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Introduction

Who’s afraid of Vernon Lee?

In the 1930s, William Butler Yeats engaged with the ambitious task of editing The Oxford
Book of Modern Verse, 1892-1935. Published in 1936, the volume reveals Yeats’s preference
for Victorian poetry over War Poets and the experimentation of Modernism. In the
preface, Yeats explains that he intends to offer specimens of “all good poets who have
lived or died from three years before the death of Tennyson to the present moment,
except some two or three who belong through the character of their work to an earlier
period.”

As is often the case in anthologies, the texts selected to introduce and close the
volume are especially significant, as they are supposed to exemplify the editor’s
intentions and the spirit that the collection is meant to capture. Yet most readers of The
Oxford Book of Modern Verse must have been — and probably would still be — surprised to
find that the very first piece of poetry Yeats included in the volume is not a poem. It is, in

fact, a well-known passage from Walter Pater’s essay on “Leonardo da Vinci” which

Yeats put into vers libre:

She is older than the rocks among which she sits; like the vampire, she has been
dead many times, and learned the secrets of the grave; and has been a diver in deep
seas, and keeps their fallen day about her; and trafficked for strange webs with
Eastern merchants, and, as Leda, was the mother of Helen of Troy, and, as Saint

Anne, the mother of Mary; and all this has been to her but as the sound of lyres and

'William Butler Yeats, ed., The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, 1892-1935, 1936 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955),
p.v.
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flutes, and lives only in the delicacy with which it has moulded the changing

lineaments, and tinged the eyelids and the hands.”

It seems reasonable to argue that Pater’s description of the Mona Lisa might have
represented for Yeats the earliest instance of modern poetry, or, as Sarbu suggests, the
ideal embodiment of the totality of human experience, expressing itself “in a moment of
supreme repose.”” Pater himself explains that “Certainly Lady Lisa might stand as the
embodiment of the old fancy, the symbol of the modern idea” (R, 99). Yet only by
rendering Pater’s passage in vers libre was it possible, Yeats believed, to “show its
revolutionary importance.™

Only a few years earlier, in “The Tragic Generation” — the fourth book of The
Trembling of the Veil (1922) — Yeats had stressed the role of “our sage at Oxford” in shaping
a generation of late nineteenth-century writers such as Arthur Symons (1865-1945) and

Lionel Johnson (1867-1902):

If Rossetti was a subconscious influence, and perhaps the most powerful of all, we
looked consciously to Pater for our philosophy. [...] Pater had made us learned; [...]
Sometimes Johnson and Symons would visit our sage at Oxford, and I remember
Johnson [...] returning with a sentence that long ran in my head. He had noticed
books on political economy among Pater’s books, and Pater had said, “Everything
that has occupied man, for any length of time, is worthy of our study.” Perhaps it was
because of Pater’s influence that we, with an affectation of learning, claimed the
whole past of literature for our authority instead of finding it, like the young men in
the age of comedy that followed us, in some new, and so still unrefuted authority;
that we preferred what seemed still uncrumbled rock to the still unspotted foam;
that we were traditional alike in our dress, in our manner, in our opinions, and in

our style”

*1 have quoted this passage as it appears in its original prose version in Walter Pater, The Renaissance:
Studies in Art and Poetry. The 1893 Text, ed. D. L. Hill (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1980), p. 99. All subsequent references are to this edition and will be incorporated in the text,
abbreviated to R.

?> Aladar Sarbu, “That Extravagant Style’ Walter Pater, W. B. Yeats, and Myth,” Hungarian Journal of
English and American Studies 8, no. 3 (2002), p. 85.

*Yeats, The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, p. vii. Yeats may also have expected his implied readership to be
familiar with Pater’s collection. A decade earlier, the same essay had appeared in two other anthologies:
Ernest Rhys, ed., Modern English Essays, 1870 to 1920, 5 vols. (London: Dent, 1922), 1, pp. 160-89, and Arthur
Quiller-Couch, ed., The Oxford Book of English Prose (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1925), pp. 868-69.

° W. B. Yeats, Autobiographies (London: Macmillan, 1966), pp. 302-303.
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In another passage in The Trembling of the Veil, Yeats recalls his first encounter with
Oscar Wilde. The two met in London in 1888, and Yeats confesses having been highly
impressed by Wilde’s brilliant conversation during a party hosted by the poet and critic
William Ernest Henley. “That first night,” Yeats writes, Wilde “praised Walter Pater’s
Studies in the History of the Renaissance: ‘It is my golden book; I never travel anywhere
without it; but it is the very flower of decadence: the last trumpet should have sounded
the moment it was written.””

Walter Pater’s collection of biographies of Renaissance painters, sculptors, and
poets is indeed a crucial work in late Victorian literature. After the works of Jules
Michelet and Jacob Burckhardt, the revival of interest in the Italian Renaissance
permeated Victorian culture, finding its fiercest opponents as well as its votaries. So
much so that Bullen suggests that its appropriation in English literature ought to read in
terms of a myth.” For John Ruskin, the most authoritative voice of Victorian art criticism,
the Renaissance had been at once the root and the expression of “certain dominant evils
of modern times.” It had affected the morality of society, and rendered schools and
universities “useless to a large number of the men who pass through them.”®

In spite of Ruskin’s disparaging criticism, the art and culture of the Italian
Renaissance fascinated a number of English writers from the 1860s to the fin-de-siecle.
After being awarded the prestigious Chancellor’s English Essay Prize, John Addington
Symonds published his first essay on the subject in 1863, followed by his monumental,
seven-volume Renaissance in Italy between 1875 and 1886, and a translation of sonnets by
Michelangelo and Tommaso Campanella in 1878. In 1868, Charles Algernon Swinburne’s
article “Notes on Designs of the Old Masters at Florence” appeared in the Contemporary
Review. Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 1881 Ballads and Sonnets featured various poems inspired
by Michelangelo’s and Botticelli’s works.

Although she has received critical attention only over the past fifteen years or so,
the name of Vernon Lee (1856-1935) should certainly be mentioned in discussing the fin-
de-siecle appropriation of the Italian Renaissance. Née Violet Paget, Lee was a prolific

writer, incredibly knowledgeable in Italian art, literature, music, and culture. Because of

6 Ibid., p. 130.

" Cf. J. B. Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance in Nineteenth-Century Writing (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994).
For an interesting account of the Victorian fascination with the Italian Renaissance, see also Hilary Fraser,
The Victorians and Renaissance Italy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), and John E. Law and Lene @stermark-
Johansen, ed., Victorian and Edwardian Responses to the Italian Renaissance (Aldershot and Burlington, VT:
Ashgate, 2005).

8 Ruskin, The Stones of Venice, volume 1, The Foundations, in The Works of John Ruskin, Library Edition, ed. E.
T. Cook and A. Wedderburn (London: George Allen, 1903), p. 23. All subsequent references to Ruskin’s
works are to the Library Edition.

9
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her unique cosmopolitan background, she was also endowed with extremely acute
aesthetic sensitivity. Born in Boulogne-sur-mer to British parents, Lee spent her
childhood between France, Germany, and Italy, where she was to permanently settle in
1860. After living in Rome and Florence, in 1889 she moved to Il Palmerino, a
Renaissance villa near Fiesole, which was her home until her death in 1935. Known at the
time as a witty woman and a brilliant talker, Lee was well acquainted with the Victorian
literary and artistic circles, and in Florence she was one of the most prominent members
of the local Anglo-American community.’

The Pagets never moved back to England. After a family vacation in the Isle of
Wight in 1860, Lee travelled to London in 1881 in her search for literary and social
connections and publishing opportunities. On July 17, she met Walter Pater at a dinner
party in Oxford. Lee had read Pater’s essays in the Westminster Review and the Fortnightly
Review,'® and her memories of their first encounter are recorded in a letter she wrote to

her mother, offering an interesting portrait of the fellow of Brasenose College:

In 1884, Lee published her first collection of essays on Renaissance art and culture,

Euphorion: Being Studies of the Antique and the Mediceval in the Renaissance. Lee dedicated

® On this aspect, cf. Serena Cenni, Sophie Geoffroy and Elisa Bizzotto, eds., Violet del Palmerino. Aspetti della
cultura cosmopolita nel salotto di Vernon Lee: 1889-1935 (Firenze: Edizioni dell’Assemblea, 2015).

" Vineta Colby, Vernon Lee: A Literary Biography (Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press,
2003), p. 60.

"Vernon Lee to Matilda Paget, July 18, 1881. Letter #76 from the Vernon Lee Archive at Colby College
Special Collections, Waterville, ME. Letters and other archival material from the Vernon Lee Archive will
henceforth be identified by the abbreviation VLA followed by their catalogue number, where available.
Archival sources are quoted throughout this study according to the guidelines of the Minnesota Historical
Society for Transcribing Manuscripts.

10
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this work “To Walter Pater, in appreciation of that which, in expounding the beautiful
things of the past, he has added to the beautiful things of the present.””” In 1894, the
French critic Ferdinand Brunetiére contacted Lee, asking her to write an article for La
Revue des deux Mondes to commemorate Pater’s death. Although it was Theodore de
Wyzewa who eventually wrote the article on the following January issue of La Revue,”
Brunetiére must have considered Lee the most suitable person to write this in memoriam.
His letter reveals a certain insistence as he reminds Lee that Madame Blanc had already
got contacted her for the same reason, which suggests that for Brunetiere Lee’s

relationship with Pater was one based on mutual esteem:

Vernon Lee never wrote that article, but the following year she published the collection
of essays Renaissance Fancies and Studies: Being a Sequel to Euphorion (1895). Pater’s
presence can be felt throughout this book. In particular, in the chapter on “The
Imaginative Art of the Renaissance,” Lee finds herself at a loss for words when she tries
to give a verbal explanation of Botticelli’s style and perfection. For, Lee wonders, “who
may speak of that after the writer of most subtle fancy, of most exquisite language,

among living Englishman? [sic].” That writer, as she explains in a footnote, was Pater:

" Vernon Lee, Euphorion: Being Studies of the Antique and the Medieval in the Renaissance, 2 vols. (London:
Fisher Unwin, 1884). All subsequent references are to this edition and will be incorporated in the text,
using the abbreviation E followed by the volume and page numbers.

% Theodore de Wyzewa, “Two Deaths: Pater and Froude,” La Revue des Deux Mondes 1xiv (January 1895), pp.

219-23.
14

Brunetiére had been appointed editor in chief of La Revue
des deux Mondes only the year before. Ferdinand Brunetiére to Vernon Lee, October 19, 1894. VLA.

11
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Alas! no longer among the living, though among those whose spiritual part will

never die. Walter Pater died July 1894: a man whose sense of loveliness and dignity

made him, in mature life, as learned in moral beauty as he had been in visible.””

In the final section of the volume, “Valedictory,” Lee dates the beginning of what she
sees as the “second wave” of English interest in the Italian Renaissance to some twenty-
five years before the publication of her Fancies and Studies. In so doing, she establishes a
clear connection to the work of Pater, and this is confirmed by the last paragraph in her

concluding chapter, which she dedicates to

the memory of the master we have recently lost, [...] the master who, in the midst of
aesthetical anarchy, taught us once more, and with subtle and solemn efficacy, the
old Platonic and Goethian doctrine of the affinity between artistic beauty and

human worthiness” (RFS, 255).

In spite of her reputation during the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century,
Lee’s work was considerably neglected for about fifty years after her death.
Appropriating the title of Edward Albee’s play, one could almost wonder who was afraid
of Vernon Lee. In fact, several factors may have contributed to her ill reception. On the
one hand, her strong personality and highly opinionated character prevented her from
maintaining fruitful or even peaceful relationships. As Catherine Maxwell and Patricia

Pulham remark, Vernon Lee eventually

aroused the hostility of a number of male writers and thinkers: the historian John
Addington Symonds (1840-1893) resented her failure to accept his corrections, the
philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) appeared jealous of her sway over young
women, the cartoonist Max Beerbohm (1872-1956) nastily caricatured her as a

busybody who picked fights with male luminaries [...]."*

In addition to this, Lee had left her executor, Irene Cooper Willis, specific instructions
that “no biography of her should be published. After her death, however, a mass of

letters were found, tied up in packets according to years and labelled, in her handwriting:

®Vernon Lee, Renaissance Fancies and Studies: Being a Sequel to Euphorion (London: Smith, Elder, & Co.:
1895), p. 114. All subsequent references are to this edition and will be incorporated in the text, abbreviated
to RFS.

' Catherine Maxwell and Patricia Pulham, Introduction to Vernon Lee: Decadence, Ethics, Aesthetics, ed.
Catherine Maxwell and Patricia Pulham (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), p. 10.

12
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‘My Letters Home. Not to be read except privately until 1980.”"7 Written in the early
1950s, Gardner’s The Lesbian Imagination — the first full-length-study on Vernon Lee — was
mostly based on the author’s conversations with Lee’s friends and acquaintances, and
was not published until 1987."®

Because of Lee’s complex sexuality, feminist and queer critics eventually
rediscovered her writings in the 1990s. Indeed, Lee’s masculine look and seemingly
“frustrated” lesbianism was well known to her contemporaries, from Ethel Smyth to
Havelock Ellis. Since the 1990s, Lee’s writings have been extensively studied from the
lens of gender studies, often pinpointing the connections between her work and her
complex sexuality. On the one hand, the protagonists of Lee’s supernatural stories
collected in Hauntings (1890), Vanitas (1892) and Pope Jacynth (1904) have been the object
of extensive study in that they eschew neat gender categorization and repeatedly
sublimate sexual drive into subjugation and murder. On the other hand, Lee’s essays as
an aesthetic critic have mostly been explored in connection with the works of John
Ruskin and Water Pater. With the exception of a few articles and book chapters,”
however, no full-length study has investigated Lee’s writings about the Italian
Renaissance.

In this study, I intend to trace the origin and the development of Lee’s fascination
with the Italian Renaissance which, beginning in the early 1880s, constantly surfaces
throughout her writing production. Although I suggest that her work deserves a
thorough and independent study, I also argue that, because of her cosmopolitan
background, and her frequent contacts with London and Oxford, such an examination
requires — at least in part — an intertextual approach. I believe that Lee’s writings might
profitably be read in connection with Pater’s, Symonds’s and other writers who looked
into fifteenth and sixteenth century Italy not as historians or art critics, but as cultural
historians. These were intellectuals for whom the Italian Renaissance did not simply
design a transition in the development of the human intellect. Instead, they conceived
and represented it as a meaningful category endowed with a wealth of significations. A

category which is multi-faceted, and which ought to be studied in its political, artistic

" Trene Cooper Willis, Preface to Vernon Lee’s Letters. With a Preface by Her Executor (Privately Printed, 1937),
p-L
'8 Burdett Gardner, The Lesbian Imagination (Victorian Style). A Psychological and Critical Study of “Vernon Lee”
(New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1987).

" See for instance Alison Brown, “Vernon Lee and the Renaissance: from Burckhardt to Berenson,” in Law
and Ostermark-Johansen, Victorian and Edwardian Responses to the Italian Renaissance, pp. 185-209; Christa
Zorn, Vernon Lee: Aesthetics, History, and the Victorian Female Intellectual (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press,
2003), pp. 29-57

3



Introduction

and historical development. As Hinojosa puts it, for such writers the Renaissance was
indeed the source of “ a general feeling of [...] being modern, and provided [them with] a
historical model for how true culture might be reborn,” disentangling society and history
from the “Christian notions of time, history and teleological fulfilment”. *°

The main reason for embracing such an intertextual approach comes from Lee’s
resentful response to an incident occurred in the late 1890s, and which notoriously put
an end to her friendship with Bernard Berenson. In a letter dated August 24, 1897, the
Berenson accused Lee of plagiarism, claiming that the views on aesthetics and bodily
response to artworks she had expounded with Clementine “Kit” Anstruther-Thomson in
their article on “Beauty and Ugliness”” were “hackneyed” and unoriginal elaborations of
his Florentine Painters of the Renaissance (1896). After reading the draft copy of “Beauty and

Ugliness” that Lee had sent him, Berenson sarcastically thanked Miss Paget, informing

her that

I have just had my first “read off” yr. paper & it certainly will not be the last. For
where else shall I find such perfect distillations, such delightful reminders of
numerous conversations I have with you at the Palmerino & of even more numerous
visits with Miss Anstruther-Thomson to the galleries? [...] Her memory is indeed
startling. I confess it inspires me with a certain awe; it is too much like conversing
with a recording angel, I must add, a benevolent recording angel, one who stores up

nothing against one, but takes the whole burden upon his own shoulders.”

