbe and 

Margaret Fuller all commented to varying degrees upon modern social issues and male-

gendered political topics, Barrett Browning sees fit to locate her discussion of 

Florentine politics and society within a highly personal domestic account. She is able to 

insist that her vision corresponds to an authentic experience of place, that she has 

witnessed these things for herself, “wide awake”, from the panoramic position of her 

window, just as the Brownings have seen for themselves more conventional sights 

“From Tuscan Bellosguardo” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1179).57  

In striving to convince her readers of the authenticity and exclusivity of her 

account by pointing to the poem’s strong relation to the events she has seen, an implicit 

pact is made between Barrett Browning and the reader, so that readers will recognise as 

true, and authentic what the poet has experienced. As Phillippe Lejeune has shown in 

his essay “Le Pacte autobiographique”, readers accept, or even expect truthfulness in 

autobiographies because there is an “autobiographical pact” made between writer and 

                                                 
56 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, ‘The Cry of the Children’ in The Complete Works of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning (eds) Charlotte Porter and Helen A. Clarke, vol 3 (1900. New York: AMS Press, 1973), 53-59. 
The contrast between what Barrett Browning wrote in Wimpole Street and what she was able to write in 
Florence is well supported by comparing the generalized language of ‘The Cry of the Children’ with the 
specificity and concreteness of the opening of Casa Guidi Windows. For instance, ‘The Cry of the 
Children’ opens: 

Do ye hear the children weeping, … 
 They are leaning their young heads against their mothers, 

And that cannot stop their tears … 
“For oh,” say the children, “we are weary, 
And we cannot run or leap. … 
For, all day, we drag our burden tiring 
Through the coal-dark, underground –  
Or, all day, we drive the wheels of iron 
In the factories, round and round (1-76). 

The poem was based, of course, on what Barrett Browning had read about child labour in factories and 
mines – her friend, R.H. Horne wrote a parliamentary commission’s report on the subject the same year 
she wrote her poem – rather than any real experience inside a factory or mine. 
57 In Chapter Four I discuss the importance of peaks around and outside of Florence, including 
Bellosguardo, for the novelist George Eliot, in an effort to gain a real sense of the city’s topography. 
These were popular tourist attractions for visitors wanting to engage with the famous and historic 
panorama of Florence.  
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reader, which is evident in all autobiographical texts.58 Barrett Browning’s emphasis on 

her literal position in Florence as a certified witness – “For me who stand in Italy to-

day” is the opening line of the third stanza (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 49) – helps her 

readers to believe her account and to imagine a national identity for Italy impossible 

from any other perspective. Once the poet’s authority is established, in turn her voice 

(the very intimate “I” narration) is trusted. Markus comments in her ‘Introduction’ to 

the poem that, “the daring subjectivity of voice is a conscious and confident assertion of 

the moral and social role of the poet in her times” (xix). Barrett Browning considered 

poetry to be a form of action, as Markus and David have both shown, and in Casa Guidi 

Windows her intention was to speak for the modern Florentines.  

In Part One of Casa Guidi Windows Barrett Browning identifies herself with the 

young child, which enables her to establish her own identity as a singer of the new day 

for Florence – “I, a singer also, from my youth” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 155). As a 

poet she joins with the young boy thinking about the present in Florence and 

anticipating future freedom instead of focusing on the past as other English poets have 

done. It is a claim of Italianess. The fourth stanza ends: 

 Nay, hand in hand with that young child, will I 

Go singing rather, “Bella libertà,” 

Than, with those poets, croon the dead or cry 

“Se tu men bella fossi, Italia!”  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 165-68). 

                                                 
58 Philippe Lejeune, “The Autobiographical Pact”, trans Katherine Leary in On Autobiography, ed. Paul 
John Eakin (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989) 3-30, 14. This expectation of ‘truth’ or 
‘fact’ probably remains attached to the categories of biography and autobiography to this day, despite 
their obvious constructions. 
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Casa Guidi Windows serves to educate Barrett Browning’s English readers about 

contemporary Italy and the politically oppressed Italians, “Italy to-day” (Casa Guidi 

Windows: 1, 49), “Italy enchained” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 21). She observes:  

’tis easier to gaze long 

On personations, masks, and effigies, 

Than to see live weak creatures crushed by strong  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 46-48)  

but Barrett Browning implores her readers to take the latter alternative, and with daring 

conviction, she asserts: “We do not serve the dead – the past is past!” (1, 217). She 

dismisses the Italian past peremptorily here as no longer of dominant interest. Like 

Shelley, who advocates the same liberties for the Italian people as for the English, and 

who foresees their emancipation and delivers that vision to England, Barrett Browning 

“can but muse in hope” for the success of the ‘Italian Question’ (Casa Guidi Windows: 

1, 52). Dramatically, she aligns herself with the new voice of Italy, other “wakers” 

“who/ Will greatly dare and greatlier persevere!” in the quest for the liberation of 

Florence and wider Italy, and with the further hope that readers will follow her (Casa 

Guidi Windows: ‘Advertisement’, no page number). In this way, the poet sees herself 

connected to an artistic tradition that has started with Michelangelo:  

… the artist’s soul and works had left them heirs  

Of speechless thoughts which would not quail nor fawn  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 89-90). 

Thus Part One of Casa Guidi Windows illuminates this first momentous step, the 

“first torch of Italian freedom” for an English audience (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 465). 

In seeking to convey a sense of “this new good, at Florence” back to England in her 

poem, Barrett Browning is publicly participating in Italy’s nationalistic endeavour 
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(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 463). As Harris writes, “Casa Guidi Windows shifts the 

representation of Italy from mythos to logos, as the poem anticipates, imagines, and thus 

semantically constructs the British idea of Italian nationalism for Barrett Browning’s 

readers”.59 Barrett Browning describes the impassioned attempts of forty thousand 

demonstrators from Tuscany and other parts of Italy and Europe in Florence:  

To thank their Grand-duke, who, not quite of course,  

Had graciously permitted, at their call,  

The citizens to use their civic force 

To guard their civic homes  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 458-61). 

Significantly, the speaker’s explicit reference here to ‘their Grand-duke’ is 

representative of Barrett Browning’s own sense of difference between herself and her 

new Florentine neighbours at the time she actually witnessed this scene. In a letter 

written during this period, for example, she refers to ‘their Grand Duke’ as follows: 

“day after day, the civic guard comes to show the whole population of Florence, their 

Grand Duke inclusive, the new helmets and epaulettes and the glory therof” (Kenyon: 1, 

350). As Mary Louise Pratt and Sara Mills have shown, ‘othering’ is achieved through 

language choices, like ‘he’/ ‘they’, and in Barrett Browning’s writing the Florentines to 

be ‘othered’ are homogenised into a collective ‘they’, mainly through her repeated use 

of the term, ‘their’.60 Far from being an objective description of the way the Florentines 

are, this description is clearly determined by the socio-historical context in which 

Barrett Browning was writing. 

                                                 
59 Harris 127 
60 Pratt 120 and Mills 88. Pratt writes that:  

The people to be othered are homogenised into a collective ‘they’, which is distilled even further 
into an iconic ‘he’ (the standardised adult male specimen). This abstracted ‘he’/‘they’ is the 
subject of verbs in a timeless present tense, which characterises anything ‘he’ is or does, not as a 
particular historical event but as an instance of a pregiven custom or trait (120). 



 135

In the twentieth century Hayter, among others, has criticized Barrett Browning 

for her naïve and rash willingness to accept the Pope (Pio Nono) and the Grand Duke 

(Leopold II) as advocates of Italy’s political freedom and to portray these views in Part 

One of Casa Guidi Windows. However, as her contemporary critic James Martineau has 

suggested, Barrett Browning’s support of the Grand Duke is presumably a typical 

response of someone who has been physically “near” to him and to his supporters.61 “It 

is evident”, writes Martineau,  

that the chief reason for which Mrs. Browning trusts the Grand Duke and 

distrusts the Pope, is that she was near the one, and was, in common with the 

people, the victim of his royal play; whereas she was away from the other, and 

the influence of that personal attraction which in the Pope’s case was far greater. 

Had she looked out of Corso windows in Rome, instead of Casa Guidi windows 

in Florence … her faith would have been changed. She would have thought and 

believed little or nothing of the Grand Duke, but would have had great hopes of 

the Pope … To see is to believe.62  

Notwithstanding Martineau’s own bias as a reviewer for the theological press, his 

discussion plausibly explains how Barrett Browning’s belief in the Grand Duke is 

largely the result of her close proximity to him. As Barrett Browning has noted in her 

letter to Mitford on 22 February 1848, the Grand Duke’s praise has infiltrated all of 

Florence. Interestingly, the poet’s early belief in the Grand Duke, as expressed in her 

letters, is less confident in the poem, indicating the retrospective nature of the 

completed work: 

… I like his face; the forehead’s build 

Has no capacious genius, yet perhaps 

                                                 
61 Martineau 315. 
62 Martineau 315-16 
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Sufficient comprehension, – mild and sad, 

And careful nobly, – not with care that wraps 

Self-loving hearts, to stifle and make mad, 

But careful with the care that shuns a lapse 

Of faith and duty, studious not to add  

A burden in the gathering of a gain. 

And so, God save the Duke, I say with those 

Who that day shouted it, and while dukes reign, 

May all wear in the visible overflows 

Of spirit, such a look of careful pain! 

For God must love it better than repose.  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 564-76). 

 Her response here is one of rather cautious and informed optimism and it is clear her 

support of the Grand Duke is not unconditional. As an exile, however, whose future is 

bound up with Florence’s future, Barrett Browning’s attempts to align herself with the 

Florentines and their plight leads her to chronicle, if not adopt entirely, views and 

attitudes that are, to use Martineau’s words, ‘in common with the people’. 

           As fervent as Barrett Browning’s hopes for local and national liberty are, she 

expresses that she “escaped the epidemic ‘falling sickness’ of enthusiasm” for the new 

Pope (Casa Guidi Windows: ‘Advertisement’, no page number), as noted by Martineau 

and, more recently, Treves. In a letter written to Mr Westwood in September 1847, for 

example, Barrett Browning expresses: “how seldom the liberation of a people begins 

from the throne, a fortiori from a papal throne, which is so high and straight” (Kenyon 

1: 344). In Casa Guidi Windows, Barrett Browning’s perceptivity regarding the Pope 

stands out dramatically:  
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A pope? Ah, there we stop, and cannot bring 

Our faith up to the leap, with history’s bell 

So heavy round the neck of it – albeit 

We fain would grant the possibility 

For thy sake, Pio Nono!  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 864-8). 

She strongly believes that history has already demonstrated that the “Teacher and 

leader” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1029) Italy must find in order to fulfil “This country-

saving” needs to be someone other than a Pope (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 860). Italy 

requires a heroic leader, Barrett Browning advises, who is capable of, and perhaps 

experienced at, translating his thoughts into action:  

We hold this hope, and still in all these eyes, 

Go sounding for the deep look which shall drain 

Suffused thought into channelled enterprise  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 815-7).  

Ultimately, irrespective of who the teacher and leader should be, Barrett Browning’s 

vision of a united and free Italian nation is clear: 

 Whatever hand shall grasp this oriflamme, 

Whatever man (last peasant or first pope 

Seeking to free his country!) shall appear, 

Teach, lead, strike fire into the masses, fill 

These empty bladders with fine air, insphere 

These wills into a unity of will, 

And make of Italy a nation  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 834-40). 
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Barrett Browning’s call to “all the far ends of the world” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 

1101) to support Italy is based on the conventional belief that “Italy’s the whole earth’s 

treasury” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1165). She identifies specifically England’s poetic 

debt, a topic I discuss in Chapter One. It is clear here that Barrett Browning is offering 

herself as the poetic voice of the Italian people; and in so doing, she is seeking to 

associate herself with the Italians in their struggle against Austrian imperialism and in 

particular in their search for a leader as well.   

Against the positive side of Barrett Browning’s Florentine experience thus far, 

she has also contended with the consequences of institutionalised tyranny and social 

decline, which have resulted in the humiliation and degradation of the Florentines. This 

negative aspect is highlighted in her poem. In Casa Guidi Windows the Italians are not 

her compatriots, they are “southern men”, as she so explicitly describes them, fighting 

for their own basic human “rights” – the same rights that are afforded Englishmen and 

women (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1201-2). She is careful to point out that, 

 To grant the ‘civic guard’ is not to grant 

The civic spirit, living and awake  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 745-6).  

Like Shelley, who calls on “Englishmen, in particular” in the Preface to Rambles to 

sympathize with the Italians because “the aspiration for free institutions all over the 

world has its source in England”,63 Barrett Browning summons her English compatriots 

to follow her lead and support the Italians in Casa Guidi Windows. Her voice is 

deliberately, though unexpectedly, powerful: 

… let us give  

The blessing of our souls, (and wish them strong 

                                                 
63 Shelley xi. 
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To bear it to the height where prayers arrive, 

When faithful spirits pray against a wrong,)  

To this great cause of southern men, who strive  

In God’s name for man’s rights, and shall not fail! 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1197-1202). 

Importantly, Barrett Browning’s cry to England for “no vile war!” is unwaveringly 

confident (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 721), as is her command to England to:  

Disband thy captains, change thy victories,  

Be henceforth prosperous as the angels are,  

Helping, not humbling 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 722-4). 

In Part One of the poem, it is clear that Barrett Browning is offering herself as 

the poetic voice of the Italian people; and in so doing, she is associating herself with the 

cause of political freedom and reunification for Tuscany, and by extension for Italy. 

Barrett Browning calls upon her English readers to accept responsibility for the future 

of Italy, in a way that is reminiscent of Fuller’s direct appeals to her American readers 

for sympathy and assistance to Italy in her dispatches. For example, in dispatch 17 

published on 27 November 1847, Fuller writes: “I earnestly hope some expression of 

sympathy from my country toward Italy … This cause is OURS … we ought to show 

that we feel it to be so”.64 Fuller’s plea, like Barrett Browning’s words, strongly 

suggests that she is willing to assume a role in Italy’s political events that goes beyond 

that of a reporter. Drawing upon the authority she has as an eyewitness, Fuller directly 

casts herself in a major and influential role as the international voice of the Italian 

Risorigmento when she writes: “I believe some in the United States will pay attention to 

                                                 
64 Fuller 160. 
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these words of mine … that I must be sure that I have seen something of Italy to speak 

as I do. I have been here only seven months, but my means of observation have been 

uncommon”.65 In a similar way, Barrett Browning offers herself to her English readers 

and positions herself politically in an otherwise private and semi-autobiographical 

poem. The ‘Advertisement’ to the completed poem, dated “Florence, 1851”, asserts the 

poet’s dependability from the outset – “This Poem contains the impressions of the 

writer upon events in Tuscany of which she was a witness” (‘Advertisement’, no page 

number) – in the way that one of Fuller’s by-lines immediately affirms her credentials 

as a reliable foreign correspondent. This detail also suggests that Barrett Browning 

claims a role in these events beyond that of a mere observer, like Fuller, who sees 

herself as a ‘historian’ not just a reporter. 

Barrett Browning writes with all the enthusiasm of a partisan, when she 

observes in the second last stanza of Part One that the Tuscans “shall not fail” in their 

bid for liberty  (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 1202). It should be added that the Florentines’ 

hope for a new era of political freedom coincides with her own new life of freedom in 

Florence, as Markus and Gilbert have shown. Interestingly, 12 September 1847 also 

marked the Brownings’ first wedding anniversary. It is possible to understand Barrett 

Browning’s musing “in hope upon this shore” as a primary motivation in identifying 

more fully with her new neighbours and to develop a stronger sense of loyalty – even 

patriotism – to her adopted home (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 52). For Barrett Browning in 

Florence, issues of cultural identification and representation are complicated and 

inconsistent. In drawing attention to “My Tuscans” and “our” plight (Casa Guidi 

Windows: 1, 1084), Barrett Browning is consciously shifting between a British and 

European audience and an Italian one. Late twentieth-century critics, like Harris, have 

                                                 
65 Fuller 161. 
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analysed the ways in which the poet candidly appeals to “my England” to support the 

Italians “with wide embrace” (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 707), but it is also clear that 

Barrett Browning is addressing an Italian audience. This is in direct contrast to Shelley, 

for example, who only addresses an English audience. In Part One of Casa Guidi 

Windows Barrett Browning displays a complex, and at times, confusing opposition 

between her English identity (“us”) and her new Italian one (“my”, “our”, “we”); one 

that is also represented in her epistolary travel accounts. She shifts between her native 

affiliations with England (which she addresses as “My England”) and the loyalty she 

feels to her new neighbours and countrymen (for example, she is directly addressing 

“thy … Pio Nono”). Mermin has shown that the speaker in Casa Guidi Windows 

“defines herself explicitly both as a woman and as a poet”,66 however little critical 

attention has focused on the inconsistencies expressed by the speaker as she switches 

her addresses between England and Italy, or the vacillation between her own cultural 

identification and representation. While the interdependence of poetry and life, as 

explored by Mermin, is essential to an understanding of the speaker’s shifting 

affiliations in the poem and her own crisis of identity, nevertheless the degree to which 

this crisis revolves around national identity within the poem is less fully examined.  

Clearly then, the post-Romantic view that poetry and art should not condescend 

to the level of practical politics, most powerfully set forth in the mid-Victorian period 

by Matthew Arnold, was not shared by Barrett Browning. In Casa Guidi Windows she 

writes,  

… we must 

Beware …  

… and distrust … 

                                                 
66 Mermin 163. 
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The poet who neglects pure truth  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 887-891).  

In Deirdre David’s exploration of the three women who engaged in the traditionally 

male arena of  ‘intellectual’ life during the Victorian era, she explains that because 

Barrett Browning was exposed to a conventionally male, though self-educated, classical 

education in her father’s library and quickly immersed herself in a (male) poetic 

tradition, she in fact “associated herself with a powerful lineage and invested herself 

with the authority of centuries of poetic practice”.67 Noting the absence of a sustaining 

female literary tradition, Barrett Browning deliberately affiliates herself with the 

tradition of poetic practice, which enables her to actively engage in intellectual 

discussion, as David has shown. As an eyewitness to Florence’s recent political events, 

Barrett Browning carefully negotiates a space within which to discuss what is a 

conventionally male topic – contemporary politics.68  

In Part One of Casa Guidi Windows, having carefully negotiated a discursive 

space within which to discuss ‘public’ issues, Barrett Browning makes a “radical 

assertion” as Harris has most recently shown,69 that Britain’s cultural appropriation of 

an idealized, almost mythic, Italian past, both classical (the Roman empire) and 

Renaissance, has been a means of preventing Italy’s representation as an emerging 

political entity, indeed as a viable national present. Barrett Browning’s political point of 

view as she has expressed in her letters is that, “Italy has become a slave to the glories 

of her past; it is now time to stop mourning for what has been and to feel pity instead 

                                                 
67 Deirdre David, Intellectual Women and Victorian Patriarchy. Harriet Martineau, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning, George Eliot (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987) 288. 
68 As Mills has argued in Discourses of Difference, it was easier for English women to abandon social and 
spatial conventions overseas than at home in England. Barrett Browning’s poetic and epistolary accounts 
of the political situation in Florence serve to explode the notion of a clear-cut division between the private 
and the public, an idea that has been recently discussed by feminist theorists, as I have noted in my 
Introduction. 
69 Harris 112. 
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for “real, live, weak creatures crushed by strong” (Kenyon l: 48). It is primarily from 

this level that Barrett Browning tries to appeal to her English readers in the poem. Her 

readers are not even required to have directly experienced Italy for themselves (though, 

as I have already noted, they probably trust the poet who is there, and accept her point 

of view, and her autobiographical poem in terms of an assumed truthfulness). Barrett 

Browning believes that because of an existing romantic and aesthetic engagement with 

Italy, this should prompt the British to support the idea of Italian liberty. 

“I always imagine that I was sent on the earth for some purpose! To suffer! To 

die! To defend! To save by my death my country or some very very dear friends! To 

suffer in the cause of freedom!!” declared a fifteen-year-old Elizabeth Barrett in her 

“Autobiographical Essay” (1821).70 As David has argued, the poet who since the early 

1840s had consistently practised a poetry of social criticism (focusing on child labour, 

prostitution and abolition), was “intellectually aggressive and strongly political”.71 By 

the late 1840s and throughout the 1850s, Barrett Browning is able to fulfil her dream of 

an heroic role, primarily through the authority of her residence in Florence, and 

credibility as an eye-witness, to write about the struggle for Italian unification and 

liberation from imperial Austrian rule, and to record, like an historian, political events 

as they take place. While she has been traditionally associated in the popular 

imagination with fragile health and romantic love, her paradoxical association with 

Tuscan politics implies an undercurrent of modern ideas and contemporary world 

affairs. From Barrett Browning’s new Florentine perspective, her intention is to speak 

on behalf of, or ‘defend’, the Florentine people and to speak generally “for Italy in the 

present” as Markus has compellingly argued in her introductory essay to Casa Guidi 

Windows (xxxii). In addition to Barrett Browning’s self-assumed rôle as a Risorgimento 

                                                 
70 Elizabeth Barrett, “Autobiographical Essay” (1821). As quoted in Markus, Dared and Done 133. 
71 David 100. 
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poet, it is clear that one of her primary goals in the poem is to represent herself. As 

Markus has observed, “The poet of Casa Guidi Windows is explicitly a woman”.72  

 

Casa Guidi Windows: Part Two 

Sadly, in spite of the speaker’s assertion in Part One of Casa Guidi Windows: 

I think that day had noble use 

Among God’s days. So near stood Right and Law  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 537-8) 

by the time Barrett Browning’s poem arrived at Blackwood’s Magazine the following 

year, the ‘young’ voices had already broken off, and A Meditation in Tuscany was 

rejected for publication. The Pope’s early support of liberal reforms had led to further 

demands by the Italian people, mainly because Giuseppe Mazzini, the great patriot and 

republican prophet of the Italian revolution had advised the followers of his Young Italy 

party to continue to demand more political reforms. In March 1848, Carlo Alberto, the 

Italian King of Sardinia, Duke of Savoy and Piedmont, led a war in Lombardy against 

Austrian rule, to which the Grand Duke of Tuscany, in a demonstration of his continued 

support for the Italian people, sent a contingent of his troops. Even Barrett Browning 

and her husband contributed to a collection for the Grand Duke’s Army in Lombardy. 

At this promising time for Italy the Brownings, like the rest of Italy, began to debate the 

type of government they should acquire following their liberation from foreign control 

and their formation into a modern nation. 

Barrett Browning finally “planted” herself in Florence in May 1848 (Kenyon: 1, 

366), when she and Browning took repossession of Casa Guidi – this time, 

                                                 
72 Markus, Dared and Done 171. 
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unfurnished.73 At a time when other English expatriates were “flying from Florence” on 

account of the political instability throughout Italy (Kenyon 1: 359),74 the Brownings 

found the “courage” to firmly “settle down” in Florence. She tells, too, of Flush 

“wag[ging] his tail at the sentinels and civic guard, and tak[ing] the Grand Duke as a 

sort of neighbour of his” (Kenyon 1: 357). This period notably marks the consolidation 

in Barrett Browning’s own mind of her cultural identification as a Florentine. 

Significantly, her letters at the time attest that both she and her husband “have grown to 

be Florentine citizens” (Kenyon 1: 371), as she writes to her friend Julia Martin on 20 

June 1848. This journey has had significant repercussions for the way in which Barrett 

Browning has constructed her responses to Italy’s political struggle. In an important 

way, the poet’s passionate interest in local politics can be directly attributed to her 

conscious efforts to assimilate herself into her new community as much as possible. As 

her letter suggests, Barrett Browning now regards Italy as “home” (Kenyon 1: 372). 

Even during periods of relative “quiet, politically speaking” (Kenyon 1: 374), 

Barrett Browning’s personal correspondence includes regular explanations of 

Florence’s political atmosphere: the senate meeting that took place several days ago – 

“to the satisfaction of everybody, and the Grand Duke’s speech was generally admired” 

(Kenyon 1: 374); the local elections which “have returned moderate men, and many 

land-proprietors … We are going some day to hear the debates” (Kenyon 1: 374); 

processions for the blessing of the flags; and the “melancholy mothers” whose sons are 

currently at war in Lombardy (Kenyon 1: 374).75 Although there is peace in Florence 

                                                 
73 The Brownings continued to renew the lease annually until Barrett Browning’s death in 1861. 
74 On 28 May 1848, Barrett Browning explains the financial motivation for making a permanent residence 
in Florence: “On examination of the whole case”, she writes to Mitford, “it appeared manifest that we 
were throwing money into the Arno by our way of taking furnished rooms” (Kenyon: 1, 365-6). The 
depopulation of Florence made it possible for the Brownings to purchase furniture cheaply and to spend 
less on their accommodation by renting unfurnished rooms. 
75 The insurrection of Lombardy against Austrian rule had taken place in March, and was immediately 
followed by war between Sardinia and Austria, in which the Italians gained some initial successes. 
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during these summer months, in other parts of Italy war is raging and occasionally she 

overhears “a cry in the streets”: “‘Notizie della guerra – leggete, signori’” (Kenyon 1: 

374).76 On 4 July 1848, the latest news of a massacre in Lombardy leads Barrett 

Browning to reflect upon the current discussion in Italy about whether to install a 

republic or a monarchy.77 It is clear from the aforementioned letters, with their detailed 

reports upon the political affairs of Florence and wider Italy that they resemble a series 

of political despatches as much as a personal account of married life abroad.  

After three-week’s absence from Florence during the summer of 1848, Barrett 

Browning is “delighted to get home” (Kenyon 1: 382). As she writes: “I took possession 

of my own chair and put up my feet on the cushions and was charmed, both with having 

been so far and coming back so soon” (Kenyon 1: 382). However, with refreshed eyes 

Barrett Browning quickly detects the seemingly dispassionate faces of the Florentines, 

as a result of the defeat of Carlo Alberto’s army at Custozza by Austria’s General 

Radetsky. Despite Barrett Browning’s previous attempts to align herself with the local 

people, she has in fact experienced only minimal personal interaction with them. Thus, 

she fails to comprehend their reaction to this latest defeat, and she mistakenly perceives 

them to be indifferent. This misunderstanding highlights her incapacity with the Italian 

language and her relative isolation within her apartment in Casa Guidi. The English 

expatriate, it seems, is now “mortified” by their apathy more than by the devastating 

Italian defeat at Custozza (Kenyon 1: 383). Consequently, she begins to assert her own 

difference and superiority to the Italian people. She writes despairingly: “Ah, poor Italy! 

I am as mortified as an Italian ought to be. They have only the rhetoric of patriots and 

soldiers, I fear! Tuscany is to be spared forsooth, if she lies still, and here she lies, 

                                                 
76 Transl. “Please read: Notice of war”. 
77 Although her husband believes in a French Republic, Barrett Browning thinks the French would soon 
be impatient for a kingship, and writes to Mary Mitford “How did you feel when the cry was raised ‘Vive 
l’Empéreur’? Only Prince Napoleon is a Napoleon cut out in paper after all” (Kenyon 1: 375). 
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eating ices and keeping the feast of the Madonna” (Kenyon 1: 383). Interestingly, it is 

Barrett Browning’s Englishness that prevents her from grasping the confusion felt by 

the Florentines as a consequence of their admiration for the Austrian Grand Duke and 

their fear of Austrian tyranny. Furthermore, a schism that was taking place within 

Mazzini’s republican party (Mazzini’s supporters were revolting against the Pope and 

established religion; and in turn, others were revolting against Mazzinian 

republicanism) added considerably to a general feeling of confusion and political 

tension throughout Italy. In a variety of ways then, Barrett Browning begins to 

dissociate herself and her family from the Italians, and even alleges dramatically that, 

“Dante’s soul has died out of the land” (Kenyon 1: 383). She explains that, “it is painful 

to feel ourselves growing gradually cooler and cooler on the subject of Italian 

patriotism, valour, and good sense” (Kenyon 1: 385). As if in an acknowledgement of 

her own Englishness, Barrett Browning concedes that, “the process is inevitable” 

(Kenyon 1: 385). To her English eyes, the Florentine people want “stamina”, 

“conscience”, “self-reverence” (Kenyon 1: 383); all of which are ideologically linked to 

concepts of Englishness at the time, and all of which will be inculcated into Kingsley’s 

muscular Christianity, an ideology constructed around masculinity and Englishness. 

Later that month, Barrett Browning reports that “‘Morte a Fiorentini!’ [was] 

chalked up on the walls” of Palazzo Guidi and also that, “the windows of the Ridolfi 

Palace (the English ambassador’s residence) were smashed the other evening a few 

yards from ours” (Kenyon 1: 388). As vigilant as ever, Barrett Browning even relates to 

friends “the dreadful rumours” she has heard that “Florence was to have been sacked 

several times by the Livornese” (Kenyon 1: 388). In spite of the recently volatile 

behaviour of the revolutionaries, Barrett Browning believes that the passive and 

indifferent Florentines, as she now characterises them, have no adequate political 
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strategies in place. She now tries to alienate herself from the local population, in effect, 

returning to and reinforcing her own English identity and superiority. She observes that 

Florence is a city “where really democratic ministries roar as gently as sucking doves, 

particularly when they are safe in place” (Kenyon 1: 388). Fearing the worst, 

nevertheless, the Austrian Grand Duke sent his family away from Florence to nearby 

Siena, as Barrett Browning informs her friends.  

In November 1848 Barrett Browning was shocked by news of a political attack 

in Rome. The Pope’s support of Austria had roused anger in Mazzini’s republican party 

and Count Pellegrino Rossi, a Liberal appointed in Rome under the new Constitution 

and the chief minister to the Pope, was assassinated on the steps of the Roman Senate.78 

In her letters Barrett Browning censures the republicans for taking such measures. “If 

Rossi was retrocessive”, she remarks, “he was at least a constitutional minister, and 

constitutional means of opposing him were open to all” (Kenyon 1: 392). This is a very 

typical reaction from someone whose country has had a parliamentary system in place 

                                                 
78 Robert Browning’s friend, the journalist “Father Prout” brought this news from Rome where he was a 
resident, and where he was closely in touch with workers for liberation. (Known in his day as “Father 
Prout”, Reverend Francis Sylvester Mahoney was a former Jesuit priest who was forced to resign from 
his position following a series of drunken incidents. In 1834 he became a journalist for Fraser’s 
Magazine, taking as his persona the deceased Father Prout, whom Mahoney had known as a child. Later, 
he wrote a forceful series of articles for his journal, the Daily News). For a full discussion of Barrett 
Browning’s relationship with Father Prout, see Markus, Dared and Done 151-9. (Here it is worth noting 
that Father Prout was known to Margaret Oliphant as well). Fuller, who also lived in Rome at this time, 
describes Rossi’s assassination in one of her dispatches, though she did not actually witness it for herself. 
Dispatch 26 reads: 

The 15th was a beautiful day and I had gone out for a long walk. Returning at night, the old    
Padrona met me with her usual smile a little clouded, “Do you know,” said she, “that the 
Minister Rossi has been killed?”  
“Killed!” 
“Yes – with a thrust in the back. A wicked man, surely, but is that the way to punish 
CHRISTIANS?” … 
The chamber was awaiting the entrance of Rossi. Had he lived to enter, he would have found the 
Assembly, without a single exception, ranged upon the Opposition benches. His carriage 
approached, attended by a howling, hissing multitude. He smiled, affected unconcern, but must 
have felt relieved when his horses entered the courtyard gate of the Cancelleria. He did not 
know he was entering the place of his execution. The horses stopped; he alighted in the midst of 
a crowd; it jostled him as if for the purpose of insult; he turned abruptly and received as he did 
so the fatal blow (Fuller 239-40). 