A few days later, Lee responds to Berenson declaring herself overtaken by disgust and

indignation for the |EEE———
i3] . ) .
I <1 senses in Berenson’s accusation:

» Lynne Walhout Hinojosa, The Renaissance, English Cultural Nationalism, and Modernism, 1860-1920 (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 4-5.

*Vernon Lee and Clementine Anstruther-Thomson, “Beauty and Ugliness,” Contemporary Review, no. 72,
Part I (October 1897), pp, 544-69; Part II (November 1897), pp. 669-88. This article was later included in
Vernon Lee and Clementine Anstruther-Thomson, Beauty and Ugliness and Other Studies in Psychological
Asthetics (London: John Lane, 1912). All subsequent references are to this edition and will be incorporated
in the text, abbreviated to BU.

** The Selected Letters of Bernard Berenson, ed. by A. K. McComb (London: Hutchinson, 1965): pp. 55-60.

14
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Lee’s argument refutes each and every point of Berenson’s claim, accusing him of
confusing ‘||l She maintains that her reason for reviewing Florentine Painters
was to summarize Berenson’s views before the publication of “Beauty and Ugliness” in
an attempt to mark their divergent views in spite of common general assumptions. In a
passage she crossed out from the rough copy of the letter she sent Berenson, Lee adds

that

Upset for Berenson’s reaction, Lee denies any value to his theory on the viewer’s
response to aesthetic perception.” However, I believe this incident justifies adopting an
intertextual approach that places Lee’s works alongside that of the other fin-de-siécle
writers who shared similar interests. Evidence of their contacts and exchanges will prove
useful in pinpointing their similar views, as well as the way they depart from one
another’s work.

In order to investigate Lee’s multifaceted interest in the Italian Renaissance, and
the values and meanings she associated with the Renaissance as a cultural category, this

works follows a comparative approach that mingles intertextuality with gender, queer,

» Vernon Lee to Bernard Berenson, September 2, 1897. VLA #804.

**Vernon Lee to Bernard Berenson, September 2, 1897. VLA #804.

®In Beauty and Ugliness, Lee does cite Florentine Painters while reviewing the state-of-the-art of coeval
theories on art, perception, physiological and neurological response to artworks. She praises Berenson for
his focus on “muscular sensations” and “Tactile values,” and for “claiming for art the power of vitalising,
or, as he calls it, enhancing life. Mr. Berenson offers a different and more intellectual reason for this fact
than is contained in the present notes” (BU, 225). Both in the crossed-out passage from the letter I have
cited here and in “Beauty and Ugliness,” Lee misquotes the title of Berenson’s study, calling it Tuscan
rather than Florentine Painters. Cary offers a detailed account of this dispute, which evolved into letter
exchanges between Lee and Mary Costelloe after Berenson withdrew from the matter. Cf. Richard Cary,
“A Slight Case of Plagiary, Part I: Berenson, Paget, and Anstruther-Thomson,” Colby Quarterly 10, No. 5
(March, 1974), pp- 303-24, and Mandy Gagel, “1897, A Discussion of Plagiarism: Letters Between Vernon Lee,
Bernard Berenson, and Mary Costelloe,” Literary Imagination 12, no. 2 (July, 2010), pp. 154-79.

5
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and genre theories. The first chapter provides a historical overview necessary to work
out the phenomenology of the Renaissance as a Victorian myth. Given the number of
opinions produced by the nineteenth-century historiographical and literary debate, I
shall take into consideration those authors whose work influenced, either directly or
implicitly, Lee’s ideas of the Renaissance and her method of cultural inquiry. The
selection of historians and writers on art offered in the first chapter is mostly based on
specific references and allusions recurring both in Lee’s writings and in her letters.

Moving from Zorn’s claim that in Euphorion Lee exploits a citational strategy which
enables her to assert her own, gendered voice, while grounding her work in the male
terrain of fin-de-siécle aesthetics, the second chapter takes into consideration Lee’s
critical essays from the 1880s and the 1890s. My argument is that in Euphorion and
Renaissance Fancies and Studies this rhetorical strategy shapes not only Lee’s construction
of her female authorship, but also the representation of gender at a textual level. Indeed,
Lee focuses on female characters who endorse transgression and prove able to master
stereotypical masculine functions. In so doing, they deploy a complex representation of
femininity that underpins the de-sexualisation of gender roles and marks the transition
from the Middle Ages to modernity. From this perspective, Lee’s Renaissance essays
offer a queer representation of gender in that they blur clear-cut distinctions. In addition,
I will suggest that Lee’s praise of Franciscanism and her attention to visual
representations of the Madonna during the Renaissance provide a historical
legitimization of non-normativized forms of sexual desire, which - if not identifiable as
lesbian — should be viewed from a queer perspective, insofar as they defy well-defined
and exclusive categorization.

Focusing on a variety of texts from the 1880s and 189o0s, the third chapter
investigates an element recurring throughout Lee’s career as a writer, her fascination
with landscapes. On the one hand, this chapter focuses on the relationship with the
visual and the written word in Lee’s prose works. On the other hand, I argue that the
concept of “genius loci” or “spirit of place” allows Lee to move back and forth in time,
connecting contemporary Italy with its past and traditions. In her travelogues, the
Renaissance surface as a category endowed with epistemic and ontological significance,
which she also exploits to build cultural memories and develop a democratic theory of
art. Specific attention is devoted to the points of contact between Lee and the works of
Edith Wharton and D. H. Lawrence, who shared her passion for Italy and its culture, and

whom she met while living in Tuscany.
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Introduction

Finally, in the fourth chapter I attempt to demonstrate that even though Lee’s
interests shifted from aesthetics to psychology and sociology after the 1890s, the Italian
Renaissance still remained a catalytic force shaping her thought and literary production.
Focusing on both gender and genre, I argue that the Renaissance is a “trans-genre” topos,
but also a heuristic tool which Lee applies to the interpretation of the present, both at an

individual and an collective level.
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Chapter I
Individualism, gender, plasticity.

Phenomenology of a Victorian myth

The debate concerning the definition of the Renaissance is still lively among scholars
coming from fields as diverse as history, art history and literature. The very notion of one
single phase in the history of Europe to be called “Renaissance” has often been
questioned, and one of the reasons why such a concept deserves thorough
problematization lies in it origin.

Recent scholarship in the field of cultural history agrees that the term Renaissance
became a “period concept” only in the nineteenth-century. Back then, the notion of a
moment of rebirth in the cultural history of Europe, and the idea that the origins of
modernity are to be found in the transitional phase stretching between the thirteenth
and the fifteenth centuries started to be elaborated. The word was already common use
in the field of fine arts, but until the nineteenth century it bore no reference to the
culture that had produced such works. There is general consensus among scholars that it
was Giorgio Vasari who first applied the concept of “a renaissance” to the field of art
history.'

In the series of biographies he collected in 1550 as Lives of the Most Excellent Italian
Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, from Cimabue to Our Times, Vasari proposed an organic

conception of art, and in the “Proemio delle Vite” he outlines the idea of a “rinascita.”

' On these aspects, see the seminal study by Wallace K. Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought: Five
Centuries of Interpretations (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1948), esp. pp. 60-67; cf. also the more
recent analysis provided by Hinojosa, The Renaissance, esp. pp. 31-32.
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According to Vasari, Italian painting and sculpture had come to full perfection in the
sixteenth-century, at the end of a three-stage developmental process. He argued that
painting and sculpture, “like human bodies, have their birth, their growth, their growing
old, and their death.”

In Vasari’s view, the first phase of modern art — which, stretching between the mid-
thirteenth to the late fourteenth century, coincided with the end of the Byzantine
manner — was considerably marked by technical flaws. The second stage, beginning after
Giotto (12667-1337) and continuing through the fifteenth century, showed significant signs
of improvement and technical maturity. Vasari mentions as evidence the achievements
of Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-1446), Donatello (1386-1466), and Masaccio (1401-1428). From
the Quattrocento onwards, sculpture and painting began to reach “that very perfection
whereto [it] has risen again in our times.” Consequently, the art of sixteenth-century
Italy coincided with the achievement of complete perfection. The works of Raphael,
Leonardo, and Michelangelo harmoniously reconciled the mimesis of nature with the
ideals conveyed by classicism. For this reason, Vasari could not help but foresee an
inevitable decline.

Although it laid the groundwork for the studies on Renaissance art that were to
follow, Vasari’s theory was harshly criticized for not relying on a sound scientific
approach, but also for its lack of cultural materialist insights. For example, Ferguson
argues that although Vasari appropriated the concept of the organic form, his analysis
“failled] to observe the slightest connection between the evolution of art and that of
society or of economic life.”*

It was only between the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century that
historians established that branch of the humanities we call “cultural history.” The birth
of this discipline can be traced back to the 1780s, but its pivotal study, Jacob Burckhardt’s
Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien, was published in Germany almost a century later, in
1860. Although interested in art, the core interest of cultural historians lies not so much
on specific artists or works, but on the cultural palimpsest that nurtures them. In Burke’s
words, cultural history deals with “the whole rather than the parts,” connecting cultural

production to the Hegelian notion of Zeitgeist or “Spirit of the Age.”

* Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Most Excellent Italian Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, from Cimabue to Our

Times 1550, trans. Gaston du C. de Vere, (London: Macmillan, 1912), I, p. lix.

’ Ibid.

* Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, p. 65.

’ Peter Burke, What is Cultural History? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008), p. 7 ff. Burke attributes the

establishment of cultural history as a discipline to Jacob Burckhardt’s The Civilization of the Renaissance in
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The revival of interest in the Italian Renaissance, its art and culture, found its way
into England only in the 1860s, after the publication of the works of Jules Michelet and
Jacob Burckhardt. The many contributions that were given to the definition of the
Renaissance as a cultural category produced a wealth of interesting points of view. Even
though they mostly focus on historiography and art history, overlooking the works of
writers on art, Portebois and Terpstra note that the nineteenth-century notion of the

Renaissance was indeed

plastic and malleable, the carrier of so many conflicting identities which merged,
diverged, and blended as the decades progressed, that one could better speak of
Renaissances in the plural. One Renaissance participated in the great political and
literary debates of the early nineteenth century, another was exchanged in the
religious and cultural skirmishes of the mid-century, and then another appeared on

the shelves in the rapidly expanding commercial markets of the late century.’®

Likewise, Bullen has stressed the polysemous, plastic nature of the nineteenth-century
idea of the Renaissance. Moving from the work of late eighteenth-century historians —
namely Voltaire and Edward Gibbon - he concludes his analysis with the writings of
Walter Pater, suggesting that the English reception of the Italian Renaissance should be
read in terms of a myth. In his view, the “history of the Renaissance as a concept was
highly politicized,” praised by secular historians like Jules Michelet in France and Jacob
Burckhardt in Switzerland, and attacked by the champions of Christianity who despised
it for its infidelity and sinfulness. Such a “highly polarized view of the Renaissance”
considerably influenced English writers on art like John Ruskin, Matthew Arnold and
Walter Pater, who were interested in the ontological implications of the transition
between the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.” Bullen’s accurate picture of the
“Victorian Renaissance,” however, does not focus on the contribution provided by
Vernon Lee’s extensive writings on the topic.

Peter Burke even questions the very existence of the Renaissance as a historical

moment, claiming that the equation of the Renaissance as the beginning of modernity is

Italy and The Autumn of the Middle Ages (1919) by the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga. According to Burke,
both Burckhardt and Huizinga aimed to portray “patterns of culture” by unveiling “the characteristic
thoughts and feelings of an age and their expressions or embodiments in works of literature and art.”
% Yannick Portebois and Nicholas Terpestra, Introduction to The Renaissance in the Nineteenth Century, ed.
Yannick Portebois and Nicholas Terpestra (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies,
2003), p. 2.
"Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, pp. 10-11.
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not supported by historical evidence. In short, he doubts the existence of “one”
Renaissance both on historical and linguistic grounds, suggesting the existence of some
“pre-Renaissance” Renaissances.® More recently, Hinojosa’s maintained that the
nineteenth-century notion of the Renaissance was a self-projection of the historians and
writers who investigated the matter, arguing the Victorian interpretations of the Italian
Renaissance provided England with a model to develop English national culture.’

My argument is that Lee’s writings confirm this critical framework, often using the
Renaissance as a topos or a springboard to touch on various themes. Her interest in the
I[talian Renaissance had bloomed a good ten years before she published her first
collection of essays on the subject. Writing from Bagni di Lucca on August 22, 1874, she

tells Henrietta Jenkin that

An avid reader, Lee was familiar with the writings of a number of historians and writers
who shared her interest, such as Michelet, Burckhardt, Ruskin, and Pater. For this reason,
the next few paragraphs intend to offer a brief overview of the cultural historians and
writers who steered the Victorian reception of the Italian Renaissance, influencing —

whether explicitly or indirectly — Vernon Lee’s ideas and works.

8 According to Burke, the nineteenth-century cult of individualism, and the widespread interest in art were
the chief elements that contributed to “fabricating” the myth of a golden age or “cultural miracle” in the
history of mankind. See Burke, Introduction to What is Cultural History?, pp. 1-5; cf. also Melissa Calaresu,
Filippo de Vivo and Joan-Pau Rubiés, “Introduction: Peter Burke and the History of Cultural History,” in
Exploring Cultural History. Essays in Honour of Peter Burke, ed. M. Calaresu, F. de Vivo and J.-P. Rubié
(Aldershot and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010), pp. 1-2.
’ Hinojosa, The Renaissance, pp. 4, 35.
Vernon Lee to Henrietta Jenkin, August 22, 1874. VLA #44. A family friend and a novelist, Henrietta
Camilla Jackson Jenkin (ca. 1807-1885) was extremely supportive and encouraged Lee’s writing ambitions
from the start. On this point cf. Peter Gunn, Vernon Lee: Violet Paget, 1856-1935 (London: Oxford University
Press, 1964), pp. 52, 55-6, and Colby, Vernon Lee, pp. 14-15.
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LIL An Early French “History”: Jules Michelet

Until the late 1970s it was assumed that the notion of the Renaissance had been
introduced in historiographical discourse by Jules Michelet. According to Febvre, it was
in the seventh volume of Michelet’s History of France — published in 1855 and titled The
Renaissance — that one could find the first occurrence of the term with reference to the
idealized awakening of man from the obscurity of the Middle Ages.” Recent scholarship
has questioned Febvre’s point. Bullen argues that although the notion of the Renaissance
was not rooted among historians and writers prior to the first decade of the nineteenth
century, its introduction should be dated to Jean Baptiste Seroux d’Agincourt’s (1730-
1814) Histoire de lart par les monuments depuis sa décadence au IV° siécle jusqu'a son
renouvellement au XVI°."” Ferguson, instead, records its first usage in Pierre Bayle’s (1647-
1706) Dictionnaire Historique et Critique. In this dictionary — first published in 1697 and
expanded in 1702 — Bayle speaks, in a manner similar to Vasari’s, of “a renaissance des
arts” and “a renaissance des lettres.””

Michelet’s 1855 study of the Renaissance was part of his substantial seventeen-
volume History of France. Initially a medievalist, in the 1830s Michelet progressively
reviewed his positions, eventually celebrating the cultural transformation that took place
in fifteenth-century Italy. Following his appointment as Professor of History and Morals
at the Collége de France in 1838, Michelet’s revisionary agenda began to question the
achievements of the Middle Ages, and to deplore the mortification of the individual
which he thought had been strictly enforced by Catholicism."

The onset of this ideological change can be found in the Introduction a la Historire
Universelle that Michelet composed after traveling to Italy in 1831. In this study, Michelet
still defines the Middle Ages as a long miracle, but he also adds that they had been a

“merveilleuse légende dont la trace s’efface chaque jour de la terre, et dont on douterait

" Lucien Febvre, “How Jules Michelet Invented the Renaissance,” in Lucien Febvre, A New Kind of History:
From the Writings of Febuvre, ed. Peter Burke, trans. K. Folca (New York: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973),
esp. p. 261 ff.

" Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, pp. 27-37. Although his incomplete six-volume dictionary was
published posthumously only in 1823, Bullen suggests that d’Agincourt’s theories might have been
anticipated by the circle of scholars and historians he was in contact with.

" Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, pp. 69-72; cf. also Edward Chaney, Introduction to John
Hale, England and the Italian Renaissance: the Growth of Interest in its History and Art (Malden, MA: Blackwell,
2005), p.xii

" This new perspective also shaped Michelet’s university course in 1839, which he devoted to “The Dawn
of the Renaissance.” Cf. Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, p. 158.
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dans quelques siécles.”” The only evidence of their long existence are the remnants of
Gothic architecture — like the cathedrals of Cologne, Strasbourg and Milan — which he

»16

considers instances of “le dernier mot du christianisme dans l'art.”” But the very
existence of the Middle Ages came to an end as man was struggling to affirm his own
freedom the slavery and tyranny the church had long imposed on him. At that moment,

Michelet states,

La liberté a vaincu. Le monde de la fatalité s’est écroulé. Le pouvoir spirituel lui-
méme avait abjuré son titre en invoquant le secours de la force matérielle. Le
triomphe progressif du moi, le vieil ceuvre de laffranchissement de 'homme,
commencé avec la profanation de I'arbre de la science, s’est continué. Le principe
héroique du monde, la liberté, longtemps maudite et confondue avec la fatalité sous

le nom de Satan, a paru sous son vrai nom."”

Michelet’s s new interest in Renaissance humanism was shaped by personal and political
factors at once. Bullen suggests that his revisionary historical agenda should be read as a
reaction to the growing interference of the Catholics and the Jesuits in higher education.
In order to discuss the moral implications of the Renaissance revival, however, it should
be noted that Michelet did not posit the advent of a complete lay, atheist society. The
hallmark of the Renaissance was for him the end of the repression imposed by religious
orthodoxy and dogmas, so that man could move away “du dieu-nature de la fatalité,
divinité exclusive et maratre qui choisissait entre ses enfants, pour arriver au dieu pur,
au dieu de 'ame, [...] I'égalité de 'amour et du sein paternel.”® Thus, Michelet’s idea of
the Renaissance ought not to be considered as immoral. For certain, he was taking the
distance from the Catholic orthodoxy. Along with Edgar Quinet, he was personally
involved in the ideological battle that began with the “Freedom of Teaching Act” in 1833,
and was later exacerbated by the Catholic “counterattack” that depicted Michelet as a
degenerate and a pantheist.”

Within this process of self-development and enfranchisement, Michelet believes
that Italian states stood out in comparison with the rest of Europe. Significant evidence

of this process of secularization, he adds, are to be seen in the visual and applied arts: it is

" Jules Michelet, Histoire et Philosophie. Introduction a la Histoire Universelle, Vico-Luther, 1831 (Paris: Calmann
Lévy, 1900), p. 32.
* Ibid., p. 33.
71bid., p. 34.
*® Ibid., pp. 34-35.
" Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, pp. 161-61.
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in Italy that architecture was first conceived as a lay form of art which could fulfil civic
purposes. Early instances can be found in Etruscan art — which includes many examples
of villas, aqueducts and tombs — but also during the age of the communes: unlike
Northern European religious buildings, Italian medieval churches were conceived as
places that could host political meetings, but Michelet also praises the Italian
infrastructures of the period, its roads and canals.*

In the Introduction a la Historire Universelle Michelet also expounds the flaws of the
Italian people, which provides him with a chance to dwell on the merits and
achievements of his own country. In the fourteen-year gap that separates the Histoire
Universelle from the volume of the History of France which deals with the Renaissance,
Michelet became profoundly involved with contemporary France and its politics. He was
also engaged in an ideological battle concerning university education, and it is therefore
no surprise that between 1847 and 1853 he devoted much energy to the Histoire de la
Révolution frangaise. All the same, it is significant that in the early 1840s his involvement
with contemporary and secular issues was accompanied by a constant reflection on the
Renaissance, its culture, and its emphasis on individuality and secularity.

Due to his fierce opposition against Catholic education in France, Michelet came
conceive the Christian Middle Ages as a dark and loathsome stain in history. In August
1840, Michelet had compared in his journal the “hopeless passivity” of the Middle Ages
to the creativity of the Renaissance, reckoning the existence of “Two ways of enduring
life: to accept it, to approve it, as the Christians, or to remake it, as the artists. Christian
resignation was not part of the Renaissance as men, no longer accepting the world [as it
was], began to remake it.”* Such a shift in perspective led Michelet to a reinterpretation
of history which, consistently with his personal and political agenda, set the tone for his
1855 volume on the Renaissance. By that moment, the Middle Ages had become
Michelet’s béte noire.

I suggest that Michelet’s work is especially relevant in relation to the English fin-
de-siécle for various reasons, and considerable evidence can be found at a textual level.

Keeping track of Walter Pater’s library records, Inman argues that by the 1860s the writer

** Michelet, Histoire Universelle, p. 49.

* Stephen A. Kippur, Jules Michelet: A Study of Mind and Sensibility (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1981), pp. 84-85. Kippur highlights that Michelet’s journal includes several examples of his loathsome
reconsideration of the Middle Ages; in the 1840, he described them as “barbaric,” “warlike,
world of hate,” “frightful,” “intolerable” and “a world of illusion.”
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had assimilated Michelet’s “orientation in history.”** Indeed, Pater explicitly refers to
Michelet twice in The Renaissance. In “Two Early French Stories,” he discusses the
continuity of the Renaissance spirit in a way that recalls Michelet’s difficulty in finding
an accurate moment marking beginning of the Renaissance. Moreover, Pater also shares
his opinion about Leonardo da Vinci as a man who had “anticipated modern ideas” (R,
78).

Vernon Lee provides an accurate picture of Michelet’s influence on her writings
in the appendix to Euphorion. As she carefully makes a distinction between historical
facts and “the history of this or that form of thought or of art which I have tried to
elaborate,” she pays homage to the French historian by stating that “[h]Jow much I am
endebted [sic] to the genius of Michelet; nay, rather, how much I am, however
unimportant, the thing made by him, every one will see and judge” (E2, 237). Indeed, in a
way that recalls Pater’'s “Two French Early Stories,” in the first essay of Renaissance
Fancies and Studies, titled “The Love of the Saints,” Lee cites Michelet again in order to
discuss the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. She describes such a
transition in terms of a spiritual change which must have taken place in or around the

twelfth century:

Michelet, I think, has remarked that there was a moment in the early Middle Ages
when, in the mixture of all contrary things, in the very excess of spiritual movement,
there seemed a possibility of dead level, of stagnation, of the peoples of Europe
becoming perhaps bastard Saracens, as in Merovingian times they had become
bastard Romans; a chance of Byzantinism in the West. Be this as it may, it seems
certain that, towards the end of the twelfth century, men’s souls were shaken,

crumbling, and what was worse, excessively arid. (RFS, 7)

According to Michelet, the main achievement of the Renaissance was the discovery of
man and the establishment of freedom and individualism. In Italy, these changes were
accompanied by the flourishing of the fine arts, even though, Michelet warns his readers,
such changes are not to be wholly identified with art production and humanism. The
Renaissance is certainly remembered for the “avénement d’un art nouveau,” “la

rénovation des études de I'antiquité” and the establishment of a new — and at times

” Billie Andrew Inman, Walter Pater’s Readings. A Bibliography of His Library Borrowings and Literary
References, 1858-1873 (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1981), pp. xi, 166. In particular, there is
archival evidence that Pater borrowed the tenth volume of Michelet’s Histoire de France in March 1868.
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questionable — moral order. If all this could happen, however, this is because the period
fostered the “découverte de 'homme,”” putting an end to his actual and spiritual slavery.

Although for reasons different than Walter Pater, John Addington Symonds and
Vernon Lee’s, Michelet already used the word Renaissance as some kind of umbrella
term. It identified “the renewed energy of the people” insofar as society was going
through a process of secularization, and governments were being modernized. As a
consequence of this process, even tyrannies, invasions and foreign domination could be
justified in the interest of man.” Thus, Charles VIII’s march across the Italian peninsula
in September 1494 should be read in almost providential terms, because, Michelet argues,
France saved Italy from the disastrous consequences of a potential Spanish domination.
Thanks to the intervention of France, and the cross-fertilizing exchanges between the
two countries, Italy “trouva sa originalité” and could become “le vivant organe de la
Renaissance.””

Michelet’s periodization of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance is not so
unproblematic. When he came to write the volume of the Histoire de France devoted to
the Renaissance, he had developed quite a negative conception of the Middle Ages as a
period distinguished by a “résistance obstinée au retour de la nature.””” However,
Michelet can hardly find definite social, historical or political factors that might indicate
the end of the Middle Ages. Interestingly, such clear-cut boundaries are also amiss in
Vernon Lee’s work, and so they are in Pater’s. Indeed, they both consider the
Renaissance as a category, and in so doing they reject a historiographical, chronological
perspective.

For Michelet, the barbarianism of the Middle Ages began to fade out gradually
after the twelfth century. He finds single evidences suggesting that such a process

repeatedly and discontinuously took place in the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth

? Jules Michelet, Renaissance, vol. 7 of Histoire de France au XVIéme siécle (Paris: Chamerot, 1855), pp. i-ii.
*James E. Housefield, “The Nineteenth-Century Renaissance and the Modern Facsimile: Leonardo da
Vinci’s Notebooks, From Ravaisson-Mollien to Péladan and Duchamp,” in Portebois and Terpestra, The
Renaissance in the Nineteenth Century, p. 77.
* Michelet’s analysis is significantly shaped by his engagement with contemporary French politics, so that
he sees in the Enlightenment the last — if not the latest — fruit of the Renaissance. Likewise, Jean Charles
Sismondi’s analysis was also affected by the ideals of post-revolutionary France. In his view, Italy could
only be saved by the French Empire. It was Napoleon who had eventually given liberty back to Italy, and,
although still submitted to a foreign emperor, the Italians could benefit from “all the advantages of the
conquerors.” See Alan Kahan, “The Burckhardt-Sismondi Debate over the Meaning of the Italian
Renaissance,” in Portebois and Terpestra, The Renaissance in the Nineteenth Century, p. 162.
** Michelet, Renaissance, p. 17.
7 Ibid., p. iv.
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centuries, connecting these instances with specific individuals, or with discoveries

associated with the individuals he mentions. The medieval period

finissait dés le douzieme siécle, lorsque la poésie laique opposa a la légende une
trentaine d’épopées ; lorsque Abailard, ouvrant les écoles de Paris, hasarda le
premier essai de critique et de bon sens.

Il finit au treizieme siécle, quand un hardi mysticisme, dépassant la critique
méme, déclare qu’a I'Evangile historique succéde I'Evangile éternel et le Saint-Esprit
aJésus.

Il finit au quatorziéme, quand un laique, s’emparant des trois mondes, les enclot
dans sa Comédie, humanise, transfigure et ferme le royaume de la vision.

Et définitivement, le Moyen-age agonise aux quinziéme et seiziéme siécles,
quand I'imprimerie, I'antiquité, ' Amérique, I'Orient, le vrai systéme du monde, ces

foudroyantes lumiéres, convergent leurs rayons sur lui.

Michelet’s polarization reveals opposite sets of values which he projects onto his
conceptualization of Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Chronological boundaries,
however, are not theorized accordingly, so that the two historical periods seem at times
to identify two categories. The moral and intellectual tyranny of the Middle Ages began
to weaken in the twelfth century, but they only finally collapsed two hundred years later.
Michelet identifies cyclical relapses which support him in creating a historical discourse
in which he allocates a phase that hindered the development of man and modernity.
Thus, he writes, “[le Moyen 4ge] repousse toujours en dessus [...] d’autant plus difficile a
tuer qu’il est mort depuis longtemps.”*®

It should be noted that Michelet’'s writing not only creates a discourse of
pathologization, but at some points also a gendered and subtly sexualized one. Charles

VIII’s invasion is depicted as a sensual encounter in which a male-gendered France

discovers a female-gendered Italy:

Aucune armée n’avait, come celle de Charles VIII, suivi la voie sacrée, I'initiation
progressive qui, de Génes ou de Milan, par Lucques, Florence et Sienne, conduit le
voyageur a Rome. La haute et supréme beauté de I'ltalie est dans cette forme
générale et ce crescendo de merveilles, des Alpes a I'Etna. Entré, non sans

saisissement, par la porte des neiges éternelles, vous trouvez un premier repos, plein

*® Ibid., p. iv.
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de grandeur, dans la gracieuse majesté de la plaine lombarde, cette splendide
corbeille de moissons, de fruits et de fleurs. Puis la Toscane, les collines si bien
dessinées de Florence, donnent un sentiment exquis d’élégance, que la solennité
tragique de Rome change en horreur sacrée... Est-ce tout? Un paradis plus doux vous
attend a Naples, une émotion nouvelle, ou 'dme se reléve a la hauteur des Alpes

devant le colosse fumant de Sicile.”

At this point, Michelet’s historical account seems to turn into a récit. Italy is described in
terms of a femme fatale, one distinguished by black eyes, “généralment plus forts que
doux,” which “exercérent sur les hommes du Nord une fascination invincible.” As a
result, French men could not help but fall under the spell of Italian women. The Italian
Renaissance is thus described by Michelet as the offspring of a sexual intercourse
between two races. Such a metaphor would also be used by Symonds and Lee, although
their Euphorion is not the son of two civilizations existing synchronically but distant in
time. In addition, in certain passages Michelet’s narrative reads like a sexual assault told
from the perspective of the male: one which was committed by France, but which Italy
“voulait et y travaillait.”” Italy is described as a female body that was explored and
penetrated by France. Besides, Michelet further explains in the same chapter that it was
“l[e]ln penetrant dans la Toscane” that the French realized the moral decay and
corruption of Italy in spite of her “contrées si fertiles.””

Finally, it should be remarked that although Michelet was a historian and not a
writer on art, his study anticipates the use of the literary portrait that would become a
distinctive subgenre in the late Victorian Age. Bullen, for example, defines the seventh
volume of Histoire de France as a romance in which Michelet weaves a heroic myth of “the
triumph of the human will and imagination,” putting at the centre of his enquiry
“powerful and self-determining individuals who were prepared to assert themselves
against the deadening affects of prevailing orthodoxies.”” Much of his approach was
later shared by Pater, Lee and Symonds. Not only were they interested in such figures for
their rebellion against the “prevailing orthodoxies” of Renaissance Italy — their reception

and appropriation of the discourses of the Renaissance was also an act of rebellion

* Ibid., p. 26.
* Ibid., p. 27.
* Ibid., p. 17.
* Ibid., p. 3L
¥ Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, p. 181.
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against the critical orthodoxy established by Ruskin but, broadly speaking, also the one

embedded underneath Victorian morality.

12.  Jacob Burckhardt and the cultural history of Renaissance Italy

Published in 1860, Jacob Burckhardt’s The Civilization of Renaissance Italy might be said to
have laid the foundations of cultural history. Although his study was translated in
English only in 1878, Burckhardt’s ideas soon flourished outside the German-speaking
world, providing an example and an interpretational approach for the discourses of the
Renaissance at the fin-de-siecle.

A member of a wealthy Protestant family, Burckhardt studied first at the
University of Basel and then at the Frederick William University, Berlin, where he was a
pupil of Leopold von Ranke. His work as a historiographer, however, is also indebted to
the eighteenth-century German tradition of social and historical essays.* Indeed, his
Civilization reveals a trans-disciplinary approach: he refuses the dogmatism of
chronology, and attempts to blend different fields of knowledge. As a matter of fact, his
interest in Renaissance Italy is a result of his fascination with Italian art. As early as 1847
he had contributed to the second edition of Franz Kugler’'s Handbook of the History of
Painting from Constantine the Great to the Modern Age, which shares Vasari’s basic
assumption that the art of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were preparatory for
the golden age of the Cinquecento.”

Reconsidering his approach, Burckhardt was to maintain that “I have never in my

6 .
”% To some extent, however, he seems more like a

life thought philosophically.
philosopher than a historian. Even though in the posthumously published Observations
on World History (1905) he stated that “we make no claim to ‘world historical ideas,” but
are content with observation and give cross sections through history [...]; we give above

all no philosophy of history,” such a claim was based on the premise that “we renounce

* According to Burke, Burckhardt was influenced by the late eighteenth-century tradition of the German
historical essays, namely by Johann Christoph Adelung’s Versuch einer Geschichte der Cultur des
menschlichen Geschlechts (1782), David Gottfried Herzog’s Versuch einer allgemeinen Geschichte der Kultur der
deutschen Nation (1795) and Johann David Hartmann’s Versuch einer Kulturgeschichtes vornehmsten
Vilkerschaften Griechenlands (1796). Burckhardt’s biographer Werner Kaegi sees also a debt to Voltaire’s
Essai sur les Mceurs et 'Esprit des Nations (1756). See Peter Burke, Culture and Society in Renaissance Italy, 1420-
1540 (London: Batsford, 1972), p. 8; Id., “Il prospettivismo di Burckhardt e la tradizione del saggio storico,” in
La formazione del vedere: lo squardo di Jacob Burckhardt, ed. A. Pinotti and M. L. Roli (Macerata: Quodlibet,
2011), p. 37.

® Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, p. 147. The first edition of Kugler's Handbook was
published in 1837.

* Ibid., p. 186.
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all history.”” In fact, his work is an artistic — rather than historiographical — product,
distinguished by a constant investigation into the foundations of knowledge,” but also
by the rejection of the historical perspective — an element that found a particularly fertile
ground in the essays of Walter Pater and Vernon Lee.

Burckhardt would explain his approach to history in theoretical terms in The
Cultural History of Greece (1898-1902). In this two-volume study, largely neglected in

England,” Burckhardt explains that his aim as a cultural historian is not to illustrate

facts or events, but to unveil

the living forces, constructive and destructive, that were active in Greek life. [...] To
this, to the history of the Greek spirit, must the entire study be directed. The
particular fact and, above all, the so-called event can be valued here only as evidence
of the common, not for its own sake; for the data we seek are the ways of thinking,
which are also facts. But the sources, if we consider them from this point of view, will

speak very differently than in mere research for antiquarian material.*’

According to Burckhardt, cultural historians should focus “on what the sources and
monuments indicate unintentionally, without self-interest, despite themselves.”* Indeed,
his achievement lies in the way he unifies a variety of sources and reconciles existing
trends. Nineteenth-century idealism and new humanism had already emphasized the
importance of individual freedom and moral autonomy in the development of
modernity. However, no one stressed the role of individualism in the development of
modern culture as convincingly as Burckhardt.**

Burckhardt’s focus on individualism has also been read in biographical terms.

While at university, he abandoned his studies of theology and underwent a moment of

7 Ibid.
* Pietro Conte, “Vedere il mito. Bachofen e Burckhardt per un’estetica della storia,” in Pinotti and Roli, La
formazione del vedere, p. 39.
* Lionel Gossman, Basel in the Age of Burckhardt: A Study in Unseasonable Ideas (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2000), p. 297. Gossman blames Palmer Hilty’s 1963 translation for the unfavorable reception
of Burckhardt’s Griechische Kulturgeschichte in English-speaking countries, arguing that Hilty’s translation
is far more inaccurate and incomplete than the abridged German edition it was based on.
1 am quoting from Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, p. 187, which refers to the original
German text. I believe it is significant that Ferguson translates Burckhardt’s Griechische Kulturgeschichte as
The History of Greek Civilization and not as The Cultural History of Greece. In so doing, he evidently molds his
title on The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy.
* Ibid.
*# Cf. Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, p. 182 ff.
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apostasy.” Years later, when he analysed the influence of religion on Italian art,
Burckhardt blamed Christianity for quenching individual creativity. In The Cicerone: An
Art Guide to Painting in Italy for the Use of Travellers and Students (1855), he cites mosaic art
as an example of the creative stiffness produced by the moral constraints and artistic

dogmas of Christianity, which

prompt[s] the use of materials which exclude the artist from participation in any
labours but those of drawing cartoons or choosing glass pastes. The Church desires
and only permits what Church purposes strictly demand. Her requirements must be
satisfied in an imposing manner. [...] The artist no longer invents; he has only to
reproduce what the Church has discovered from him. For a time art still keeps up
some remains of the joyous spirit inherited from ancient times [...]. But gradually it

sinks and falls back at last into mere mechanical repetition.**

The fifth chapter of this “handbook” of Italian art is devoted to the “Painting of the
fifteenth century” or — as Burckhardt labels it in the chapter subtitle — “The Renaissance.”
To some extent, his work seems to follow the interpretational paradigm inaugurated by
Vasari and partly shared by Michelet. However, it should be noted that the noun
“Renaissance” significantly appears between quotation marks. Before examining the
works of the various painting schools of the fifteenth century (among the others, the
Florentine, Paduan, Ventian, Umbrian and Neapolitan) and the masters of the sixteenth
century, Burckhardt devotes an introductory paragraph to sketching the character of the
Renaissance, which he defines as a new spirit that was first born in the Italian
Quattrocento. Such a change was possible, Burckhardt explains, because in the fifteenth
century artists were finally set free from the constraints imposed by the ecclesiastical
function of art. For the first time, they were allowed to focus on “the outward appearance

» «

of things,” “the various manifestations of the human form,” and its surroundings.*
The Cicerone contains the germs of Burckhardt’s idea that art is the product of a

specific civilization. However, it is in The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy that he

# According to Howard, this religious crisis significantly shaped The Age of Constantine the Great (1852),
which reveals his quest for a “post-theological sense of personal identity.” In general, Burckhardt’s secular
analysis emphasizes the crisis of Christian values in post-medieval history, as if Christianity had
represented only a transitional — although historically necessary — phase. See Thomas Albert Howard,
“Jacob Burckhardt, Religion, and the Historiography of ‘Crisis’ and ‘Transition,” Journal of the History of
Ideas 60, no. 1 (January, 1999), p. 154.
*Jacob Burckhardt, The Cicerone: An Art Guide to Painting in Italy for the Use of Travellers and Students, trans.
A. H. Clough (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1908), pp. 9-I10.
# Ibid., p. 57.
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expands his analysis of the context and the social and political factors that moulded the
Renaissance and its cultural production. This study is primarily concerned with the
revival of man and the rise of individuality, elements that were crucial for the fin-de-
siécle reception of the Italian Renaissance in England. Thus, although she is concerned
with historiography and does not take into account nineteenth-century literature and
culture, I embrace Wojciehowski’s definition of Burckhardt’s Civilization as a
Foucauldian “transdiscursive” text insofar as it provides “the possibilities and ‘rules’ of
other texts.”*’

Indeed, scholars have acknowledged the influence of Burckhardt’s cultural
approach on the writings of Walter Pater, Vernon Lee, and John Addington Symonds.*
Billie Inman, for example, provocatively argues that Pater’s conception of the
Renaissance was born out of a mere chronological accident. If Pater had been born some
twenty years earlier, his idea of the Renaissance would have probably been indebted to
the early nineteenth-century German philosophy, according to which the revival of
pagan elements at the end of the Middle Ages resulted in widespread moral corruption.
In other words, Pater’s views might have been much closer to Ruskin’s. Having
developed in the 1860s, Pater’s idea of the Renaissance was steered by the works of
Michelet and Burckhardt, who, mutatis mutandis, both conceive the post-medieval period
as a Golden Age. According to Inman, Pater especially derived from Burckhardt the idea
that fifteenth-century Italy came to a perfect synthesis of pagan and Christian
elements.*”® Likewise, Wendell V. Harris pointed out that Pater’s essays celebrate “that
assertion of individuality that Burckhardt had already made the essence of the
Renaissance spirit.”* Both of them, to quote Leighton’s words, were interested in the
“secular process’ at the very heart of things.” More recently, Fisher has suggested that
Burckhardt’s focus on individualism can be perceived in the socially transgressive
instances of “rebellion” or “rebelliousness” that recur throughout Pater’s The

Renaissance.”” Such feelings pave the way for characters like Abelard to trespass the

“ Hannah Chapelle Wojciehowski, Group Identity in the Renaissance World (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2011), p. 2.

7 See for example Francesca Orestano, “La ricezione di Burckhardt nel mondo anglosassone: fascino del
Rinascimento, forma significante e forma simbolica,” in Pinotti and Roli, La formazione del vedere, pp. 157-61.
4 Billie Andrew Inman, “Pater’s Conception of the Renaissance: From Sources to Personal Ideal,” Victorian
Newsletter 47 (Spring, 1975), pp-. 19-20.

“Wendell V. Harris, “Ruskin and Pater - Hebrew and Hellene — Explore the Renaissance,” Clio 17, no. 2
(January, 1988), p. 182.

** Angela Leighton, “Aesthetic Conditions: Returning to Pater,” in Walter Pater: Transparencies of Desire, ed.
Laurel Brake, Lesley Higgins and Carolyn Williams (Greensboro, NC: ELT Press, 2002), p. 18.

* Will Fisher, “The Sexual Politics of Victorian Historiographical Writing about the ‘Renaissance,” GLQ: A
Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 14, no. 1 (2008), p. 49.

33



Individualism, gender, plasticity

“prescribed limits of the system” (R, 6), and hence prefigure the very “character of the
Renaissance” (R, 5), understood in Burckardtian terms.

Although in the dedication to Euphorion and in the “Valedictory” to Renaissance
Fancies and Studies Vernon Lee states that her criticism was born out of the tradition
established by Pater, her debt to Burckhard is not only indirect. In a long letter written in

April 1874, Lee confesses to Henrietta Jenkin her commitment to art and “comparative

aesthetics,” explaining that - |
B (s lctter suggests that Lee began her work as an aesthetic critic

at the suggestion of Henrietta Jenkin, who had advised her to ‘||| GTGTcNGN
I Her first attempt at the task is, as Lee tells Jenkin, an ‘|| lii” of Burckhardt:

Lee pays explicit homage to Burckhardt in Euphorion, where she mentions his name
along with Michelet’s and Symonds’s. In the appendix at the end of the second volume,

she admits that

With regard to positive information I must express my great obligations to the works
of Jacob Burckhardt, of Prof. Villari, and of Mr. J. A. Symonds in everything that

concerns the political history and social condition of the Renaissance. (E2, 237)

Lee interestingly mentions Symonds’s name in connection with Burckhardt’s. On the
one hand, she borrows from The Revival of Learning (1877) the idea of the child of Faustus
and Helena as the embodiment of the modern sentiment, quoting Symonds’s passage in
the epigraph to the introduction to Euphorion.” On the other hand, Renaissance in Italy
has been defined as the only detailed study undertaken by one single author that can be

reasonably compared to Burckhardt’s, insofar as both authors share the same conception

> Vernon Lee to Henrietta Jenkin, April 19, 1874. VLA #42. Karl Otfried Miiller (1797-1840) was a German
scholar, especially interested in Greek mythology.
? Cf. supra, 4.2.
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of cultural history.”* Just like Burckhardt’s Civilization begins with an outlook of Italian
politics, Symonds dedicated the first volume of his study to The Age of the Despots (1875).
Moreover, in the preface he writes to this first volume, Symonds mentions Burckhardt as

the writer he feels most indebted to:

To [Burckhardt’s The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy] 1 must acknowledge
especial obligations. It fell under my notice when I had planned, and in a great
measure finished, my own work. But it would be difficult for me to exaggerate the
profit I have derived from the comparison of my opinions with those of a writer so
thorough in his learning and so delicate in his perceptions as Jacob Burckhardt, or

the amount I owe to his acute and philosophical handling of the whole subject.”

Moreover, Symonds, like Vernon Lee, finds in Cicerone one of his main sources. In the
preface to the third volume of Renaissance in Italy, which he devotes to The Fine Arts (1877),
he explicitly mentions his debt to Cicerone as far as his knowledge of Italian architecture,
sculpture and painting is concerned (RI 3, 1).*°

In addition, in an unpublished manuscript titled “Aesthetics, My Confession,” Lee
describes her reading of Burckhardt in epiphanic terms. She confesses that Cicerone
significantly shaped her views on aesthetics in general and on the artists of the Italian
Renaissance in particular. Until that moment, she had considered Renaissance painting
boring, because her personal appreciation was limited to the mere technical and formal

aspects:

* Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, pp. 198, 200.

* John Addington Symonds, The Age of the Despots, in Renaissance in Italy, 7 volumes (London: Smith, Elder
& Co., 1900), I, p. 1. All subsequent references are incorporated in the text, abbreviated to RI followed by
the volume and page number.

* Whilst in the preface he only refers to Burckhardt’s Cicerone, in chapter 9, “Life on Benvenuto Cellini,”
Symonds’s notes show that one of his sources is the German edition of The Civilization of the Renaissance in
Italy (RI3, 368). Symonds’s translation of the autobiography of the Cellini was published ten years later, in
1887.

" Vernon Lee, “Aesthetics, My Confession,” unpublished holograph manuscript. VLA.
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Burckhardt’s legacy in England — which he visited twice, in 1860 and in 1879 -
contributed to overcome the Ruskinian idea of the Renaissance as a moral disease, but
also to establish the notion of the Renaissance as a cultural category distinguished by
supreme individual freedom.”® So much so that, in an unsigned editorial in 1943, The
Burlington Magazine complained that relatively scarce critical attention had until then
been paid to Burckhardt, “the importance of [whose message had been] increasingly
realized by ever-growing circles of readers.”” Only a decade earlier, one of the
“Founding Fathers” of cultural history, Huizinga, had noted that the challenge faced by
cultural discipline was to “[free] itself from Burckhardt, yet this does not in the least

cloud his greatness nor lessen the debt we owe to him.”*

1.3.  Burckhardt’s Civilization: Italian modernity and the rise of individualism

Interestingly, the subtitle of the original edition of The Civilization of the Renaissance in
Italy is “ein Versuch.”” This might be translated as both “essay,” and “attempt.” And
what Burckhardt was attempting with this study was not to provide a detailed historical
account of Italy between the thirteenth and the fifteenth centuries, but to capture “the
spirit of the age,” the Italian people and their ways of thinking.

Burckhardt’s work follows a descriptive and intuitive method, which is topical
rather than historical. For this reason it has been argued that his study departs from
Hegel’s conception of history by transposing romantic idealism to the field of historical
research. He does not consider the Renaissance as a historical period, but rather as a
category, and in so doing his main interest is in the innovative character of the centuries
he investigates.”” The book relies on a variety of parallel perspectives and viewpoints

which, taken altogether, not only form a coherent picture, but also provide a chance for

* Orestano, “La ricezione di Burckhardt nel mondo anglosassone,” pp. 149-51.
* “Editorial: Jacob Burckhardt and England,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 83, No. 487 (October,
1943), p. 237; cf. also Orestano, “La ricezione di Burckhardt nel mondo anglosassone,” pp. 151-55.
6o Johan Huizinga, Wege der Kulturgeschichte (Miinchen: Drei Masken, 1930), p. 140, qtd. in Ferguson, The
Renaissance in Historical Thought, p. 185.
® The text of the third German edition of The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy was expanded by
Ludwig Geiger in 1891. Burckhardt’s original text was eventually restored in the thirteenth edition of the
book.
® William Kerrigan and Gordon Braden, The Idea of the Renaissance (Baltimore and London: The John
Hopkins University Press, 1989), pp. 4, 10.
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establishing synchronic relationships.” The method he follows is founded on that
principle of “cross sections” or Querdurchschnitte.

From the very first page of The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, Burckhardt
maintains that any inquiry into the nature of a given civilization can only be subjective.
For this reason, he intends to look into the Italian Renaissance, its civilization and

culture, from a fresh viewpoint in spite of the multitude of recent writings on the subject:

[t]lo each eye, perhaps, the outlines of a given civilization present a different picture;
and in treating of a civilization which is the mother of our own, and whose influence
is still at work among us, it is unavoidable that individual judgement and feeling

should tell every moment both on the writer and on the reader.**

The novelty of Burckhardt’s approach relies on his rejection of the historical approach.
Instead, he devises a topical method which shapes the six sections of the book: “The state
as a work of art,” “The development of the individual,” “The revival of antiquity,” “The
discovery of the world and of man,” “Society and Festivals,” and, finally, “Morality and
Religion.”

The organizing principle followed by Burckhardt creates a series of binary
oppositions, which enable him to investigate each of the distinguishing features of
Renaissance Italy in its seemingly contradictory implications. Burke notes that the kernel
of The Civilization — its four central chapters — focuses on culture tout court, whilst the first
and the last one connect culture to the state and to religion.” However, I also suggest that
Burckhardt’s analysis of despots and tyrannies is counterbalanced by the effects that
such governments produced on society and the individual, whilst the revival of classical
learning is complemented by his emphasis on the advent of a modern individual
consciousness. In addition, the last two chapters provide a coherent analysis of morality
and customs, which Burckhardt examines first from a secular and then from a religious
point of view. Both Vernon Lee and John Addington Symonds borrowed Burckhardt’s
general structure in their respective works on the Italian Renaissance: their writings are
organized thematically, and in Euphorion Lee even adopts the structure of his chapters.

Symonds, instead, expands Burckhardt’s sections and transforms them into volumes.

® Ferguson, The Renaissance in Historical Thought, p. 185.

% Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. S. G. C. Middlemore (Vienna and New
York: The Phaidon Press and Oxford University Press, 1937), p. I.

% Burke, Culture and Society in Renaissance Italy, p. 9.
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Burckhardt deconstructs the Renaissance and breaks it into subcategories which
he explores in sections that one might as well read separately, following the glosses he
provides. These sections contribute to creating a comprehensive account, by focusing on
specific aspects of Renaissance Italy and its culture. Thus, Burckhardt opens his essay
expressing the hope that his work will be “judged as a whole,” since, he adds, “[i]t is the
most serious difficulty of the history of civilization that a great intellectual process must
be broken up into single, and often into what seem arbitrary categories in order to be in
any way intelligible.”*

“The Revival of Antiquity,” which is usually considered the most distinctive
feature of the Renaissance, significantly comes third in Burckhardt’s study. His first
chapter is devoted to the political situation of Italy, and to his definition of the State as a
work of art. In the various political forces that parcelled the country, Burckhardt
recognizes the earliest examples of “the modern political spirit of Europe,” which
“surrendered freely to its own instincts [and] unbridled egotism” and produced a new
fact in history: “the State as the outcome of reflection and calculation, the State as a work
of art.””

In order to explore the mentality and the culture of the Renaissance, Burckhardt
begins by highlighting the various circumstances that originated them. This is why his
inquiry starts from the political architecture of Italy. In his belief that “[t|he deliberate
adaptation of means to ends, [...] joined to almost absolute power within the limits of the
State, produced among the despots both men and modes of life of a peculiar character,”®
Burckhardt establishes a well-defined relationship between the political configuration
and the character of the people. From the point of view of historical materialism, one
could say that Burckhardt posits the existence of a relationship between structure and
super-structure, although he does not interpret the former in fully Marxist terms. In his
historical model, culture is not the product of social and economic forces, but it responds
to political structures.

Even the revival of antiquity is connected with tyranny: “the example was set by

the rulers themselves, who, both in their conception of the State and in their personal

66 Burckhardt, Civilization, p. 1.

“ Ibid., p. 2.

® Ibid., p. 4. Although I have quoted directly from Burckhardt’s text, I think it would perhaps be more
appropriate to speak of “peculiar characters.” In this first chapter, Burckhardt actually takes into
consideration the political situation of Italy distinguishing between the tyrannies of each of the three
centuries he examines.
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conduct, took the old Roman empire avowedly as their model.”® Thus, when Burckhardt
admits that the citizens of Medicean Florence were the prototype of the modern
Europeans, he clarifies that his attempt was “not to write the history of this remarkable
State, but merely to give a few indications of the intellectual freedom and independence
for which the Florentines were indebted to this history.””

Thus, Burckhardt stresses the way the political organization of the Italian States

shaped its inhabitants as individuals, making them “the first born among the sons of

modern Europe.”” In Italy,

an objective treatment and consideration of the state and of all the things of this
world became possible. The subjective side at the same time asserted itself with
corresponding emphasis; man became a spiritual individual, and recognized himself

as such.”

Being a force maintained through political ability, despotism fostered individuality at all
levels, from the tyrants to their circle and protégés, until it eventually trickled down
through the whole of society. In the fifteenth century, this political situation generated
an individual type which existed in Italy alone, the “all-sided” or universal man.
Although the examples he provides are Leon Battista Alberti and Leonardo da Vinci,
Burckhardt’s description of the “universal man” recalls Pater’s characterization of Pico
della Mirandola. In the book, however, Burckhardt does not really dwell on Italian art;
he only relates to it to draw relevant examples to support his argument. Burckhardt was
probably aware that this might have been perceived as a shortcoming, which is why he
had planned to complement The Civilization with a separate treatise on Renaissance art.”

Thus, Burckhardt posits a connection between the revival of antiquity and classical
learning with the development of individuality. Certainly important, antiquity was only

one among the distinctive aspects of the Renaissance, although its role was crucial in

giving the overall phenomenon “a certain colouring”:

* Ibid., p. 32.
 Ibid., p. 42.
" Ibid., p. 70.

” Ibid., p. : “It was formerly our intention to fill up the gaps in this book by a special work on the ‘Art of the
Renaissance,” Burckhardt writes at the beginning of the first chapter, “an intention, however, which we
have been able to fulfill only in part.” This partial fulfillment was the section on the “Architecture and
Decoration of the Italian Renaissance” which he had contributed to Kugler’s History of Architecture.
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The conditions which have been hitherto described would have sufficed, apart from
antiquity, to upturn and to mature the national mind; and most of the intellectual
tendencies which yet remain to be noticed would be conceivable without it. But both
what has gone before and what we have still to discuss are coloured in a thousand

ways by the influence of the ancient world;™

Again, Burckhardt insists that the key element of the Italian Renaissance was the spirit of
the people — the revival of antiquity was not important in itself. In his view, the revival of
learning works as a catalyst, whose essential function is to make a chemical reaction

possible:

The Renaissance would not have been the process of world-wide significance which
it is, if its elements could be so easily separated from one another. We must insist
upon it, as one of the chief propositions of this book, that it was not the revival of
antiquity alone, but its union with the genius of the Italian people, which achieved

the conquest of the western world.”

The notion of antiquity did not exactly influence the Italians: its revival is the
consequence of the new culture. Besides, “with many antiquity was only a fashion, even

among very learned people.”™

This also explains the final “fall” of the humanists in the
sixteenth century: the invention of the printing press certainly contributed to change
their role in society, yet they also began to be condemned for their “abominable
profligacy.”

Such a revival could not take place before the fourteenth century, as its advent
was subordinated to the establishment of urban life, which, by mingling nobles and

citizens, made it possible for “a social world [to] arise.”” In other words, the

advancement of modernity seems to have been possible, in Burckhardt’s reconstruction,

™1Ibid., p. 89. Interestingly, in his essay on “Pico della Mirandola,” even Pater expresses his interest “in the
local colour of a great age” (R, 27).
” Ibid., p. 89. Interestingly, in analyzing Burckhardt’s legacy in British fin-de-siécle one should note that
chemical metaphors also recur in Pater and Lee. In the Preface to The Renaissance, Pater argues that his aim
is to unveil, as if he were a chemist, “the active principle” of any form of art — forms which he conceives as
concrete manifestations of the human thought — by polishing off them “the commoner elements” that they
are likely to be found in association with (R, xxi); likewise, in Euphorion, Lee explains that “[t]he
Renaissance has interested and interests me, not merely for what it is, but even more for what it sprang
from, and for the manner in which the many things inherited from both Middle Ages and Renaissance, the
tendencies and necessities inherent in every special civilization, acted and reacted upon each other, united
in concord or antagonism; forming, like the gases of the chemist, new things, sometimes like and
sometimes unlike themselves and each other” (E, 7-8).
 Ibid., p. 127.
" Ibid., p. 91.
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as a result of the transition from the life of the community to that of the society, a process
which sociology was investigating exactly when Burckhardt was writing his work.
According to Tonnies’s notable difference between community and society, within the
latter “there are no activities which are derived from an a priori and pre-determined
unity.” As a result, “[n]Jothing happens in [a society] that is more important for the
individual’s wider group than it is for himself [...], everyone is out for himself alone and
living in a state of tension against everyone else.”” For Ténnies, the members of a society
are “power-conscious” and hence highly individualistic. One may reasonably object that
Tonnies sets the tone for a discussion of economic forces which was absent in
Burckhardt, yet his argument is based on an opposition between natural and rational
will that dissolves “the body social” into embodied individuals. And, like Burckhardt, he
considers the State the embodiment of society, and the city its most representative
expression.

As a last point it should be noted that in the section on “Society and Festivals”
Burckhardt’s highlights that the self-development of the individual had also interesting
implications at the level of gender. He maintains that in Renaissance Italy women and
men enjoyed some “perfect equality” in spite of the gender mockery occasionally offered
by some literary representations of women, such as Ariosto’s satires. The equality he
speaks about, however, seems to be restricted by social status. Within the upper classes,
both genders were given equal education and training in classical learning, so that also
“the individuality of women [...] was developed in the same way as that of men.”” Until
at least the Reformation, this aspect was to be found only in Italy. The few other
evidences of empowered women that one could find elsewhere in Europe - such as
Isabella of Baviera, Margaret of Anjou and Isabella of Castille — are not representative of
a culture of self-development and enfranchisement, as their particular social and

political status suggests. In fourteenth-century Italy, instead,

[t]here was no question of “woman’s rights” or female emancipation, simply because
the thing itself was a matter of course. The educated woman, no less than the man,

strove naturally after a characteristic and complete individuality. The same

™ Ferdinand Ténnies, Community and Civil Society [1887], ed. Jose Harris (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), p. 52. I am using the word “society” between square parentheses since in their
translation Harris and Hollis prefer to keep the German words Gemeinschaft (“community”) and Gesellschaft
(“society”).
™ Burckhardt, Civilization, p. 204.
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intellectual and emotional development which perfected the man, was demanded

for the perfection of women.*

Residual social restrictions ought to be taken into account, since Burckhardt explicitly
connects education with class; nevertheless, he considers gender equality a crucial
element of Renaissance culture in Italy. So much so that one must be aware of this factor
in order to understand its social network and relationships, or, as Burckhardt states by
employing what is today a highly sexually connoted word, “the higher forms of social

»81 It is within this intercourse — to be contextualized at the time

intercourse at this period.
of Burckhardt’s inquiry — that his conception of gender equality should be seen.
Burckhardt’s idea of equal opportunities ought to be understood from a different
perspective than the one that has been developed since the advent of feminism. This
difference accounts for his clarification that the social function of these women was only
defined in relation to men, whose impulses and caprices they were supposed to
moderate. As a consequence, their artistic activity was generally limited, although his
analysis of Renaissance women and their contribution to poetry deserves some further
attention. Burckhardt finds in the “immortal” Vittoria Colonna the example of an art
form which goes beyond gender. In Colonna’s love sonnets and religious verse he
recognizes a “precise and definite” character, without “the tender twilight of sentiment”
and the “dilettantism” which he considers as common features of women poetry.”
Colonna’s poetry is notable for being manly, and this is in fact a quality that
Burckhardt considers desirable in and praiseworthy for “the great Italian women” of the
Renaissance.” Anticipating cultural studies, and especially their focus on cultural
representations,* Burckhardt relies on literary sources as a means to infer cultural
phenomena and ideas of gender. In order to support his argument, he cites as examples
the women prototype recurring in the heroic poetry of the period — namely in Ariosto’s
and Boiardo’s writings — to suggest that the Renaissance female ideal was embodied in
the virago. Burckhardt carefully contextualizes his statement, pointing out that “[t]he
title ‘virago,” which is an equivocal compliment in the present day, then implied nothing

but praise.”® He is clearly aware of the gender transgression implied in the term he uses.

* Ibid.

* Ibid., p. 203.

* Ibid., p. 204

% Ibid., p. 205.

8 Cf. for instance Stuart Hall, ed., Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (London:
Sage Publications, 1997), p. 3 ff.

% Burckhardt, Civilization, p. 205.
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On the one hand, he quotes as the first and most suitable example of the Renaissance
virago Caterina Sforza, whose enduring character won her the nickname of “prima

"8 On the other hand, however, Burckhardt adds that such women could

donna d’Italia.
even “listen to novels like those of Bandello, without social intercourse suffering from
it”’¥ In other words, what the nineteenth century defended as respectability and
earnestness was not at risk. Rather than an expression of femininity and womanhood,
the Italian women of the Renaissance were aware that they had to preserve “the
consciousness of energy, of beauty, and of a social state full of danger and opportunity.”®
The risk of immoral behaviour was counterbalanced by their resolute character, so that
indecency was prevented by the virago nature of the Renaissance woman.*

I suggest that this characterization of Renaissance women should not be read in
terms of mere masculinization or androgyny. In choosing the term “virago,” Burckhardt
certainly establishes a well-defined, explicit nexus with the Latin noun vir, which raises a
series of values and virtues associated with manliness. On top of that, his disclaimer that
contemporary readers would probably perceive his definition as an “equivocal
compliment” demonstrates that he was aware of the connection he was making. Yet he
does not posit a rapprochement of the genders towards general masculinization. The
process of gender-convergence he describes relies on a common development of the self,
driven by a general impulse towards individuality, and supported by what Bourdieu
would label “institutionalized cultural capital.” However, whilst Bourdieu recognizes
gender as “a distributive mechanism” in a given social group,” Burckhardt believes that
the distribution of the institutionalized cultural capital in Renaissance Italy was gender-

neutral. Besides, in speaking of the virago woman in terms of a respectable, and to some

% Ibid.

% Ibid. Known as “the new Boccaccio,” Matteo Bandello published 214 novelle — or short stories — in 1554.
Many of his stories were invented, but he also often drew on contemporary events. Being so wide, his
literary corpus deals with a variety of themes. Most of Bandello’s novellas have a tragic aftertaste, and tell
stories of crime, revenge, rape, incest and thwarted love — like the story of Romeo and Giulietta, which was
the main source of Shakespeare’s drama. Bandello’s more comic stories are often centered on sexual
mockery, as in the cases of adultery. Cf. Maurice Daumas, Adulteri e cornuti. Storia della sessualita maschile
tra medioevo e modernita (Bari: Dedalo, 2008), p. 290.

% Ibid., p- 205.

% Burckhardt follows this interpretational approach even in the next and last chapter, which specifically
deals with “Morality and Religion.” On the one hand, he highlights that Renaissance culture was aware of
widespread moral corruption — Machiavelli being the spokesperson to this regard — exacerbated by the
unfavorable influence of antiquity, which fostered the celebration of historical greatness (Civilization, p.
223). On the other hand, however, honour was frequently mistaken for the moral force that would
counterbalance evils. In most cases, however, it worked as an “enigmatic mixture of conscience and
egotism which [...] is compatible with much selfishness and great vices, and may be the victim of
astonishing illusions” (Civilization, p. 224).

% Cf. Leslie McCall, “Does gender fit? Bourdieu, feminism, and conceptions of social order,” Theory and
Society 21, no. 6 (December, 1992), pp. 841-42.

43



Individualism, gender, plasticity

extent desirable identity, he seems to try to detach this gender characterization from
potentially underlying sexual hints. Women constructed this identity in an attempt to
preserve a socially determined consciousness, and here one finds in nuce the idea that
gender identity relies on a process of performativity, “a doing, constituting the identity it
is purported to be.””

The cultural capital Burckhardt speaks about is gender-neutral in so far as those
who acquire it strive towards a “complete individuality.” The careful distinction he
makes between the “objective treatment” of the state and the “subjective side” of the
individual - both adjectives are italicized in Burckhardt’s text — suggests that
individuality should be understood as an attitude that fosters “a sense of particularized
identity.”” The result is a “performative self-consciousness [that] responds to an edgy
social fluidity in which individual style carries new weight.””

According to Kerrigan and Braden, Burckhardt’s individualism reveals a hidden
debt to Hegel, and especially his definition of Hellenism as the cult of spiritual
individuality, which was not spontaneous but the product of a dialectic relationship
between the self and external reality.”* Given this comparison, and in order to outline as
complete a picture as possible of what the Renaissance came to symbolize in late

Victorian England, I intend now to briefly look at the works of Matthew Arnold and John
Ruskin.