Regarding the Pope, she comments that, “the only dignified course” is “to resign his temporal power … 
No more of him! His day is over” (Fuller 243-44). 
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for a long time. Though Henry James would later comment that “Mrs. Browning 

thirsted for great events”, the poet’s comment here demonstrates her distaste for 

unnecessary violence or anarchy.79 Instead, she laments that, unlike England, “Italy 

understands nothing constitutional; liberty is a fair word and a watchword, nothing 

more” (Kenyon 1: 392). Barrett Browning reports that there were more threats of 

violence if the Pope did not yield to republican terms – a warning by the republican 

party  “of murdering every man, woman, and child in the Quirinal, ‘with the exception 

of his Holiness’,” unless he accepted their terms (Kenyon 1: 392). The Pope disguised 

himself, and escaped to the safety of King Ferdinand of the Two Sicilies in Gaeta. 

Barrett Browning’s doubts about the Pope as represented in Part One of Casa Guidi 

Windows have been validated. His actions have proven him to be “a weak man with the 

noblest and most disinterested intentions” (Kenyon 1: 392).  

Contrary to Barrett Browning’s current projection of chaotic and dangerous 

times in Florence and wider Italy, she expresses no serious concern for her own safety. 

Nor does she suggest leaving Florence and returning to England. In spite of these latest 

violent attacks she assures her friends of her personal safety. Barrett Browning writes to 

Mitford, for example, “You are wondering, perhaps, how we are so foolhardy as to keep 

furnishing rooms in the midst of ‘anarchy’, the Pope a fugitive, and the crowned heads 

packing up” (Kenyon 1: 391), confident that her own understanding of the atmosphere 

in Florence is more accurate than opinion in England. As if to assert her understanding 

of, and closeness to, the Florentines, she comments that “These things look worse at a 

distance than they do near” (Kenyon 1: 391). In fact Barrett Browning maintains a level 

of confidence in her local community, even though just recently she has expressed her 

disappointment in them as well as some distrust of the Italians with regard to the 

                                                 
79 James 119. 
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anarchists in Rome, alleging “we know nothing of what people will do when they aspire 

to Liberty” (Kenyon 1: 389). Making a distinction between the Florentines and the 

Romans, she claims that the Florentines pose no violent threat to herself, or to foreign 

control, writing: “we have faith in the softness of our Florentines”, who, “must be well 

spurred up to the leap before they do any harm” (Kenyon 1: 391). This is in direct 

contrast to the Romans, whom she has already described as violent anarchists. Even so, 

she is asserting her own difference to the Italian people around her, and by implication, 

she is now reinforcing her own sense of Englishness. She writes that it is impossible “to 

sympathize, to go along with, the people to whom and to whose cause all my natural 

sympathies yearn” (Kenyon 1: 389).  

Despite the strong decline in Barrett Browning’s sympathy for the Italians – “I 

look all round and can sympathise nowhere”– she does not extinguish all aspiration 

(Kenyon 1: 389). However, hope for an immediate recovery is far from realistic. 

Though she has started to distance herself from her adopted Italian compatriots, Barrett 

Browning reveals no intention of abandoning Florence, or for that matter, the Italian 

Question. She even jokes that she “would rather face two or three revolutions than an 

east wind of an English winter” (Kenyon 1: 388). In twelve months Barrett Browning 

has shifted from her romantic idealization of Italian liberty to a marked despondency in 

this regard. Even so, Barrett Browning is firmly implanted in Florence, and the threat of 

a republican revolt in Tuscany in February 1849 does nothing to change this. The 

Austrian Grand Duke, however, did flee Florence to join Ferdinand II and the Pope in 

Gaeta and by March, a party led by republicans from Livorno, and headed by 

Guerazzi,80 had taken control of Florence.  

                                                 
80 Guerazzi served as the Chief administrator of the Republic of Tuscany during the short absence of the 
Grand Duke Leopold. 
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Significantly, Barrett Browning was again pregnant at this time and decided to 

remain in Florence in spite of the political turmoil. Barrett Browning’s own potential for 

Italianization was dramatically consolidated by the birth of her son in Florence on 

March 9, 1849.81 Just three days after his birth, there was “a grand festa round the 

liberty tree planted at our door, attended with military music, civic dancing and singing, 

and the firing of cannons and guns from morning to night, made him start in his cradle” 

(Kenyon 1: 405). While Barrett Browning was recovering from the birth, the political 

arena outside was alive: Carlo Alberto took the offensive again in northern Italy, only to 

be fiercely defeated at Novara on March 23 1849. Out of this defeat came eleven more 

years of Austrian rule in northern Italy. Around this time, Victor Emmanuel died, 

inciting thousands of Italians to make pilgrimages to his tomb. In Rome Mazzini and his 

followers were overthrown on April 25 by Louis Napoleon’s General Oudinot. 

Closer to Casa Guidi and just seven weeks after the expulsion of the Grand 

Duke from Florence, there was a counter-revolution which recalled him, on the promise 

to respect the new Constitution. As Barrett Browning reports to Mitford on 30 April 

1849, “Since I wrote last to you, I think we have had two revolutions here at Florence, 

Grand Duke out, Grand Duke in” (Kenyon 1: 400-1). On both occasions, Barrett 

Browning listened from the windows of Casa Guidi as the Church of San Felice 

opposite rang the bells; while outside on the street below, people were calling ‘Viva la 

repubblica!” and others “Viva Leopoldo!” (Kenyon 1: 401). Though Barrett Browning 

was safe at home, both her husband and doctor were caught in the midst of counter-

revolutionary gunfire: “Robert barely managed to get home across the bridges. He had 

been out walking in the city, apprehending nothing, when the storm gathered and 

                                                 
81 Her son, christened Robert Wiedeman but afterwards nicknamed Pennini or Pen (Trans. “little man”) 
was baptised in Florence at the French Lutheran Church and would grow up ‘Italianized’ and against the 
backdrop of Revolutionary Italy. At six months of age, writes Barrett Browning, the baby was “beginning 
to understand everything – chiefly in Italian, of course” (Kenyon 1: 424). 
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broke” (Kenyon 1: 401). Barrett Browning’s doctor, who was on his way to see her at 

the time, was fortunate to have enough “time to get behind a stable door”, as Barrett 

Browning recounts, “just before there was a fall against it of four shot corpses” 

(Kenyon 1: 401). Despite the two revolutions, and the potential danger to herself and to 

her family, the Brownings reveal no intention of abandoning Florence. Indeed, they 

probably cannot consider leaving, given Barrett Browning’s frail health after the birth 

of Penini.  

In April 1849 Barrett Browning’s growing disdain for the Florentine people 

escalates, in particular, her impatience with the city’s political instability, and most 

specifically, with what she assumes to be the political indecisiveness of the Florentine 

population. Barrett Browning’s disenchantment with the people is pronounced, 

particularly when she observes: “They first planted a tree of liberty close to our door, 

and then they pulled it down” (Kenyon 1: 401).82 Wearily, she writes to Martin on 14 

May 1849:  

For my part, I am altogether blasée about revolutions and invasions. Don’t think 

it want of feeling in me, or want of sympathy with ‘the people’, but really I can’t 

help a certain political latitudinarianism from creeping over me in relation to this 

Tuscany. You ought to be here to understand what I mean and how I think 

(Kenyon 1: 405).  

Barrett Browning’s reference here to ‘the people’, separated out with quotation marks, 

signifies the distance she feels now from people whose cause was once her own: “our 

plight” as she puts it in Part One of Casa Guidi Windows (Casa Guidi Windows: 1, 

1084). Tuscany is now ‘this Tuscany’, suggesting detachment instead of an adopted and 

beloved home. Disheartened by the response of the Florentine community which she 

                                                 
82 Barrett Browning goes on to textualise this in Part Two of Casa Guidi Windows. See, in particular, line 
180. 
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cannot ‘read’, she declares to Mitford that her “faith in every species of Italian is … 

nearly tired out. I don’t believe they are men at all, much less heroes and patriots” 

(Kenyon 1: 400). The impassioned demonstrators she once saw before her now appear 

unmotivated and even unpatriotic. She testifies to the genuine popular feeling being 

“certainly for the Grand Duke”, but declares that the Florentines are now devoid of both 

honour and unity (Kenyon 1: 401). Cynically she comments, “The counter-revolution 

was strictly counter, observe. I mean, that if the Leghornese [Livornan] troops here had 

paid their debts at the Florentine coffee houses, the Florentines would have let their 

beloved Grand Duke stay on at Gaeta to the end of the world” (Kenyon 1: 406). Barrett 

Browning can no longer identify with the Florentine people around her.  

In May 1849, just two months after Pen’s birth, Barrett Browning resentfully 

watches as the Grand Duke re-enters Florence under the protection of Austrian militia. 

Florence’s political affairs intrude once again upon her daily life leading her to 

question: “shall I ever have done talking politics?” (Kenyon 1: 406). This rhetorical 

question serves to highlight that she is still attached to the Florentine people and the 

wider ideal of Italian unification in spite of her disillusion and frustration. 

Consequently, she describes in great detail the hostile invasion of the Austrians with 

their “artillery, and baggage-wagons” in a letter to her sister Henrietta dated 2-5 May 

1849: 

Slowly the hateful procession filed under our windows. The people shrank back 

to let them pass, in the deepest silence – not a word spoken, scarcely a breath 

drawn … For my part I felt my throat swelling with grief and indignation. Oh, to 

think of our ever seeing such a sight from these windows.83  

                                                 
83 Leonard Huxley, ed, Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Letters to her sister, 1846-1859 (1929. London: John 
Murray, 1931) 107-8. 
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In this instance, she actually identifies herself (and her companion) with the Florentines 

as victims of the foreign invasion. Yet importantly, she is filled with ‘grief’ and 

‘indignation’ over what has become of modern Tuscany. This response can be read as 

significantly tied to Barrett Browning’s state of exile as she struggles to discover a clear 

national identity. As noted previously, Said has argued that expatriates can experience 

‘an exaggerated sense of group solidarity’ in their adopted country and that they might 

also demonstrate “a passionate hostility to outsiders” (164). When Robert Browning 

informs his wife that the Austrian General has posted up a proclamation with the 

insidious words “Invited by your Grand Duke”, Barrett Browning (who has already 

defended the Grand Duke in letters and in Part One of Casa Guidi Windows), now 

admits to his treachery: “The Grand Duke, too, whose part I have been taking hitherto 

(because he did seem to me a good man, more sinned against than sinning) – the Grand 

Duke I give up from henceforth” because “he has done this base thing of taking again 

his Austrian titles in his proclamations coincidently with the approach of the Austrians” 

(Kenyon 1: 406).  

At her cool “summer nest”, Bagni di Lucca, for a summer holiday – which is, 

notably, empty of “the Continental English” – (Kenyon 1: 410), Barrett Browning is 

still politically engaged despite the distance she has temporarily placed between herself 

and Florence. In a letter to Anna Jameson on 11 August 1849 containing her usual 

political commentary, Barrett Browning “despair[s] of the republic in Italy, or rather of 

Italy altogether” (Kenyon 1: 416). She writes that: “Poor Florence is quiet enough under 

the heel of Austria, and Leopold ‘l’intrepido’… sits undisturbed at the Pitti … It makes 

us sick enough to think of Austrians in our Florence” (Kenyon 1: 416). As her comment 

suggests, Barrett Browning’s sense of belonging remains – even as she expresses 

anxiety over Florence’s political future. In particular, she fears that “The instructed are 
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not patriotic, and the patriots are not instructed” (Kenyon 1: 416). Even so, Barrett 

Browning’s prophecy, as follows, offers perpetual hope: “We want not only a man, but 

men, and we must throw, I fear, the bones of their race behind us before the true 

deliverers can spring up. Still, it is not over now; there will be deliverance presently, but 

it will not be now” (Kenyon 1: 416).  

The political situation in Florence continued to remain uncertain the following 

year. Barrett Browning writes on 22 February 1850 that:  

[i]f I were to write to you the political rumours we hear every day, you would 

scarcely think our situation improved in safety by the horrible Austrian army. 

Florence bristles with cannon on all sides, and at the first movement we are 

promised to be bombarded (Kenyon 1: 439). 

Significantly, she decided to turn the change of circumstances into a sequel to her as yet 

unpublished Italian poem.  

With hindsight, Barrett Browning now refers to the political celebrations of 

September 1847 and the revolutionary activity of 1848 – so spectacularly described in 

Part One of Casa Guidi Windows – as but a euphoric “dream” she had envisaged from 

her window (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 1). In Part Two the speaker’s mood has changed 

as she recalls how: 

I wrote a meditation and a dream, 

Hearing a little child sing in the street. 

I leant upon his music as a theme, 

Till it gave way beneath my heart’s full beat, 

Which tried at an exultant prophecy 

But dropped before the measure was complete – 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 1-6). 
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Marking a distinction between Parts One and Two of her poem is the discrepancy 

“between aspiration and performance, between faith and dis-illusion, between hope and 

fact” as noted by Barrett Browning in her ‘Advertisement’ to the completed poem 

(‘Advertisement’).  The hope engendered by the child’s song in Part One gives way in 

Part Two to disillusionment. Part One, the poet now insists, is nothing more than ‘an 

exultant’ but unfulfilled ‘prophecy’. Deflated by political apathy and inactivity in Part 

Two of Casa Guidi Windows, the speaker records how two years ago: 

From Casa Guidi windows I looked forth, 

And saw ten thousand eyes of Florentines 

Flash back the triumph of the Lombard north, –  

Saw fifty banners, freighted with the signs  

And exultations of the awakened earth,  

Float on above the multitude in lines, 

Straight to the Pitti  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 28-34). 

She reflects upon her early trust and investment of support in “our poor Grand-duke, 

our good Grand-duke” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 53). Since that time, the disheartened 

poet has witnessed the “false Duke Leopold” sombrely re-enter Florence under Austrian 

auspices following his short exile (Casa Guidi Windows:  2, 40): 

From Casa Guidi windows, gazing, then,  

I saw and witness how the Duke came back.  

The regular tramp of horse and tread of men  

Did smite the silence like an anvil black  

And sparkless  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 286-90).  
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At the close of 1849 Austrian military rule was restored in Florence, darkening the 

city’s hope for liberation and nationhood. Now the poet gazes from her window and 

beholds a “different sight” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 100). However, her emphasis is not 

only on the discrepancy between the role public figures assign themselves and their 

capacity to carry political action to fruition, as she has suggested in Part One of the 

poem. Barrett Browning’s psychological distance from the Florentines, as revealed in 

her letters, is clearly set out in Part Two. She focuses on the mood of the Florentines 

too, drawing upon her own observation of the crowd below to comment that among 

them “none wept, none cursed” as the Austrian military returned to occupy Florence 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 355). In place of the patriotic and “noisy Tuscans” she had 

seen on 12 September 1847 and again in 1848 as the civic guard were installed to 

protect the city (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 357), the poet now sees a reticent and 

dispassionate community that willingly submits to tyranny in exchange for simple festas 

and juvenile military reviews. The Florentines who once appeared gay and colourful are 

now expressionless, “pale men and women stared” with “white/ Constrained faces” 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 360-2). Now in Part Two, she observes that, “They had learnt 

silence” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 358).84 Significantly, Barrett Browning’s description 

of the Florentines here serves to highlight her exaggerated sense of solidarity with them 

in the first section of the poem. No longer hopeful herself for Florence’s future, the 

poem’s disconsolate speaker cries: “O freedom! O my Florence!” (Casa Guidi 

Windows: 2, 194).  

                                                 
84 Barrett Browning’s 1850 letters explain that a rigorous domination has been imposed not only by the 
Austrians but by the Catholic Church as well. In the letters she warns that if the “red” republicans capture 
Italy once again: “there will be a universal massacre; not a priest, according to their own profession, will 
be left alive in Italy” (Kenyon: 1, 439). In Florence, she claims to have overheard “even devout women 
say: ‘This cursed Pope! it’s all his fault” (Kenyon: 1, 439). Such personal experiences have directly 
influenced the change in the mood of the poem between parts one and two.  
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Barrett Browning’s personal circumstances have, however, altered significantly. 

She is now the mother of an Anglo-Florentine child, and as such feels that his destiny is 

bound up with that of Florence. This circumstance contributes to her sense of “bitter 

things” to report upon (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 192). She directly addresses the 

Florentines, claiming: “my soul is bitter for your sakes” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 193). 

The poet’s dissatisfaction with the turn of events is especially strong and clear when she 

directly addresses the Austrian Grand Duke:  

Why swear at all, thou false Duke Leopold? 

What need to swear? What need to boast thy blood 

Unspoilt of Austria, and thy heart unsold 

Away from Florence?  

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 40-3).  

Her use of the present tense creates a heightened sense of immediacy, as Markus has 

already pointed out. The repetition of the poet’s question to the Grand Duke, ‘Why 

swear at all’, ‘What need to swear?’ conveys the poet’s frustration and impatience with 

the man, who, in Part One had earned her trust, particularly for his supposed loyalty to 

Florence. In contrast to the poet’s excitement in witnessing the beginnings of the Italian 

Risorgimento in Part One, in Part Two, directionless, the poet implores: “What now 

remains for such as we, to do?” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2: 25). Disillusioned and 

“saddened” as she puts it (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 428), she declares, “I have grown 

too weary of these windows” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 430). Dramatically, she retreats 

into the domestic interior of her home, and turns her back on the Florentine political 

arena: 

But wherefore should we look out any more 

From Casa Guidi windows? Shut them straight, 
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And let us sit down by the folded door, 

And veil our saddened faces, and, so, wait 

What next the judgement-heavens make ready for. 

I have grown too weary of these windows. Sights  

Come thick enough and clear enough with thought, 

Without the sunshine; souls have inner lights … 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 425-432).  

The poem’s speaker has confined herself within. Barrett Browning can no longer 

confidently assert her Italianess because she now feels ‘different’ and superior to the 

Florentines. She shuts them out – firmly – closes the windows and the doors. Indeed, 

she shuts out the life and political activity on the streets and chooses instead to return to 

the inner life, of thought and contemplation, even though this inner life will be for her 

‘without the sunshine’. Yet her sorrow signals the degree to which she now empathises 

with the Florentines, and her gesture to close the doors and veil her face signifies 

mourning, the death of bright hope, and the darkness of the days to come. Her 

declaration, ‘I have grown too weary’, demonstrates both her disillusionment, 

distancing the poet from the Florentine community, and yet at the same time this comes 

with a deep sense of loss. Interestingly, at this time, Barrett Browning had her sights set 

on a pilgrimage to London in May 1851. Yet, even Barrett Browning’s assertion of her 

Englishness is flat in tone. After all, while the tumultuous political events of 1848-9 

have taken place in Italy, the rest of “the world” has been too “busy” to notice (Casa 

Guidi Windows: 2, 577). “Imperial England”, as the poet points out, is now “a Fair-

going world” – it is 1851, the year of the Great Exhibition (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 

578). Here it might be argued that the English expatriate’s anxieties over homelessness 

and exile, is further highlighted by the fact that England has moved on without her, as 
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represented by the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace and is now too preoccupied to 

hear her. In dramatic contrast to Italy’s political turmoil and social chaos then, 

England’s Great Exhibition represents political control, social order and accumulating 

wealth and prestige.  

The clarity that had existed for Barrett Browning in 1847, when Part One of the 

poem recreates, quite literally, the view that is framed by her window, has been replaced 

by uncertain times politically and historically; and consequently, her own newly-minted 

cultural identification collapses in Part Two. The poet’s desire is to ‘Shut [Casa Guidi 

windows] straight’ and yet, a glimmer of hope still remains, since in the final image of 

the poem, the speaker ‘sees’ the future live in her son. This “recuperation of vision”, 

physically as well as metaphorically, as Dillon and Frank have shown, offers optimism 

for Italy’s future (487). In spite of the depressing state of affairs in Florence and the rest 

of Italy, the poet maintains a confident voice. She believes that the Italian unification 

might one day “annuntiate to the world’s applause” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 576). 

Despite the commercialism and social indifference that is now prevalent in England and 

Europe, she calls optimistically upon these “gracious nations, [to] give some ear to me!” 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 652). What is “daring” about the narrative point of view in the 

poem, as Markus has demonstrated,85 is that despite Barrett Browning’s disillusioned 

musings upon “poor Italia” (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 651), she consciously presents 

herself as the poet, the singer of the new day, writing:  

We thinkers, who have thought for thee and failed  

We hopers, who have hoped for thee and lost,  

We poets, who wandered round by dreams 

(Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 17-9). 

                                                 
85 Markus, Dared and Done 137. 
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In the 1851 edition of Casa Guidi Windows, Barrett Browning goes even further to 

announce: “We poets … who have dreamed of what Italy could become” (Casa Guidi 

Windows 2, 19). In one further, arresting passage, Barrett Browning aligns herself with 

the poet of the new day:  

… I am one  

Who at the roadside of humanity 

Beseech your alms, – ... (Casa Guidi Windows: 2, 654-5).  

What is striking here is the similarity to the voice of the sonneteer in Sonnets from the 

Portuguese (1850), who also beseeches and yet celebrates new-found love, even as she 

expresses doubt and anxiety. Italy, like love, meant life, not death, hope, not despair, 

and Casa Guidi Windows holds that sense at its core.86 

The reception of Casa Guidi Windows by contemporary English periodicals was 

unsurprisingly apathetic. As Barrett Browning herself anticipates, readers and critics 

were less than enthusiastic about the poem, mainly due to its focus on modern Italy and 

the ‘Italian Question’. Nineteenth-century critics typically held the post-Romantic view 

that art should not sink to the level of practical politics. Many also believed that women, 

even England’s greatest woman poet of the period, should not discuss political issues. 

Having already met with opposition to the publication of Part One of the poem (A 

Meditation in Tuscany) from Blackwood’s in 1848, apparently because “English readers 

were not sufficiently interested in Tuscan politics”,87 Barrett Browning faced critical 

resistance to her 1851 account of revolutionary and counter-revolutionary activity in 

Italy between 1847 and 1850. Interestingly, the attitudes of Barrett Browning’s friends 

                                                 
86 See, in particular, ‘Sonnet 1’ in Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Sonnets from the Portuguese, ed William 
S. Peterson (1850. Massachusetts: Barre, 1977), 2. 
 … a voice said in mastery, while I strove, 
 ‘Guess now who holds thee!’ – ‘Death,’ I said!: but, there, 
 The silver answer rang .. ‘Not Death, but Love.’  

(‘Sonnet 1’, 12-14). 
87 Mermin 164. 
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to her poem serve as insightful and reliable guides to the general mood in England at the 

time. Mitford warns her that the poem “won’t receive the sympathy proper to a home 

subject, because the English people don’t care anything for the Italians now; despising 

them for their want of originality in Art!” (Kenyon 2: 12). Kenyon, Barrett Browning 

notes, is “kind to the manner of my poem” but to its subject he is most certainly 

“obdurate” (Kenyon 2: 12). Barrett Browning is sufficiently astute to forecast the 

typical response in England to her poem about Italy’s political struggle even prior to 

this feedback. She informs Isabella Blagden: “I have a book coming out in England 

called ‘Casa Guidi Windows’, which will prevent everybody else (except you) from 

speaking to me again” (Kenyon 2: 5).   

A review in the Athenaeum provides readers with a warning about the poem’s 

inferiority to Barrett Browning’s earlier work. The review advises that,  

Mrs. Browning’s errors are likely to be commended by those who can emulate 

them more easily than her genius. … we … believe that the patience which 

knows how to reject, to shape and to perfect, is not … a substitute for true 

creative impulse, but a proof of it: – and it is precisely because Mrs. Browning 

so often exhibits what Hazlitt termed the “fortitude” of genius, that we regret she 

should ever lose sight of it.88 

Notably, the review attacks the poem via its poetics rather than directly via its subject 

matter. Gendered criticism often manifests itself in this way. The Athenaeum points to a 

number of poetic detractions from the poem, including “Diffuseness, ruggedness, 

concetti, and … colloquialisms, [that] impair and disfigure”.89 In The Prospective 

Review James Martineau also faults Barrett Browning’s use of colloquial language in 

the poem. He argues:  

                                                 
88 Review. “Casa Guidi Windows”, Athenaeum 1232 (1851): 597- 598, 597. 
89 'Casa Guidi Windows', Athenaeum 597. 



 163

We don’t like “When all’s said, and howe’er the proud may wince,’ and we 

don’t think at all that Michael Angelo would condescend to return the Grand 

Duke’s vulgarity by being so vulgar himself, and saying “Outlasting, therefore, 

all your lordships, Sir!/ So keep your stone, beseech you, for your part,” &c.90  

Martineau complains that Casa Guidi Windows is “too literally described by its title” 

and, as a consequence of the window-framed outlook of the poet, the poem’s 

observations are too “limited”.91 He adds that contemporary readers “have been so 

accustomed to take all Italy, nay, half of Europe, at a gulp from the Tourists, even 

poetical Tourists included, that we feel the Casa Guidi allowance very small”.92  

Interestingly, contemporary reviewers understood Barrett Browning’s political 

perspective. The Athenaeum, for example, appreciates “the social and political wisdom” 

and “foresight” that the poet has gained by living in Florence.93 The review even 

describes Casa Guidi Windows as a “courageous and wise” poem94 and celebrates the 

poet’s ability to recognize “as heroes now, men who will be so chronicled in the 

future”, in particular Mazzini and Carlo Alberto.95 Charles Kingsley, writing for 

Fraser’s Magazine, believes Casa Guidi Windows is “a poem with a purpose”,96 while 

the Eclectic Review describes the poem as “the natural product of the contemplation of 

the events which have passed in Italy since the great European outbreak of 1848, by a 

mind of deep observation and high and generous feeling”.97 The reviewer takes up 

Barrett Browning's position: “We are persuaded that England can, and eventually will, 

make her moral and commercial influence felt for the preservation of peace, tenfold 

                                                 
90 James Martineau 325. 
91 James Martineau 317. 
92 James Martineau 317. 
93 'Casa Guidi Windows' Athenaeum 597-8. 
94 'Casa Guidi Windows' Athenaeum 598. 
95 'Casa Guidi Windows' Athenaeum 598. 
96 Charles Kingsley, “This Year’s Song-Crop”, Fraser’s Magazine 44(1851):618-34, 619. 
97 Anon. ‘Casa Guidi Windows’, Eclectic Review 94 (1851): 306-17, 306. 
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more powerfully than she ever made the force of her arms felt”.98 Fifty-two years later, 

Henry James understood Barrett Browning’s political point of view. “It concerned her 

of course as it concerned all near witnesses and lovers of justice”, he writes in William 

Wetmore Story. Nevertheless, James felt that politics as a subject diminished her poetry, 

commenting that: “The cause of Italy was, obviously, for Mrs. Browning as high aloft 

as any object of interest could be; but that was only because she had let down, as it 

were, her inspiration and her poetic pitch”.99   

To the minds of her Florentine contemporaries, Barrett Browning’s mature 

poetry and the ‘Italian Question’ had become “an identity” as Flavia Alaya has 

suggested in her article “The Ring, the Rescue, & the Risorgimento: Reunifying the 

Brownings’ Italy”.100 In Florence, the poet’s support for the Italian Risorgimento was so 

deeply appreciated that her death in 1861 was commemorated by the Florentine 

newspapers and even regarded as a national loss. In the Life of E.B. Browning (1957), 

Gordon B. Taplin quotes the Florentine newspaper La Gazzetta del Popolo as reporting 

that: “L’Italia perdeva una delle piú fervide, piú calde, piú costanti sostenirici della sua 

causa”.101 A week after Barrett Browning’s death, Robert Browning received a visit 

from an Italian Government Minister who expressed his respect for the poet and his 

appreciation for the way in which Barrett Browning appeared to serve as an Italian 

ambassador to England.102 Furthermore, on behalf of “Firenze grata”,103 the 

Municipality of Florence placed a commemorative plaque on the wall at Casa Guidi in 

                                                 
98 'Casa Guidi Windows' Eclectic 315. 
99 James, William Wetmore Story 55. 
100 Flavia Alaya, “The Ring, the Rescue, & the Risorgimento: Reunifying the Brownings’ Italy”. 
Browning Institute Studies 6 (1978): 1-41, 21.  
101 Gardner B. Taplin, The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957) 
452. Transl. “Italy has lost one of the most fervent and most constant supporters of our cause”. 
102 See Treves for a full discussion. 
103 Transl. “grateful Florence” 
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Barrett Browning’s honour. Composed by the distinguished nationalist poet, Niccoló 

Tommaseo, the plaque reads:  

Qui scrisse e morì 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

Che in cuore di donna conciliava  

Scienza di dotto e spirito di poeta  

E fece del suo verso aureo anello  

Fra Italia e Inghilterrra 

Pone questa memoria 

Firenze grata 

1861.104  

To an extent, for Robert Browning too, Barrett Browning’s personal life and mature 

professional writing had become interconnected with the public life of Florence. 

Accordingly, he dedicated the posthumous volume of Barrett Browning’s Last Poems 

(1862) to the Municipality of Florence and to the poet, Tommaseo. 

Barrett Browning has continued to be celebrated by late nineteenth-century and 

mid twentieth-century Italian critics for her poem which brought Italy’s political 

struggle for liberty and unification to England’s attention. In 1898, a commemoration of 

her literary contribution to Italy’s public life appeared in the Italian journal Nuova 

Antologia di scienze, lettere ed arti. Pompeo Molmenti writes in his article “Elisabetta 

Barrett Browning”: 

Nella dolce Toscana, Elisabetta divenne italiana d’affetti, e nei mattutini 

crepuscoli della redenzione nazionale partecipó coi piú ardenti patrioti le 

                                                 
104 As cited in Treves 315. Transl. Here wrote and died 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
Who in her woman’s heart reconciled 
A scholar’s learning and a poet’s spirit 
And whose poems forged a golden ring 
Between Italy and England 
Grateful Florence 
Sets this memorial 
1861. 
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speranze e gli affetti. Nei giorni che prepararano la rivoluzione del ’48, casa 

Guidi a Firenze, ove I Browning erano scesi, divenne un convegno di patrioti e 

di stranieri amici dell’Italia … . 