1.4. Matthew Arnold, the Renaissance and the polarization of forces in Western

civilization

The work of Matthew Arnold, Professor of Poetry at Oxford, significantly contributed to
the Victorian debate on the Italian Renaissance. Although he never wrote a full-length
study about it, the Renaissance was central to a number of his essays and university
lectures between the 1850s and 1860s. Taken altogether, however, these contributions
somehow fail to given a coherent or definite picture. Arnold’s appreciation of the
Renaissance changed significantly during a brief span of time: for this reason, Bullen has

suggested that his writings seem to trace a threefold trajectory, which, moving out of

% Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 19.
% Kerrigan and Braden, The Idea of the Renaissance, p. 12.
? Ibid., p. 17.
* Ibid. p. 12.
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genuine curiosity in the early 1850s, goes through a phase of enthusiastic engagement
and then ends up in disillusionment.” I suggest that, in a way, Arnold’s enthusiasm
follows a developmental pattern opposed to Michelet’s, notwithstanding the evident
debt, which is based on Arnold’s appreciation of and direct acquaintance with the
French historian. In its final stance, it actually comes close to Ruskin’s moral distaste.
The earliest testimony of Arnold’s fascination with the Renaissance a letter he
wrote to Arthur Hugh Clough on September 6, 1853.% First and foremost, in this letter
one finds evidence of an underlying idea of the Renaissance as “a spirit,” an idea that
recalls the point I have already made with reference to Burckhardt. According to Arnold,
art is the product of an age, and the spirit that produced the Renaissance first realized

itself in Italy. Only later, Arnold adds, did such a spirit take root in England:

I do not believe that the Reformation caused the Elizabethan literature — but that
both sprang out of the active animated condition of the human spirit in Europe at
that time. After the fall of the Roman Empire the barbarians powerfully turned up
the soil of Europe — and after a little time when the violent ploughing was over and
things had settled a little, a vigorous crop of new ideas was the result. Italy bore the
first crop — but the soil having been before much exhausted soon left bearing. The

virgin soils of Germany and England went on longer — but they too are I think

beginning to fail.”
Arnold does not employ the term “Renaissance” here, yet the reference can easily be
inferred, and at the end of this same letter his mention of the Reformation and the
Elizabethan Age is followed by a praise of the works of Raphael. In addition to this, he is
resorting to the same semantic field which is embedded in the metaphor conveyed by
the very word Renaissance: its spirit, and the literature produced by such a spirit, are for
Arnold an intellectually powerful “crop.” Arnold describes a regeneration, a re-birth he
detaches from religious influence by establishing an explicit connection with the fertile
action of the barbarians, but also as by denying a direct influence of the Reformation.
Arnold’s interest in the Renaissance developed only ten years after this letter. In
the meantime, he read extensively on the subject. Among Arnold’s main sources, Bullen

lists the work of Sismondi, but also Charles Clément’s Michel-Ange, Léonard de Vinci,

? Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, p. 242.

* Ibid.

 Matthew Arnold to Arnold Hugh Clough, September 6, 1853. Cecil Y. Lang, ed., The Letters of Matthew
Arnold, volume 1, 1829-1859 (Charlottesville and London: The University of Virginia Press, 1996), p. 273.
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Raphael (1861).® Furthermore, Arnold was certainly familiar with Michelet’s History of
France, as he also met the French historian twice, first in 1847 and then in 1859 on an
official visit to France on behalf of the Education Commission.” Arnold’s ideas on the
Renaissance, paganism and Christianity are considerably indebted to Michelet, as he

himself confesses. In a letter written in January 1858, for example, one can read that

Michelet has well shown that Christianity has had credit given to it with regard to
the extinction of slavery which it does not deserve: and I cannot but think that the

same may be said with respect to the treatment of women. The influence of women

. . 100
in Greece was immense.

In 1863 the Renaissance begins to make its way in Arnold’s writing and university
lectures, where one can feel his debt to Michelet’s idea of the Middle Ages as a period of
barbarism opposed to the lively spirit of the Renaissance. That year Arnold published “A
French Eton,” a pamphlet concerned with the prospect of a reform of education in
England, in the belief that the prestigious public schools were responsible for training
the future ruling class of the nation. Here, Arnold posits a direct relationship between
culture and national progress, although his views are not exactly democratic. He notes
with grief “that the culture of our highest class has declined, and that this declension,

" Arnold acknowledges the importance of

though natural and venial, impairs its power.
granting liberal education to the bulk of the middle class, entrusting the future
development of England to its hands rather than to aristocracy. Such a view of culture is
the cornerstone to the foundation of a successful social structure, and Arnold supports

his argument with historical examples he finds especially relevant:

[I]t is when such a broad basis is obtained, that individual genius gets its proper

nutriment, and is animated to put forth its best powers; this is the secret of rich and

* Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, p. 243.

* According to Super, meeting Michelet was “[o]ne of the greatest satisfactions” of Arnold’s travel. See
Super’s critical introduction to Arnold’s “The Literary Influences of Academies,” in The Complete Prose
Works of Matthew Arnold, ed. R. H. Super, vol 3, Lectures and Essays in Criticism (Ann Harbor: The University
of Michigan Press, 1973), p. 462. Arnold also recalls that Michelet praised his father’s unfinished History of
Rome (1838-1842). See Arnold’s letter to Michelet, April 10, 1859, in The Letters of Matthew Arnold, 1, pp. 431-32.
" Lang, The Letters of Matthew Arnold, 1, pp. 377-78.

" Matthew Arnold, “A French Eton,” in The Complete Prose Works of Matthew Arnold, ed. R. H. Super, vol. 2,
Democratic Education (Ann Harbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1962), p. 316.
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beautiful epochs in national life; the epoch of Pericles in Greece, the epoch of

Micheal Angelo in Italy, the epoch of Shakespeare in England.”

As in the letter he had sent Clough a decade before, Arnold does not explicitly mention
the word “Renaissance,” yet he acknowledges the epoch of Michelangelo as
distinguished by national beauty and wealth. More importantly, he relates these
qualities to the widespread “high culture or ardent intelligence” which, by pervading the
entire community, made it possible for individual genius to evolve. Because such an
element developed in Italy between the late fifteenth and the first half of the sixteenth
centuries, Arnold likens the Renaissance to fifth-century Greece, the golden age in
Athenian history. To him, both epochs stood out for their “strong intellectual ferment,”
their “real mental ardour,” and their “real curiosity.”*” Since in these elements Arnold
sees the essential drive toward the advancement of civilization, by borrowing a metaphor
we have already seen he attributes them the role of catalysts. Such a spark provided the
“indispensable initiator” which makes it possible for a civilization to perfect itself. Here,
Arnold lays the basis of what would become his cultural battle against Philistinism. In
his opinion, the English middle class could prosper as the population of Pericles’s
Athens and the Medicis’ Florence, and thus he hopes England will eventually be
pervaded by that “fine culture, or the living intelligence, which quickened great bodies of
men at these epochs.”*.

Arnold had already pointed this out in the inaugural lecture he delivered at Oxford
in 1857, following his appointment as Chair of Poetry. At the beginning of this talk —
which was published in 1869 as “On the Modern Element in Literature” — Arnold

remarked that

[a]n intellectual deliverance is the peculiar demand of those ages which are called
modern; and those nations are said to be imbued with the modern spirit most
eminently in which the demand for such a deliverance has been made with most

zeal, and satisfied with most completeness.'”

2 Ibid.
'3 Ibid.
"% Ibid.
' Matthew Arnold, “On the Modern Element in Literature,” in The Complete Prose Works of Matthew
Arnold, ed. R. H. Super, vol. 1, On the Classical Tradition (Ann Harbor: The University of Michigan Press,
1960), p. I9.
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The “intellectual deliverance” Arnold speaks of would become his notable plea for
culture, which he was later to define as “the disinterested endeavour after man’s
perfection.” Like in “A French Eton,” he argues that the most complete example of a
modern civilization comes from fifth-century Athens, adding that the age of Pericles may
be considered even superior to Elizabethan England. Interestingly, Arnold’s focus not so
much on the artistic achievements of a given period, but on the general spirit pervading
the epoch he takes into consideration.

Ideally, as Arnold puts it in “On the Modern Element in Literature,” “what will
most enlighten us, most contribute to our intellectual deliverance” are the examples of
great historical epochs which fostered a great literary production. And if Pericles’s
Athens provides such an example, this is because “in the body of Athenians of that time
there was [...] the utmost energy of mature manhood, public and private; the most entire
freedom, the most unprejudiced and intelligent observation of human affairs.”"”” Thus,
according to Arnold the literature of fifth-century Greece may provide the modern times
with “a mighty agent of intellectual deliverance,”* the same intellectual condition to he
alludes to in “A French Eton.” In 1863 Arnold also brings up the subject of the
Renaissance and its spirit in two university lectures. There seems to be no record left of
the former, which Arnold gave in March and titled “Romanticism: Renaissance.”* The
second lecture worth considering is the one on Heinrich Heine: delivered at Oxford in
June the same year, it was published in The Cornhill Magazine in the following August.
Here, Arnold considers Heine the true heir of Goethe insofar as he proved to be “a most
effective soldier in the Liberation War of humanity.”" In tracing Goethe’s legacy in
Heine’s poetry, Arnold establishes a curious — although this is most likely coincidental
than the result of direct influence — connection to Burckhardt’s characterization of the
Renaissance type. Indeed, like the portrait of the Renaissance humanists Burckhardt was
drawing in his Civilization but a few years before, “Heine had his full share of love of

»IIT

fame.”” And, even more interesting, what Goethe had taught contemporary German

poets was the importance of cultivating and developing one’s own individuality. Not only
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Matthew Arnold, Preface to “Culture and Anarchy,” in The Complete Prose Works of Matthew Arnold, ed.
R. H. Super, vol. 5, Culture and Anarchy, with Friendship’s Garland and Some Literary Essays (Ann Harbor: The
University of Michigan Press, 1965), p. 249.
"7 Arnold, “On the Modern Element in Literature,” p. 28.
" Ibid., p. 20.
' Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, p. 243. To my present knowledge, there is no reference to such a
lecture in the letters collected in Lang’s six-volume edition.
"® Matthew Arnold, “Heinrich Heine,” in The Complete Prose Works of Matthew Arnold, ed. R. H. Super, vol 3,
glectures and Essays in Criticism (Ann Harbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1973), p. 107.

Ibid.
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must the ordinary man be aware of his own inward life, also the artist ought to bring it to
the fore in order to create truly genuine and original instances of the poetry of nature. If
Goethe may be said to have begun a process of liberation of the Germans, and if those
whom he influenced may be said to be fully modern, this is because, Arnold argues, “he

»II2

puts the standard, once for all, inside every man instead of outside him,” “and this

happened at a time when “the old Middle-Age machine was still creaking on.”"”

Whilst Arnold takes Goethe as a complete and perfect example of the modern
spirit, in the end his judgment on Heine does not seem to be equally positive. He
certainly believes Heine to be a modern poet, especially because he was able to absorb
the influence of the Middle Ages without being entrapped: “he is a great modern poet, he
is not conquered by the Middle Age, he has a talisman by which he can feel, — along with
but above the power of the fascinating Middle Age itself, — the power of modern ideas.”
Nevertheless, at the end of the essay Arnold admits Heine’s difficulty in becoming a true
interpreter of the modern spirit, in spite of his valiant and brilliant effort in the
“Liberation War of Humanity” Goethe had already engaged in. According to Bullen, this
does not mar Arnold’s overall characterization of Heine as a genuine example of the
“free Renaissance spirit” — one which, by breaking with the Romantic tradition, was also

»II5

rejecting the last relics of the “reactionary medieval ideas”” that had lived into the

nineteenth century. Notwithstanding the fact that “in his head fermented all the ideas of
modern Europe,” however, Heine’s was for Arnold but a “half-result.”™

Apart from the interesting nexus that connects Arnold’s portrait of Heine with
Burckhardt’s characterization of the Renaissance type, this lecture specifically focuses on
the Renaissance spirit in two passages. As in the essay “On the Modern Element,” the

first occurrence appears with reference to England. If the Elizabethan Age can be apex of

the literary civilization of his country, this is because, Arnold maintains, during

the Elizabethan age, English society at large was accessible to ideas, was permeated
by them, was vivified by them, to a degree which has never been reached in England
since. Hence the unique greatness in English literature of Shakespeare and his
contemporaries. They were powerfully upheld by the intellectual life of their nation;

they applied freely in literature the then modern ideas, — the ideas of the Renascence
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Ibid., p. 10, my emphasis.

" Ibid., p. t1o-11.

" Ibid., p. 119.

" Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, p. 244.
e Arnold, “Heinrich Heine,” p. 132.
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and the Reformation."”

Arnold thus relates the literary achievements of the Elizabethan Age to what elsewhere
in the same essay, as I have already pointed out, he calls a process of intellectual
fermentation. This process is described in terms of an awakening of the mind which was
possible due to a general disposition of the age towards absorbing new, modern ideas
which influenced the mind and supported the intellectual life of the nation. Such ideas
are for Arnold the product of a dual factor, the contemporary emergence of the
Renaissance — which he tries to acclimatize through the spelling “Renascence” — and the
Protestant Reformation.

Interestingly, Arnold’s discussion on Heine’s Jewishness is the starting point for
introducing the polarization of the Renaissance spirit, which he would complete in 1869
in his essay on “Hebraism and Hellenism.” Of these two elements Heine is a paramount

example:

[H]e has excellently pointed out how in the sixteenth century there was a double
renascence, — a Hellenic renascence and a Hebrew renascence, — and how both have
been great powers ever since. He himself had in him both the spirit of Greece and
the spirit of Judaea; both these spirits reach the infinite, which is the true goal of all
poetry and all art, — the Greek spirit by beauty, the Hebrew spirit by sublimity. By his
perfection of literary form, by his love of clearness, by his love of beauty, Heine is
Greek; by his intensity, by his untamableness, by his “longing which cannot be
uttered,” he is Hebrew. Yet what Hebrew ever treated the things of Hebrews like

this?

In the rest of the essay Arnold quotes extensively from Heine’s poem “Princess Sabbath,”
although the commentary he provides to the text is on the whole scanty. Arnold’s
polarized conception of the Renaissance spirit is central to the fourth chapter of Culture
and Anarchy (1869), titled “Hebraism and Hellenism,” where again he cites Heine as the
example of an individual whose essence was defined by the supremacy of the latter
element. The poles of this binary opposition are defined in terms of rival forces,
tendencies and powers constantly opposing each other throughout human history,
which at any given moment is determined by the relative predominance of either. Whilst

both forces share a common goal — which Arnold sees in man’s ultimate perfection and

"7 Ibid., p- 121
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salvation — and a common source, the love of God, they diverge in the way they pursue

such an aim. Their essence can therefore be reduced to their intrinsic principles:

The uppermost idea with Hellenism is to see things as they really are; the uppermost
idea with Hebraism is conduct and obedience. Nothing can do away with this
ineffaceable difference. The Greek quarrel with the body and its desires is, that they
hinder right thinking; the Hebrew quarrel with them is, that they hinder right acting.

[...] The governing idea of Hellenism,” Matthew writes, “is spontaneity of

. . . . 8
consciousness; that of Hebraism, strictness of conscience.”™

These tendencies or forces in history arise in order to cope with the needs and
inadequacy of human nature. However, they should not be intended as laws governing
the history of mankind. Arnold rather sees them in terms of powers equally contributing
to human development, and the two different models of conduct they posit prefigure
Nietzsche’s dichotomy between the Apollonian and the Dionysian. Whilst Hellenism
invites man to follow “the whole play of the universal order,” thus leading to “[a]n
unclouded clearness of mind,” and “an unimpeded play of thought,”" Hebraism is
founded on the ethics of renunciation. First and foremost, this implies giving up one’s
own individual will, hence sacrificing the process of self-development that was one of the
distinctive characteristics of Renaissance culture. The disturbing emphasis Hebraism
lays on sin, Arnold argues, seems to act as a sort of controlling device hindering the
individual process of self-perfection.

The desirability of the Hellenic character becomes evident as Arnold compares it
to the Hebraic one through a series of adjectives. The “gentle,” “simple” and “divine”

» o«

nature of Hellenism is opposed to the “unhappy,” “chained” and “captive” nature of
Hebraism, under whose influence man toils “with groanings that cannot be uttered to
free himself from the body of this death.””* Yet Hellenism seems to Arnold to have
established itself in a far too immature age, which is why it was to succumb to Hebraism.
The unprofitability of Hebraism, instead, was mainly due to the emergence of
Christianity, which was based on the ethics of sufferance, obedience and toiling. This

self-sacrifice, Arnold suggests, was necessary in order to avoid, if not to defeat,

temptation and sin.

1us8

Matthew Arnold, “Hebraism and Hellenism,” in The Complete Prose Works of Matthew Arnold, 5, p. 165.
" Ibid.

° Ibid., p. 169.
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Thus, whilst Hebraism developed into Christianity, Hellenism had its counterpart
in the Renaissance, as around the fifteenth century the times were ready for its spirit to
dominate again. “As the great movement of Christianity was a triumph of Hebraism and
man’s moral impulses,” Arnold explains, “so the great movement which goes by the
name of the Renascence was an uprising and re-instatement of man’s intellectual

impulses and of Hellenism.”"™

Yet he underlines once more the impossibility to separate
the two forces, neatly and completely, at any given moment. This especially applies to
the sixteenth century, where Hellenism re-established itself with “a Hebraism renewed

»122

and purged.”” Thus, in England, the Renaissance was only known through its secondary
force, the Reformation, which was the offspring of Hebraism and Hellenism at once, with
the former positing a much desired return to the Scriptures, and hence to the very word
of God.”