Molmenti naturally laments that the poet’s death came before liberty was restored to 

Italy in 1861: “La Browning poté finalmente vedere la sua patria ideale, our Italy, 

com’essa la chiamava, ricostituita a nazione.105 In the twentieth century the Florentine 

critic Treves has honoured Victorian England’s most celebrated woman poet and 

revolutionary Florence’s most famous English woman resident, portraying her as “la 

infiammata patriota italiana”.106 In particular Treves has highlighted the significance of 

Barrett Browning’s poem Casa Guidi Windows, as a true public representation of Italy’s 

Risorgimento, stating that: “Il poema in cui descrisse I rivolgimenti di Toscana le 

mertita la perenne gratitudine degli Italiani per la sua franca presa di posizione come 

poetessa del Risorgimento Italiano”.107 Furthermore, Treves applauds Barrett 

Browning’s rejection of “la imagine stilizzata da tanti cantori di una Italia immobile 

nella rigidità della morte” and her reconstruction of an appropriate and modern image of 

Italy.108 Significantly, Treves makes explicit her belief that: “Casa Guidi Windows voce 

lirica che si eleva dalla Toscana verso il mondo per cantare l’anelito verso la libertà”.109  

                                                 
105 Pompeo Molmenti, “Elisabetta Barrett Browning”. Nuova Antologia di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti 157 
(1898): 276-84, 279. Transl.  

In sweet Tuscany, Elizabeth became an honorary Italian, and in the days before 
unification, she announced the hopes and the sufferings of our passionate patriots. In 
the days before the revolution of 1848, Casa Guidi in Florence, where the Brownings 
chose to live, became the meeting place of patriots and Italy’s foreign supporters …  If 
only Mrs Browning could see her ideal country, our Italy, restored into one nation.  

It should be noted that Molmenti’s comment that Casa Guidi ‘became the meeting place of patriots …’ is 
contradictory with my own claim on page 164 that Barrett Browning socialized little with English or 
Florentine circles. 
106 Treves 118. Transl. “the flaming Italian patriot”. 
107 Treves 110. Transl. “The poem in which she writes about Tuscany’s revolutions deserves the perennial 
gratitude of Italians for the way she frankly assumes the role of poet of the Italian Risorgimento” 
108 Treves 111. Transl. “the stylised image of an rigidly immobile Italy” 
109 Treves 306. Transl. “Casa Guidi Windows is the poetic cry which rises from Tuscany to the world in 
praise of the desire for liberty”. 
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It is interesting that most modern critics have chosen to concentrate on Barrett 

Browning’s Italian poem as an important and illuminating document of its time. This 

trend may have been encouraged by the modern reprinting of Casa Guidi Windows by 

Markus, whose avowed aim is to rescue Barrett Browning’s poem from twentieth-

century obscurity, and to celebrate the way in which the poem allows her to be 

confident “in poetry and in herself, and in the possibilities of mankind in the present and 

the future” (Casa Guidi Windows: Introduction, xl). Clearly, Barrett Browning’s poem 

must be valued for the way in which it affected and changed the perception of Florence, 

and the rest of Italy, in nineteenth-century England. Like Fuller’s dispatches, Barrett 

Browning’s poem serves to highlight the way in which conventional English and 

American formulations of Italy were out of touch with the Italian republican movement. 

Casa Guidi Windows challenges these notions of Italy as a uniquely aesthetic and 

cultural space and instead it offers a means of imagining and dramatizing Risorgimento 

Italy as a political entity, just as Barrett Browning has experienced it for herself. Across 

both parts of the poem, Barrett Browning maintains her belief that Italy would 

eventually unite and exist as a free and independent nation. As I have suggested in this 

chapter, this shift in the representation of Italy is in dramatic contrast to the idealized 

image portrayed by her (male) contemporaries like Matthew Arnold, John Ruskin and 

Charles Dickens.110 In this way, the poem marks the highest point in Barrett Browning’s 

career as a poet who believed that poetry was a form of action. As David has most 

compellingly argued, Barrett Browning saw her poetic work “as performing an auxiliary 

function”.111   

                                                 
110 The idea of Italy as a political entity is not completely foreign in Victorian England. As Harris points 
out, there was already a surge of English newspaper articles about Italian political events, as well as 
books on the subject like A Glance at Revolutionized Italy (1848) and The Italian War 1848-49 (1849) by 
Charles MacFarlane and Henry Lushington respectively.  
111 David 228. 
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However, this chapter has shifted the emphasis of Barrett Browning’s first 

Italian poem from its value as a historical and political document, and more recently its 

significance as a record of Barrett Browning’s own condition as both poet and woman, 

to its vital importance as a record of her own vacillation between Englishness and 

Italianess. Living among a tight-knit family for forty years, and then separating herself 

from it, to marry Robert Browning and live in Florence for fourteen years, Barrett 

Browning no doubt felt confusion about no longer belonging to England and her family 

there. By contrast, the experience Florence gave her was that of living with her husband 

and child in her own home, her first real home since adulthood. Even so, mainly as a 

consequence of the incessant political upheaval in Florence, the poet was regularly 

questioning her own cultural identification. Indeed, in a variety of ways, Casa Guidi 

Windows draws its power from the speaker’s sense of being an exile from the life she 

recalls in England. In this chapter I have shifted the focus back to the Florentine 

perspective of Casa Guidi Windows and Barrett Browning’s life. In Florence Barrett 

Browning rarely chose to socialise among English or Florentine circles, instead 

confining herself to her home and finding inspiration in the local struggle for freedom 

from foreign rule, as she witnessed it from her windows. Barrett Browning’s support of 

the Italian cause was as much a personal gesture as a political one, as I have commented 

and she is always careful to portray her poetic account as personal impressions. Casa 

Guidi Windows is carefully prefaced with an “Advertisement” or disclaimer in which 

she states the private nature of her account, and which denies any academic or literary 

merit; this occurs very frequently with women’s travel writing in the nineteenth century, 

as Mills has shown.112 Whilst aware of the difficulties of using the poem in this way, it 

is clear, particularly by comparing the letters and the poem that Casa Guidi Windows is, 

                                                 
112 Mills 83. 
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in actuality, the kind of travel narrative that allows an alternative model for women’s 

place in society. For Barrett Browning, it allows her to discuss in great detail 

revolutionary Florence and its inhabitants.  

Barrett Browning’s poem resists Mary McCarthy’s assertion in The Stones of 

Florence, that  

… This sickly love (‘our Florence’, ‘my Florence’) on the part of the foreign 

residents implied, like all such loves, a tyrannous resistance to change. The rest 

of the world might alter, but, in the jealous eyes of its foreign owners, Florence 

was supposed to stay exactly as it was when they found it – a dear bit of the Old 

World. 

Florence can never have been that, at any time in its existence. It is not a 

shrine of the past, and it rebuffs all attempts to make it into one … .113 

 

Barrett Browning portrays Florence as a modern city with modern inhabitants and in so 

doing refutes categorically McCarthy's twentieth-century dismissal of the English 

colonists of the previous century as only able to view Florence as ‘a shrine of the past’. 

 

                                                 
113 Mary McCarthy, The Stones of Florence (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1963) 16. 
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Introductory 

In May 1860 as George Eliot and her common-law husband George Lewes awaited 

their train to Genoa at the Turin railway station, they caught “sight of the man whose 

name will always be connected with the story of that widening gap – Count Cavour – 

“‘imitant son portrait’1 which we had seen in the shops, with unusual closeness”, as she 

records in her journal Recollections of Italy 1860.2  Count Camillo Benso Cavour, the 

future Prime Minister of the modern nation of Italy,3 was waiting to receive the new 

Viceroy of Tuscany, Prince de Carignan.4 In spite of Eliot’s mention here of two 

modern Italian political figures, and her warm interest in Barrett Browning’s poem 

about nineteenth-century Italian politics, in Italy she and Lewes found themselves 

drawn to fifteenth-century interests rather than to contemporary ones. As they observe 

upon their arrival in Florence to Eliot’s publisher, John Blackwood, on 18 May 1860: 

“Tuscany is in the highest political spirits for the moment, and of course Victor 

Emmanuel stares at us at every turn here … But we are selfishly careless about 

dynasties just now, caring more for the doings of Giotto and Brunelleschi, than for that 

of Count Cavour”.5 In Florence, and on holiday following the completion of her third 

novel, The Mill on the Floss (1860),6 like Barrett Browning, Eliot had grand, though 

somewhat conventional, expectations of being immersed in high Florentine culture; that 

                                                 
1 Transl. “imitating his portrait”. 
2 Margaret Harris and Judith Johnston eds., The George Eliot Journals (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998) 337. All subsequent references are to this edition and will use the abbreviation 
Journals. Page numbers will appear in the body of the text. Here, Eliot is referring to the reunification of 
Italy, or as she notes, “Resuscitated Italy”  (337). 
3 Following the unification of Italy under the House of Savoy in 1861, Count Cavour was elected Italy’s 
first Prime Minister.  
4 Interestingly, the new Viceroy of Tuscany, Prince de Carignan, or Eugéne Emmanuel Joseph Marie Paul 
Francois Antoine of Savoy as he is also known, had served as a representative at the Great Exhibition in 
London nine years prior. 
5 Gordon Haight ed., The George Eliot Letters, 9 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1954-58; 
1978) 3: 294. All subsequent references are to this edition and will use the abbreviation Letters. Volume 
and page numbers will appear in the body of the text.  
6 As Rosemary Ashton has pointed out, it was usual for Eliot to travel abroad following the completion of 
a novel. See Ashton, George Eliot. A Life (London: Penguin, 1996) 266. For more on Lewes, see 
Ashton’s other publication, G. H. Lewes: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). 



 172

is, the art, history, literature and architecture of the fifteenth century. Unlike Barrett 

Browning, she was physically able to explore the city: its streets, landmarks, and 

byways and to map them onto her writing. 

From the beginning, and prior to any intention of writing her first and only 

Florentine novel Romola (1863), Eliot was a reluctant tourist who liked to withdraw 

herself from the main tourist trail. “We are at the quietest hotel in Florence”, she 

explains to her publisher, “having sought it out for the sake of getting clear of the 

stream of English and Americans in which one finds oneself in all the main tracks of 

travel” (Letters 3: 294). On various occasions during her first stay in Florence, she and 

Lewes left the 'Pension Suisse' on Via Tornabuoni to view the cityscape from a number 

of heights in and outside Florence. For instance, on their second evening they took a 

scenic drive north of Florence to the Fiesolean hills, “the most beautiful drive to be had 

round Florence”, as Eliot later remarks in her travel journal (Journals 354). Eliot’s visit 

to Fiesole reveals her avidly engaging with the panorama of the city and the 

surrounding hill slopes and mountains and, importantly, it introduces her to the 

distinction between city and countryside that was once marked by an ancient circuit of 

walls. The following evening a visit to San Miniato and Bellosguardo offers “an interest 

of another kind” because she is presented with an even closer and clearer view of 

Florence, in particular, she comments in her journal that “one can distinguish the 

various buildings more completely” (Journals 354). As her personal recollections 

reveal, these visits to peaks around and outside Florence were an endeavour to gain a 

real sense of Florence’s topography, such as the layout of individual buildings and 

historic architecture generally, and not merely to secure the conventional position of the 

‘sublime subject’ and views of conventional beauty (like picturesque rural scenes) in the 

style of the Grand Tourists. Her particular interest in Florence as an historic city rather 
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than as a contemporary one is clearly expressed in her Journal when she describes 

climbing yet another elevated viewing position, Galileo’s tower: “for the sake of 

looking out over the plain from the same spot as the great man looked from more than 

two centuries ago” (Journals 359). 

A journal entry, which anticipates the scopic prologue, the Proem to Romola, 

details the historic buildings, churches and major landmarks, as viewed first-hand by 

Eliot:  

There is Brunelleschi’s mighty dome, and close by it, … Giotto’s incomparable 

campanile, beautiful as a jewel. Farther on, to the right, is the majestic tower of 

the Palazzo Vecchio, with the flag waving above it; then the elegant Badia and 

the Bargello close by; nearer to us the grand campanile of Santo Spirito, and that 

of Santa Croce; far away, on the left, the cupola of San Lorenzo, and the tower 

of Santa Maria Novella; and scattered far and near other cupolas and campaniles 

of more insignificant shape and history (Journals 407). 

Here, Eliot demonstrates her predilection for fifteenth-century architecture, as opposed 

to buildings of ‘more insignificant shape and history’. She employs genuine and explicit 

directives to map Florence’s landmarks (like ‘Farther on, to the right’, ‘above it’, ‘close 

by’, ‘nearer to us’, ‘far away on the left’, ‘scattered far and near’) upon which she will 

later draw in Romola (such as ‘below there’, ‘far-off’, ‘here, on the right’, ‘close 

behind’, ‘shut in close by the hills’). From the optimum viewing position of San 

Miniato, Eliot must have noted which buildings were obscured from view because in 

Romola she can confidently assert that, “The exorbitant line of the Pitti roof is hidden 

from San Miniato”.7 Eliot’s sightseeing encounters are also later textualised in the 

Proem to Romola when she invokes the image of the ‘Shade’/‘Shadow’ of a fifteenth-

                                                 
7 George Eliot, Romola, ed. Andrew Brown (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993) 5. All subsequent references 
are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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century Florentine citizen “standing once more on the famous hill of San Miniato, 

which overlooks Florence from the south” (4). As for the ‘Shade’ she conjures in the 

novel, here in the journal there is a clear sense of the viewer’s own standing position. In 

particular Eliot’s rich and abundant use of adjectives to describe major Florentine 

landmarks in the travel journal – “mighty”, “beautiful as a jewel”, “majestic”, “elegant”, 

“grand” – recur in the novel – like “great” (1-3), “crown”, “luxuriance” (2), “grandeur” 

and “beauty” (7) – and are suggestive of an onlooker who is overwhelmed by the 

presence of the sights before his/her eyes. In this way, the geographical realism that 

operates in the novel is dependent upon the novelist’s earliest personal experiences as a 

tourist in Florence. 

Already, by purposefully placing herself in a variety of elevated and distant 

viewing positions, Eliot's tourist gaze transforms Florence into a text for her to read and 

decipher. As Andrew Thompson has commented: “There can be no doubt that Eliot, the 

writer of fiction with three books behind her, was aware of a compelling need to add 

‘new elements’ to her culture but also of turning these elements to good use in her 

writing”.8 Florence, now emptied of its inhabitants, furthermore, becomes for Eliot a 

liberated space that can be occupied by foreign meaning. Writing in the twentieth 

century, Michel de Certeau in his essay, “Walking in the City”, aptly describes how for 

an individual standing upon a summit, 

His elevation transfigures him into a voyeur. It puts him at a distance. It 

transforms the bewitching world by which one is ‘possessed’ into a text that lies 

before one’s eyes. It allows one to read it, to be a solar Eye, looking down like a 

                                                 
8 Andrew Thompson, George Eliot and Italy (Houndsmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and London: 
Macmillan Press, 1998) 41. 
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god. The exaltation of a scopic and gnostic drive: the fiction of knowledge is 

related to this lust to be a viewpoint and nothing more.9  

Interestingly, Eliot’s strong desire to see the Italian city of Florence from this kind of 

perspective precedes her decision to write a Florentine novel. As I have discussed and 

will show in greater detail throughout this chapter, Eliot subsequently represents 

Florence as a diorama in the ‘Proem’ to Romola.  

Tony Tanner’s critical text, Venice Desired (1992), has proved useful in 

allowing me to define my own methodology in reading Eliot’s approach to Florence, 

both as a tourist and as a novelist, especially since his very concentration is on the 

writing of an Italian city in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Tanner’s work is part 

of the publisher Blackwell’s Writing the City series, an examination of the ways in 

which the city has been textualised in various literary works – as I believe Eliot 

summons, ‘explores’ and inventories the city of Florence in Romola. The nineteenth-

century English writer, John Ruskin, is renowned for his appropriation of another Italian 

city, Venice; and interestingly, Eliot’s own preparatory reading for Romola included his 

book The Stones of Venice (1851-3). Tanner’s book in the Blackwell series, Venice 

Desired, recounts Ruskin’s ability to “make it over a second time lexically”, 

transforming the Italian city into a “unique discursive space” where values and 

meanings can be developed, celebrated, challenged and transfigured.10 Like Ruskin’s 

Venice, Eliot’s own representation of the city in Romola is based upon “carefully 

collected knowledge”,11 which has been augmented by a direct exposure to Florence 

and other parts of Italy. 

                                                 
9 Michel de Certeau, “Walking in the City”. The Cultural Studies Reader, ed. Simon During (London: 
Routledge, 1993) 152. Here it should be mentioned that this remarkable essay with its discussion of the 
World Trade Centre in New York takes on new poignancy since the terrorist attack that occurred on 11 
September 2001. It should also be noted that the essay excludes women from this everyday experience. 
10 Tony Tanner, Venice Desired (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992) vi. 
11 Tanner vi. 
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During the period Eliot was writing, meaning was no longer derived so much 

from the church, royalty or the manor, as it had been previously, but was increasingly 

produced and reproduced in the city. As Tanner has argued, the city was the central 

trope of nineteenth-century modernity and modernity theorised the city.12 And yet, 

interestingly, the modern author’s interest is the city of the past, and indeed the presence 

of the past in the present. The romantic image of Florence, and Italy generally, in the 

nineteenth century was already deeply entrenched in England’s cultural consciousness, 

as epitomised by the poetry of the Romantics, and it had become a place of dreams and 

awakenings, as I have shown in Chapter One. Throughout English literary culture, Italy 

was commonly “mythologised as a place of enchantment and spiritual transformation”, 

as Shirley Foster has argued, “where solipsistic desire for pleasure could be indulged 

and where dreams could be actualised”.13 This argument may be applied more 

specifically to Florence as well. The central episodes of modern Italian history, the 

Renaissance and the unification of Italy (the Risorgimento) have their central place in 

Florentine annals. They are conceived as instances of localised renewal or rebirth, and 

this is represented in Eliot’s novel Romola. Eliot takes the Florentine setting with which 

she is so familiar as an arena of moral drama and her work is further used to “project an 

allegorical aura” in much the same way that the Italian setting is employed by Robert 

Browning in his poetry, as Jacob Korg has so compellingly argued in his study 

Browning and Italy (1983).14 This sense of the magical and metaphorical quality of Italy 

is representative of a general contemporary response as I have already indicated in 

Chapter One.15 

                                                 
12 Tanner v.  
13 Shirley Foster, Across New Worlds: Nineteenth-Century Women Travellers and their Writings (UK: 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990) 29. 
14 Jacob Korg, Browning and Italy (Athens, Ohio and London: Ohio University Press, 1983) 2. 
15 For a full discussion, see Foster’s chapter titled “Italy: the land of dreams”: 27-68. 
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In her lifetime Eliot made many trips to various European countries including 

Switzerland, Germany, France and Spain; however, Italy more than any other country, 

and Florence more than any foreign city, remained a powerful literary and visual 

influence upon the novelist. It seems that for Eliot, as for the other women in this study 

and so many English tourists and travellers before and after her as discussed earlier, 

Florence was a touchstone. Eliot credits her first visit to Florence with inspiring her to 

write a fifth novel in a letter to Blackwood: “There has been a crescendo of enjoyment 

in our travels”, she writes on 27 May 1860, just ten days after her arrival, “for Florence, 

from its relation to the history of modern art, has roused a keener interest in us even 

than Rome, and has stimulated me to entertain rather an ambitious project” (Letters 3: 

300). Later, in her travel journal she fancies, “we had left our everyday conventional 

world quite behind us” (Journals 384). For Eliot, whose main purpose in travelling to 

Italy was rather in “the hope of the new elements it would bring to my culture, than with 

the hope of immediate pleasure”, recognition came quickly of the potential for 

incorporating these “new elements”, her “impressions” of Florence (Journals 384), into 

a novel as long as she managed to complete additional research. In addition to 

sightseeing, this process included the many books she read on Florence, Florentine 

sights and their historical context, and the life of the fifteenth-century Dominican friar 

and martyr Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498), particularly at the Magliabecchian 

Library. It should be noted that Eliot had begun learning Italian twenty years earlier, in 

1840. Her familiarity with the language enabled Eliot to research a range of books 

written in Italian as well as English.16 

                                                 
16 Including books by Sacchetti, Boccaccio, Manni, Machiavelli and Bibbiena. Eliot’s familiarity with the 
language enables her to textualise Italian words, phrases and proverbs, particularly those used in 
Florence. In chapter one of Romola, for example, describing Nello, she writes: “He was a grey-haired, 
broad-shouldered man, of the type which, in Tuscan phrase, is moulded with the fist and polished with 
the pickaxe” (11). It should be noted that, in England and Italy, the critical response to Eliot’s use of 
heavy phrases like this one, and her employment of the Italian language generally, has been unfavourable. 
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Following this introduction to Florence as a tourist, and upon the advice of 

Lewes,17 Eliot decided to appropriate Florence and its fifteenth-century history for her 

fifth novel, a historical romance to be titled Romola. “When we were in Florence”, Eliot 

explains to her publisher on 28 August 1860, “I was rather fired with the idea of writing 

a historical romance – scene, Florence – period, the close of the fifteenth century, which 

was marked by Savonarola’s career and martyrdom”. She continues that, “Mr. Lewes 

has encouraged me to persevere in this project, saying I should probably do something 

in historical romance rather different in character from what has been done before. But I 

want first to write another English story [Silas Marner] …” (Letters 3: 339). After 

numerous false starts, and almost sixteen months, Eliot finally began writing Romola on 

1 January 1862, informing Blackwood the same day that, “I have begun my novel this 

morning” (Letters 4: 3).  

A “work of extraordinary scope and ambition”, Romola represents a crucial 

turning point in Eliot’s fiction, and as I will explain, in her career as well.18 For the first 

time in her novels, the setting shifts from nineteenth-century England to an entirely 

“different past” and to an “exotic world” as well, as Margaret Harris has pointed out in 

                                                                                                                                               
The Italian scholar Pietro de Logu, for example, complains that the spoken Florentine language in 
Romola lacks resonance and life: 

E per concludere, un altro fattore negativo in Romola è il “parlato” del proletario fiorentino, I cui 
ritmi la Eliot non seppe riprodurre, malgrado lo studio e I ricordi dei soggiornin italiani … In 
realtà, I dialoghi, ricostruiti intellectualmente, si riducono a ibridi linguistici del tutto privi delle 
cadenze, delle sfumature, e delle coloriture che solo un idioma genuino possiede. 

Transl. 'Another negative factor in Romola is the "spoken" Florentine language, which Eliot clearly did 
not know how to reproduce, in spite of her research and personal experiences ... As a matter of fact, the 
heavily researched and unnatural dialogue is devoid of the natural rhythm, tone and colouring that only a 
local could master.' See Pietro de Logu, La Narrativa di George Eliot (Bari: Adriatica Editrice, 1969) 
172. 
17 On 21 May 1860 Lewes recorded in his journal, “This morning while reading about Savonarola it 
occurred to me that his life and times afford fine material for an historical romance” (Letters 3: 295). 
Felicia Bonaparte notes that Lewes and Eliot often exchanged insights and she also asserts the possibility 
that Eliot used some material that only Lewes had read. See The Triptych and the Cross: The Central 
Myths of George Eliot’s Poetic Imagination (New York: New York University Press, 1979) 22. 
18 David Carroll, George Eliot and the Conflict of Interpretations (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992) 167. For other discussions of Romola being the turning point of Eliot’s career, see Gillian 
Beer’s “Fostering Fictions: Romola, Silas Marner, Felix Holt” in George Eliot (Brighton: Harvester 
Press, 1986) and David Carroll’s “Romola: duplicity, doubleness, and sacred rebellion” in George Eliot 
and the Conflict of Interpretations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
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her introduction to the Everyman edition of Middlemarch (1871).19 Romola is set in the 

city-state of Florence in the 1490s, significantly prior to the unification of Italy, which 

took place eventually in 1861 as the novel was being researched. Unlike her earlier 

novels, Scenes of Clerical Life (1858), Adam Bede (1859), The Mill on the Floss (1860), 

and Silas Marner (1861) which, to varying degrees, draw upon Eliot’s own childhood 

experiences of the English countryside,20 the inspiration for Romola dates to her initial 

visit to Florence in 1860, and the novel is largely based upon the research conducted by 

Eliot during this and a second visit to Florence the following year. 

 

The Novel and its Issues 

Eliot arrived in Florence in 1860 without any intention of beginning a Florentine 

novel. Indeed she did not start to write Romola until she returned home to London 

following her second visit to Florence in 1861, soon after the publication of Silas 

Marner. Her travel experiences in Florence, however, brought about the idea for a 

historical romance, and the opportunity to complete the majority of her primary 

research for the novel’s setting and countless notes for the ‘ambitious project’.  

It should be mentioned that at the time Eliot first visited Florence, she was 

already conscious of her growing fame in England as a popular novelist. She was 

equally aware of the strategies she must put in place for the advancement of her literary 

career. Compared with her state of mind on 19 December 1857, when she expresses 

doubt over the “success” of  “my first book” Scenes of Clerical Life in her journal 

(Journals 71),21 by the close of 1860, Eliot could be confident and ambitious about her 

                                                 
19Margaret Harris, 'Introduction', Middlemarch, by George Eliot (London: Everyman, 1997) xxi. 
20 Widely known as George Eliot Country, the fictional settings for Scenes of Clerical Life and Silas 
Marner were based in and around Nuneaton in North Warwickshire and Adam Bede is set in the 
Derbyshire/Staffordshire borders of her father’s childhood. 
21 Referring to the separate publication of the three stories in Blackwood’s which comprise Scenes. 
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vocation as a professional novelist.22 Eliot was almost forty when she turned to writing 

novels as a reliable source of income. Before this she was a translator of scholarly and 

philosophical works, an editor, and a journalist working on intellectual quarterlies. By 

the time she decided to write Romola she was accustomed to receiving some “very 

laudatory reviews” from the periodical press (Journals 76), and she had received an 

impressive sum of £8330 in total earnings.23 Her ambition to become the next great 

Victorian novelist, a worthy successor to Sir Walter Scott perhaps, were encouragingly 

attainable if, she seems to have believed, she consistently improved upon her 

predecessor by ensuring the accuracy of all historical details and fact, and upholding the 

kind of “rare, precious quality of truthfulness” she describes in her second novel Adam 

Bede.24 Most certainly, as Alexander Welsh has argued,  

In deciding to place the action in Renaissance Florence, which fostered many of 

the most famous artists and poets, doers and thinkers, of Western history, 

George Eliot would seem to have accepted a more ambitious undertaking than 

that of any single novel by Scott.25 

In writing her historical romance Romola, as with her earlier novels, Eliot aimed 

not only to satisfy her own aspirations as a novelist but to suit the popular taste as well. 

With the exception of Daniel Deronda, set in the 1860s, all of her novels were set at 

least one generation earlier than the time in which she wrote them. Eliot’s 

representation of fifteenth-century Florence in Romola is in many ways an appeal to 

prevailing English tastes, though perhaps not to the same degree as her earlier novels set 
                                                 
22 By the time Eliot died on 22 December 1880, just two decades later, she was celebrated as the greatest 
of contemporary English novelists. 
23 See Ashton for more on Eliot’s earnings from her novels. 
24 George Eliot, Adam Bede, ed Stephen Gill (1859. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980) 166. The emphasis 
Eliot places on accuracy in her writing is particularly evident in book two, chapter XVII of Adam Bede in 
which the narrator stresses the importance of giving “a faithful account of men and things” (164) and 
promises to recount her reflections “as if I were in the witness-box narrating my experience on oath” 
(165).  
25 Alexander Welsh, “The later novels”, ed., George Levine, The Cambridge Companion to George Eliot 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001): 57-73, 59-60. 
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in small rural communities in England. Interestingly, Eliot later uses history in 

Middlemarch, “now generally acknowledged as George Eliot’s masterpiece and one of 

the most important Victorian fictions” as Harris has commented,26 though unlike 

Romola, it is recent history and the narration moves between the late 1820s and early 

1830s. In writing Romola, Eliot sought to combine her readers’ predilection for the 

romance genre with the contemporary passion for Italy, in particular its past. Certainly, 

Eliot’s Florentine novel is not merely an over-indulgence on the novelist’s part, as some 

of her contemporary critics have argued. 

When Eliot visited Florence in 1860, professionally she was feeling ready to 

move on from the provincial novels, with which she had by now proven herself a 

successful author. Florence unexpectedly provided her with a means by which to 

achieve this. Eliot believed that if she could successfully master the accuracy of setting 

in terms of its time and place, she could produce an important advance on the historical 

romance genre. As a woman writing history, history being considered a male domain, 

this first point was of vital importance. The topographical and geographical realism 

Eliot as a tourist strives to understand and commit to memory should have enabled her 

to embark confidently upon her historical romance Romola.27 Instead, as her journal 

entries reveal, she found the quest for accuracy to be a demanding and at times 

debilitating one. Eliot’s trips to Florence provided her with an original and innovative, 

if radical, approach to the male-dominated genre of historical romance. Eliot’s approach 

to the historical novel is distinctive in that she does not regard the social and political 

anxieties of the fifteenth century as locked within that particular time period; 

paradoxically she fictionalises the “grave political changes” (Eliot, Romola 245) that 

have taken place in fifteenth-century Florence, to serve as an important foil to cultural 
                                                 
26 Harris, ‘Introduction’, Middlemarch xxii. 
27 Even so, Eliot was on the nail when she told Blackwood: “I feel very brave just now … but … It may 
turn out that I can’t work freely and fully enough in the medium I have chosen …” (Letters 3: 417). 
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dilemmas in the modern world. In this way, Romola embodies Lennard J. Davis’s 

premise in Resisting Novels: Ideology and Fiction (1987) that “novels are pre-organised 

systems of experience that incorporate characters, actions, and objects – even setting – 

specifically to mean something in relation to the culture in which the novel is written, 

and in relation to the readers who are in that culture”.28  

Eliot’s account of Florence in Romola is heavily laden with the sense of 

bringing a nineteenth-century perspective to the fifteenth century. Take for example, her 

description in chapter one of the types of people occupying the Mercato Vecchio in the 

fifteenth century from a nineteenth-century point of view: 

Ladies and gentlemen, who came to market, looked on at a larger amount of 

amateur fighting than could easily be seen in these later times, and beheld more 

revolting rags, beggary, and rascaldom, than modern householders could well 

picture themselves … the blank despair, the sobs, the blasphemy, and the blows 

… (Eliot Romola 15). 

She continues: “But still there was the relief of prettier sights: there were brood-rabbits, 

not less innocent and astonished than those of our own period; there were doves and 

singing-birds … there were even kittens for sale … ” (15). Or, in another instance, by 

pointing to famous landmarks, even distinctive architectural features like a loggia in 

chapter five – “there are many examples still to be seen in the venerable city” (45), she 

reminds the reader of the strong resemblance between Florence in the fifteenth century 

and Florence in the nineteenth. Even Eliot’s textualisation of the French occupation of 

Florence in the fifteenth-century is fairly analogous to the records made by her 

contemporary Barrett Browning of the foreign invasion of Florence in the mid-

nineteenth century in her correspondence and in her poem Casa Guidi Windows. Eliot 

                                                 
28 Lennard J. Davis, Resisting Novels: Ideology and Fiction (New York and London: Methuen) 92. 
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writes in chapter 28 of Romola: “Some of the streets through which she had to pass 

were lined with Frenchmen who were gazing at Florence, and with Florentines who 

were gazing at the French, and the gaze was not on either side entirely friendly and 

admiring” (Eliot Romola 240). Eliot, who records re-reading Barrett Browning around 

the time she was researching Romola (Journals 109), is most probably influenced by the 

political tension of the recent past.  

The attention Eliot gives to the political is also underpinned by concerns and 

objectives that are pertinent to the 'Woman Question' in the nineteenth century. Eliot 

was particularly aware of gender politics as a Victorian woman entering the male 

domain of history. Contemporary issues, such as the property rights of married women 

that had been addressed by Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon in 1854 with the publication 

of a pamphlet on the legal situation of married women, and the following year with a 

petition in support for reform of the laws which deprived married women of their 

property, their earnings, or their rights to their children that culminated eventually in the 

Married Women’s Property Act of 1870, are raised by Eliot in her Florentine novel, 

when Tito Melema wishes to sell the classical library of Bardo de’ Bardi now belonging 

to his wife Romola. Within the Florentine setting of Romola, Eliot is relatively free to 

experiment with the possibilities and outcomes for her female characters in a way that 

she cannot in her English provincial novels like The Mill on the Floss, and later, Felix 

Holt and Middlemarch.29 Romola’s resolve in chapter five, as she declares to her father, 

to be “as useful to you as if I had been a boy, … and you will not be sorry that I was a 

daughter” (Eliot 52) is an earlier indication of her expectation of an unconventional and 

independent life. Her determination to separate herself from her immoral and selfish 

husband, represents a plea for divorce that is more in tune with the nineteenth century 

                                                 
29 Beer George Eliot 114. 
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than the fifteenth. The personal fulfilment Romola ultimately achieves as an 

independent woman who has had no children of her own, whose husband has died, and 

who, consequently, can take care of Tito’s simple and child-like other wife, Tessa and 

her two children, Lillo and Ninna, represents a confronting outcome Eliot could never 

comfortably produce in her English-set novels.30  

The rigorous recording of background details, such as the correct name of a 

building, street or piazza where a fictional scene is set, allows for a certain degree of 

realism to operate in the text. Writing about Romola, Blackwood explains to his wife on 

15 June 1861 that, “George Eliot needs this element of reality so as to be successful in 

pointing out the continuity of the moral dilemmas in her narrative” (Letters 3, 427). 

Certainly, he believed that, “it is George Eliot’s accurate scholarship on Florence’s 

precise geographical details – giving street names, bridge names, a monument which no 

longer existed in the piazza – which bestowes reality upon her novel, Romola” (Letters 

3, 427). However, these recognizable place names are emptied-out of their local and 

literal meanings in the novel to take on new, fictional meaning for Eliot’s novelistic 

purpose. In Romola, for instance, Eliot restores fifteenth-century life to the Duomo she 

has visited as a nineteenth-century tourist with Lewes and written about in her travel 

journal, recording in chapter 25 that, “the sermons in the Duomo had already become 

political incidents, attracting the ears of curiosity and malice, as well as of faith” (Eliot 

Romola 222). Eliot’s characterization of historical figures who move back and forth 

through the textualised city, and interact with her fictional characters, Romola, Tito, 

Bardo and Tessa, further serves to authenticate the realism of the novel. Some 

contemporary critics have commented that while Romola is heavily saturated with 
                                                 
30 Significantly, by the end of Eliot’s Florentine novel, the male authority figures around Romola – her 
brother Dino, her father Bardo, her godfather Bernardo, her father-in-law Baldassarre, her spiritual 
mentor Savonarola and her husband Tito – are all dead. It is also worth noting, as Andrew Thompson has 
mentioned, that Romola’s marriage to Tito takes place immediately prior to Easter, symbolically the 
death of Christ and Romola’s rebirth occurs at Christmas (Thompson 212). 
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historical and geographical detail, as an allegory of the contemporary ninteenth-century 

situation, it dangerously risks being unhistorical. Eliot’s determination to construct a 

realistic historical setting for her fifth novel led to her fictionalisation of at least 

seventy-five historic figures in the text, with whom her fictional characters regularly 

interact. Tito’s associates include, for example, Lorenzo Tornabuoni, Bernardo del 

Nero, Niccolo Ridolfi, Giannozzo Pucci, and Giovanni Cambi: historic figures who 

were executed in August 1497 as conspirators in Piero de’ Medici’s attempt to regain 

power by force. In addition to Eliot’s characterization of real political figures, she 

fictionalises in her novel Renaissance painters like Tommaso Masaccio (1401-28), 

Antonio Pollaiuolo (1433-98), Domenico Ghirlandaio (1449-94), Lorenzo di Credi 

(1459-1537), Piero di Cosimo (c.1462-c.1521) and Fra Bartolommeo (1475-1517), 

whose artwork she has drawn upon for many of her descriptions of Florentine life, and 

especially period costume. Firstly, this serves to enhance the realism of the historical 

setting and secondly, to legitimate the artists’ representations of fifteenth-century 

Florentine people in their paintings, which by implication, legitimates her own re-

presentation in the novel. For example, Eliot’s fictionalisation of Piero di Cosimo as the 

artist who is commissioned by Romola to paint her father’s portrait, and her placement 

of Piero in the Piazza del Duomo, in chapter 22 and again in chapter 25, where he is 

observing human activity, serves to demonstrate the authenticity of his art, and in turn 

the nineteenth-century novelist’s portrayal of fifteenth-century Florentine life. Later in 

chapter 28, Piero is the first Florentine character to recognize that “there was really 

something unpleasant, something disadvantageous to Tito” (Eliot Romola 256). 

Despite the centrality of Italy in English cultural history, the visual impressions 

of fifteenth-century Florence are embedded neither in Eliot’s memory nor in that of her 

English readers, to the same extent as the visual impressions of English villages and 
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country towns, which form the settings of her other novels (or as opposed to the rural 

Italian landscapes). When the Guardian in its 'Table-Talk' review anticipated that the 

English author “will leave the pleasant English villages, and cosy parsonages, and 

quaint farm-houses and sluggish rivers which she has hitherto delighted to depict, and 

try her hand on an Italian scene”,31 the reporter seems to recall fondly the familiar and 

‘pleasant’ nature of her other novels’ settings. Two years prior to this, and referring to 

the forthcoming publication of Silas Marner, Eliot’s publisher “rejoices” at “the 

prospect of publishing another Story of English Life”.32 Although Eliot’s novels deal 

mainly with provincial life, her travels to Florence had led her to find a different 

cultural dimension in which to develop her ideas about society.33 Consequently in 

Romola, Eliot’s descriptions of Florence’s geography are elaborate, on the one hand in 

the interest of accuracy, and on the other to convey the scene she is reconstructing in 

considerable detail to her English readers as a topography that is both social and cultural 

but necessarily unfamiliar. 

In this context, I disagree with Joan Bennett who believes this excessively 

researched detail to be an “impediment” to Eliot’s “creation of the Florentine 

background” in George Eliot: Her Mind and Her Art (1978).34 Romola was initially 

published for the English readership of the Cornhill Magazine between July 1862 and 

August 1863, in fourteen monthly parts. Eliot could not take too much for granted about 

her readers’ familiarity with the foreign scene of the book. Furthermore serial 

publication required the reiteration of setting as well as careful consideration of the way 
                                                 
31 Quoted in Carol A. Martin, George Eliot's Serial Fiction (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University, 
1994), 141. 'Table-Talk' column, 18 June 1862:595. 
32 Letters: 3, 340. 
33 As J.B. Bullen comments, Eliot’s “process of maturation during the creation of Romola was surely 
connected with the way in which she extended her skill as a novelist in a geographical sense – from 
England to Italy …”. See J. B. Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance in Nineteenth-Century Writing 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994) 209.  
34 Joan Bennett, George Eliot: Her Mind and Her Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978) 
144. Even so, it should be noted that in contrast with Silas Marner, the short novel Eliot completed prior 
to writing Romola, the latter consists of considerably greater detail, especially in terms of setting. 
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the parts were to begin and end. By the time Eliot was writing her novel she had read 

John Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Central Italy and Anna Jameson’s volumes 

on Italian art, Sacred and Legendary Art (1848) and Legends of the Monastic Orders 

(1850), which had been produced for English readers with an interest in Italy, as I have 

discussed in Chapter Two.35 Arguably, Eliot directed her writing at an English audience 

in a similar way, though not to the same extent, that Murray’s guidebooks were 

designed expressly for the use of English tourists. 

Andrew Brown has noted in his introductory chapter to the Clarendon edition of 

Romola that, despite evidence which is “circumstantial and somewhat partial,” 

Romola’s serialization in the Cornhill failed to increase the sale of the magazine.36 

Many contemporary readers felt stifled by the elaborate use of complicated, historic 

detail in Romola. Representative of a wider response, the Athenaeum announced that, 

“the reader feels as though he were ungrateful, in not being better entertained by all that 

has cost so much time and labour”.37 Just 800 copies of the novel were sold in the first 

year, and a further 350 in the second. Even so, for a number of Victorian readers, 

among them Henry James, Romola was Eliot’s finest achievement. As Joseph 

Wiesenfarth has noted, from the time Romola was published the same criticisms have 

continued to be reiterated by readers. He has suggested that focussing on these concerns 

offers nothing new and does not help to better understand Eliot’s Florentine novel 

Romola.38  

In the twentieth century, Dorothea Barrett in her introduction to the Penguin 

edition of Eliot’s Florentine novel has cited Romola’s significance for “readers 

                                                 
35 For a discussion of the significance for Eliot of Jameson’s writings, and in particular, their emphasis on 
hagiography as an alternative source of symbol, see Beer, George Eliot 123-4. 
36 Brown, ‘Introduction’ xliii. 
37 Quoted in David Carroll, ed., George Eliot. The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1971) 197. 
38 Joseph Wiesenfarth, George Eliot’s Mythmaking (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1977) 
146. 
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interested in gender, language, and history”, adding that, “the difficulty of reading is 

more than offset by the novel’s complex and intriguing treatment of these three issues – 

issues that are at the core of contemporary literary criticism and theory”.39 These 

concerns and objectives, I might add, are those which Eliot cannot cover within the 

English provincial settings of her other novels but are raised within the distancing 

achieved by the Florentine setting of Romola. The personal fulfilment Romola 

ultimately achieves as an independent woman is clearly an allegory for the nineteenth 

century, though set in fifteenth-century Florence because Eliot cannot comfortably 

produce this outcome in a contemporary English-set novel. Certainly, some twentieth-

century critics, among them Gillian Beer, have cited Romola’s pivotal place in the 

canon of Eliot’s work as grounds for stimulating new interest, particularly since her 

earlier novels rely on the intimate knowledge of English provincial life and concern 

themselves with those communities whereas her later novels focus on issues of national 

and international significance and are narrated with greater confidence. Harris states 

that Romola “led into a phase of more conspicuous experiment”.40 In a manner that 

recalls her Florentine novel, in Middlemarch Eliot compares “this world” to “a huge 

whispering-gallery” and warns that, “the course of the world is very much 

determined”.41 Middlemarch is set in the period leading up to the First Reform Bill of 

1832, but in the intervening years in Britain between setting and writing, there has been 

significant political change, with the passing of the Second Reform Bill in 1867. Other 

kinds of change – in medical practice, the railways, commercial systems – have 

occurred also. Superficially too, Eliot’s visits to Italy have informed such scenes as 

Dorothea Brooke’s first appearance in the novel, in which she is described in terms of 

Italian painting.  
                                                 
39 Dorothea Barrett, ed 'Introduction', Romola by George Eliot (London: Penguin, 1996) vii.  
40 Harris, ‘Introduction’, Middlemarch xxi. 
41 Eliot, Middlemarch 369. 
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The Novel as Tourist Site 

An awareness that she was writing at a politically important moment, as 

addressed at the outset of this chapter, discloses the implications of Eliot’s depictions of 

a Florence of the past. The novel’s action moves from 9 April 1492, the day after the 

death of Lorenzo de’ Medici, to 23 May 1498, when Girolamo Savonarola, the Prior of 

San Marco and a spiritual revolutionary, was publicly strangled and burnt for heresy. 

For the first and only time in Eliot’s novels, the setting shifts outside England and 

outside the modern timeframe to a Renaissance past. Thus Romola is apparently as 

much about the complex and intriguing treatment of setting as of the characters 

themselves. Eliot employs Florence’s varied past of over three centuries ago and points 

to the “sameness” of the city in the present (Eliot 1). In the Proem to Romola, Eliot 

employs a water metaphor, the “great river courses”, to describe the organic continuity 

between past and present (1). In physical terms, Eliot claims that Florence in the 

nineteenth century resembles the Florence of the past: “a world-famous city, which has 

hardly changed its outline since the days of Columbus, seeming to stand as an almost 

unviolated symbol, amidst the flux of human things” (Eliot Romola 1). The repetition of 

the word “same” at least six times in the opening paragraph clearly serves to emphasise 

Eliot’s theme from the outset of the novel (1).  

In Romola, Eliot fictionalises the ‘Shade’ or ‘Spirit’ of a fifteenth-century man 

to revisit Florence in the nineteenth century and view the changes to the cityscape from 

San Miniato, as noted earlier. Eliot writes that his “eyes travel on to the city walls, and 

now he dwells on the change there with wonder at these modern times” (5). Five of the 

eleven wall gates have since been closed and the Shade also reflects on why “the towers 

have been levelled that were once a glory and defence?” (Eliot 4). Beneath such visible 

modifications, however, is the greater truth that ‘sameness’ underlies these changes and 
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the passing of time. Indeed, on close inspection, many of the buildings bear a 

resemblance to those of the past. For instance, Eliot invokes the fifteenth-century palace 

tower and Giotto’s campanile which remain familiar, and iconic, Florentine landmarks 

to this day – “the well-known bell-towers – Giotto’s, with its distinct hint of rich colour, 

and the graceful-inspired Badia, and the rest” (4-5). She also conveys the original sense 

of fifteenth-century Florence being a city of walls and towers and thus enables her 

fictional characters to interact with the original landscape. In chapter thirteen of the 

novel, for example, Romola and Tito are “obliged to go round by the walls and turn up 

the Via del Maglio, because of the Fair; for the contadine coming in block up the way 

by the Nunziata, which would have taken us to San Marco in half the time” (Eliot 134). 

Eliot’s re-presentation of Florence as a walled city in Romola serves at both 

functional and metaphorical levels. At a metaphorical level, it represents a miniature 

world and serves as a symbol for Eliot’s belief, as she has expressed so distinctly in her 

letters that, “the memory of the past is constantly thrusting itself forward as knowledge 

of the present” (Letters 4: 67). For Eliot then, the city of Florence is invested with 

continuous meaning, particularly “to remind us that we still resemble the men of the 

past more than we differ from them” (1). In Romola, because of the historical and 

geographical distance of the setting from the time and place in which she is writing, 

Eliot is able to convey her relatively radical ideas for a nineteenth-century English 

woman writer regarding contemporary issues related to gender and politics to her 

English audience, an issue to which I will return. Eliot’s statement in chapter ten that, 

“the streets of Florence were not always a moral spectacle in those times” (102), is 

applicable to nineteenth-century London as well. Eliot’s literary re-presentation of 

Florence as a walled city extends the distance she is seeking to place between her novel 

and England.  
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By her return visit to Florence in May and June 1861, Eliot was committed to 

creating a realistic Florentine setting for her novel, and she reports that Lewes and she 

prefer to “avoid the slow crowds on the Lung’Arno”42 during the evenings and instead 

“take our way ‘up all manner of streets’” (Letters 3: 419). Certeau has shown in his 

essay “Walking in the City” that the action of walking along the streets of a city is the 

binary opposite of a “celestial eye” or a “totalizing eye” that “makes the complexity of 

the city readable, and immobilizes its opaque mobility in a transparent text”.43 

However, Eliot clearly seeks to experience Florence from above, and within, the city in 

order to give her both perspectives. Explaining her need to portray as realistic as 

possible a setting, or a ‘medium’ as she terms it, Eliot writes: 

It is the habit of my imagination to strive after as full a vision of the medium in 

which a character moves as of the character itself. The psychological causes 

which prompted me to give such details of Florentine life and history as I have 

given, are precisely the same as those which determined me in giving the details 

of English village life in Silas Marner, or the ‘Dodson’ life, out of which were 

developed the destinies of poor Tom and Maggie [in The Mill on the Floss] 

(Letters 4: 97).44 

In the brief personal record of her second trip to Florence that is collated into her Diary 

1854-1861, Eliot’s mention of repeated visits to Fiesole, San Miniato, Bellosguardo, 

Galileo’s tower and Pistoia reveals her partiality to the physical space of the city, and 

furthermore, is testament to the importance she places upon understanding and 

memorising Florence’s topography by heart, despite more conventional commentary 

that “Dear Florence was lovelier than ever on this second view” (Journals 89). 

                                                 
42 Italian, transl. the main street that runs alongside the Arno river. 
43 De Certeau 153 
44 Even so, it is worth noting that fifteenth-century Florence is much stranger to Eliot, and to her readers, 
than the English countryside in the nineteenth-century.  
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Interestingly, the emphasis she places on her experience of Florence from afar confirms 

the importance for Eliot of ‘elevation’ and ‘distance’ to transfigure her into a voyeur 

and transforms Florence into a ‘text’ that lies before her eyes, to apply de Certeau’s 

words to this context. This dual viewpoint of the city, from above and within, enables 

Eliot to read the city as a text while she also establishes as realistic a setting as possible. 

It is surprising to learn that there has never been an inclusive and focused study 

of the place of Florence in Eliot’s novel, Romola. In researching this topic, I visited 

some of the sites in Florence where Eliot stayed and visited, or which she used as 

settings in Romola. Many of these places remain in the condition in which she saw 

them, some in the condition in which the population of the 1490s saw them, while 

others are distinctly changed. There is much to be learned by comparing the physical 

and historical realities with Eliot’s imaginative treatment of them in her textualisation of 

Florence. And yet, the cityscape and streetscapes which are used as settings in Romola 

have not been closely linked with the author’s own experiences in Florence, and little 

consideration has been given to the textualisation of the city in the novel. Many studies 

on Romola at least touch on the subject, but it has never had the sort of sustained 

examination that yields definitive results. Lawrence Poston’s essay, “Setting and Theme 

in Romola” (1966), offers an account, though only brief, of the function of several 

Florentine sites in the novel. In George Eliot and Italy (1998), Andrew Thompson’s 

discussion centres on the culture (especially literary) and history of Italy in Eliot’s 

novels. Thompson’s two chapters on Romola do not focus on the presence of Florence 

in the work, but identify the role of Italian mythmaking and also of Dante in the novel, 

leaving the question of the representation of the city in Romola relatively unexplored. 

The connection between Eliot and Dante is also made by Alison Milbank in Dante and 

the Victorians, published the same year. Another study, George Eliot and Europe 
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(1997) edited by John Rignall, incorporates an important chapter by Margaret Harris, 

called “What George Eliot Saw in Europe: The Evidence of her Journals”, but in 

general George Eliot’s experiences with Florence have been regarded as episodes in her 

life, with a formative but rather unspecific influence on this and her future works, Felix 

Holt (1866) and Middlemarch (1871). 

Letters to her friends and publisher are the only significant body of travel 

writing produced by Eliot during her initial stay in Florence in 1860. Her awareness of 

the inconsistency, however, with which she can recall an earlier journey to Italy in 1849 

– “I was here eleven years ago, and the image that visit had left in my mind was 

surprizingly faithful, though fragmentary” (Journals 337-8) – appears to have inspired 

Eliot to write a retrospective journal, Recollections of Italy 1860. In this she confesses:  

I have no other journal than the briefest record of what we did each day; so I 

shall put down my recollections whenever I happen to have leisure and 

inclination – just for the sake of making clear to myself the impressions I have 

brought away from our three months’ travel (Journals 384). 

In addition to her epistolary accounts of Florence, the journal provides evidence of her 

ways of seeing Florence in the fullness of time. Furthermore, Eliot’s belated decision to 

diarise her Italian travel experiences is suggestive of her anticipation that she might 

draw on her impressions in future novels; as she later does, using Florence for Romola, 

and to a lesser extent, Rome for Middlemarch (1871) and Genoa for Daniel Deronda 

(1876). My treatment of the letters and journal is deliberately selective, so as to 

conclude from what Eliot as a tourist saw in Florence, what she as an author proceeded 

to textualise in the novel. From these accounts, it is clear what she looked at in Florence 

and what she later asked her friends to check. The purpose of this analysis is to set the 

stage, more importantly, for a consideration of the textualisation of Florence in Romola.  
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Eliot’s travel journal constitutes a text, set aside from the fictional explorations 

in Romola, of some important autobiographical and topographical inquiry, as Margaret 

Harris has demonstrated in her examination of Eliot’s travels in Europe generally, in 

“What George Eliot Saw in Europe”. Harris deals literally with what Eliot saw by 

detailing the itineraries, and she discusses what Eliot saw in the analytical terms of what 

Eliot made of it and what it meant to her.45 In this light, the journal is comparable with 

Romola and, furthermore, the association between the two is indicative of the novel’s 

own dual dependence on real fact, that is derived from personal observation and 

investigation, and the romance genre. Evidently, Eliot has taken from her travel journal 

details of place to form the foundation of her novel. Interestingly, the lack of self-

scrutiny in her journal, as Harris has pointed out, makes it all the more possible to 

suggest that in a way, Romola is an extension of the very mapping and guide book 

effect of Eliot's journal.  

As Eliot herself has acknowledged, “this great holiday” of 1860 established in 

the novelist’s mind “new ideas and new veins of interest” (Letters 3: 307); however, my 

focus is on the novel Romola as an accurate textualisation of the city and not as an 

intellectualized piece of writing. Although it is the protagonist’s name which gives the 

title to the novel, Romola is actually “not a Christian but a place name” as Gordon 

Haight observes in George Eliot: A Biography (1968).46 Haight argues that the novel’s 

title was taken from the name of a mountain just outside of Florence. In the Biography, 

he notes that “South-west of Florence towards Certosa there is a little hamlet on a hill 

called Romola, which appears in a list of 9 mountains that Lewes scribbled down for 

                                                 
45 Margaret Harris, ‘What George Eliot Saw in Europe: the Evidence of her Journals’ in George Eliot and 
Europe, John Rignall (Aldershot and Brookfield: Scolar, 1997) 10. 
46 Gordon Haight, George Eliot: A Biography (1968. New York: Penguin, 1985) 351. Frederick Karl 
concurs with Haight that the name “Romola” possibly derives from the hamlet south west of Florence. 
See George Eliot: A Biography (London: Flamingo, 1996) 340. 
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[Eliot] in his travel notebook”.47 If indeed, Eliot was influenced by Lewes’ note, then 

her novel summons ‘place’ in the very title, and although this also serves to identify the 

protagonist who is named Romola, the geographical origins of the title serve to 

encapsulate the city Eliot describes in her letters as an “Italian Athens” (Letters 3: 300). 

Alternatively, the origin of the protagonist’s Christian name is ‘Romolo’, from which 

Eliot derived a feminine equivalent, ‘Romola’, the evidence for which appears in one of 

Eliot’s letters in which she reveals the correct pronunciation of ‘Romola’, as Haight has 

pointed out. In a letter to Alexander Main she explains that, “You have been rightly 

inspired in pronouncing Romola, and in conceiving Romolo as the Italian equivalent of 

Romolus” (Letters 5: 174). While from this it might be argued that the protagonist is 

connected with Rome rather than with Florence, since in mythology ‘Romolo’ was the 

founder of Rome, a city later described by Eliot in Middlemarch as “the spiritual centre 

and interpreter” of the world,48 nevertheless, the connection to the topography around 

Florence is surely the most obvious reading. It is clear that the stimulus for Eliot’s fifth 

novel Romola was the novelist’s sojourn in Florence in 1860, rather than the time spent 

in Rome. 

Eliot’s sightseeing and research in Florence included many buildings of historic 

interest, and notably several that are specifically associated with Savonarola, the central 

historical figure in Romola.49 In May 1860 she visited the Great Hall of the Palazzo 

Vecchio, built under Savonarola’s direction, and San Marco, the Dominican monastery 

inhabited by Savonarola in the fifteenth century, of which he was also Prior from 

                                                 
47 Haight 351. 
48 Eliot, Middlemarch, 174.  
49 J.B. Bullen helpfully points out that by the time Romola appeared in the Cornhill Magazine in 1862, its 
readers had become familiar with the character of Savonarola from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 
fictionalisation of him in Agnes of Sorrento, which had finished serialization in the same publication just 
as Romola began. See Bullen 227. 
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1491.50 As a female tourist, Eliot was restricted on occasions from conducting her 

research independently, and therefore she had to call on Lewes to help her in various 

ways. For example, women were prohibited from entering and touring the interior of 

San Marco, which was still in use, so while Eliot studied Fra Angelico’s fresco of the 

Crucifixion in the chapter house, Lewes “took notes for her” inside the monastery cells 

which she later utilised in Romola (Letters 3: 295). The fresco decorations were among 

Eliot’s favourites. However, her journal also records her reaction to the historic 

monastery from the point of view of a female tourist: “The frescoes I cared for most in 

all Florence were the few of Fra Angelico’s that a donna was allowed to see in the 

Convent of San Marco” (Journals 356). Perhaps recalling her own experience at San 

Marco, Eliot is markedly emphatic in Romola when she notes in chapter 15 that “no 

woman” is “allowed admission beyond” the chapter-house in the outer cloister (147), an 

emphasis which has its own impact on the gender ideology of the narrative in which 

brother and sister are so markedly separated, leaving Romola independent of male 

mentors and advisers, and thus able to make all the vital decisions for herself alone. Her 

rejection, ultimately of Savonarola, also suggests this reading. 

Florentine streetscapes are another important feature of Eliot's topographical 

survey. Loggias, found predominantly in the old-style houses, are a distinctive feature 

of the Florentine streetscape, which Eliot notes during her tour of Michel Angelo’s 

house, Casa Buonarotti :51  

An interesting visit we made at Florence was to Michel Angelo’s house Casa 

Buonarotti – in Via Ghibellina. This street is striking and characteristic: the 

houses are old, with broad eaves, and in some cases with an upper story so that 
                                                 
50 Eliot also examined a manuscript volume written by Savonarola at the Magliabecchian Library and 
studied Pollaiuolo’s painting of Savonarola’s death at the stake at the Palazzo Corsini, as Andrew Brown 
has noted in his Introduction to Romola (xiii). 
51 Transl. “A loggia is a roofed open gallery or arcade in the side of a building, though unlike a balcony, it 
forms an integral part of the building without projecting from it”. 
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the roof forms a sort of pavilion supported on pillars. This is a feature one sees 

in many parts of Florence (Journals 414). 

The importance Eliot places on the accurate textualisation of place in Romola is made 

all the more explicit by her repeated inclusion of loggias in her descriptions of setting. 

The opening sentence of chapter one reads:  

The Loggia de’ Cerchi stood in the heart of old Florence, within a labyrinth of 

narrow streets behind the Badia, now rarely threaded by the stranger, unless in a 

dubious search for a certain severely simple door-place, bearing this inscription: 

QUI NACQUE IL DIVINO POETA (Eliot Romola 11). 

This particular loggia reputedly belonged to the poet Dante as an infant, however, in the 

novel this historic landmark serves as a fictional meeting place for Tito and Bratti 

Ferravecchi, also the first characters who are met by the reader. The novel’s protagonist 

Romola and her father Bardo de’ Bardi, two fictional characters who are associated with 

an old Florentine family, live in a traditional Florentine house with a loggia, similar to 

the one the novelist has described in her travel narrative: “… one of those large sombre 

masses of stone building pierced by comparatively small windows, and surmounted by 

what may be called a roofed terrace or loggia”, as she describes in chapter five of 

Romola (45). In chapter 17 Eliot explains:  

The loggia at the top of the Bardo’s house rose above the buildings on each side 

of it, and formed a gallery round quadrangular walls. On the side towards the 

street the roof was supported by columns; but on the remaining sides, by a wall 

pierced with arched openings, so that at the back, looking over a crowd of 

irregular, poorly-built dwellings towards the hill of Bogoli, Romola could at all 

times have a walk sheltered from observation (168).  
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Notably, Eliot employs the loggia as a fictional meeting place for Romola and her 

husband. Presumably, her research for the fictionalisation of the real fifteenth-century 

Florentine figure and the leader of the Campagnacci,52 Ridolfo (Dolfi) Spini, uncovered 

evidence that his family home also had a loggia. In Romola the importance of the loggia 

in Florence’s public life is demonstrated in a variety of ways. In addition to these 

aforementioned examples, the reader is introduced to Tito as he is sleeping under the 

Loggia de’ Cerchi. Eliot fictionalises “the spacious Loggia, built by Orcagna – the 

scene of all great State ceremonial” (81) as a major setting for the fictional life of her 

novel – where in the fifteenth century, “significant banners” were hung from the 

windows, and every two months were “distributed with decent pomp” (‘Proem’ 4).  

While many buildings and Florentine sites in the 1860s remained in a similar 

condition to that of the 1490s, from the sixteenth century the Mercato Vecchio had been 

missing one important feature. The Dovizia, which stood on top of a tall pillar as a 

symbol of wealth, is essential to an authentic depiction of the Florentine market place in 

the fifteenth century. The statue, which was made of sandstone, was detached in 1721, 

and subsequently lost. In lieu of personal observation, it was Eliot’s extensive research 

that led to the inclusion of the Dovizia in her novel’s setting. In chapter one of Romola 

she writes that, “high on a pillar in the centre of the place – a venerable pillar, fetched 

from the church of San Giovanni – stood Donatello’s stone statue of Plenty, with a 

fountain near it” (14). Possibly, she and Lewes had seen a close likeness of the lost 

statue in the Berlin Printroom, which they are known to have visited. The specific 

description and precise detail of the Dovizia in the first chapter of Romola is just one 

example of Eliot’s imaginative treatment of physical and historical realities in the novel. 