In 1864, one year before “Hebraism and Hellenism,” Arnold had begun to reflect
on paganism, Christianity and their direct influence on the people who lived according
to either religion. In the essay “Pagan and Mediaeval Religious Sentiment,” Arnold
defends paganism against the accusation of moral sickness and sorrowfulness. The
“natural end” of the pagan life, Arnold maintains, is “a life which by no means in itself
suggests the thought of horror and misery, which even, in many ways, gratifies the
senses and the understanding.”** Having clarified this, he suggest that the “Renascence”
was in part a return to paganism and to its emphasis on the senses. The Reformation,
instead, was by no means connected with this spirit, since it was not a revival of
paganism, but the revival of Christianity against Catholicism.

Yet in his Vichean theorization of these cultural cycles, Hellenism was doomed to
perish again under the renewed influence of Hebraism. Interestingly, not only does this
happen in the sixteenth century - when historians, notwithstanding individual
differences, locate the end of the Renaissance — but Arnold also attributes its fall to moral

lassitude, which was especially evident in Italy:

"'Ibid., p. 172. Arnold uses again the Anglicized spelling he had already introduced in his essays on Heine

and the one on the “Pagan and Medisval Religious Sentiment” (1864). Here, however, he explains in a
footnote that he has “ventured to give to the foreign word Renaissance, — destined to become of more
common use amongst us as the movement which it denotes comes, as it will come, increasingly to interest
us, — an English form.” Interestingly, again at the beginning of his Heine essay he had declared the
impossibility of finding an English equivalent to use in place of the loanword “Philistinism.”

2 Tbid., p. 173

"2 Thus Protestantism was for Arnold morally superior to Catholicism.

" Matthew Arnold, “Pagan and Medizval Religious Sentiment,” in The Complete Prose Works of Matthew
Arnold, 3, pp. 222-23. Interestingly, as a proof of what he has just stated, Arnold quotes (p. 218) the last line in
the first stanza of Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” but he changes the question marks into exclamation in
order to further support his argument: “What pipes and timbrels! What wild ecstasy!”
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The Renascence, the great re-awakening of Hellenism, that irresistible return of
humanity to nature and to seeing things as they are, which in art, in literature, and in
physics, produced such splendid fruits, had, like the anterior Hellenism of the Pagan
world, a side of moral weakness and of relaxation or insensibility of the moral fibre,

which in Italy showed itself with the most startling plainness, but which in France,

England, and other countries were very apparent too.”

According to Arnold, the reaction came, at least in the English-speaking world, with
Protestantism, which rose “against the moral indifference and lax rule of conduct which
in the sixteenth century came in with the Renascence.””*

Arnold also makes a clear-cut distinction between the two major defeats of
Hellenism by Hebraism, the emergence of what he calls “primitive Christianity” at the
end of paganism, and Puritanism after the Reformation, which, unlike the former, he
considers but “a side stream crossing the central current and checking it.”"*” Although

Hebraism was a necessary counterpart to the moral evils that he sees as by-products of

the Renaissance, the predominance of what was only a secondary cultural current led in

» « »128

turn to a “contravention of the natural order,” “the confusion and false movement
which he reads in Victorian society. One can find here the germs of Woolf’s assertion
that “it is to the Greeks that we turn when we are sick of the vagueness, of the confusion,
of the Christianity and its consolations, of our own age.”” This confusion ought to be
cleared, Arnolds suggests, by a return to Hellenism, the principle that ultimately enables
man to understand “the actual instincts and forces which rule our life, seeing them as
they really are, connecting them with other instincts and forces, and enlarging our whole

view and rule of life.”"*°

' Arnold, “Hebraism and Hellenism,” p. 173.
126 .
Ibid., p. 174.
Ibid., p. 175.
" Arnold, “On the Modern Element in Literature,” p. 30.
*? Virginia Woolf, “On Not Knowing Greek,” in The Essays of Virginia Woolf, volume 4, 1925-1928, ed. A.
McNeillie (London: The Hogarth Press, 1994), p. 51.
%° Arnold, “Hebraism and Hellenism,” p- 175.
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L5. A “flood of folly and hypocrisy”: Ruskin’s moral, gendered indictment of the

Renaissance

No account of the Victorian reception of the Italian Renaissance would be complete
without at least some remarks on the works of John Ruskin. The English writers on art
and culture who, like Walter Pater and Vernon Lee, engage with Renaissance history
and culture after the publication of such studies as The Stones of Venice (1851-53) are more
than familiar with Ruskin’s work. In a way, their writings respond to Ruskin’s, even
though such a response is to some extent an indirect one. Laurel Brake, for example,
reads Pater’s relation to Ruskin in terms of a towering presence whose works, like
Modern Painters and The Stones of Venice, leave an evident mark in his writings. The essays
that Pater and Lee collected in The Renaissance, Euphorion and Renaissance Fancies and
Studies, are based on subjects which Ruskin had strongly contributed to establish in mid-
Victorian criticism, making aesthetics a dominant discourse at the time.”

Lee’s dialogic response to Ruskin is especially significant, and it is not only implicit.
In 1883, while working on her Renaissance essays, she rejects Ruskin’s moral aesthetics
and partly embraces some of the key ideas of aestheticism. In Belcaro: Being Essays on
Sundry Aesthetical Questions (1883), she dedicates a chapter to “Ruskinism. The would-be
study of a conscience.” According to the poet May Probyn, this essay proves Lee’s
passionate engagement with art and aesthetics. After reading Belcaro, Probyn wrote to

her friend

In Belcaro, Lee explains that Ruskin’s aesthetic system was quite different from that of his
predecessors — interestingly, Lee mentions Winckelmann, Lessing, Hegel and Taine, but

not Pater — and to the phallacy of judging art in the binary terms of moral legitimacy or

%' Laurel Brake, “Degrees of Darkness: Ruskin, Pater and Modernism,” in Ruskin and Modernism, ed.
Giovanni Cianci and Peter Nicholls (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), pp. 49-52. Brake’s analysis only focuses
on Pater’s relationship with Ruskin.

" May Probyn to Vernon Lee, January 12, 1881 or 1882. Letter from the Vernon Lee Papers, Somerville
College Special Collections, University of Oxford, Box XII. Letters from the Vernon Lee Papers at
Somerville will henceforth be identified by the abbreviation VLP followed by their box number.
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illegitimacy.” While Lee is aware of the importance of Ruskin in Victorian culture, she
also rejects his binary system of good and evil as categories for aesthetic appreciation.
Such a system is based on falsehood and a misconception, and unlike Ruskin she

maintains that

[i]n this world of reality where evil leads to good and life to death; where harmonies
are imperfect, there is no unvarying correspondence between things, no necessary
genesis of good from good, and evil from evil. There is much conflict and much
isolation. [...] For the qualities of right and wrong, and of beautiful and ugly, and our
perceptions of them, belong to different parts of our being, even as to a yet different
part of our being belong our perception of true and false, that is, of existing and non-

existing. (B, 207)

I suggest that in this article one can see Lee taking the distance from Ruskin not because
of their different views on art on a merely aesthetic levels, but rather because she denies
the existence of binary distinctions on an epistemological level — those “paradigms of

34 which, fuelled by the evangelical background of Ruskin’s family, Brake

binaries
acknowledges as a distinguishing feature of his works.

At the time for Lee — as much as Pater and Wilde - there seems to be no connection
between morality and physical, sensual beauty, both of them retaining some degree of
wholesomeness.”” Twenty years later, however, her “Postscript on Ruskin” - first
published in the North American Review in 1903,”° and then included in Gospels of Anarchy
and Other Contemporary Studies (1908)”" as “Ruskin as a Reformer” - shows Lee’s

reconsideration of some of her previous statements in another attempt at restoring the

reception of Ruskin’s work. In this article, after stating that Ruskin’s achievement has not

® Vernon Lee, Belcaro: Being Essays on Sundry Aesthetical Questions (London: Satchell & Co., 1883), p. 198. All
subsequent references are to this edition and will be incorporated in the text, abbreviated to B.

" Brake, “Degrees of Darkness,” p. 53.

¥ I believe her statement that “[b]eauty, in itself, is neither morally good nor morally bad: it is aesthetically
good, even as virtue is neither aesthetically good nor aesthetically bad, but morally good. Beauty is pure,
complete, egotistic: it has no other value than its being beautiful” (B, 210) is to a certain extent an
anticipation of Wilde’s claim that “[t]here is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well
written, or badly written. That is all.” On the influence of Pater and aestheticism on Belcaro, see Stefano
Evangelista, “Vernon Lee and the Gender of Aestheticism,” in Catherine Maxwell and Patricia Pulham,
eds., Vernon Lee: Decadence, Ethics, Aesthetics (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), pp. 92-7.

% Vernon Lee, “A Postscript on Ruskin,” North American Review, Vol. 177, No. 5 (November, 1903), pp. 678-
690.

" Vernon Lee, Gospels of Anarchy and Other Contemporary Studies (London: Fisher Unwin, 1909), pp. 299-322.
All subsequent references are to this edition and will be incorporated in the text, abbreviated to GA.
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been fully acknowledged, but rather viewed as the product of symbolical metaphysics

and dogmatic morals, she purports to analyse

some of the possibilities and habits of thought and feeling which I am myself aware
of owing, at least in definite and imperious form, to the teachings of this great
prophet of righteous happiness. [...] [Blecause I am convinced that, far-spreading as
was his influence on his immediate contemporaries, and large as is the debt (though
often second-hand and unacknowledged) due to him by the following generation,

the very best of Ruskin’s efficacy can be expected in the future. (GA, 301-2)

In Ruskin’s works the Renaissance progressively comes out as an evil and morbid spirit.
The picture he draws in his letters from Italy, and in works like The Stones of Venice and
Praeterita (1885-89), turns Michelet’s argument and appreciation upside down: according
to Ruskin the Renaissance spirit acted like a pathogenic agent, which he held responsible
for the final collapse of the Western civilization. Unlike Michelet and Burckhardt — but
also Vasari before them - Ruskin does not consider the Renaissance as a moment of
regeneration or rebirth, but as the lowest possible moment in the development of
Western culture.” This is most evident in The Stones of Venice, where Ruskin’s approach
to the architectural history of the Serenissima is that of a pathologist who performs a
post-mortem examination with the utmost accuracy.

Ruskin’s interest in Italian art, however, began long before he matured such
distaste. He first visited Italy during his family’s three continental tours in 1833, 1835 and
1840, and then again in 1845, when he first left England on his own, at the age of twenty-
six, right after the publication of the first volume of Modern Painters. In 1846, by the time
the second volume of his massive study on painting was in the press, he left again,
willing to take his parents to Lucca, Pisa and Venice. After getting married to Effie Gray,
the newlywed Ruskins travelled to Venice twice between 1849 and 1852. His subsequent
and final Italian trips took place in 1858, 1869, 1872, 1874 (when he ventured for the first
time south of Naples), 1876, 1882, and 1888."”°

Many of the sketches and notes Ruskin jotted down during his early Italian travels
informed works like Modern Painters, The Stones of Venice, and eventually his

autobiography, Praeterita. Interestingly, Lee’s correspondence is also rich in sketches and

® See also Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, pp. 123, 145.

% An interesting account of Ruskin’s Italian travels is offered by Alexander Bradley, Ruskin and Italy (Ann
Harbor: UMI Research Press, 1987).
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drawings with which she visually accompanies her interest for landscape or topographic

details, and in “Ruskin as a Reformer” she points out that,

in order to get Ruskin’s full meaning, we must never separate his writings from those
wonderful illustrations which tell us all the things words can never say. It is in them
that he has given us [...] not merely the @sthetic loveliness, but also the imaginative

fascination, of Venice and Verona. (GA, 306)

Of course Ruskin’s writings are also supported by substantial readings, which
demonstrate that Ruskin’s interest in Italy developed well before his first Italian travel.
His early sources, especially as far as the idea and the representations of Venice are
concerned, come from Romantic poetry. In The Wider Sea: A Life of John Ruskin (1982),
John Dixon Hunt records an interesting passage from an unpublished manuscript, now
in the John Ruskin Collection at Princeton, which Ruskin wrote as a preface to St. Mark’s
Rest: the History of Venice (1877-84). Here Ruskin refers to his first visit to Venice — which,
as Bradley has noted, took place in 1835, and not in 1833, as Ruskin mistakenly wrote —

and recalls all the literary luggage he had taken to the city:

I knew the Two Gentlemen, the Merchants of Verona and Venice, better than any
gentlemen or merchants in London, and had learned most of Romeo and Juliet by
heart; and all the beautiful beginnings of Othello. From Byron, though with less
reverence, I had received even deeper impressions. [...] Add to them Rogers’ poems,
with Turner vignettes — and Shelley’s “Julian and Maddalo,” Prout drawings in the
Watercolour Room of the Old Society and the list of my first tutors in Venetian work

will be full.*°

Ruskin’s passion for Italy was born out of his early “Italian readings” and a few etchings,
vignettes and watercolours. Bradley has especially stressed the role of Samuel Roger’s
Italy: A Poem in shaping his vision of the country. On his thirteenth birthday, Ruskin had
received a copy of the 1830 edition of the collection, lavishly illustrated with engravings
by J.M.W. Turner, whom Ruskin particularly appreciated, and would later praise in
Modern Painters."*' Roger’s poem must have impressed the young Ruskin quite strongly,

since fifteen years later, in May 1845, the mist and calmness of the landscape of Lucca

1o John Dixon Hunt, The Wider Sea: A Life of John Ruskin (New York, Viking Press, 1982), p. 69, qtd. in
Bradley, Ruskin and Italy, p. 12.
"' Bradley, Ruskin and Italy, p. 1. Other etchings were by Thomas Stothard and other artists.
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bring back to his mind Roger’s lines on the gulf of La Spezia, which he transcribes in a
letter to his father."

While in Italy, Ruskin also studied Sismondi’s History of the Italian Republics (1832) —
which he mentions several times in 1840 and 1843, and then read again daily, during his
stay in Tuscany in 1845 — and Franz Kugler’s Handbook of Painting."” In Venice he also
became acquainted with Anna Jameson, the author of The Diary of an Ennuyée (1825), a
work of fiction based on her Italian tours, and Memoirs of the Early Italian Painters (1845),
whose strong biographical and historicist approach owes much to Vasari’s Lives."*
Ruskin met her while she was working on a volume on Venetian painting entitled Sacred
and Legendary Art (1848), both of them staying at the Danieli’s. His opinion about
Jameson and her work, though, are quite caustic.”

Vasari’s influence on Jameson may help explain Ruskin’s scarce admiration for her
work on Italian painting. No matter how familiar he certainly was with Vasari, Ruskin’s
appreciation for his work was not unflawed. While in a way he recognizes the
importance of the Lives, at the same time he firmly rejects his idea of the Renaissance as
the highest moment in the development of Italian art. It is thus no surprise that when
Ruskin came to teach Vasari at Oxford, in the fall of 1872, he felt the need to “filter” and

correct his organicist theory of art:

I am myself going to give, this autumn at Oxford a summary of the points in the lives
of the Florentines as related by Vasari - i.e. assuming Vasari to be correct — what
thoughtful conjecture may be made as to each life. Then I shall correct Vasari
afterwards as I can; but I want to make him understood, first, sifting the points in
each life from the rubbish. — I shall do Verrocchio, Mantegna, Sandro Botticelli —

Pollajuolo — Lorenzo di Credi - Perugino, and the Lippis. [...]

"?See The Diaries of John Ruskin, ed. Joan Evans and John Howard Whitehouse, vol. 1, 1835-1847 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 120-21, 249, and Harold 1. Shapiro, ed., Ruskin in Italy. Letters to His Parents, 1845
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), p. 56.
" See the letter Ruskin addressed to his father on May 6, 1845, in Shapiro, Ruskin in Italy, p. 53. Shapiro
suggests that Ruskin probably used an 1838 Brussels edition of Sismondi; Cf. also Bullen, The Myth of the
Renaissance, pp. 125-30.
"4 Fraser, The Victorians and Renaissance Italy, p. 45.
> As one can read in Praeterita, Ruskin thought Jameson was “absolutely without knowledge or instinct of
painting; and had no sharpness of insight for anything else; but she was candid and industrious, with a
pleasant disposition to make the best of all she saw, and to say, compliantly, that a picture was good, if
anybody had ever said so before. Her peace of mind was restored in a little while, by observing that the
three of us [Ruskin, Boxall and Harding], however separate in our reasons for liking a picture, always
fastened on the same pictures to like; and that she was safe, therefore, in saying that, for whatever other
reason might be assigned, other people should like them also.” See John Ruskin, Praeterita, volume 35 of
The Works of John Ruskin, Library Edition, ed. E. T. Cook and A. Wedderburn (London: George Allen, 1908),
p- 374
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Nothing I have ever seen in mystic and religious art has interested me or
delighted me so much as Sandro and Perugino in the Sistine Chapel — Perugino at

. . . 6
Perugia was another piece of new life to me."