                                                 
52 A Florentine political party opposed both to the Medici and to Savonarola. 
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These serve to authenticate the Florentine setting, which Eliot feels, is crucial to her 

novelistic purpose. 

As a first-time tourist in Florence and captivated by its fifteenth-century 

heritage, as I have already indicated, Eliot casts around for the early Italian sculpture 

and statuary as well as the frescoes and paintings, even though for the most part, she 

judges them to be “in bad taste” (Journals 355). In her journal, she keeps a record of the 

two she likes best, one under Orcagna’s Loggia de’ Lanzi, Benvenuto Cellini’s statue of 

Perseus and the statue of “the dead body of Ajax with the Greek soldier supporting it” 

(Journals 355), as well as some others by Cellini at the great council chamber in the 

Palazzo Vecchio and the casts of Michael Angelo’s ‘Day and Night’ in the Medici 

Chapel. In turn, sculpture also helps to locate Eliot’s fictional characters and their 

actions in fifteenth-century Florence. In chapter 24, the novelist goes so far as to 

compare Romola, and the rest of a congregation of Florentine characters inside the 

Duomo, to “breathing statues” as they listen to Savonarola preaching (216). Eliot makes 

accurate and varied references throughout Romola to statuary by the famous Florentine 

artists Lorenzo Ghiberti and Donatello53 and fictionalises sculpture characteristic of the 

Renaissance generally, and sometimes ironically, such as “a beautiful feminine torso; a 

headless statue, with an uplifted muscular arm wielding a bladeless sword; round, 

dimpled, infantine limbs severed from the trunk, inviting the lips to kiss the cold 

marble” and the “young faun playing the flute, modelled by a promising youth named 

Michelangelo Buonarotti” that stand in Bardo de’ Bardi ‘s salotto in chapter five (45). 

When she sets the scene for Savonarola’s climactic trial by fire in chapter 65 of the 

novel, she also textualises the statuary that stands in front of the Pitti Palace: “The 

platform began at the corner of the marble terrace in front of the Old Palace, close to 

                                                 
53 In chapter eight, Eliot textualises Donatello’s statue of Judith and Holofernes standing in the Loggia of 
Piazza Signoria. 
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Marzocco, the stone lion, whose aged visage looked frowningly along the grove of fuel 

that stretched obliquely across the piazza” (Eliot 537). The pictorial presence of the 

heraldic lion of republican Florence, Marzocco, dominates the fictional scene, so that 

the particular statue reinforces the historicity of the event, just as it has in chapter seven 

when Eliot describes her fictional character Bartolommeo Scala’s twenty-year 

secretaryship of the Florentine republic.  

Although Eliot’s fictional account of Renaissance Florence is heavily laden with 

fifteenth-century sculpture used to authenticate setting, in chapter 39, a much earlier 

bust of Plato in Bernardo Rucellai’s gardens serves to remind the reader of the disparity 

between the Florentine republic and the ancient Greek philosopher’s own theory of a 

democratic republic. Her textualisation of the statue “looking on” as Tito and members 

of the Medicean party meet (321), supposedly to discuss their republican political 

beliefs, purposely draws attention to the triviality of the meeting – as Eliot comments, 

“the talk was the lightest in the world” (322) – and to highlight the difference between 

their undemocratic Florentine republic and Plato’s own theory of democracy. This 

disconnection is further demonstrated by Eliot’s prolix account of a magnificent and 

sumptuous supper that involves “a peacock cooked according to the receipt of Apicus” 

(324). She adds, mordaciously, that: “In fact, very little peacock was eaten; but there 

was the satisfaction of sitting at a table where peacock was served up in a remarkable 

manner, and of knowing that such caprices were not within reach of any but those who 

supped with the very wealthiest men” (324). Eliot’s descriptions of Plato’s statue and 

the farcical feast scene in a chapter that, notably, exposes Tito’s falseness and depravity, 

contribute strongly to her literary representation of fifteenth-century Florence as an 

immoral place.  
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Although some critics have lamented the dense textualisation of cultural 

artefacts and the visual arts in Romola because they believe it adds nothing essential to 

the meaning or structure of Eliot’s novel, I would argue the accuracy of its 

fictionalisation contributes to a specificity of time and place, deemed essential by Eliot 

in this period. It evokes the atmosphere of Florence, which goes hand in hand with the 

geographical plotting of the city. Behind the apparent beauty of the sculpture and 

paintings, and indeed, buildings and landscape, are elements of dismemberment, death 

and decay. At the Ufizzi Gallery, for example, Eliot had seen “pictures and statues 

being crowded together, and destroying each other’s effect” (Journals 411), and so, in 

chapter 14 of the novel, she depicts, wedged in between the statues of great personages: 

detached arms, legs, and other members, with here and there a gap where some 

image has been removed for public disgrace, or had fallen ominously, as 

Lorenzo’s had done six months before. It was a perfect resurrection-swarm of 

remote mortals and fragments of mortals (Eliot 148). 

This scene illustrates political turmoil and corruption. Eliot’s deployment of the fine 

arts in this way is far from being “like a symbiotic monster out of control, finally 

squeez[ing] the life from the narrative to replace its essence with its own” as Ann 

Ronald has argued.54 Rather, Eliot consciously employs statuary characteristic of 

Renaissance Florence, and specifically, the interior of the church of the Nunciata to 

portray one of the primary issues in her rendition of fifteenth-century Florence. For 

Eliot, this primary rendition is that fifteenth-century Florence is in the midst of ferment 

and transition, like her own nineteenth-century London, and through the medium of the 

fine arts she represents Florence’s inheritance of the classical and, in the last example, 

medieval past as being impotent and disconnected.  

                                                 
54 Ann Ronald, “George Eliot’s Florentine Museum” in Papers on Language and Literature 13 (1997) 
269. 
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From her letters and journals, we learn that Florence has a crucial place in the 

preparation and writing of Eliot’s novel; first, because it stimulated the growth and 

power of the author’s imagination; and second, because she had contact with the city 

not only prior to, but also while composing her novel, to the extent that after her return 

to England she could rely upon friends and associates in Florence to examine and report 

upon specific details. For example, when Frederic Leighton, the painter who was 

commissioned by the Cornhill Magazine to illustrate Romola, visited Florence in 1862 

to research the illustrations, Eliot requested he analyse the head-dressings in Domenico 

Ghirlandaio’s depictions of fifteenth-century Italian women.55 Clearly, it was important 

to Eliot to achieve precision in her work as a whole, right down to the smallest detail 

because she asks Leighton: 

If you are going to see Ghirlandaio’s frescoes – the engravings of them I mean – 

in the choir of Santa Maria Novella, I wish you would especially notice if the 

women in his groups have not that plain piece of opaque drapery over the head 

which haunts my memory. We were only allowed to see those frescoes once, 

because of repairs going on; but I am strongly impressed with a belief … in the 

presence of my “white hood” there (Letters 4: 43). 

As a result of this particular research, the illustration that features in chapter ten, facing 

page 184, presents Eliot’s fictional character, Tessa, in an authentic white hood. It was 

not only Leighton whom Eliot found to be “an invaluable man to have because he 

knows Florence by heart” (Letters 3: 49): at home in London, it was also common for 

Eliot to send Lewes out to second hand book stalls as “a sort of Italian Jackal” to hunt 

up “rare books, and vellum bound unreadabilites” (Letters 3: 457); and she also consults 

her friend Thomas Adolphus Trollope, older brother of Anthony, who she and Lewes 

                                                 
55 For a full discussion of Frederic Leighton’s illustrations of Romola, see Hugh Witemayer’s study 
George Eliot and the Visual Arts (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1979).  
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met during one of their visits to Florence, regarding some colloquial Florentine phrases 

and grammar.  

For the basis of the novel’s Florentine descriptions, Eliot was reliant as much 

upon exhaustive research as she was on her first-hand experiences walking around the 

streets and sightseeing in Florence and its outskirts. She records in her 1861 

recollections that, “Our morning hours were spent in looking at streets, buildings and 

pictures, in hunting up old books at shops or stalls, or in reading at the Magliabecchian 

library” (Journals 89). Eliot has seen Florence in the nineteenth century; and she has 

carefully studied the books and pictures that depict Florence in the fifteenth. Eliot’s 

selection of readings in the history and literature of Florence, as Felicia Bonaparte has 

usefully indicated in The Triptych and the Cross (1979), distinctly portrays the city 

always as a physical presence.56 The novel’s mapping of Florence and the reliability of 

these detailed descriptions have not been closely examined by literary critics, even 

though in a great sense it was the real location of Florence and Eliot’s experience as an 

investigative traveller in the city which led to the fictional creation and setting of 

Romola.  

By immersing herself in Florentine culture, society, topography, history and 

literature Eliot appears to recontextualise her own life too, as if becoming a different 

person.57 Back home in London, Lewes seems to allude to this when, in a letter to 

Blackwood, he describes Eliot’s preparation for the novel. Lewes writes on 28 June 

1861 that, “Mrs. Lewes is buried in old quartos and vellum bound literature which I 

                                                 
56 Felicia Bonaparte, The Triptych and the Cross. The Central Myths of George Eliot’s Poetic 
Imagination (Brighton: Harvester, 1979) 130. Twentieth-century writers have continued to portray 
Florence in this way. See, for example, R.W.B. Lewis, The City of Florence (1995) and Giovanni 
Fanelli’s Firenze: Architettura e citta (1973). 
57 Interestingly, Eliot’s Florentine novel, more profoundly than any of her other novels, explores the 
possibilities offered by relocation for transformations of identity. In addition to Eliot’s own professional 
self-fashioning in (nineteenth-century) Florence, in Romola the protagonist’s Greek husband remakes 
himself in (fifteenth-century) Florence. 
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would rather not read: but she extracts nutriment, I have no doubt” (Letters 3: 430).58 

This type of recontextualisation of her own life was important to the English novelist 

because, as she writes, “I will never write anything to which my whole heart, mind, and 

conscience don’t consent, so that I may feel that it was something – however small – 

which wanted to be done in this world, and that I am just the organ for the small bit of 

work” (Letters 3: 417).59 During the writing of Romola, Blackwood reports that Eliot 

believes she “hears her characters talking, and there is a weight upon her mind as if 

Savonarola and friends ought to be speaking Italian instead of English” (Letters 3: 427). 

Upon this explanation, and with “a great deal of study and labour” (Letters 3: 307), 

including visits to the Magliabecchian, Riccardian and Laurentian Libraries as well as 

to the various galleries, museums, palaces and churches, Eliot was committed to 

creating a realistic background for her novel in which to place her fictional and real 

Florentine characters.60 

Eliot’s re-presentation of Florence’s topography in Romola – accurate street 

names, authentic fifteenth-century buildings and geographical landmarks – synthesizes 

a fair carbon copy, even by today’s standards. Eliot’s personal experience and 

painstaking research carefully ensured the accuracy of the topographical and 

geographical details and directions of the novel, although conceivably some of the 

streets have been subsequently renamed, as Andrew Brown has observed in his 

introduction to the Clarendon edition of Romola (1993). The assertion by Harris, 

regarding Recollections of Italy 1860, “what George Eliot saw … in Italy, substantially 

                                                 
58 One month earlier, Lewes wrote to Blackwood on 28 May 1861 that Eliot “is ‘drinking in’ Florence” 
(Letters 3, 420). Later that year, on 9 October, Lewes told Blackwood: “Mrs Lewes is very well and 
buried in musty old antiquities, which she will have to vivify” (Letters 3, 457). 
59 Years later, Eliot told her second husband, John Cross about the writing of her Florentine novel: “I 
began it a young woman – I finished it an old woman”, John Cross, ed., George Eliot's Life as Related in 
her Lettersand Journals (3 vols., Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1885) 2, 255. 
60 The actual writing of the novel seems to have diminished the ‘crescendo of enjoyment’ Eliot initially 
experienced during her first trip to Florence. As Beer has commented, it was “the imagining of the work 
[that was] so energising for George Eliot”, not the actual writing (114). 
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conforms to the orthodoxy represented by Murray”,61 might also be applied to parts of 

the novel, its nature and contents as much as to the style of Eliot’s journal.62  

It is useful to compare Giuseppina Carla Romby’s twentieth-century guide to 

Florence in the fifteenth century, Descrizioni e rappresentazioni della citta di Firenze 

nel XV secolo (1976), with Eliot’s fictional realization of the fifteenth-century city. In 

both cases, the authors are commenting from retrospective perspectives; however, 

whereas Romby recovers historical facts and statistics to comment on Florence’s urban 

transformations, Eliot reconstructs fifteenth-century Florence to serve her fiction. For 

Eliot as a tourist and as an author, passing through Florence’s streets to observe the 

buildings and churches serves to render the city’s local (and authentic) reality. Eliot 

believes that, “For external architecture, it is the palaces, the old palaces of the fifteenth 

century, that one must look at in the streets of Florence”, as she comments in her journal 

(Journals 355). Significantly, Romby’s text, in which she details Florence’s geography, 

iconography and significant architectural sites like the Palazzo Medici, Palazzo 

Rucellai, Palazzo Pazzi, Palazzo Strozzi and Palazzo Pitti, as Eliot does in Romola, 

offers a confirmation of the accuracy of Eliot’s realization of the fifteenth-century city 

in her novel. Eliot’s conscious emphasis on the Florentine palaces, including the 

Palazzo Strozzi opposite her hotel, the Palazzo Pitti, Palazzo Riccardi and the Palazzo 

Vecchio, and her textualisation of them, first in her journal and later in Romola, are 

crucial to the representation of the fifteenth-century city, as Romby has shown in 

Descrizioni e rappresentazioni della citta di Firenze nel XV secolo. 

                                                 
61 Harris 8. 
62 In spite of Eliot’s reluctance to identify with other tourists in Florence, her own journey to Florence is 
constructed mainly as a version of the Grand Tour, in which she seeks out reminders of the classical 
world. A comparison of the journal with the novel reveals similar moods and descriptions of remembered 
scenes. 
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Eliot’s achievement in mapping Florence in Romola led to the novel being 

chosen by tourists in the 1870s as a form of guidebook. Margaret Oliphant in her article 

“Two Cities – Two Books” (1874), published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 

reports that a Florentine bookseller sold to foreign tourists “as many as five hundred 

copies … in a season”.63 Clearly then, many tourists were relying upon Eliot’s novel in 

addition to, or instead of, traditional guidebooks like Murray’s. Although Eliot would 

never achieve the “imperious and apparently ubiquitous authority small enough to fit in 

the tourist’s pocket”, as described by James Buzard in The Beaten Track (1993), that 

John Murray and Baedaker, and before them Marianna Starke had achieved, it appears 

she had contributed to the genre.64  Oliphant alludes to “the vision thus suggested to us 

of an excursionist sallying forth with ‘Romola’ instead of Baedeker in his hand to ‘do’ 

Florence – ‘Nay, not even with Murray’” (Oliphant 72). This statement validates Eliot’s 

achievement of an effective and reliable mapping and depiction of real and noteworthy 

landmarks and places in the otherwise fictional work of the novel form. Even Catherine 

Helen Spence, the nineteenth-century Australian novelist, anecdotally depicts Romola 

as a guidebook in her novel Gathered In (originally serialised in the Adelaide Observer 

in 1881-2). Spence writes: 

With George Eliot’s Romola in their hands as a sort of guide-book, and old 

volumes of Robert or Elizabeth Browning to supplement it, our Australian 

travellers had gone through Florence the Beautiful with the greatest enjoyment 

on the part of the younger members.65 

It is not surprising that Romola was sold to tourists as a form of guidebook, 

since a close relationship exists between Eliot’s own sightseeing in Florence and the 

                                                 
63 Margaret Oliphant, “Two Cities – Two Books” in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magzine 116 (1874) 72. 
64 James Buzard, The Beaten Track. European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to ‘Culture’, 1800-1918 
(1993) 75. 
65 Catherine Helen Spence, Gathered In (1882. Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1977) 280. 
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genesis of her novel, as I have shown. However, while Eliot’s Florence creates a 

remarkably authentic impression – Anthony Trollope writes to her on 30 June 1862 that, 

“[t]he description of Florence, – little bits of Florence down to a close nail, and great 

facts of Florence up to the very fury of life among those full living nobles, - are 

wonderful in their energy and in their accuracy”66 – its relation to the city remains 

literary; it is in many ways an imaginative interpretation.  

Romola is a guide to Florence; a guide to Florence in the fifteenth century and in 

the nineteenth century; and a guide to the Florence Eliot knew and to Eliot in Florence. 

While Romola is preoccupied with capturing a city (and a region), the fact that it is also 

immersed in a different time setting: the fifteenth-century, has major implications for 

how it should be read, since in this way, Romola plots both real and fictional journeys 

and landscapes. However, the fact that readers reduced Romola to guidebook status as 

shown by Oliphant and Spence may have impacted negatively on the work as a novel. 

George Smith, Eliot’s publisher at the Cornhill Magazine, paid an unprecedented £7000 

for the series (twelve instalments) and three-volume deal (Letters 4, 24, 33) but lost 

money on Romola, which sold just 1700 copies in the first year – less than her previous 

novels Adam Bede, The Mill on the Floss, and Silas Marner.67 Interestingly, in spite of 

the initial disappointment among critics that Eliot’s fifth novel would not be set in the 

English countryside (as mentioned earlier), Romola was well received particularly by 

readers who were closely associated with Florence, including those who had rendered 

the city in their own writings. Robert Browning, who had recently returned to England 

after the death of his wife two years earlier, wrote warmly of Eliot’s portrayal of 

Florence; others, too, including Thomas and Anthony Trollope, Tennyson and Bulwer 

Lytton, agreed. Their enthusiasm for Romola related particularly to the careful attention 

                                                 
66 Bradford A. Booth, ed., The Letters of Anthony Trollope (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951) 174. 
67 Ashton George Eliot 269. 
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to the history of Florence, and wider Italy, a new but unstable nation, much supported 

by England, both emotionally and financially.  

Florence and the surrounding region is a vibrant collage of stones and tiles and 

marble for Eliot, which is evident at length both in her personal recollections and in the 

novel’s descriptions of place. Eliot as tourist and as novelist works with the city’s 

topography in the way that artists have arrested the image of Florence in their paintings. 

In the Proem to Romola, as I have shown, and consistently throughout the novel, 

Florence is presented similarly to the way Eliot had viewed the city, that is, a 

panoramic, bird’s-eye view, with the containment of the historic section of Florence 

within the parameters of its former walls. In the novel, Eliot redefines the city by its 

ancient walls and towers; and, in so doing, recreates the physical sense of fifteenth-

century Florence being a walled city. Eliot’s literary depiction of Florence immediately 

calls to mind Francesco Rosselli’s fifteenth-century depiction of the walled city in his 

famous painting, “Veduta della Catena”, completed in 1470, and the nineteenth-century 

copy by Francesco and Raffaello Petrini, called “Veduta Semiprospettica da Monte 

Oliveto 1887”.68 Eliot’s arrangement of the city comprises in narrative form the crucial 

architectural divisions and structures that Rosselli reproduces in painting: palazzi, 

churches, towers, piazze, streets, loggias, bridges, city gates, as well as the city’s own 

separate regions and natural divisions such as the Arno river. Detail, and in particular, 

colour, serve to further enhance the effet de reel69 of the city and contribute to the 

picture/ postcard effect of her novelistic re-presentation of Florence. On her second trip 

to Florence Eliot climbed Giotto’s tower on 27 May 1861, and in her journal she 

remarks upon, “Giotto’s tower, with its delicate pinkish marble, its delicate Gothic 

                                                 
68 See also Frederic Leighton’s ‘The Death of Brunelleschi’ (on the cover of the Penguin edition of 
Romola) for a similar effect. 
69 Transl. “The ‘reality effect”. See Roland Barthes, “The reality effect” in Tzvetan Todorov, ed., French 
Literary Theory Today: A Reader (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982): 11-17. 
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windows with twisted columns, and its tall lightness carrying the eye upward, in 

contrast with the mighty breadth of the dome”: it was, she concludes, “a thing not easily 

forgotten” (Journals 354). The novelist thus textualises “the well-known bell-towers – 

Giotto’s, with its distant hint of rich colour” in the panorama she presents to her readers 

in the ‘Proem’ to Romola (Eliot 5). 

The Florentine streets in which Eliot’s characters in Romola move, cross paths 

and converse often resemble Charles Dickens’ “[m]agnificently stern and sombre … 

streets of beautiful Florence”, as described in his travelogue, Pictures from Italy 

(1846).70 Published sixteen years prior to Eliot’s Florentine novel, Dickens presents a 

conventional mid nineteenth-century portrait of Florence. Like Eliot later, and 

conventional Victorian travel writers in general, Dickens stands upon “the summit of a 

hill”, and presents a visionary, glorification of the city whose “glittering” “domes, and 

towers” and “Prodigious palaces” rest before him “in a sun-lighted valley, bright with 

the winding Arno, and shut in by swelling hills”.71 Yet the cityscape, streetscapes and 

landscapes are never described for their own sake in Romola; much as London in 

Dickens’ novels, they are always closely linked with human activities. The differences 

between Dickens’ and Eliot’s aesthetic portrayal of Florence lie importantly and 

indicatively in the fundamental purpose of their respective texts. Where Dickens’ 

depictions of Florence in Pictures from Italy are simply descriptive, Eliot uses a similar 

and conventional style and setting to enhance the activities of her characters and the 

politics, including that of gender, that so dominates Florentine history and her 

Florentine novel. 

 In the genre of fiction, Dickens chooses to make or remake London particularly 

for his political reforming purposes in relation to the nineteenth-century London of his 

                                                 
70 Charles Dickens, Pictures from Italy (1846. London: A. Deutsch, 1973) 239. 
71 Dickens 238-9. 
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own day. Rather than writing about a universal London, Dickens is writing about its 

contemporary problems and proposed solutions. Eliot, however, is using a foreign city's 

past to illustrate contemporary problems and proposed solutions for her own society, 

most notably gender politics. For both writers, the city is not textualised without 

ideological purpose. Lennard J Davis’s chapter, “‘Known unknown’ locations” in 

Resisting Novels (1987), demonstrates the ways in which description changes location. 

He discusses the location of Jacob’s Island in Dickens’ novel, Oliver Twist (1846), as an 

illustration of the way the description of place in fact takes “on a relative life of its 

own”.72 In a way that is relevant to my own exploration of Romola, Davis argues that 

novels do not depict life: they depict life as it is represented by ideology.  

Like the travel journal then, Romola is the English novelist’s creation and 

production: a mythologized ‘Florence’, in the way that Venice is ‘Ruskinized’ or 

appropriated by Ruskin. The city is part of both physical and mental space: it is a reality 

and it is an idea. Romola is, of course, a creation of the novelist’s imagination, but her 

imagination works on remembered reality, memory which deals with her recent 

experiences in Florence. The extent of the emphasis on place in a scene and even within 

a chapter is voiced by Eliot’s own words. In her journal, she wrote: “I have at present 

written only the scene between Romola and her brother in San Marco towards Part 

IV”.73 This scene occupies most of chapter 15 but it is the presence of San Marco as a 

vital component of the built environment which informs the chapter's tensions. San 

Marco provides the setting for Dino’s demise – Romola’s first direct experience of 

“acute suffering” and death (158), as Eliot carefully points out – and importantly, it is 

where Dino reveals his prophecy about Romola’s marriage to Tito. It is not until 

Romola leaves the chapter-house at the end of the chapter and is standing outside San 

                                                 
72 Lennard J. Davis, Resisting Novels: Ideology and Fiction (New York and London: Methuen, 1987) 91. 
73 Journal, Letters: 4, 45. 
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Marco in the wide piazza that she is able to feel “revived” (154) and “recover” herself 

(155). That said, Eliot's presentation of ‘Florence’, because it is retrospective, is the 

novelist’s conscious reconstruction of the city built, a fictional retelling of place, which 

is ‘intertextual’.74 The ways in which the city of Florence has been used, and recorded 

retrospectively, by Eliot “as a topos, a topic, a trope” to use Tanner’s words in the 

context of Venice, 75 is crucial to my assessment of the novel. In textualising Florence, 

Eliot has fictionalised the place to help to locate her characters and their actions 

imaginatively in both fifteenth-century Florence and the modern politics of her own 

day. As Eliot had indicated to her publisher, regarding her Florentine novel: the 

“distinction between what is called the real and the imaginative” is that “you could not 

have the former without the latter and greater quality” (Letters: 3, 427). According to 

Blackwood, Eliot believed that “Any real observation of life and character must be 

limited, and the imagination must fill in and give life to the picture” (Letters: 3, 427). In 

light of Eliot’s belief then, it is fitting that Romola is a fictional or ‘imaginative’ re-

presentation of the city, more than it is a geographical and historical or ‘real’ one. 

The authentic Florentine background in Eliot’s novel is intended to be symbolic 

as well as functional. Despite often failing to convey a sense of the flow of real and 

ordinary life in her novel, Eliot’s topographical and geographical realism in Romola 

serves to highlight more intellectual territory. For Eliot, her familiarity with Florence as 

a tourist uncovered more than a new setting for her fifth novel: it encouraged her to 

‘read’ as well as to ‘write’ the foreign setting. In his essay “Travel and Writing”, Michel 

Butor insists there is a kinship between travel and writing, asserting: 

                                                 
74 Tanner applies this argument to Venice, and extends it further, arguing that in western society, because 
literature and the city share the same date of origin, therefore the novel is a function or a production of the 
city, making the documentation of the city as a background in a novel precarious. See Tanner vi. 
75 Tanner vi. 
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All our writers set out on the road. They made their journey to Italy or the 

Orient, published their accounts of it, and furnished us, in consequence, with an 

inestimable collection of documents and reflections upon this question.76 

George Eliot did more. She fabricated a nineteenth-century version of Renaissance 

Florence for her readers, experimenting with realism (based on such complex and 

highly-fraught terms as ‘truth’, ‘accuracy’, ‘fidelity’), and if, in the process, she 

discovered the inherent flaws in such a procedure, she nevertheless left a fascinating 

document and in the great novels to come, never made the same mistake again. 

 

 

                                                 
76 Michel Butor, “Travel and Writing” in Mosaic 8 (1974): 1-16, 2. 
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In 1874, more than a decade after the publication of George Eliot’s Florentine 

novel, Margaret Oliphant (1828-1897) reviewed Romola for Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine in an article titled, ‘Two Cities – Two Books’.1 The same year she visited 

Florence to research her own book, The Makers of Florence: Dante, Giotto, 

Savonarola, and Their City, published by Macmillan in 1876. In Florence, nineteenth-

century English women writers typically encountered a quiet place for work and an 

environment at once attractive and undemanding, but Oliphant looks at Florence 

through a different lens. This, her second visit to Florence, was inspired entirely by 

literary and financial opportunity. From the time of her husband’s death in Italy, in 

1859, when she was just thirty-one years of age, Oliphant was solely responsible for the 

financial security of herself and her three children.2 Her writing, which during her 

marriage helped to supply the family’s income, was indispensable during her 

widowhood. A major consequence of this was her attitude to writing as a disposable and 

marketable commodity. Oliphant regarded herself as a professional and an adaptable 

writer, skilled at juggling novel-writing with contributions to the periodical press, 

literary reviewing and, among other volumes, her series of cultural guides to Italy. 

Crucial to her publishing success was her talent at producing a ‘special branch of 

literature’3 that was directed at the English reading public.4 This chapter will explore 

                                                 
1 There was a new edition in one volume published by Smith Elder in 1874, which explains why 
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine would be revisiting the novel. 
2 In 1874, Oliphant was also supporting her widowed brother, Frank, and his four children. It should be 
noted that Oliphant was actually born in Scotland but moved to England with her family when she was 
ten. She also lived in England in adulthood. For a detailed discussion of Oliphant's life see Elisabeth Jay, 
Mrs. Oliphant: a Fiction to Herself (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). 
3 Oliphant uses this term in an early article, ‘The Byways of Literature. Reading for the Million’ in which 
she refers to the increasing consumer demand for literature that reflects public taste. ‘The Byways of 
Literature. Reading for the Million’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 84 (August 1858), 206. All 
subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
4 I use the term ‘English’ reading public rather than ‘British’ because ‘English’ was the term Oliphant 
herself used in The Makers of Florence: Dante, Giotto, Savonarola and Their City (1876), as well as in 
various articles for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine including ‘Girolamo Savonarola’ (1863), in which 
she addresses “the English public” (‘Girolamo Savonarola’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 93 [June 
1863], 695) and, an earlier review titled, ‘Charles Dickens’ (1855), in which she identifies “the middle 
class of England” as the largest sector of the general reading public. ‘Charles Dickens’, Blackwood’s 
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Oliphant’s personal ability to exploit with consummate skill the new mass market of the 

mid-to-late nineteenth-century for the printed word by investigating her repeated 

appropriation of Florence, la bella firenze,5 as a subject to be marketed as ‘reading for 

the million’.6  

Published less than one year before her first ill-fated trip to Italy, ‘The Byways of 

Literature. Reading for the Million’, which appeared in Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine, in August 1858, addresses the issue of the growing demand for popular 

literature in mid-Victorian England.7 By the 1850s, the reading public had expanded to 

include male and female readers from the working and middle classes.8 The reading 

public had, as Richard D. Altick suggests in his chapter on ‘English Publishing and the 

Mass Audience in 1852’ in Writers, Readers and Occasions (1989), effectively become 

“a mass public”;9 and, as Oliphant observes in her article, there was “scarcely a house or 

a room in the country, down to the very boundary-line where poverty subsides into 

                                                                                                                                               
Edinburgh Magazine 77 (March 1855), 452. All subsequent references to these articles are to these 
editions and page numbers will appear in the body of the text 
5 Oliphant uses this term in her article, ‘A Week in Florence’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 86 
(November 1859), 89. 
6 The phrase ‘reading for the million’ refers to the emergence of a mass readership in the Victorian era 
that demanded its own ‘special branch’ of popular literature. Oliphant employs the phrase in ‘The 
Byways of Literature. Reading for the Million’, 202. 
7 Patrick Brantlinger prefers the meaning of “mass” as opposed to “popular” as an adjective that qualifies 
culture because, he stresses, it suggests “cultural forms that have been mass-produced for mass 
consumption, without suggesting that those forms have been directly, democratically selected by the 
populace, the general public, or popular consensus from a clear range of alternatives”. Patrick 
Brantlinger, The Reading Lesson. The Threat of Mass Literacy in Nineteenth-Century Fiction 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 216, fn.18. In this context, I’m referring to the way in 
which Oliphant’s article targets the popularity of Dickens and his published works among the English 
reading public, and consequently, the term “popular” fits best. Oliphant, it seems, uses the terms fairly 
interchangeably; however, in the majority of her writings, she uses “mass”. 
8 The Victorians used the term “middle class” broadly and flexibly. Consequently, it is virtually useless as 
an indicator of the level of education, attitudes, and tastes. “It embraced”, suggests Richard D. Altick, 
“the whole social spectrum from university graduates to self-taught small tradesmen, … political 
conservatives and liberals; Churchmen and Nonconformists; city dwellers and country people”. Richard 
D. Altick, ‘English Publishing and the Mass Audience in 1852’ in Richard D. Altick (ed.), Writers, 
Readers and Occasions (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1989), 118. In ‘The Byways of 
Literature’ Oliphant repeatedly refers to the “multitude”, meaning, rather specifically, working class 
readers; however, in other writings she makes it clear she is writing for a broad and very flexible audience 
that includes working- and middle-class readers. In Oliphant’s review “Charles Dickens” she identifies 
“the largest “order” of our community – the middle class of England” as “a realm of infinite gradations 
… we take it in its widest sense” (‘Charles Dickens’, 452). 
9 Altick, 142. 
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want, or rather where want meets destitution, in which something readable is not to be 

found” (‘The Byways of Literature’, 202).10 Circulating libraries like Mudie’s Select 

Library were first established in England in 1842 and, since the passing of the Ewart 

Bill of 1850, the number of Public Libraries had already grown to thirteen by the time 

‘The Byways of Literature’ was published.11 Emerging, somewhat tellingly, from 

Oliphant’s article is, firstly, her estimation that the new and growing market for 

working class reading is not being commercially catered for; and, secondly, her candid 

and in some measure pragmatic support for “the simple supply of an existing demand – 

wares such as the customer wanted, and the market was suitable for” (‘The Byways of 

Literature’, 203). 

“No writer who has written on Florence … has ever made the story of the fair City 

of Flowers so intelligible and interesting to the general reader as Mrs. Oliphant”.12 This 

comment in W.J. Dawson’s article, ‘Mrs. Oliphant: A Character Sketch’ (1893) 

published in The Young Woman, almost two decades after the publication of The 

Makers of Florence, accurately describes the popular success met by Oliphant as an 

author investigating fifteenth-century Florence. It explains, too, that in contrast with 

other books about Florence – Dawson cites Eliot’s novel Romola with its “laborious 

sketch” of Savonarola –The Makers of Florence skilfully brings to life Florence’s 

                                                 
10 By the census of 1851, the total population of Britain (including England, Scotland, and Wales) above 
the age of twenty was eleven and a half million: this represented an increase of more than four million 
adults in thirty years. Popular interest in reading had been generated initially by the radical press of the 
Reform Bill and Chartist periods, and the spread of elementary education raised the literacy rate. For 
further discussion on the changing dimension and character of the English reading public, see John O. 
Jordan and Robert L. Patten, eds. Literature in the Marketplace. Nineteenth-Century British Publishing 
and Reading Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Atlick, Writers, Readers, and 
Occasions (1989); Kate Flint, The Woman Reader 1837-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); 
and Brantlinger, The Reading Lesson. The Threat of Mass Literacy in Nineteenth-Century Fiction (1998). 
11 With three more in Scotland, County of London and Ireland. For a contemporary account of the rise of 
the public libraries in Britain, see Thomas Greenwood, Public Libraries: A History of the Movement and 
A Manual for the Organisation and Management of Rate-Supported Libraries. London: Cassell, 1894 
(Fourth edn). Reprinted by [High Wycombe] St John’s Rd, Tylers Green, Penn, High Wycombe, Bucks.: 
University Microfilms Ltd for the College of Librarianship, Wales, 1971.  
12 W.J. Dawson, ‘Mrs. Oliphant: A Character Sketch’, Young Woman 1 (September 1893), 401. 
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famous figures of the past in a clear and enjoyable way for a mass audience.13 Oliphant, 

for her part, already had more than twenty years’ experience writing for “the multitude” 

as a popular novelist, periodical press writer and literary reviewer (‘The Byways of 

Literature’, 203). Furthermore (and as I have intimated), early on Oliphant 

conceptualised her writing as an extremely responsive medium, immersed in realising 

the “genuine … appetite … [of] the million” (204). It is also worth mentioning here that 

Oliphant was mindful of Charles Dickens’ particular strength in this area. Three years 

prior to the publication of ‘The Byways of Literature’, she documents his talent for 

reflecting public taste in his novels in a review for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 

titled ‘Charles Dickens’ (1855).14 In the review, Oliphant directly attributes Dickens’ 

“speedy elevation to the top of the wave of popular favour” to his ability to write 

expressly for “the largest “order” of our community – the middle class of England” 

(‘Charles Dickens’, 451-2). Though she never says so in as many words, Oliphant’s 

unremitting economic demand obliges her to follow the popular novelist’s lead in 

attempting to determine, and satisfy, the reading tastes of ‘the largest “order” of our 

community – the middle class of England’. In making this statement I am certainly not 

suggesting that Oliphant could give up her sense of gendered persona. Throughout a 

long and varied writing life, Oliphant established a niche for herself as a professional 

writer for the middle-class market in Victorian England.15 Although, her writing varies 

widely in subject matter, as well as genre (essays, reviews, histories and novels), 

Oliphant draws upon Florence time and time again as a subject to be marketed to the 

new class of readers who sought to be ‘guided’ along the path to self-improvement and 

                                                 
13 Dawson, 401. 
14 A somewhat acerbic review of Dickens’ 1855 novel, Hard Times. 
15 Today Oliphant is noted primarily for her successes as a novelist and biographer; however between 
1852 and 1898 she wrote over two hundred articles for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Indeed after 
her death Blackwood’s honoured her as “the most accomplished periodical writer of her day”. J. H. 
Lobban & William Blackwood III, ‘Mrs Oliphant’, Blackwood’s Magazine 162 (July 1897), 162. 
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self-education and, as a site of literary and financial opportunity. The Makers of 

Florence became the prototype for her series about Italian cities, The Makers of Venice 

(1887) and The Makers of Modern Rome (1895), and plans for The Makers of Sienna at 

the time of her death.16 

Oliphant’s association with Florence began in January 1859, when she set off in 

search of a warm climate with her sick husband, Frank Oliphant, and their two children 

hoping to improve his health.17 Ironically, her first impression of Florence, as she 

records in her Autobiography, was that “it might have been Manchester” rather than the 

“sunny South”, because she arrived in winter amidst nebulous fog and bleak cold 

weather.18 In Florence, Jameson, Barrett Browning and Eliot found, to varying degrees, 

a literary environment at once romantic and inspirational, but Oliphant experienced 

Florence differently.19 In direct contrast to the power of attraction Florence held over 

the English creative mind in the nineteenth century, Oliphant was surrounded by 

“unfavourable” conditions, that were seriously heightened by her husband’s illness and 

depressing “suffering” (66). Oliphant’s experience of the city was beleaguered with 

difficulty, not the least owing to the fact that, “It was my first experience of having to 

take the management of things myself” (66). The “whole helpless family” were now 

dependent upon Oliphant’s contributions to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine for their 

income (70).20 In spite of, or, perhaps because of the difficult circumstances, Oliphant 

                                                 
16 The series sprouted numerous articles for magazines like Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine and 
Macmillan’s Magazine as well. 
17 Frank Oliphant was diagnosed with tuberculosis. 
18 Margaret Oliphant, The Autobiography of Margaret Oliphant. The Complete Text. Edited and 
Introduced by Elisabeth Jay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 69 and 66. All subsequent 
references to the Autobiography are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
19 And as Mary Shelley does. 
20 Oliphant already had a professional association with Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Following 
Frank Oliphant’s diagnosis, John Blackwood guaranteed to send Oliphant twenty pounds a month in 
return for her articles. It is also worth noting here that although the origins of Blackwood’s Edinburgh 
Magazine are Scottish, the periodical attracted a significant readership in England. For this reason, and 
the fact that Oliphant herself regularly addresses the ‘English’ reader in her articles, I am interpreting the 
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine market as predominantly English. 
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endeavoured to turn Florence into a site of literary and financial opportunity, as many 

other writers had managed to do.   

During her four-month residence in Florence, Oliphant remained mostly indoors 

“trying with less success than ever before to write” to secure an income for her family 

(67). For her, journalism, work she could undertake at home near her family and, 

conveniently at night, provided a suitable solution to her alarming financial 

responsibilities.21 That Oliphant “knew nothing about Italy” (66), does not prevent her 

from attempting to capitalise on the popularity of Florence, its art, culture, literature and 

its history, as suitable for topics aimed at the English reading public. In 1859 

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine published three articles by Oliphant about Florence: 

‘A Winter Journey’ in April, ‘Felicita’ in two instalments in August and September, and 

‘A Week in Florence’ in November. The fact that Oliphant’s experience of Florence is 

not a conventional one – she rarely leaves her rooms at Casa Grissini nor does she 

engage in sightseeing and, consequently, her knowledge of Florence is literary rather 

than a topographical one – is reflected in these early articles and, also helps to explain 

her limited publishing success with Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine during this time. 

“I had to go on working all the time”, Oliphant recalls in her Autobiography, “and not 

very successfully, our whole income, which was certain for the time, being £20 a-

month, which Mr Blackwood had engaged to send me on the faith of articles” 

(Autobiography, 69-70).  

Her first publication about Florence, a fictional travel narrative called ‘A Winter 

Journey’, offers a prolix account of an English family’s journey via Paris, Lyons, Nice, 

Genoa and Leghorn (Livorno) to Florence. For the travel party, who are in search of “a 

                                                 
21 For a full discussion about Oliphant and professional journalism, see Joanne Shattock’s chapter, ‘Work 
for Women: Margaret Oliphant’s Journalism’ in Laurel Brake, Bill Bell, David Finklestein (eds), 
Nineteenth-century Media and the Construction of Identities (New York and Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2000), 165-177. 
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new start”, the celebrated Italian city promises, in no uncertain terms, to present 

“dream”-like possibilities.22 Comprised of four adults, two children and a nursemaid, 

the group set off for Florence with “superlative expectations” while pretending, “that 

we expected only to see pictures and cathedrals like the rest of the world” (‘A Winter 

Journey’, 429). This was a standard perception of Florence, designed to appeal to public 

taste and, already codified in English literature and the visual arts. A sentimental 

description of the journey follows, 23 accounting for the bulk of the travel article and, 

serving to exemplify the popular perception of Italy as a picture. Since Florence’s 

appeal for Oliphant's readers lies in its literary familiarity and sensibility, Oliphant 

conveys her impressions of the surrounding countryside through familiar and 

contemporary aesthetic modes of vision, notably the more mundane and clichéd 

expressions of the picturesque and romantic.24 Interestingly, it is not until the end of the 

narrative that the group reaches Florence: “our journey’s end and temporary habitation” 

(449).  

As a professional journalist and regular contributor to Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine, Oliphant’s response to the journey, as it appears anonymously in ‘A Winter 

Journey’,25 probably attempts to reflect public taste and, specifically, the readership of 

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. Even so (and, in spite of her journalistic 

anonymity), the article’s representation of Florence, as the travel party conclude their 

                                                 
22 Margaret Oliphant, ‘A Winter Journey’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 85 (April 1859), 429. All 
subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
23 By using the word ‘sentimental’, I am referring to the way in which these passages express and try to 
evoke from the reader commonplace and clichéd feelings of excess emotion. The first recorded use of the 
term ‘sentimental’ was in the mid eighteenth-century, when, as in Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental 
Journey (1768), it was generally used to mean ‘capable of generating sentiments’ or perhaps ‘likely to put 
a sensitive individual in a mood of moral reflection’. By the nineteenth-century ‘sentimental’ had 
acquired the pejorative sense of ‘excessively emotional’ or ‘mawkish’. 
24 From the latter part of the eighteenth-century, travel became associated with the picturesque, as 
explained in earlier chapters, an aesthetic mode of vision which significantly contributed to the tourist’s 
perception of place. While Oliphant writes about “a true Italian landscape” she does not say what that 
might be but relies on the stereotype in people’s minds (‘A Winter Journey’, 448). 
25 All contributions made to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine were published anonymously at this time. 
For more on this journey, see Jay 16. 
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journey, discloses Oliphant’s personal prejudice against the place. In a dramatic twist, 

the imagined and the actual Florence do not correlate. The female speaker, who has pre-

conceptualised Florence as a picture, casts a picturesque eye on the city’s features as she 

describes it for the first time; but, instead of the natural ‘light’ and distinctive cityscape, 

that is so commonly associated with the city, she is shocked to discover impermeable 

“darkness” (449). “Is there no campanile visible over the house-tops? – no shadow of 

the great Dome! – campanile! I wonder what anybody is thinking of! – as for the house-

tops, there is no such thing to be seen anywhere – ” (449). Her disappointment with 

Florence because of its ‘darkness’ depends upon a conventional association of Florence 

with light, particularly the rebirth and light of the Renaissance and she alludes to this 

notion when she refers to “the Florence of Dante and Michael Angelo – the Florence of 

the Medicis – the City of Imaginations” (449). The ‘darkness’ of the city’s features 

subsequently becomes a catalyst for the speaker’s emotions and “passive despair” 

eclipses the positive emotions that are usually associated with the city (449).  

Oliphant’s first publication inspired by Florence reflects an underlying tension 

between her original response to the place and the popular perception. The narrative 

serves to dismantle the conventional preconception that Florence is like a “summer 

morning’s dream” (429) – capable of restoring hope, whether that be in terms of 

happiness, inspiration or, in the case of Oliphant’s husband, health. The story, clearly 

then, reproduces Oliphant’s immediate personal response to Florence rather than a 

conventional, enthusiastic one. For her, the famous city is neither a romantic nor 

inspirational site, as I have suggested. As Oliphant records in her Autobiography: while 

in Florence “my soul was crushed” (Autobiography, 66). The autobiographical impact 

on ‘A Winter Journey’ is clear. In the fictional travel narrative, for instance, the female 

speaker is “no longer … young … though I am an unmarried woman” (‘A Winter 
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Journey’, 429). The fictionalisation of images like fog and darkness intentionally serves 

to reveal an actual response to the place itself in dramatic contrast to the anticipated 

prospect; and, to recall Oliphant’s own encounter with the “white abyss” (449). In this 

article (and in 1859 generally), Oliphant is not prepared to ‘see’ Florence in the usual 

pre-constructed terms. As discussed in earlier chapters, particularly Chapter Two, 

Florence was revered by the Victorians as a repository of ‘high art’, and yet Oliphant’s 

narrative does not contain anecdotal accounts of artists and art.  Instead, ‘A Winter 

Journey’ discloses the author’s own limitations and prejudice in ‘viewing’ the city.  

The following month, in May 1859, Frank Oliphant decided to uproot his family 

and move from Florence to Rome to be near his friend, the artist and photographer 

Robert Macpherson and his wife Gerardine Bate (Anna Jameson’s niece and travel 

companion). At this time, the poet, and friend of the Macphersons, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning,26 was preoccupied with the liberation of Florence (and Italy generally), as 

explored in Chapter Three and, it seems Oliphant warmly sympathised – or, at least, 

recognized a potential literary and financial opportunity associated with the subject – 

writing her own article about it.27 She records in her Autobiography that prior to leaving 

Florence, on 27 April, “a curious agitation and excitement made itself somehow felt in 

the air even up in our second floor” (Autobiography, 71). When she looked out of her 

second-floor window she saw an Italian tricolour flag unfurled on the house opposite 

and, people running into the street, wearing green, white and red rosettes and shouting 

‘Viva l’Italia!’. Working as conscientiously as she did, and consumed by her 

                                                 
26 Whom Gerardine knew well. She had been with her aunt when they joined the Brownings on their 
famous runaway marriage journey. See Judith Johnston, Anna Jameson: Victorian, Feminist, Woman of 
Letters (Aldershot and Brookfield: Scolar Press, 1997), 5. Notably, Oliphant records her disappointment 
that the Brownings, to whom she had an introduction, were absent in Rome at the time she hoped to visit 
them in Florence. See Autobiography 72. 
27 Oliphant was familiar with Barrett Browning’s published political poem, Casa Guidi Windows, which 
was completed in Florence eight years previously, in 1851. The National Library of Scotland, which 
houses some of Oliphant’s manuscripts for Blackwood’s, has no record of the unpublished political 
article. 
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considerable domestic responsibilities as well, Oliphant had no idea that Florence was 

on the eve of a revolution. According to her Autobiography, she now wanted to be 

amongst the revolution, but Frank Oliphant nervously argued that it was no business of 

theirs. Oliphant persuaded him to venture out and join the crowd in front of the Pitti 

Palace, where the Grand Duke of Tuscany was negotiating with representatives of the 

Florentine people. 

Unfortunately for Oliphant, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine did not publish her 

eyewitness account of this event in Florence because of the article’s liberal political 

opinions. The magazine was one amongst a number of magazines vying for readers in a 

cultural market place and evidently Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine was liberal in 

literature though conservative in politics.28 Dependent upon the income she received 

from John Blackwood for her family’s livelihood, and concerned about the possible 

rejection of future articles, she corresponded with him on 20 May 1859, beseeching him 

to overlook the article and to take no notice of “such crude opinions as I may have 

formed on the politics of the time … I shall be glad to return to miscellaneous 

literature”.29 Barbara Onslow has suggested in her book, Women of the Press in 

Nineteenth-Century Britain (2000) that women periodical contributors “were 

particularly sensitive to the response they received from editors”;30 though, when 

Oliphant’s concern about this matter is raised again the following month, it is obvious 

that her main anxiety is a lack of publishing success, and the associated threat to her 

family’s income. In the second letter written to Blackwood on 25 June 1859, she 

                                                 
28 Also, magazines such as Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine relied upon serialised fiction, articles and 
features as devices to create appetite and expectation in the reader to read the magazine serially, to return, 
to subscribe. For more extensive discussions on English periodicals in the nineteenth century, see Kate 
Campbell (ed.), Journalism, Literature and Modernity: From Hazlitt to Modernism (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2000) and Walter Graham, English Literary Periodicals. 1930. New York: 
Octagon, 1966.  
29 Letter to John Blackwood on 20 May 1859. M.S. 4141. Cited in Jay,  
30 Barbara Onslow, Women of the Press in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Houndsmills, Basingstoke and 
Hampshire: St Martin’s Press, 2000), 88. 
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explains, “I feel extremely uneasy and troubled to think that while you have felt able to 

use so few of my papers I am under necessity of continuing to ask you for money”.31 

These letters are revealing. Ostensibly apologising for her latest attempts, Oliphant 

seems, nevertheless, indifferent to the specific subject matter of her writing. In her next 

travel narrative, published four months after ‘A Winter Journey’, Oliphant noticeably 

refrains from giving political descriptions of Florence in an apparent effort to appease 

her publisher and, appeal to his readers’ tastes. 

‘Felicita’, Oliphant’s second fictional account of Florence, appeared in Blackwood’s 

Edinburgh Magazine in two instalments in August and September 1859. Part One 

introduces Felicia Antini, the orphan daughter of an English mother and an Italian 

father, who, following the death of her parents, reluctantly accepts the invitation of her 

Florentine aunt to live in Florence.32 Rather than reproduce another protracted account 

of the “long journey” from London to Florence (‘A Winter Journey’, 448), Part One of 

‘Felicita’ promptly moves ahead to Felicia’s arrival in Florence, to capitalise on the 

city’s popularity among the magazine’s readers.33 Demonstrative of Oliphant’s ability 

to vary her material and style according to market demand, instead of producing an 

original and fresh first impression, Felicia’s first view of Florence is described in 

familiar and conventional terms: as if it were a picture, to appeal to public taste. 

Consciously invoking the memory of other representations already codified in literature 

and the visual arts, Felicia demonstrates a strong emotional and physical response to 

Florence. She recounts that, “the city of Dante burst upon her in the evening sunshine, 

                                                 
31 Letter to John Blackwood on 25 June 1859. M.S. 4141. Cited in Jay, 
32 It seems probable that Oliphant, desperate to have her work published, was influenced by Barrett 
Browning’s published work, Aurora Leigh. 
33 Unlike the first article, ‘A Winter Journey’, physical details of the city are limited to just one paragraph 
in ‘Felicita’. However, Oliphant employs identical terms to those in 'A Winter Journey' to describe the 
“long journey” in 'Felicita', suggesting that she is at this time under considerable pressure to produce 
saleable copy. Margaret Oliphant, ‘Felicita’ (Part One), Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 86 (August 
1859), 189. All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the 
text. 
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among its circle of hills” (‘Felicita’, 1: 192). And yet, in contrast with contemporary 

travellers in search of the romantic and picturesque, Felicia “declined to be attracted by 

the beauty of the scene” (1: 192). Felicia describes her first view of Florence as if it 

were a picture that does not quite meet the standards of the picturesque. A “cool 

shadow” swiftly and cataclysmically clouds “all the wonderful sunshine”, as well as 

familiar landmarks like the “magical” Arno river and the “quaint” Ponte Vecchio (1: 

192). This description of Florence as a picture that does not quite meet the standards of 

the picturesque is fascinating because nonetheless, it makes the assumption of the 

picturesque as a measure of taste and a standard for foreign views. Evidently, in 1859, 

Oliphant is loath to transform Florence into an ideal picturesque view in her writing, 

particularly because the timing of her visit and the features of the city do not lend 

themselves to such an imaginative metamorphosis. Serving to summon up Oliphant’s 

own adverse reaction to Florence, Felicia discovers that the reality of “her father’s land” 

(1: 190) is in truth “unlovely” (1: 195). Instead of being amongst “luxuriant vineyards 

and shadowy olive gardens”, she finds herself living with ‘real’ Florentines and 

“wandering English” travellers (1: 192) in “meagre apartments” (1: 195).  

From the beginning, of course, the romantic ‘myth’ of Florence that developed 

among most foreigners was not Oliphant’s experience of the famous city. In actuality, 

she felt compelled to concentrate on her writing, even though her husband was crouched 

over a stove in a corner of the room, too weak and miserable to speak. Evocative of her 

own encounter then, the Florentine experience of Oliphant’s female protagonist is, at 

first, one of self-imposed exile. At the beginning of the narrative, Oliphant also 

establishes a dichotomy between the conventional expectations of English travelling 

ladies and Felicia’s own lack of expectation. Furthermore, she points out that even 

though Felicia’s name derives from the Italian word, felice (meaning happy), because of 
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difficult personal circumstances her “life for some time back had been much unlike her 

name” (1: 189). Felicia’s first meal in Florence causes her to feel “silent, sick, and 

disgusted” (1: 196), and is suggestive of the author’s own “helpless” situation as she 

arrived in Florence for the first time (Autobiography, 66). Reminiscent of Oliphant’s 

“very cold” apartment at Casa Grissini  (66), in Felicia’s rooms “everything was cold, 

bare, and penurious” (‘Felicita’, 1: 193). The textualisation of a terracotta stove in one 

corner of the main room serves as a further reminder of the author’s experience, and 

more specifically, recalls Frank Oliphant’s illness during the four-month stay in 

Florence.  Evidently, Oliphant’s inability to explore the city thoroughly due to her 

husband's illness limits her ‘viewing’ of Florence and overrides her plans to exploit the 

city for literary and financial gain. 

Despite Felicia’s consciousness of her own cultural hybridity, she looks upon “the 

Florentines” not as one of them, but always as an observer. Oliphant is careful to 

explain to her readers in England that, psychologically and intellectually, Felicia takes 

after her (‘English’) mother, even though she has inherited an “Italian” physical 

appearance (‘Felicita’, 1: 196). In so doing, she asserts English superiority. For 

example, a letter written by Felicia’s Florentine aunt, Madame Peruzzi, when examined 

by Felicia’s (‘English’) eyes, is overflowing with bad spelling, idiosyncratic characters 

and, what she terms, “Italian exuberance” (1: 190); and, soon after, Felicia pauses to 

note that, “Madame Peruzzi had … the least possible fragrance of garlic in her breath” 

(1: 193) Representative of the contemporary response in England to the modern 

Florentines (and Italians generally), Felicia believes in Part One that her Florentine 

cousin, Angelo Peruzzi, is idle and selfish: in sum, “of no use” (1: 202). “Had you been 

born an Englishman”, she remarks, “you would have been busy all day long – 

labouring, exercising your faculties, helping on the work of the world. Every man in 
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England is trained to do that, and knows it is his duty” (1: 202). This fictional response 

to Italian national character is a standard, recurring one.34 Travel books tended to give 

precedence to art, history and tourism, while there was a mixed reaction to the customs 

and manners of the Florentines and Italians and the social conditions of contemporary 

Florence/Italy. It seemed clear to nineteenth-century English travellers that the modern 

Italian character had become servile, impoverished, inferior and ambivalent. 

‘Felicita’ is very much an inward voyage into the emotional life of the central 

character.35 As a ‘sentimental’ traveller however Felicia is ultimately given to 

displaying sympathy and charity towards those she meets in Florence. There are, 

however, signs that the people of Italy, long kept ‘in chains’ by foreign rulers, are 

aspiring towards freedom, towards regaining the values which republican Florence had 

once fostered. If the enslaved condition of the Florentines was a shock to readers’ 

sensibilities, they could at the same time sympathise with their plight (as Percy and 

Mary Shelley, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning had done). While Felicia continuously 

asserts English superiority in the narrative, a telling point remains, and she concludes 

that: “It was not Angelo, it was his education, his race, the atmosphere which 

surrounded him”.36 Contrary to conventional opinion in England, Oliphant argues that 

the modern Florentines have not ruined Florence, but they have been let down by the 

society in which they live.37 Further still, she implies that foreign tourists, rather than 

the modern Florentines, are responsible for damaging Florence in the nineteenth 

century. In the narrative, Angelo laments:  

                                                 
34 As demonstrated by Percy Shelley and John Ruskin for instance. 
35 In the way, for example, that Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey is. 
36 Margaret Oliphant, ‘Felicita - Conclusion’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 86 (September 1859), 
285. All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
37 “Italy, like Angelo, did her best to content the higher part of her with the past; and to make her 
sunshine of climate, as he made his sunshine of youth, stand in the place of all the real foundations of 
national joy and prosperity” (‘Felicita’, 1: 206). 
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I wish that this Firenze had never been ‘la bella’. I wish we had no Dante, no Giotto 

… The past murders us. Is there so much power in a mass of stone and marble, in a 

line of pictures, that they should trample the life out of generations of men? I wish 

these strangers, these travellers, these wandering English, would find some other 

place to visit and admire and degrade. I wish they would but leave us our own 

country, to make the best of it for ourselves  (‘Felicita’, 2: 283-4). 

Interestingly, considering her negative personal experience of Florence, Oliphant is 

seldom critical of the Florentines in the way some of her contemporaries are. In a letter 

to her publisher, John Blackwood, for example, she denounces English journalists for 

their disparaging remarks about modern Florentines. In the (undated) letter, written in 

1859, she criticizes the unsympathetic portrayal of Florentines in the Times. “These 

‘Times’ articles about Florence are very cruel and unjust so far as regards the visible 

habits of the people”.38 Oliphant’s assertion that, contrary to the accounts produced in 

England of “gay and idle” Florentine men, countless obliging Florentine men have 

volunteered for the Sardinian army, is based, of course, upon reliable information she 

has obtained while in Florence. At the end of Part Two of ‘Felicita’, Oliphant can, quite 

confidently, make a point of Angelo’s redemption after he has served with the Sardinian 

army and received her Britannic Majesty’s Crimean medal.39 

A critical, if prejudiced, observation that Florence is not as “we read in books” 

underlies the ‘Conclusion’ to ‘Felicita’ (‘Felicita’, 2: 288); even so, in an effort to 

appeal to her readers, Oliphant textualises the Pitti Palace as Felicia’s first sightseeing 

                                                 
38 Margaret Oliphant, Autobiography and Letters of Mrs Margaret Oliphant. Edited by Mrs Harry 
Coghill. Introduced by Q.D. Leavis. (1899; Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1974), 167. 
39 Confidently, also because it’s based on her own observation in Florence. In an undated letter to 
Blackwood from Florence in 1859 Oliphant argues that, in contrast to the general perception in England 
of young Florentine men: “I know that many cadets of the best Florentine families went off long ago as 
volunteers to the Sardinian army, serving there as privates, and writing joyous letters home about their 
fatigues and privations, which is somewhat different from the account we see of them now” (Coghill, 
Autobiography and Letters, 167). 
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excursion, a familiar, physical and historical site. Her description of the gallery, 

however, does not include detailed explanations of individual pieces of art. In the same 

way, when Felicia perceives some of the pictures held in the Pitti Palace to be 

“unsatisfactory” and even “worthless” (2: 274), no critical explanation is offered for the 

judgement. As a regular contributor to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, a periodical 

that was competing amongst a number of popular monthlies for the ‘general’ or middle-

class reader, it is customary in her articles for Oliphant to self-consciously position 

herself in relation to her readers. Based upon her personal circumstances, Oliphant is 

unable to produce a standard topographical portrait of Florence for the Blackwood’s 

Edinburgh Magazine’s readership. Instead, Oliphant draws upon her success as a 

popular fiction writer and seeks to capitalise on the popularity of Florence among 

nineteenth-century readers by employing a Florentine setting for her narrative. Thus, 

representative of Oliphant’s inadequacy, her protagonist Felicia never “complete[s] the 

proper round of sightseeing which ought to be accomplished by a stranger in Florence” 

(2, 273). As in her earlier article, ‘A Winter Journey’, in ‘Felicita’ the physical site of 

Florence is not nearly as important to Oliphant as the literary one. The main focus of the 

fiction falls upon the minutiae of Felicia’s response to foreign experience, as Oliphant is 

rarely concerned to document outward details of the journey itself. Consequently, 

‘Felicita’ develops as a romance narrative rather than a travel narrative. 

In her earliest literary representations of the city, Oliphant is apathetic about 

transforming Florence into an ideal picturesque view; she begins to revise her approach, 

however, when she realizes that her portrayal of Florence rarely meets the expectations 

of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine (and for that reason, the expectations of her 

English reading public). In her Autobiography she recalls:  
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I had not been very successful in my work for ‘Blackwood’. I sent a story of 

Florence called ‘Felicita’, I think (knowing nothing about Florence!), and other 

articles, not good, and I suppose I must have written something for Mr Blackett 

while in Florence, but I cannot recollect (Autobiography, 73).  