Elsewhere in his work Ruskin recognizes the importance of Vasari, but he always rejects
the idea that Italian art came to full maturity in the sixteenth century. Talking about the
Loggia della Signoria in Florence, in the miscellany he collected as On the Old Road (1885),
Ruskin disparagingly states that “Vasari is an ass with precious things in his panniers;
but you must not ask his opinion on any matter.”"# In any case, as Hillary Fraser warns,
given the role of Vasari in so much Victorian historiography, art criticism and writing,
his influence on Ruskin ought not to be overlooked.® Indeed, later in his life Ruskin
would still stress the significance of the Lives for those who were visiting Italy for the first
time: “So that my general directions to all young people going to Florence and Rome,”
Ruskin says in Mornings in Florence (1877), “would be very short: ‘Know your first volume
of Vasari, and your two first books of Livy; look about you, and don’t talk, nor listen to
talking.””"*

Rio’s De la Poésie Chrétienne (1836), however, seems to have most significantly
influenced Ruskin in the long run, especially as far as his moral condemnation of
Renaissance art is concerned. Ruskin probably found in Rio an example of religious
aestheticism that matched his own critical inclinations and artistic preferences.
Nevertheless, Bullen notes that in none of the many letters Ruskin addressed to his
father during his Italian tour in 1845 does Rio’s name appear, not even in the ones
containing descriptions of artworks which show an evident debt to De la poésie chrétienne.
Bullen suggests that this is likely to depend on the strong Protestant background of
Ruskin’s family, as if he had wished to avoid any accusation of apostasy given Rio’s firm
Catholicism.””

Further evidence of the influence of Ruskin’s Evangelicalism on his appreciation

of Renaissance artworks can be seen in his dislike for the Stanze Vaticane. In 1840 he visits

"““John Ruskin to Charles Eliot Norton, August 10, 1872, in The Correspondence of John Ruskin and Charles

Eliot Norton, ed. John Lewis Bradley and Ian Ousby (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 261-
62.
“7John Ruskin, The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century, On the Old Road, Arrows of the Chace, Ruskiniana,
volume 34 of The Works of John Ruskin, Library Edition, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn (London:
George Allen, 1908), p. 132.
"% Fraser, The Victorians and Renaissance I taly, p. 47.
9 John Ruskin, Val d’Arno, The Schools of Florence, Mornings in Florence and The Shepherd’s Tower, volume 23
of The Works of John Ruskin, Library Edition, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn (London: George
Allen, 1906), p. 370.
% Bullen, The Myth of the Renaissance, pp. 125, 127.

59



Individualism, gender, plasticity

Raphael’s rooms at the Vatican with his family, and in Praeterita he would still record his
disparaging opinion of the frescoes. Ruskin is taking the distance from Sir Joshua
Reynolds, who had stated in his fifth Discourse that “Raffaele, who stands in general
foremost of the first painters, owes his reputation [...] to his excellence in the higher parts
of the Art: his works in Fresco, therefore, ought to be the first object of our study and
attention.” Indeed, the Stanze Vaticane represented for Reynolds the most perfect
example of Raphael’s artistry, and he judged his frescoes way superior to his oil
paintings: “When he painted in oil, his hand seemed to be so crumped and confined, that
he not only lost that facility and spirit, but I think even that correctness of form, which is
so perfect and admirable in his Fresco-works.”” Ruskin’s reaction upon seeing the
Vatican Rooms considerably diverges from Sir Joshua’s enthusiastic response: in
December 1840 he records in his diary, on the spur of the moment, that “Raphael is still a

”*In his autobiography, such puzzlement is

dead letter to me, and must long be so.
explained in a way which seems consistent with Bullen’s observations regarding the role
of Protestantism in the development of Ruskin’s aesthetic judgment. For, as Ruskin was

to admit in Praeterita,

all the great religious paintings, Perugino’s ante-chamber, Angelico’s chapel, and the
whole lower story of the Sistine, were entirely useless to me. [...] Everybody told me
to look at the roof of the Sistine chapel, and I liked it; but everybody also told me to
look at Raphael’s Transfiguration, and Domenichino’s St. Jerome; which also I did
attentively, as I was bid, and pronounced - without the smallest hesitation —
Domenichino’s a bad picture, and Raphael’s an ugly one [...].

Sir Joshua’s verdict on the Stanze was a different matter, and I studied them
long and carefully, admitting at once that there was more in them than I was the
least able to see or understand, but decisively ascertaining that they could not give
me the least pleasure, and contained a mixture of Paganism and Papacy wholly

inconsistent with the religious instruction I had received in Walworth.”

" The Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds, illustrated by explanatory notes by J. Burnet, F. R. S. (London: James
Carpenter, 1842), p. 78. This is the discourse Reynolds delivered as President of the Royal Academy on
December 10, 1772.

" The Diaries of John Ruskin, 1, p. 126.

" Ruskin, Praeterita, p. 273. As the editors of the Library Edition of Ruskin’s works have pointed out, it is
not clear what Ruskin refers to when he mentions “Perugino’s antechamber,” since the antechamber of the
Stanze Vaticane was originally painted by Raphael and contains other paintings by Giovanni da Udine.
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Thus it is not surprising that the pre-Renaissance period — which, as I have shown, was
the béte noire of a man like Michelet, who was battling an ideological, lay campaign
against the Jesuits — was for Ruskin an age of uncorrupted talent. His avowed dislike for
what he defines a “mixture of Paganism and Papacy” cannot be overemphasized:
although such a remark belongs to Ruskin’s late years, it does help explain his early
impressions as well. Lee’s reception of Ruskin, however, is based on her attempt at
disentangling Ruskin’s criticism from his strong religious views. Whilst in her essay on
“Ruskinisn” Lee had suggested that Ruskin’s criticism revolved not around issues “of
aesthetic right and wrong, suggested by a given work of art, but of moral fitness and
unfitness” (B, 197), in “Ruskin as a Reformer,” her argument would be different. In this
latter article, Lee posits that the orthodox reading of his Evangelicalism had resulted in a
distorted assimilation of his writings, urging her readers to separate “what Ruskin can
give the future from what [...] Ruskin got foisted on him by the past” (GA, 319).

Ruskin’s diaries also offer his fresh impressions upon seeing Renaissance
artworks, and after 1840 — when he left on his third trip to Italy — his entries become
more frequent. On his first day in Genoa, on October 31, 1840, Ruskin probably went to
Palazzo Pallavicini and saw Raphael’s Madonna della Colonna, which he says “was worth
going a thousand miles for.”** A few months later, when he arrives in Venice on May 6,
1841, he thanks God for finally being in “the Paradise of cities.”” Here he is able to study
several paintings by Titian, but, although he considers them excellent from a technical

point of view, they seem not to raise any enthusiastic response:

Quantities of Titians and Guidos about the Morosini and Barbarigo — the latter
singularly rich, but most of them utterly ruined; his first and last picture together,
both half invisible, though the unfinished St. Sebastian seems noble. The others are
evidently masterly, but I don’t like them; one huge naked backed Venus, from the
painting of which what good or pleasure can be proposed to any human being, I
cannot conceive — it is neither pretty nor pure, neither voluptuous nor delicate. One
thing interesting there — four china plates painted by Raphael, with all his qualities

of telling story, and a good deal of the watery, playing colour of his last days.”®

As in 1840, the painter who catches Ruskin’s attention is Raphael, and the remark he

makes mostly concerns his “story-telling” skills. The story embedded in the Venus

" The Diaries of John Ruskin, 1, p. 100.
* Ibid., p. 183.
" Ibid., p. 187.
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painting may be altogether not worth re-telling, but Ruskin is also at pains to decode
what this womanly figure is meant to convey. When, at the end of the same month, he
arrives in Milan, he is struck by the pictorial quality of Raphael’s Sposalizio della Vergine at
Pinacoteca di Brera, but he points out that the oil does not really stand out in terms of
originality. In his diary entry for May 28, he even uses the same verb he had employed
with reference to Titian and Reni, “conceive.” Whilst he confesses preferring Garofalo’s

Crucifixion over “most Raphaels,”

The Marriage of the Vergin [sic], in same gallery, [is] equally exquisite, though not
quite so unique. I cannot conceive what mechanical means were used to give the
fineness of touch, or even to render it possible. I cannot conceive such a piece of hair

as in one of the back figures, painted by human hand.””

So, if Raphael is a peak, he is so because of his almost mechanic skills, and not because of
inspiration, high art, or his subjective response to the theme portrayed; much less for the
“powerful feelings” that the spectator might experience upon seeing his work.

Even after this third Italian trip, Ruskin’s ideas on art are still considerably linked
to a Romantic conception which, I suggest, one may define almost Wordsworthian.
There is a passage in his diary — the entry is dated May 15, 1843 — in which he recalls being
impressed by a conversation he had with the painter Thomas Richmond concerning

Raphael, Michelangelo and their technical merits:

[Richmond] mentioned with respect to Raphael what I had never heard before: that
in all his early and finest works the line was evidently laid down at once, as the
representation of something in the mind, and an emanation from it — not with crude
or harsh decision, like German work, but as the first overflowing and fullness of the
mind which never could be improved; while even M. Angelo always felt after the
truth: laid down two or three lines loosely, and chose the best, and so Raffaelle, in
his later works. [...] Richmond told me something else, too, about Raffaelle which I
should remember but cannot — says there is something in the colouring which is not
valuable merely as a representation of anything; but in itself precious to those who

look for it.””®

" Ibid., p. 193.
" Ibid., p. 247.
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Richmond’s theory must have resonated in Ruskin’s mind, since it is consistent with his
idea of art as the expression of individual genius and moral rectitude. For Ruskin, there
is actually no such thing as a man “being a great or a little Painter: [...] what the man is,
such is his picture — not the achievement of an ill or well practised art, but the
magnificent or miserable record of divine or decrepit mind.””’

I argue that Ruskin’s correspondence and diary entries also suggest that — at least
at the beginning of his career — he did not conceive the Renaissance in terms of a
lascivious, corrupted spirit that had done away with the excellence of the Gothic. Or, at
least, he seems not to have been able to make an ekphrasis in which he articulates the
reasons why he cannot appreciate it. It is true that his ideas on painting are considerably
different from those he matured about architecture. What matters most to him, anyway,
is the subject of paintings, which explains why he praises moral themes and discards
those “stories” which he finds unable to account for. Thus his appreciation of a portrait
of Giorgione at the Royal Academy depends on its representing “the sort of picture one
expects to light a room in the dark; and yet no Rembrandtism. Pure green sky behind
head; deep eyes; and a cast of countenance more noble than anything I remember even
in Raphael.”'®

Painting is also the reason why Ruskin embarks on his fourth journey to Italy —
the first he makes on his own — in 1845. Having just published the first volume of Modern
Painters, he was looking for further specimen of scenery and specifically intended to
study Italian painting even if his chief interest — as much of his correspondence suggests
— was already architecture. Reaching Italy through France, Ruskin first arrives at Oneglia
on April 24, 1845. In Genoa he visits Palazzo Durazzo, Palazzo Pallavicini, and Palazzo
Rosso, where he most likely sees Veronese’s Judith (ca. 1580), which he considers “a very
grand picture.”® Nevertheless he confesses to his father that he intends to leave Liguria
quite soon in order to spare all the time he has to visit Lucca, Pisa, and Florence. It is
during these Tuscan weeks that Ruskin’s artistic taste comes to maturity. In his letters,

which often include sketches, one sees Ruskin measuring and testing his own judgment

against that of his father — and, more in general, against the generation his father

% The Diaries of John Ruskin, ed. J. Evans and J. H. Whitehouse, vol. 2, 1848-1873 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1958), pp. 437-38.
' Ruskin and Joseph Severn had seen an exhibition displaying Renaissance paintings at the Royal
Academy in February 1844. As a proof of his diverging opinions in matters of painting and architecture,
one should consider that, in the same passage from his diary, he also recalls seeing “A Venus of Titian, and
a chalk drawing by Leonardo invaluable, as well as a glorious Gainsborough in the Presentation room.”
See The Diaries of John Ruskin, 1, p. 265.
6 Shapiro, Ruskin in Italy, p. 44n.
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belonged to. Unlike them, Ruskin considers the Early Renaissance masters much more
vivid and powerful in comparison with High Renaissance paintings, which on the whole

. . . 6.
he dismisses as “tawdry, tired, and vulgar.”*

Along with his religious background, this
explains his appreciation for the work of Fra Bartolomeo. In Lucca, Ruskin often visits
the church of San Romano, where there used to be two great paintings of his — now at
the Pinacoteca of Lucca — God the Father with Mary Magdalene and St Catherine of Siena
and the Madonna della Misericordia.'®

It is to the Campo Santo in Pisa, however, that most of Ruskin’s interest is
directed. The old cemetery, begun in 1278 and completed in 1464, impresses him so much
that, in his second lecture on “The Political Economy of Art” (1857), Ruskin would
emphasize to his audience that “the energies which have given the only true life to your
existing art were first stirred by the voices of the dead that haunted the Sacred Field of
Pisa.”"* The Campo Santo embodies all that Ruskin was looking for in art in 1845. He
considers it, as he writes to his father, “the thing.”® He is especially drawn to the frescoes
that decorate the interior walls of the building, and which are fine examples of that pre-
Renaissance painting style which is now known as the Giottesque School. A style so
distinctive, however, that Ruskin wrongly attributes the frescoes to Giotto himself.

In order to understand Ruskin’s fascination with the Campo Santo at a moment in
which he is developing his own aesthetic judgment, traveling for the first time without
parental guidance, one should bear in mind that the building is an example of late
Gothic architecture. If one reads, for example, the description of the Campo Santo
included in the Museo scientifico, letterario ed artistico, edited by Luigi Cicconi in 1839, it is

easy to understand why Ruskin considered the old Pisan cemetery a masterpiece:

Il magnifico porticato che precinge il Campo Santo presenta sessantadue arcate a
sesto acuto, di uno stile che sente del gotico, foggiato pero alquanto sul gusto

inspirato dalla leggiadria italiana. In giro a questo portico sono distribuiti

' Cf. Bradley, Ruskin and Italy, pp. 25-27, and Bullen, The Renaissance Myth, pp. 126, 128.

'% Ruskin to James Ruskin, May 6, 1845, in Shapiro, Ruskin in Italy, p. 53. Shapiro notes, however, that in his
notebook — now at the Ruskin Galleries at Bembridge School — Ruskin defined the Madonna della
Misericordia “an utter failure in every respect.”

' John Ruskin, A Joy for Ever and The Two Paths with Letters on the Oxford Museum and Various Addresses
1856-1860, volume 16 of The Works of John Ruskin, Library Edition, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander
Wedderburn (London: George Allen, 1905), p. 72, qtd. in Fraser, The Victorians and Renaissance Italy, p. 32.

' Shapiro, Ruskin in Italy, p. 67 (my emphasis). The letter is dated May 18, 1845.
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monumenti sepolcrali, avanzi preziosi di antichita, e le pareti sono dipinte a buon
fresco da artisti del trecento e del quattrocento.®

»167 at

When Ruskin arrives in Pisa in May 1845 — with his pen and “plain white paper
hand in order to make sketches and drawings — his first reaction is one of grief. He
laments the current conditions of the edifice, and in a letter dated May 13 he makes the
sorrowful remark that the Campo Santo has much changed, and for worse, since the
publication of John Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy in 1842."®® Ruskin
complains about the ineffective and disastrous reparations made to the edifice, but also

about the continuous building of new tombs:

Poor dear old Baptistery — all its precious old carving is lying kicking about the grass
in front of it — the workmen are wonderful at the “knocking down,” like Sam Weller
[in Dickens’s The Pickwick’s Paper]. Where there used to be black marble they put up
common stone painted & varnished — but it don’t matter. All'