At a time when Oliphant is in desperate need of funds, she modifies her literary 

representation of Florence and begins to describe it as an imagined city that meets the 

standards of the picturesque rather than the actual place she has experienced. Typically, 

nineteenth-century readers (and travellers) were drawn to Florence in search of a 

cultural and aesthetic experience seen as uniquely Florentine, as explained in earlier 

chapters. Interestingly, the convention of anonymity in Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine facilitated the sudden change of direction in Oliphant’s approach to Florence 

as a literary subject and marketable commodity.40 Oliphant, forced to be opportunistic 

in both literary and financial terms, now sets forth to invent a fictional, imagined 

response to Florence, one that is dictated to her by the reading public, as opposed to the 

real and experienced, negative one, that up till now she has offered in her fictions.  

Oliphant’s third article about Florence, therefore, a travel narrative called “A 

Week in Florence”, was motivated entirely by “the precariousness of our means of 

living” (Autobiography, 57), and represents a serious attempt to produce a popular 

portrayal of Florence.41  ‘A Week in Florence’ bears a strong resemblance to the 

standard tourist travel guides of the period by describing seven days in the famous city 

and, unlike the two previous narratives, including some detailed descriptions of the city. 

                                                 
40 Lorna Sage has suggested that the convention of anonymity in nineteenth-century journals generally 
helped to enable periodical writers “to own and disown their words at the same time”: that in effect, it 
served to “create a certain licence”. Lorna Sage, ‘Foreword’, in Kate Campbell (ed.), Journalism, 
Literature and Modernity: From Hazlitt to Modernism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), x. 
41 The very title, “A Week in Florence”, suggests Oliphant takes a standard tourist approach informed 
perhaps by such guides as John Murray’s A Handbook for Travellers in Central Italy (1864), which states 
that at least a week should be devoted to Florence. John Murray, A Handbook for Travellers in Central 
Italy (6th edition; London: John Murray, 1864), 89. 
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For the first time in Oliphant’s writing about Florence there is a thorough Florentine 

itinerary that takes in paintings, galleries, architecture, museums, churches and even, 

“enchanted palaces”.42 She covers the main sites of interest, as detailed in Murray’s 

Handbook, including the Uffizi and Pitti Palace galleries; the Duomo with the 

Baptistery and the Piazza del Duomo; the churches of Santa Croce, Santissima 

Annunziata and San Miniato al Monte; the Cascine; and the views from the hills.43 

Rather than ‘seeing’ Florence through her own eyes, then, Oliphant consciously 

attempts to perpetuate the commonly accepted image of the city as “la bella firenze” 

(‘A Week in Florence’, 588).44 The speaker in the article admires the enchanting natural 

beauty of familiar attractions, like the Arno river and the surrounding hills and, even 

allows them to become catalysts for her heightened emotion. On the second day, for 

example, she focuses exhaustively on the Arno – a “bright, clear, delightful sunny river, 

where everything shines in a wonderful glory of reflection not to be described” (586) – 

and proceeds to render “the scene [a]s magical – it is air; it is water, it is reflection; … it 

is the refined and glorified image of real things presented in an ideal mirror – every 

river does so more or less – but I never saw any river do it so entirely as this” (587). 

This type of heightened, emotional response to Florence – being a recurring one in 

popular fiction and travel accounts of the day as well – is indicative of Oliphant’s 

conscious endeavour to reflect the taste of her readership in her writing. 

In another calculated effort to appeal to her audience, the discussion on art in ‘A 

Week in Florence’ is limited plausibly to the well-known collections at the Palazzo Pitti 

and the Uffizi galleries and, the Santa Croce and Santissima Annunziata churches – 

                                                 
42 Margaret Oliphant, ‘A Week in Florence’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 86 (November 1859), 
583. All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
43 Murray’s Handbook includes these sites in a list of recommendations of interest to those tourists  
“making but a hasty visit to Florence” (Murray, 89). 
44 Murray’s Handbook refers to Florence as “Firenze la bella” (Murray, 89) and explains that the city has 
always been celebrated for its beautiful situation, which further suggests that the guide has been useful to 
Oliphant. 
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artwork that is instantly recognisable to her readers. Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 

was not illustrated and, consequently, in the article when Oliphant describes the “richest 

and most varied” collection at the Uffizi Gallery,45 she only refers by name to the most 

famous pieces – “Venuses of Titian, Madonnas of Raphael”, “the “Venus de Medici”, 

the “Dancing Fawn,” “L’Arrotino, and other famous figures” – (601). The commentary 

is also preceded by a confession, a kind of disclaimer, that “dear critic, you have heard 

so much of these pictures” (599), doubtless she is thinking of Anna Jameson’s 

publications among others, but Oliphant’s “reluctance” to retrace trodden ground – 

celebrated artists like Michael Angelo, Andrea del Sarto and Caracci – is prudently 

overcome in a calculated effort to appeal to popular taste (599).46 It is worth pointing 

out that during Oliphant’s four-month residence in Florence she rarely had the time or 

the interest in visiting the galleries, but rather than working against her, the rhetoric of 

self-deprecation in the article functions importantly to ally Oliphant with her readers. 

‘A Week in Florence’ represents Oliphant’s first convincing attempt to utilise 

Florence as a marketable commodity. Interestingly, it is when she targets her 

readership’s insatiable appetite for biographical sketches of ‘the great men’ of Florence 

that Oliphant really succeeds.47 Her observation that, “Florence is pervaded by the 

memory of those men of the past” (589), leads to an informal discussion that is most 

evidently in touch with the audience for whom she is (consciously) writing. 

Representative of the contemporary English response to Florence, then, the speaker 

announces that “Dante’s Florence” has effectively been left to ruin by its nineteenth-

                                                 
45 As described by Murray, 152. 
46 In a deliberate attempt to appeal to the reading taste of the English public she perpetuates popular 
opinions regarding historical versus modern Florentine art, currently being promulgated by Ruskin among 
others. 
47Jameson’s Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters was published as a New Edition in 1858 and again in 
1859, so there was fresh interest in the Renaissance at this time. In her correspondence on 11 October 
1861 to Blackwood, Oliphant notes that her daughter Maggie is reading Jameson’s Legends of the Saints 
(probably the second volume of Sacred and Legendary Art).  
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century beneficiaries (593). But, while she laments the fact that “no second spring has 

come to Florence, nor any renewing of her youth” and, dismisses the modern 

Florentines as willing to wait for “some Anglo-Saxon committee or despotic emperor” 

to act on their behalf, condemning them for their inertia (593). 

The dramatic transformation in Oliphant’s literary representation of Florence 

displays a wholehearted endeavour, on her part, to pause and, “look at … the taste of 

the masses”.48 There is a strong sense of the audience in the article, which is 

significantly contributed to by the speaker’s own identification as “an inexperienced 

visitor” (‘A Week in Florence’, 599).49 The characterisation of the speaker in this way, 

deliberately serves to ally her with her readers, ‘the multitude’, who do not require 

anymore than the briefest insight into Florence’s celebrated works of art. The speaker 

then, who is, it is implied, too unskilled to provide any more than the briefest insight 

into Florentine culture, is thus established as a companionate rather than a didactic 

escort and guide for ‘the masses’. Most importantly of all then, by her third publication 

on Florence, Oliphant is consciously offering her readers a mixture of “amusement” as 

well as “instruction” to recall her own terms in ‘The Byways of Literature’ (203). In this 

way, the narrative signals Oliphant’s conscious decision to engage with the popular 

taste of readers, “and learn by their own assistance what that is which satisfies them 

best” (‘The Byways of Literature’, 203).  

One month prior to the publication of her third travel article, Frank Oliphant 

died in Rome, aged forty-one.50 Two months later, Oliphant gave birth to a baby boy, 

                                                 
48 Oliphant, ‘The Byways of Literature’, 203. In more subtle ways than before, the article nevertheless 
still reproduces for the reader the “atmosphere of trouble” within which Oliphant’s visit had been 
enshrouded (Autobiography, 53) when she describes the rooms being “nothing but stone and marble, and 
universal chill” (‘A Week in Florence’, 584) and reproduces the fog metaphor that appeared in her first 
article (and later in her Autobiography). 
49 This disclaimer is like Jameson's assertion that she is 'like a child that has sprung on a little way before 
its playmates'. (Introduction to Sacred and Legendry Art, I:37-8). In this instance the 'playmates' are her 
readers.  
50 Frank Oliphant is buried in the English cemetery in Rome. 
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who she named Francis Romano, after his father and his place of birth. She left Rome in 

February 1860 and stayed with her brother in England for several months before 

moving home to Scotland. The following extract from Oliphant’s Autobiography offers 

a retrospective account of her situation at this time: “I came home from Rome with my 

three children, Cecco a baby of two months old … I was still only thirty-one, and in full 

convalescence of sorrow, and feeling myself unaccountably young notwithstanding my 

burdened life and my widow’s cap” (Autobiography, 68). With three children to support 

and a debt of one thousand pounds to clear, her writing, which during her marriage 

helped to supply the family’s income, was now indispensable during her widowhood. 

Even so, heavily burdened by sorrow, frequent colds and influenza, Oliphant’s work 

came to an inevitable standstill51 and seven months passed before her next article, a 

review of Reminiscences of Scottish Life and Character by E.B. Ramsay, titled 

‘Scottish National Character’, appeared in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in June 

1860. As the title suggests, the article signals a shift away from travel writing, 

concentrating instead on issues closer to home. Even so, the flexibility of the essay 

genre, as Onslow notes,52 provides Oliphant with the opportunity to draw upon personal 

experiences, like her recent visit to Italy and she revives her impressions of Italy as a 

modern case study for the topical discussion of national identity. Her livelihood now 

depends upon her productivity and upon the economical utilization of literary material. 

She mentions in the article on 'Scottish National Character', the “present turn of affairs 

in Italy” – the Risorgimento – as a familiar means of demonstrating the importance and 

power of “race”.53 Drawing once again upon her experience in Florence, she 

demonstrates the city’s recent willingness to “yield” her “metropolitan supremacy” in 

                                                 
51 As noted by Oliphant in the Autobiography and in Annals of a Publishing House. 
52 Onslow, 80. 
53 Margaret Oliphant, ‘Scottish National Character’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 87 (June 1860), 
719. 
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order to overturn foreign control and, ultimately, to achieve nationhood (718). The 

observation serves to meet the expectations of her readership, by perpetuating the 

conjectural and hypothetical perception that Florence is a symbol allegedly representing 

the entire nation for many foreigners.54 This particular article is surprising then in the 

manner in which Oliphant invokes Florentine experience to make what is decidedly a 

political point, however mildly expressed, about matters linked to British nationalism.  

 In spite of, or rather, because of her personal circumstances, between 1860 and 

1863, Oliphant published seven novels, and Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 

published thirty articles written by Oliphant.55 She was, as Onslow has commented, “the 

model of the Victorian work ethic”: writing constantly to support herself and her 

children.56 Even so, Oliphant was perpetually critical of her own output57 and, by 

implication, her income, evidently because her domestic circumstances (following the 

death of her husband) demanded her adoption of an attitude towards writing as a 

disposable and marketable commodity. Among other critics, Gail Turley Houston in her 

chapter titled, ‘“The Grandest Trade of All”: Professional Exchanges between the 

Queen and Margaret Oliphant’, has properly suggested that “more than any other 

Victorian writer, Oliphant persistently alluded to financial worries whenever she 

discussed her “trade””.58 The writer and journalist, who was never handed any form of 

salaried post or an editorship, proceeded to accept the various and variable sums she 

                                                 
54 Based upon the assumption that Florence was the epitome of Italian culture; superior to the rest of the 
country and often (though incorrectly) perceived to be geographically placed in the middle of Italy (the 
north being Rome and the south being Naples). 
55 Oliphant’s published works during this period were: Lucy Crofton (1860), The House on the Moor 
(1861), The Last of the Mortimers (1862), Life of Edward Irving in two volumes (1862), The Rector and 
the Doctor’s Family in three volumes (1863), Salem Chapel in two volumes (1863), Heart and Cross 
(1863). 
56 Onslow, 196. 
57 More than thirty years later, on 30 December 1894, she writes retrospectively of the period that: “I had 
not been doing very well with my writing. I had sent several articles … to ‘Blackwood’, and they had 
been rejected” (Autobiography, 69). 
58 Gail Turley Houston, ‘“The Grandest Trade of All”: Professional Exchanges between the Queen and 
Margaret Oliphant’, in Gail Turley Houston, ed., Royalties. The Queen and Victorian Writers 
(Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1999), 140. 
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was offered for “hack” work. Naturally then, her range of subject matter continued to be 

dictated by the need to be popular and to meet popular interest. 

‘Girolamo Savonarola’, one of the articles to feature in Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine during this period, was published in June 1863. Oliphant takes advantage of 

Florence and its history as a marketable commodity – more than three years after her 

dramatic exit from Italy. Just two months before the final instalment of George Eliot’s 

own fictionalisation of Savonarola in Romola,59 Oliphant is clearly seeking to take 

advantage of the critical debate stimulated by Eliot’s novel. Oliphant defends her 

decision to publish on Savonarola the same year as Eliot in an undated letter to 

Blackwood in 1863.  

I can’t see any objection in respect to George Eliot, for what I do would, of course, 

only be a biographical sketch and no way interfere with her … I don’t think there’s 

anything in it; for he is by no means the hero or leading character in her book, and 

indeed so far has only been brought in as the inevitable priest in a medieval novel” 

(Autobiography and Letters, 190).60  

In the article ‘Girolamo Savonarola’, she reviews Leonard Horner’s translation into 

English of Pasquale Villari’s, Savonarola and his Times (1863), published by 

Longmans.61 Though noting “the interest and picturesque character of [Villari’s] 

subject” (691), Oliphant predicts that Savonarola and his Times “is … unlikely ever to 
                                                 
59 Eliot published Romola serially in the Cornhill Magazine from July 1862 to August 1863.  
60 Already by this time, Oliphant was particularly aware of the “popularity” of Eliot’s novels among 
“such a large class of readers”, as she notes retrospectively in Annals of a Publishing House: William 
Blackwood and His Sons: Their Magazine and Friends, writing that by 1860: “The popularity of George 
Eliot’s novels was now a well-established fact. The “hard readers”, as my father described them, being 
enlisted on her side as well as the connoisseurs, the announcement of a new novel by her sent them off en 
masse to procure it, causing a stir and hum of expectation extending to circles far beyond what is known 
as the literary world. The fascination that her writings had for such a large class of readers surprised 
herself and those most nearly concerned in the production of her books, for be it remembered she did not 
write up any of the popular fads of the day nor truckle to any fashionable prejudice, and she employed 
only familiar materials”. Margaret Oliphant, Annals of a Publishing House: William Blackwood and His 
Sons: Their Magazine and Friends, Volume 2 (1897), 53. 
61 Father of Susan and Joanna Horner who wrote Walks in Florence in 1873. Susan Horner also published 
a translation of Pietro Colletta’s History of the Kingdom of Naples, 1734-1825 in 1858; A Century of 
Despotism in Naples and Sicily (1860); and The Tuscan Poet, Giuseppe Giusti, and his Times (1884). 
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become popular” in England because of its lofty “style”, which is “too much” for the 

“ordinary” reader to grasp (691). Ostensibly a book review, the critic herself promptly 

takes hold of the popular-acclaimed “saviour and martyr of Florence” (713), self-

consciously constructing/fashioning herself, albeit anonymously, as a guide or mentor 

for the ‘ordinary’, “English reader” (690). As Oliphant argues in the article, “The life of 

Savonarola, many times before written and re-written” has never before been directed at 

the popular market (690).  

As a reviewer, she is already accustomed to ‘reading’ texts for ‘the million’ and, 

consequently, she launches into a biographical sketch that capitalizes on her readers’ 

interest, whilst avoiding the “heavy historical” tone of other publications like Eliot’s 

(691). In particular, Oliphant avoids a complicated style and superfluous details that 

might ruin her readers’ enjoyment of the subject matter.62 She is interested in the 

personal details of Savonarola’s life including for example, romantic experiences, such 

as “his … short and sad romance” (692). By maintaining throughout the article that the 

daily lives of “men” are “more interesting than dates” in this way ( 691), Oliphant 

manages to transform typically intellectual subject matter into a suitable topic for a 

general readership crossing broad class boundaries. 

Although, in 1859, Oliphant’s difficult personal circumstances shape her attitude to 

Florence in her publications, by 1863, her literary response to Florence is dictated 

totally by her consciousness of a readership with specific demands. Notably, she now 

conceptualises her writing as an extremely responsive medium that puts into practice 

her enduring opinion expressed five years earlier, that “there can be little question that 

the most practicable mental agent upon the masses … is the art of story-telling – 

whether true lives of true men, or simple fiction, matters little” (‘The Byways of 
                                                 
62 Oliphant argues that, in spite of Romola’s “powerful or lifelike picture” of late fifteenth-century 
Florence, Eliot’s narrative is ultimately “marred by the over-elaboration of archaeological details” 
(‘Girolamo Savonarola’, 695). 
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Literature’, 206). The purpose of ‘Girolamo Savonarola’ is clearly then to produce a 

‘light’ and entertaining biographical sketch of the famous Florentine that capitalises on 

popular taste. The success of the article is further ensured by Oliphant’s adoption of an 

informal tone that intentionally allies herself with her target audience: the “ordinary 

readers” (‘Girolamo Savonarola’, 691). Increasingly then, and despite her own 

disaffection for the place, Oliphant is turning her encounter with Florence into a very 

productive one indeed.63 

At the end of 1863, when Oliphant was earning a satisfactory living for herself and 

her three children, she decided to return to Rome (accompanied by Gerardine 

Macpherson and Mrs Principal John Tulloch); however in a tragic turn of events, her 

ten year-old daughter, Maggie, died from gastric fever and was buried beside her father 

in the English cemetery. In the year that followed Maggie’s death, a troubled and, 

probably traumatised Oliphant reduced her publication output dramatically.64  By 1865, 

she complains to Blackwood, in an undated letter, that she is living, “like an oyster in its 

                                                 
63 It is clear in this article that the physical site is not nearly as important to her as the ‘literary’ one; even 
so, her own encounter with Florence, in 1859, informs a short passage about a lay Florentine brotherhood 
called the Misericordia (a lay brotherhood who, since the thirteenth century, had given aid to the sick in 
Florence of whom she would later write in her volume on Florence, The Makers of Florence.). From the 
window of her apartment on Via Maggio, she viewed funerals daily and the misericordia with less 
frequency, as she reports in her Autobiography: “Scarcely a night passed but we heard the chant of a 
passing funeral, and going to the window saw far below, … the torches glowing, the strange faces of the 
confraternita carrying the bier, and the tramp on the stony causeway. Sometimes it was the misericordia, 
carrying not the dead but somebody hurt by an accident” (Autobiography, 71). The experience qualifies 
her to write confidently about the Misericordia in her article on ‘Girolamo Savonarola’ (and later in her 
book, The Makers of Florence). Oliphant textualises this experience in her article: “Presently a dark 
figure, covered with such a hood as the traveller to day still meets in the streets of Florence concealing 
/the faces of the brethren of the Misericordia, entered the cell of Fra Girolamo – a benevolent visitor, 
whose office was to comfort the dying” (‘Girolamo Savonarola’, 711-12). In Chapter VIII Part II of the 
Makers of Florence, “The Good Bishop”, Oliphant pauses to comment that in the nineteenth century the 
brotherhood is not required to work with the same frequency as they once did (232). 
64 On 23 January 1864 Maggie Oliphant went down with gastric fever and died four days later, aged just 
ten years and eight months. A Son of the Soil, which Oliphant had begun as a novel about social mobility, 
(serialisation in Macmillan's commenced in November 1863) abruptly became a novel about death. The 
book powerfully combines memories of Frank Oliphant’s illness and vivid impressions of Italy with 
fundamental questions about human suffering. While she travelled in Italy (from Frascati to Albano and 
then to Naples and Capri), Oliphant made several jottings in her notebook that were deliberately left out 
when the Autobiography was published. The Perpetual Curate was serialised in Blackwood’s between 
June 1863 and September 1864. The two serialisations comprise almost her entire output during this 
period. 
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shell, … the very air is dear, and to breathe is expensive” (Autobiography and Letters, 

197). At a time when she is spending “easily” and in desperate need of generating a 

profitable income (Autobiography and Letters, 198), she decided once again to trade on 

the enduring popularity of Italy generally among the reading public.  

On 23 June 1865 she sent Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine an essay about the 

Italian writer Giacomo Leopardi. Oliphant expresses her anxiety regarding her selection 

of the writer in a letter to Blackwood that accompanied the essay, writing: “I cannot feel 

sure whether my author will impress you as he does me” (Autobiography and Letters, 

203).65  Nevertheless she evidently believes Leopardi is a potential subject to market to 

‘the million’. She immediately recognises how Leopardi might be tailored to suit the 

taste of the general reader. Published in the October edition of Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine, Oliphant markets Leopardi in such a way as to appeal particularly to the 

growing number of readers seeking self-education from their reading material. She 

points out that in many cases “the lofty heaven of poetry, … is not, unfortunately, 

within everybody’s reach, or to everybody’s taste” (‘Giacomo Leopardi’, 459), and 

argues that Leopardi’s poetry (as opposed to more intellectual poets like Dante), is 

within the reach of her target audience: the “ordinary modern mind” (‘Giacomo 

Leopardi’, 459). Oliphant believes that the appeal of Leopardi’s works to the 

contemporary readership is that, “they express … the emotions of a mind of our 

century” (‘Giacomo Leopardi’, 459). In addition to those readers who are interested 

generally in poetry and literary biography, she even markets her Italian writer so as to 

appeal to the growing number of  “students of the Italian language” (‘Giacomo 

Leopardi’, 459).  

                                                 
65  Margaret Oliphant, 'Giacomo Leopardi', Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine 98(October 1865):459-480. 
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 “Life to me seems to be so very little worth the pains that I have to take to keep it 

going” (Autobiography and Letters, 207). Oliphant confesses to her friend Mrs Tulloch, 

in an undated letter written in 1866 and, again on 26 November 1867. This, and her 

announcement that, “I am being sucked into the vortex of hard work” (Autobiography 

and Letters, 217), are striking in that they give emphasis to the unremitting economic 

demand that afflicted the writer. Aside from her usual living expenses and difficult 

personal circumstances, increasingly Oliphant was working to pay for additional and 

burdensome overheads. By 1870, she had accepted full financial responsibility for her 

brother Frank and his four children as well as for her own children.66 These immense 

personal/financial pressures led Oliphant to resolve herself to deliberately seek a wider 

audience and larger financial rewards, to concentrate especially on producing ‘reading 

for the million’ and, to relinquish any dream of producing ‘serious’ literature, as George 

Eliot and others were doing around her. Oliphant thus adopted a new commercial 

approach to her career, and she now accepted every offer of work she received.67  

With a view to tapping the mass market for books in English about Italy (and the 

nineteenth-century obsession with history), Oliphant negotiated a deal with another of 

her regular publishers, Macmillan, to produce a biography of St Francis of Assisi. Once 

again, Italy, for Oliphant, is a product to be marketed to the largest possible audience, 

and most notably, ‘middle class’ readers seeking entertainment, self-improvement and 

                                                 
66 Following his wife’s death and his own financial collapse. The following passage, taken from 
Oliphant’s Autobiography, provides an insight into her decision to accept full financial responsibility for 
her brother and his family and, the way in which she now regarded her writing career: 

I remember making a kind of pretence to myself that I had to think it over, to make a great 
decision, to give up what hopes I might have had of doing now my very best, and to set myself 
steadily to make as much money as I could, and do the best I could for the three boys … I never 
did nor could, of course, hesitate for a moment as to what had to be done. It had to be done, and 
that was enough, and there is no doubt that it was much more congenial to me to drive on and 
keep everything going, with a certain scorn of the increased work, and metaphorical toss of my 
head, as if it mattered! than it ever would have been to labour with an artist’s fervour and 
concentration to produce a masterpiece (Autobiography, 125). 

67 Remarkably, Oliphant could work thirteen hours a day at home, and still fulfil her considerable 
domestic and familial duties. By this time Oliphant was enjoying popularity in America as well as in 
Britain. 
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self-education. Consequently, she chooses to produce a straightforward and enjoyable 

account of the Assisi legend, rather “than to attempt any elaborate historical picture”.68 

As a reviewer and essayist, Oliphant was already accustomed to ‘reading’ texts and 

subjects for her readers and a growing confidence in her ability to do so successfully 

underlines this particular text. There is a strong and immediate sense of the audience in 

Francis of Assisi (1870), especially in the opening paragraph of the introduction where 

Oliphant is, quite clearly, cautious not to lose the interest of any one of her potential 

readers. Knowing what the English reading public wanted was, of course, the 

foundation of her book. She responds to this sense of reader demand, stating: “it seems 

advisable to give a slight sketch” of the historical background to the famous saint’s life. 

Knowing what the English reading public wanted is, after all, a distinct commercial 

advantage: Oliphant’s volume was reprinted eight times between 1870 and 1889.69 

Already busy preparing Francis of Assisi for Macmillan, Oliphant wrote to John 

Blackwood requesting he – or another benefactor – send her as a commissioner to report 

upon the state of Italy. In return for a fully funded research trip to Italy on 2 February 

1870 she offers to write on “any given subject” that reflects the reading tastes of 

“inexperienced tourists” and the mass audience generally (Autobiography and Letters, 

225). The suggestion, it seems, was ignored by Blackwood; however, it is significant in 

the way it reveals Oliphant’s attitude to Italy at the time, and to working generally. The 

general purpose and emphasis of the proposed trip represents a marked shift from that 

of Oliphant’s previous visit and is in marked contrast to the writers whose work I 

explore in earlier chapters. Oliphant saw herself as one among a number of competing 

journalists who were offering themselves for hire in the commercial marketplace. 

                                                 
68 Margaret Oliphant, Francis of Assisi (1870; London and New York: Macmillan, 1889), v. 
69 Following the success of Francis of Assisi, Macmillan’s Magazine agreed to publish another Italian 
series titled, the “Convent of San Marco” which appeared in fourteen instalments between July 1874 and 
September 1875. 
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Consequently, her response to Italy is no longer dictated by personal experience; 

instead, it reflects the way in which she could both respond to and help form the taste of 

the English reading public on a strictly commercial basis. In the letter, significantly, she 

consciously identifies her target audience: “the millionaire mind” (Autobiography and 

Letters, 225) and, furthermore, she stresses her own “capacity for getting up any given 

subject so as to be able to filter it into the millionaire mind” (225). For Oliphant, the 

opportunity to travel again to Italy would present her with vast literary, and most 

importantly, financial possibility. Notably, it would ensure her a fixed salary and the 

prospect to exploit the popular market for English literature about Italy.70 The letter, in 

which she also highlights her familiarity with the Italian language, demonstrates 

Oliphant’s primary motivation at the time – financial and literary opportunity.  

By the early 1870s as I have indicated, Oliphant was continuously on the lookout 

for more “hack” work to fund her family’s living expenses. She became confident about 

approaching her publishers for more work: “My money is almost always spent before I 

get it … I have four people, an entire family, three of them requiring education, 

absolutely on my hands to provide for … I can look forward to nothing but a fight a 

outrance for money” (Autobiography and Letters, 237). This comment by Oliphant in a 

letter to Blackwood, on 30 March 1872, is typical of her personal correspondence at this 

time, and reflects her desperate financial situation as the guardian of such a large 

family. In the same letter, she advises Blackwood of her plan to work non-stop for the 

next three years – “I don’t care how much or how hard I work” (237). Fortunately for 

Oliphant, her health, facility and unique powers of survival, coupled with her 

willingness to reflect public taste, all worked in her favour. In the following two years, 

Oliphant published five novels and eighteen articles in Blackwood’s Edinburgh 
                                                 
70 She has calculated, for example, an acceptable income (£100 a-month), and proposes to dedicate the 
forthcoming book to a prospective patron/patroness.  
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Magazine alone. However, in the discussion that follows, it is Oliphant’s abundant use 

of Italian, and most specifically Florentine, material that is the focus of my discussion.  

In 1874, Macmillan put forward a proposition to Oliphant suggesting an illustrated 

volume on Italian poets. Oliphant welcomed the notion of another book that takes 

advantage of the popular market for books in English about Italy and, particularly one 

that utilises her talents as a biographer (and, evidently, that would provide her with a 

fixed income). Oliphant prided herself on her ability to produce biographical accounts 

for her readers, even claiming on 11 October 1861, in a letter to Miss Isabella 

Blackwood, that: “I like biography. I have a great mind to set up that as my future trade 

and tout for orders” (Autobiography and Letters, 176).71 She secured the deal with 

Macmillan; however, she was originally concerned that Dante might overshadow the 

project. Knowing her audience well, Oliphant possibly feared that a focus on Dante 

would elude and, even lose, potential readers. Oliphant’s main concern now is 

producing work that will appeal to the largest possible audience, and as she had argued 

in 1863 in ‘Giacomo Leopardi’, ‘lofty’ subjects (like Dante) are not ‘within 

everybody’s reach’. In a deliberate effort to reflect popular taste, Oliphant presented to 

her publisher a series of biographical sketches on a range of popular subjects including 

poetry, art and religion. 

Oliphant realised, as she compiled her volume for Macmillan, how she could 

reprocess the material into other projects in such a way as to maximise her income.72 On 

9 February 1874 she wrote to Blackwood advising him of the book deal with Macmillan 

and her intended research trip to Florence at Easter and she offered to produce an 

                                                 
71 Note the ways in which Oliphant deliberately uses crude commercial terms like ‘trade’ and the even 
more dubious ‘tout’ to describe her practice. 
72 Oliphant enjoyed moderate success in the two years that followed. Blackwood accepted five articles: 
‘Two Cities-Two Books’; ‘The ancient classics’ (September 1874); ‘Classics – Latin literature’ 
(November 1874); ‘Art in May’ (June 1875); and ‘Michael Angelo’ (October 1875). Over four years, the 
Cornhill Magazine published: ‘Early years of Dante’ (October 1875); ‘Dante in exile’ (December 1875); 
‘Carita’ (June 1876 – August 1877); and another article also title ‘Giacomo Leopardi’ (September 1876). 
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additional essay or two (for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine).73 In the interests of 

economy, she insisted on adhering to the same material: “Dante, Michael Angelo, and 

Savonarola are my three chief points”, she advised Blackwood, “and I should not like to 

lose any of my material” (Autobiography and Letters, 243). As mentioned earlier in the 

chapter, that year Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine published Oliphant’s review of the 

new edition of Eliot’s Florentine novel, Romola. In the review, ‘Two Cities – Two 

Books’ (1874), she encourages her readers to set aside the conventional image of 

Florence as the “sunny South” (74), and to rethink their impressions of the city – so 

famous for her great intellectual minds of the past. She emphasises that “Dante, 

Machiavelli, Savonarola, Michael-Angelo, … represent to us perhaps the most serious 

men who have figured on earth” (74). Oliphant’s, albeit anonymous, portrayal of 

Florence in this way is clearly informed by her independent professional agenda, 

because it functions to create appetite in her readers for her forthcoming book.  

The review also offers a careful consideration of the changes that have taken place 

in Florence since Oliphant was last there. In the late 1850s, Murray’s handbooks had 

accompanied most sightseers; by 1874, as mentioned earlier in Chapter Four, traditional 

guidebooks were being replaced by Eliot’s novel, Romola and even Jameson's Sacred 

and Legendary Art as I comment in Chapter Two. Evidently this visit has confirmed for 

Oliphant the unremitting demand for new guides to Florence. (Oliphant’s sense of 

Romola’s commercial success, however, should perhaps be correlated with the poor 

sales figures cited earlier in Chapter Four). Politically, of course, much has also 

occurred since Oliphant last visited Florence. When Oliphant describes “the Tuscan 

mind” as “grave and serious” (76), it is tempting to recall her earlier visit which was 

                                                 
73 On 9 February 1874 Oliphant informed Blackwood: “I am going to Florence in the Easter holidays to 
revive my impressions of the place for a book to be published with illustrations which Mr Macmillan has 
asked me to do” (Autobiography and Letters, 243). She also requests Blackwood’s assistance regarding 
possible introductions whilst she is in Florence. 
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marked by the French invasion of Italy, and more specifically of Florence, political 

discussions taking place between the Grand Duke of Tuscany and the Florentine people 

on 27 April 1859 (as Oliphant and her family watched on in front of the Pitti Palace). 

Now, in 1874, the political instability has been overturned, and, the former separate 

states have been united into one nation. For Oliphant, however, Florence will always 

remain in her mind “absorbed in contemplation of the saddest side of nature” (74), even 

though “self-love, and splendid self-sufficiency” have finally been restored (76).   

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine accepted and published another of Oliphant’s 

Florentine articles, ‘Michael Angelo’, in October 1875. Ostensibly a tribute to “the 

greatest of all those great masters whose works have glorified Florence and made her 

illustrious” on the fourth centenary of his birth, the article represents another example of 

Oliphant’s repeated efforts to satisfy the public demand for English accounts of 

Florence, its art and history.74 In the article she observes that for the nineteenth-century 

reader, “it is impossible even to think of Florence, and leave out the man” as a reflection 

of her readers’ notion of Florence being inextricably linked with the “great” inhabitants 

of its past (462). However, more to the point and, to use her own words, she is taking 

“advantage of the occasion” of the fourth centenary of Michael Angelo’s birth (461), on 

the one hand, to cater to the taste of the reading public and, on the other, to maximise 

her earnings.  

In the article, Oliphant offers no new insights into the artist’s work and life. Rather, 

the ideas she puts forward have, through her own admission, been proposed “again and 

again” (461). She disclaims anticipated accusations that her article offers nothing new 

by explaining that, “it is not easy to exhaust a genius so great and a personality so 

striking” (461). Essentially, she is focussing on the call for adaptations of accounts of 

                                                 
74 Margaret Oliphant, ‘Michael Angelo’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 118 (October 1875), 461. All 
subsequent references are to this article and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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Florentine art to suit the English public. It is worth noting here that just three years 

earlier, in 1872, John Ruskin lectured on The Relation between Michael Angelo and 

Tintoret, in which he even cites his text’s usefulness as a guide for “strangers visiting 

the Galleries” (Ruskin, The Relation between Michael Angelo and Tintoret, 76). 75 In 

contrast with Ruskin’s account, aimed primarily at educated, male readers, and which 

explicitly “assume[s] a general knowledge … the facts of his [Michael Angelo’s] power 

to be generally known” (76), Oliphant’s article stresses the importance of the ordinary 

public’s access to art and ideas. 

 Oliphant (like Anna Jameson) seeks to dispel her readers’ sense of inadequacy in 

the face of ‘experts’ (like Ruskin). She employs the first-person plural, all-

encompassing “we” to ally herself with her readers. She is interested in producing an 

explanation of Florentine art that does not require her readers to be familiar with 

Michael Angelo over and above his name and general reputation. ‘Michael Angelo’ is 

duly designed to appeal to the taste of the largest possible readership (the general 

reader, women readers, actual or armchair travellers, readers seeking self-improvement 

and self-education). As an indication of popular demand (and her own strength as a 

biographer), Oliphant’s article is dominated by an interest in the biographical details of 

the artist. Reflecting popular taste, her critical perspective in the article stems from an 

interest in the artist himself rather than in his art per se; and so, despite her confession 

that she is indifferent to Michelangelo’s David because she was unmoved by it – the 

way in which she judges art – she finds the artist himself inspirational, and this she 

communicates in her article.76  

                                                 
75 John Ruskin, ‘The Relation Between Michael Angelo and Tintoret’, in The Complete Works of John 
Ruskin, Volume 12, 76. It was originally delivered as a lecture in 1871. 
76 She reads the art through the biography of the artists, noting, “But dullness of admiration in respect to 
the work produced need not diminish the interest with which we regard its creation” (‘Michael Angelo’, 
467). Note here Oliphant’s use of the magisterial “we”. This kind of critical judgement gained a greater 
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The year 1876 marked something of a turning point in Oliphant’s life and work. The 

publication of The Makers Of Florence in that year signalled a shift in focus (broadly 

speaking) from novels, essays and reviews to Italian travel books. Twenty-four years of 

experience as a major reviewer for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, coupled with her 

recent visit to Florence, have confirmed for Oliphant the lasting demand for new guides 

to Florence in the popular marketplace. Meticulously planned from beginning to end for 

the general public, The Makers of Florence is divided into two volumes and six 

sections, with chapters on various popular and recognizable Florentine historical figures 

including the celebrated poet, Dante; the cathedral builders (Arnolfo, Giotto, Ghiberti, 

Donatello and Brunelleschi); The Monks of San Marco (with a major focus on 

Girolamo Savonarola); The Piagnoni Painters; and Florence’s ‘greatest’77 artist, 

Michael Angelo.78 Oliphant’s journalism, as I have suggested at the beginning of the 

chapter, has already established the tone of her literary approach to Florence. Consistent 

with the ideas she expresses in some of her earliest reviews regarding popular literature 

(most notably ‘The Byways of Literature’ and ‘Charles Dickens’), The Makers of 

Florence is meeting the demand for “light” literature that on the one hand, encourages 

working and middle class readers to “escape” – “forget” even – their “mean 

surroundings” (‘The Byways of Literature’, 207), and on the other, the demand for 

‘guides’ to self-education and self-improvement. Catering to the public demand for 

‘light’ historical and biographical ‘sketches’ of Florence, therefore, The Makers of 

Florence, is based little upon Oliphant’s original impressions of Florence. 

                                                                                                                                               
air of authority when one considers Maga’s tradition of anonymity, maintained when many other 
periodicals had dropped it. 
77 I use ‘great’ here because this is the term Oliphant herself uses to describe the artist in her 1874 article, 
‘Michael Angelo’. 
78 In a letter to Blackwood on 27 July 1875 regarding “my Florentine book” she proposes that she offer 
Gerardine Macpherson a translation role while she retains hers “as editor and expounder, making myself 
responsible for the style and arrangement” (Autobiography and Letters, 249). She declares herself that 
she takes “great care” in her assignments (249). 
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Oliphant’s two visits to Florence, in 1859 and 1874, are best described as stays 

(rather than say, tours), since on both occasions relatively little time was spent touring 

outside the city itself (or within it, for that matter). In spite of the similarity, the general 

purpose and emphasis of Oliphant’s “very rapid” three-week stay in 1874 was very 

different to that of her four-month stay in 1859 (Autobiography and Letters, 242). The 

1874 visit and the writing that followed it, were inspired solely by literary and more 

importantly, financial, motivation. In 1874, interestingly, Oliphant does not repeat 

Eliot’s mistake in labouring tirelessly in Florence for two months over her Florentine 

novel; rather, Oliphant allows herself just three weeks in which to conduct her research 

on location in Florence. In itself this fact gives an insight into the way Oliphant 

undertook her work. She knows her audience well; in particular, she recognises that the 

accuracy of details is not nearly as important to the reading public as are the (popular) 

style and content. 

Oliphant rightly acknowledges the commonplace nature of her book’s subject 

matter, even pausing in the Introduction to observe that, “The history of Florence has 

been often written, and in many ways”,79 and adding that, “new histories are scarcely 

needed” (xiv); however, by contrasting her own work with that of others, she reinforces 

that The Makers of Florence is most evidently in touch with the specific audience it 

designates by name: “the English reader” (18) and “the reader who loves Florence” 

(xx). Unlike her earlier publications on Florence, all of them articles and reviews 

published anonymously in the periodical press, The Makers of Florence is a signed 

work that capitalises on the author’s reputation as a popular novelist. Even so, the 

volume is deliberately unpretentious, with Oliphant simply citing her visits to Florence 

and, her knowledge of some famous Florentine figures, as certification of her reliability. 

                                                 
79 Margaret Oliphant, ‘Introduction’, The Makers of Florence (1876; London: Macmillan, 1881), xiii. All 
subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers will appear in the body of the text. 
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Oliphant chooses for her discussion subjects that are already popular with and 

recognizable to the English reading public, as I have said, and sells herself to her 

readers via affirmations she is specifically meeting their needs. A significant feature of 

her work is the way that no one is named who is not already famous among her readers, 

or else necessary as an historical link.80  

For Oliphant, Florence is a product to be marketed to the largest possible readership 

which, as previously noted, included general readers, woman readers,81 actual or 

armchair travellers, “the romancer” (The Makers of Florence, 19) and, readers seeking 

to be ‘guided’ along the path to self-improvement. Hence, in The Makers of Florence 

there is a strong sense of the audience, as I have intimated, which is significantly 

contributed to by Oliphant’s careful and deliberate selection of subject, language, 

illustrations and an “easy” style and format within which to map for her readers “the 

lives and deeds of great men” in Florence.82 The six-page index at the back of Volume 

Two facilitates selective and quick access for readers wishing to consult The Makers of 

Florence as a reference book. A self-educated woman herself, Oliphant possibly 

identified closely with her readers on a personal level seeking self-education and self-

improvement (those who like herself were excluded from a formal education). In any 

case, the demand for such guides and popular literature generally, encouraged Oliphant 

to take advantage and align herself with her readers; firstly, by employing the first-

person plural (‘we’) as well as the first-person singular (‘I’); and secondly, by adopting 

a conversational narrative voice throughout. (Even so, because Oliphant is cautious not 

to lose potential readers she does not specifically address her female, or for that matter 

                                                 
80 As previously mentioned, she understands that by producing a “genuine story, rapid, clear, and 
intelligible” (‘The Byways of Literature’, 206), instead of a more ambitious, heavily instructive or 
humanising piece of writing, will ensure her work’s maximum appeal to the largest possible audience, 
“the million” (212). 
81 Oliphant forwarded a copy to Mrs Blackwood on 8 December 1876. 
82 Margaret Oliphant, The Makers of Venice, 2. 
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juvenile, readers in the Introduction, as other writers like Anna Jameson have done). In 

these ways, The Makers of Florence has a peculiar appeal to the largest possible 

readership.  

Wary not to discredit herself before ‘intellectual’ circles – though equally careful to 

ally herself to her so-called (and oddly termed) ‘millionaire readers’ as suggested earlier 

– Oliphant makes use of frequent disclaimers about her own capacity as a cultural guide 

to Florence. She emphasises, for example, her lack of qualification to write any type of 

‘expert’ history of Florence and, labels the chapters of her volume as ‘“short swallow 

flights” of biographical essay’ (The Makers of Florence, Introduction, xiii). History, 

while a Victorian passion, was still considered an unsuitable topic for women writers. 

Oliphant is careful, rather, to assert her book’s difference from other specialised and 

scholarly works by vowing she “will not attempt to follow the crowd of learned Italians 

who live and breathe and have their being in Dante” (The Makers of Florence, 4). 

Instead, Oliphant turns her attention to mapping for her readers some of the interesting 

lives that have been enacted within “the limited space” of Florence (The Makers of 

Florence, Introduction, xvi). Oliphant was particularly confident about her ability as a 

biographer and, furthermore, she enjoyed producing the genre, as this comment made to 

Macmillan regarding the writing of The Makers of Florence indicates: “Biography is 

always so pleasant to me and I have such thorough enjoyment in it”.83 John Blackwood 

was passionate about her biographical talent too, expressing his belief that Oliphant 

should devote herself to that particular branch of literature. Following the publication of 

The Makers of Florence, on 16 March 1876, Blackwood advises her that, “Biography is 

about the greatest of your many fortes”.84 Oliphant’s directly personal knowledge of 

Florence barely covers its tourism, as previously discussed and, consequently, 
                                                 
83 Letter to Macmillan, 30 June and 14 August 1873, 8 June 1875. Macmillan M.S. Cited in Jay, Mrs 
Oliphant. A Fiction to Herself, 255. 
84 Annals: 3, 347. 



 251

biography is the single way she can aggressively capitalise on the popularity of 

Florence among the reading public. 

The Makers of Florence therefore, is strategically written within nineteenth-century 

constraints and Oliphant’s opinions are presented via conventional measures such as 

disclaiming techniques and protected by the genre of the publication (biographies and 

travel books were traditional and socially-accepted forms of writing by women). 

Oliphant can, however, legitimately locate a space for herself as a cultural guide to 

Florence due to her actual Florentine travel experience. Oliphant begins volume one of 

The Makers of Florence by observing that Florence is as “distinct” from other Italian 

cities, like Rome and Venice, as one individual is from another (The Makers of 

Florence, 1).85 This way of opening her work with a wide world-view is fairly typical of 

the commanding style of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine and, accordingly, this kind 

of technique imbues Oliphant with a strong element of authority. Having confidently 

asserted the city’s uniqueness then, Oliphant narrates the lives of some of its legendary 

individuals, who, as it happens, are already known to her English audience. 

In her first chapter on Dante she deferentially points out that six centuries after his 

death, he remains “the very embodiment, the living soul of Florence” (The Makers of 

Florence, 2). By portraying Dante in this way – “representative of his age and of his 

race” (54) – Oliphant is reflecting contemporary popular opinion in England. 

Throughout the chapter, she is essentially interested in the poet’s biographical details – 

minutiae that are understandable to her readers – rather than offering a close and in-

depth analysis of the poetry for which Dante is so famous (particularly among 

intellectual circles) in Victorian England. Oliphant’s focus is in keeping with her earlier 

opinion that much that has been written about the Italian poets goes over the head of the 

                                                 
85 Oliphant stresses the “municipal separateness and independent history” of each of the cities in Italy 
(The Makers of Florence, 1).  
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readers she is addressing. Demonstrating a clear attempt to appeal to her readership, 

Oliphant separates Dante from his poetry, assuming that: “What Dante is in the Divine 

Comedy, we know” and, arguing “ – how Dante grew to be what he is, and among what 

he surroundings, he himself has left us the means of finding out” (4). 

Oliphant makes an assumption that only some of her readers are directly familiar 

with Dante’s actual writings such as The Divine Comedy and Vita Nuova (and, for that 

matter, other well-known Florentine works like Boccaccio’s Decameron), but assumes 

that for all her readers Dante is recognisable as a famous and interesting, historical 

Florentine figure.86 For those of her readers unable to read Italian but interested in 

reading a translated version of Dante’s poetry in her footnotes she recommends Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti’s translation.87 Notably, in an endeavour to appeal to the largest 

possible readership, Oliphant is very careful to offer her recommendation strictly as a 

thoughtful suggestion (rather than as an attack on the dignity of her readers). However, 

it is worthwhile noting that poetry, which enjoyed considerable popularity throughout 

the nineteenth century, was considered an important part of English learning and 

English education. 

To a certain extent, Oliphant can make some assumptions regarding her readers’ 

familiarity with Florence’s geography, history and literature because of the widespread 

popularity of Florence and Italy generally in England. For instance, she gives the 

                                                 
86 Oliphant readily, however, makes the assumption that at least some of her readers will be familiar with 
The Divine Comedy, for instance when she writes: “The reader of the Inferno will remember the fine 
passage in which his great deed has been made immortal. It is one of the most remarkable in the whole 
poem” (The Makers of Florence, 8). Or, in remarking that Farinata degli Uberti was the sole Florentine to 
stand up for the city in which his paternal home had been razed to the ground, she writes in the footnote: 
“Those to whom this beautiful passage is familiar will bear us no malice for repeating it here, and those 
who have forgotten it will, we trust, be pleased to have it recalled to them…” (The Makers of Florence, 
8). Throughout the text, Oliphant also refers to Dante’s Vita Nuova, Divine Comedy and Boccaccio’s 
Decameron. In part Dante would be known through English art too, for example Frederic Leighton’s 
famous painting Cimabue's Celebrated Madonna is carried in Procession through the Streets of Florence 
(1855). 
87Oliphant writes, “The English reader who does not know Italian enough to read this wonderful book 
[Vita Nuova] in the original, will find a very good translation by Mr. Dante Rossetti in the volume 
entitled The Circle of Dante” (The Makers of Florence, 18). 
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Florentine names of famous architectural sites that are in the process of being built at 

the time of Dante’s life – the old Bargello, Palazzo Vecchio – and, those yet to be built 

– “Santa Croce, Santa Maria Novella, & Giotto’s lovely Campanile were all in the 

future with all their riches” (The Makers of Florence, 5). With regard to Florentine 

history, she makes an assumption that her readers are well-acquainted with the two 

warring political groups in Dante’s lifetime, the Guelfs and the Ghibellines, observing: 

“The reader will not expect, nor we trust desire, a recapitulation and description for the 

hundredth time of the political faith of the Guelfs and the Ghibellines” (9-10). And, 

even though The Makers of Florence is designed for a broad audience, persistent 

references to historical works about Florence, like The Divine Comedy, Vita Nuova and 

Giorgio Vasari’s book, Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors and Architects 

(1550)88 indicate on Oliphant’s behalf, an assumption that the majority of her readers 

will at least be familiar with the most famous passages from a range of literary and 

historical accounts of Florence. 

Dante, claims Oliphant, may be classified beyond the limits of nationality and time: 

he is “the Dante of the world” (The Makers of Florence, 54). Yet universality is 

associated with Englishness. As if to confirm this Oliphant draws upon the greatest 

(English) playwright, William Shakespeare, as a foil to Dante. The difference between 

the two revered literary figures, she offers, is “the scenes in which they lived” (3).89 Yet 

as if to refute her equation of Dante with Shakespeare, Oliphant proceeds to argue that 

                                                 
88 On several occasions throughout her book Oliphant alludes to Giorgio Vasari’s “delightful pages” and 
his ability to produce “living and breathing” impressions” (The Makers of Florence, 146). Similarly, 
Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Central Italy, Florence, Tuscany, Lucca, Umbria, The Marches, 
and the Patrimony of St. Peter recommends, “For an account … of the artists of the Florentine school, 
and their respective characters and merits, the traveller must be referred to Kugler’s Handbook and to 
Vasari’s great Biographical work” (9).   
89 In a separate context, later on in The Makers of Florence, Oliphant endeavours once again to equate 
another Florentine figure, Savonarola with Shakespeare. In the early years of Savonarola’s preaching at 
San Lorenzo, writes Oliphant, “when he endeavoured to speak in lettered Florence herself, no one took 
any trouble to listen to the Lombard monk, whose accent was harsh, and his periods not daintily formed, 
and who went against all the unities, so to speak, as Shakespeare once, when England was in a similar 
state of refinement, was held to do” (The Makers of Florence, 250). 
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Dante has done more for his generation “than Shakespeare has done for his” (3).  Dante, 

says Oliphant, “has lifted his entire generation with him into the skies”, adding an 

enormous claim designed to appeal to her readers that, by so doing, Dante “has not only 

secured for us an acquaintance with the time which is unparalleled in minuteness and 

vivid force, but has hampered us with a literature of commentary which we suppose no 

other writer of the modern world has ever called forth” (3-4). Hence while Oliphant 

regards Dante’s poetry and, especially The Divine Comedy, as one of the most 

invaluable and current records of history she is deliberately negative about the number 

of books on the topic and insists that the modern world is ‘hampered’ by the number of 

books on the topic. In particular, she argues that Dante documents the history of his city 

in a “readable” and easy style “while toiling historians have but succeeded in inscribing 

a record … in the undisturbed dust of here and there a library shelf” (3). Oliphant is 

clearly interested in conveying the massive significance of Dante’s poetry to the general 

reader and, simultaneously, her comments serve to elevate the value of her own work. 

Following this discussion on Dante, Oliphant turns her attention to the cathedral 

builders, Arnolfo, Giotto, Ghiberti, Donatello and Brunelleschi. For the remainder of 

The Makers of Florence there is a major focus on Florentine art and architecture (apart 

from a section on Savonarola). Evidently, Oliphant does not provide an intimate, 

vividly personal account of the Florentine artists, as say Jameson imparts in her books. 

Oliphant’s discussion on Florentine art and architecture lacks originality and is 

prompted by her impression that there is an oversupply of books on the topic. Art and 

architecture are never two of Oliphant’s major preoccupations whilst visiting Florence, 

as I have intimated. Chapter IV: ‘The Cathedral Builders’ begins, therefore, with a 

succinct depiction of Arnolfo, the original architect of a major tourist destination, the 
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Duomo (or, Cathedral Santa Maria del Fiore as it was then known)90 and quickly 

progresses to a clichéd discussion on Giotto – ‘the second name in the history of Art in 

Florence’ (The Makers of Florence: 4, 110). The style of the narrative is clear and 

informative and, for the most part, conversational, particularly when Oliphant allies 

herself with the ordinary reader and “foreign visitor” by the persistent use of ‘we’ 

(124).91  

Representative of popular taste, Oliphant asserts that more than any other of 

Giotto’s works in Florence the Campanile or bell-tower (constructed beside the Duomo) 

is her favourite.92 The book’s style and content is dictated by an awareness of her 

readers and, consequently, Oliphant concentrates on providing a romantic, somewhat 

passé description of Giotto’s tower, reminiscent of the sublime and picturesque, instead 

of more accurate details. She observes: 

Of all the beautiful things with which Giotto adorned his city, not one speaks so 

powerfully to the foreign visitor – the forestiere93 whom he and his fellows never 

took into account, though we occupy so large a space among the admirers of his 

genius nowadays – as the lovely Campanile which stands by the great cathedral like 

the white royal lily beside the Mary of the Annunciation, slender and strong and 

everlasting in its delicate grace (The Makers of Florence, 124).  

The comparison Oliphant makes between the Campanile and the Florentine lily 

demonstrates considerably the triteness of her description taken as a whole. A similar 

description can be found in Outre-mer: A Pilgrimage Beyond the Sea, written by Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow in 1833-4: “Giotto’s tower/ The lily of Florence blossoming in 

                                                 
90 Brunelleschi later modified Arnolfo’s plans by raising the cupola. 
91 In 1334, at the age of fifty-eight, Giotto returned to his home at Florence to begin one of his most 
important works, a new façade for the cathedral. “Giotto seems to have thrown himself into the work not 
only without reluctance but with enthusiasm” (The Makers of Florence, 126). 
92 Following the death of Arnolfo in 1310, Giotto was commissioned to continue work on the Duomo in 
1331. 
93 Italian, foreigner. 
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stone”.94 Foreign travellers in the nineteenth century were always alluding to the 

symbol of Florence, the lily, when trying to describe the city. This excerpt from 

Oliphant’s book accurately represents the conventional belief held by the Victorians 

that they understood and admired early art better than the contemporary inhabitants of 

Florence. Her reference to ‘the foreign visitor’ and her use of the Italian word forestiere 

here do not have any negative connotations but serve importantly to place the (English) 

tourist in a perceived position of superiority. After all, Oliphant is writing a formulaic 

account designed to appeal to contemporary nineteenth-century readers in England. This 

is especially clear when her narrative is interrupted with a nineteenth-century English 

point of view, such as the following comment: “Even in the present day the Italians 

make use of the Christian name in a manner quite unknown among us” (The Makers of 

Florence, 102).  

Oliphant never provides details of the measurement and size of the buildings she 

includes for discussion. Rather, she can rely on more conventional guidebooks, like 

Murray’s and Baedecker’s, to do so and, she even directs those readers interested in 

such details to this type of book. For instance, when describing the Duomo in Chapter 

Five: Group II - Ghiberti, Donatello, Brunelleshi, she informs her audience: “Its 

measurements and size and the secrets of its formation we do not pretend to set forth: 

the reader will find them in every guide-book” (The Makers of Florence, 144). The 

simplicity of these details serves to dispel any sense of inadequacy among her readers. 

The motivation behind Oliphant’s objective of producing a ‘special branch of 

literature’ capable of meeting the ‘genuine…appetite…[of] the million’ demands a 

cynical view – or, at least, a complicated one. Considering her opportunism and interest 

in maintaining sales, her dedicated focus on the millionaire reader can easily be seen as 

                                                 
94 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Outre-mer: A Pilgrimage Beyond the Sea (1833-4). Cited in Francis 
King, A Literary Companion to Florence (1991; London: Penguin, 2001), 138. 
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a shrewd response to the emergence of a mass readership in Victorian England. Though 

Oliphant did herself align her attitudes and values with those of the middle classes, but 

she was also undeniably interested in what her subject matter and writing style were 

worth. Florence, afterall, held many unhappy memories for Oliphant. 

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  



 259

Contrary to Mary McCarthy's assertion, as quoted in my Introduction, that 

nineteenth-century English women in Florence resisted 'change', this study has shown 

some of the ways in which Anna Jameson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot 

and Margaret Oliphant embraced change and transformed themselves into confident and 

unconventional writers of Renaissance art and history, as well as contemporary political 

and social issues. So important was the Italian city of Florence in inspiring and 

professionally liberating these four women, that without the direct experience of 

Florence, their respective celebrated texts The Poetry of Sacred and Legendary Art, 

Casa Guidi Windows, Romola and The Makers of Florence would never have been 

created and published.  

In addition to Jameson, Barrett Browning, Eliot and Oliphant, there were 

numerous other nineteenth-century English women writers who, to varying degrees, 

were passionately drawn to, and inspired by, Florence. Mary Shelley, Theodosia 

Garrow Trollope, Frances Trollope, Frances Power Cobbe, Susan and Joanna Horner, 

Ouida and Vernon Lee all wrote about their experiences in Florence, as noted earlier in 

this study. Whether as visitors, like Shelley and Cobbe, or as residents, like the rest of 

this group, Florence exerted a profound influence on the creativity and professional 

careers of these women. However, to date there has been no published study of the 

connection between nineteenth-century women and Florence, and the effect of Florence 

on their work. This study has focused on the relationship between four significant 

women writers and Florence, the city in which they spent considerable time, in which so 

much of their writing was researched and written, but there remains far more territory to 

be mapped. 

Given the varying genres and discourses – including popular fiction, travel 

guides, periodical reviews, journals and epistolary – in which the women of the 
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nineteenth century responded to Florence, this study was never intended to suggest that 

women’s writing became homogenised through their Italian experiences. This would be 

an extremely problematic position to hold. Rather my work has examined some of the 

ways in which English women’s writing about Florence was constructed, the ways in 

which the women themselves responded as writers, the views of the writers and the 

ways in which they presented ‘themselves’ and their experiences. Women were 

restricted as to the type of language they might use and the sort of travel experience 

they might depict and, consequently, they often published in low-status genres such as 

journals. My research has considered the textual constraints placed on women writers in 

the nineteenth century although it has also taken into account the similarities with 

contemporary men’s writing as well. As Sara Mills has compellingly argued in 

Discourses of Difference: Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism (1991), “it is 

necessary to recognise that women’s writing practices can vary because of the 

differences in discursive pressures, but they will also share many factors with men’s 

writing”.1 My treatment of women’s writing and Florence in this study has been from a 

feminist perspective. I have utilized Mills’ feminist Foucauldian model because this 

allows her “to describe the way that the texts are not simply different because female-

authored, but tend towards differences in their production and reception”.2 I have 

considered the ways that by writing very deliberately from a position of displacement, 

the writers in this study were able to establish the authority to write in areas 

traditionally outside of the private/woman’s sphere, and produce texts which challenge 

notions of genre and the canon. 

This study has been written in the conviction that Florence, its culture, and its 

destiny as an emerging nation’s capital, greatly influenced and inspired English women 
                                                 
1 Sara Mills, Discourse of Difference: Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism (London: Routledge, 
1991), 30. 
2 Mills, 31. 
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writers of the Victorian age.3 Expanding on existing scholarship on Victorian women’s 

travel writing, especially Maria Frawley’s A Wider Range, in which “the central project 

… is to ascertain how travel and writing functioned together in nineteenth-century 

England to enable women to cross physical and ideological distances, to expand 

institutional and psychological borders”,4 my work has focused even more specifically 

on the part played by Florence in the careers of four well-known professional writers. 

To date there has been no book-length study of the connection between English women 

writers and Florence in the nineteenth-century, as I have indicated. Yet Florence 

passionately inspired a significant group of English women, both emotionally and 

intellectually, and this sustained engagement with the Italian city must be taken into 

account in reading their work.  

The preceding chapters share a sense of how much is to be gained from a 

detailed assessment of canonical and non-canonical women writers in Florence. This 

study has been dedicated to the proposition, made by Frances Power Cobbe in 1864, 

that there were many “women in Florence … admirably working their way”, and seeks 

to explain why four English women in particular were so passionately drawn to 

Florence.5 The nineteenth-century writers discussed in the previous chapters all looked 

to Florence as a site of professional work. As a whole, this study has suggested how 

much territory remains to be mapped on the subject. Furthermore, this study has 

recovered what has been lost in many more general studies of English writers and Italy: 

the understanding that as well as being a unique site of professional work for women, 

nineteenth-century Florence facilitated the development of a sense of self vital to the 

                                                 
3 Following the unification of Italy in 1861, Florence served briefly as the national capital between 1865 
and 1870. For further discussion, see Marcello Vannucci, The History of Florence (Rome: Newton 
Compton, 1988).  
4 Maria Frawley, A Wider Range: Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England (London: Associated 
University Presses, 1994), 15. 
5 Frances Power Cobbe, Italics: Brief Notes on Politics, People, and Places in Italy, in 1864 (London: 
Trübner, 1864), 245. 
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growth of intellectual vigour and the sustained self-confidence so necessary for these 

women to locate and then lead highly successful professional lives.  
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